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Abstract 

 

 

Between 1958 and 1960, artist Annora Brown conceived and compiled over two hundred 

botanical watercolours for the Glenbow Museum. Brown created a body of work that was 

documentary in nature but also imbued with personal meaning and aesthetic appeal. Her 

distinctive approach to botanical illustration challenges how scientific information is categorized 

and communicated in Western culture, and reflects shifting perceptions of the Alberta 

environment in the twentieth century. The commission was inspired by the publication of Old 

Man’s Garden (1954), a book written by Brown to fill a gap in the understanding of plants 

indigenous to the prairie and foothill regions. The book was exceptional in its incorporation of 

the practical knowledge and lore of southern Alberta First Nation’s communities (specifically 

Treaty Seven Nations the Piikani and Kainai) with the accounts of early European explorers, 

Western folklore, literature, and scientific information. This thesis connects Brown’s approach to 

communicating botanical information in Old Man’s Garden with the artwork she produced for 

the commission, and analyzes how both projects subvert traditional models of scientific text and 

illustration. I contextualize Brown’s work within larger frameworks of botanical study in Canada 

and the early conservation movement in Alberta, and reflect upon how the commission speaks to 

the connection between landscape and identity. 
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Introduction 

 

 

Although she trained under noted Group of Seven artists Arthur Lismer and J.E.H. 

MacDonald at the Ontario College of Art from 1925-1929, Annora Brown (1899 - 1987) has 

remained largely unknown outside southern Alberta. The first female member of the Alberta 

Society of Artists, Brown was active in the provincial art market and showed her work nationally 

at a critical time when female artists were only beginning to enter the professional sphere.1 

Exhibitions at the Calgary Stampede, the Calgary Sketch Club, the Art Association of Montreal, 

the Canadian Society for Painters in Water Colour, the Ontario Society of Artists, and the 

National Gallery of Canada demonstrate the variety of organizations to which she contributed 

work. As she trained and began her professional career at a time when artistic practice in Canada 

was primarily concerned with trying to articulate national identity and define a national style, it 

is no surprise that much of Brown’s work reflects similar concerns.  

As the landscape genre was modernized and popularized by the Group of Seven aesthetic 

in the early twentieth century, Brown became well-known for her depictions of the southern 

Alberta landscape. Central to her work is a profound attention to regional identity.2 Her 

renderings of the prairies, foothills, and rural communities of Alberta, as well as her portraits of 

                                                 
1 Maria Tippett, By A Lady Celebrating Three Centuries of Art by Canadian Women (Toronto:  

Penguin Books Canada Limited, 1992), 61. As discussed by Tippett, the changing gender divisions that occurred 

after World War I; increased access to art education as a result of the Technical Education Act of 1919; and the 

growth of the national art market due to a thriving post-war economy coincided to provide women with the 

opportunity to practise art professionally. Although women had gained access to the education, tools, and 

organizational network of their male counterparts, Brown’s autobiography gives a rich account of how gender bias 

still heavily affected the professional opportunities of women in the arts. Chapter fifteen details the circumstances of 

Brown’s admission to the Alberta Society of Artists. In spite of numerous female artists of Brown’s calibre and 

training being selected for presentation at the juried exhibition for the Society, only Brown received an admission 

letter. Rumours abounded that A.C. Leighton of the Alberta College of Art and Design, an influential founding 

member of the society who rejected the tenets of modernism, desired to restrict membership to men who practised in 

the technical tradition. She later discovered that the government would “not grant a charter to a group so restricted,” 

and hence, a single female admission was allowed. Annora Brown, Sketches from Life (Edmonton, Alberta: Hurtig, 

1981), 165.  
2 Patricia Alderson, Annora Brown: Forming a Regionalist Sensibility (Calgary: University of Calgary, 2005), 5.  
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southern Alberta First Nations peoples and culture, serve in a documentary capacity as a record 

of twentieth-century life in Alberta.3 Prior to the twentieth century, images of the West were 

created by itinerant expeditionary artists and photographers, whose carefully selected images of 

the landscape were then disseminated to an eastern North American and European public.4 

Brown was part of the first generation of settlers to be born and raised on the prairies. Mary-Beth 

Laviolette, who has written about Brown’s botanical artwork, states that Brown was part of a 

cohort of artists who “gave Alberta its first ‘visual’ sense of itself.”5 In her autobiography, 

Sketches from Life (1981), Brown frequently discusses how this burgeoning sense of Western 

identity was strongly related to the landscape: “[w]hen they [the first-generation settler 

community] cast nostalgic eyes back to their childhoods, they saw not the heather covered hills 

of Scotland, the primrose lanes of England, nor the maple woods of Ontario, but the prairies of 

the West.”6 As evidenced by her landscape artwork and her writing, Brown was fascinated with 

the natural environment, and how the landscape shaped human identity.7 This fascination with 

the connection between the environment and identity can also be seen in her botanical artwork.  

An avid gardener and hiker, Brown painted flowers in various capacities throughout her 

life. At times, as in her early career, she illustrated plants as a way to hone her skills of 

observation and representation. Late in her career, her botanical artwork proved commercially 

popular, and she painted large floral pieces for private sale. However, her most significant 

                                                 
3 Patricia Alderson alludes to this documentarian tone in Brown’s work when she discusses Brown’s childhood in 

Fort Macleod: “[g]rowing up as a first generation inhabitant of an environment that was developing from scratch, 

eager to create lasting monuments, no doubt had a lasting influence on young Annora[,]” and, “[s]he was interested 

in creating a historical record of a way of life, both in her art and in her writing.” Alderson, Forming a Regionalist 

Sensibility, 12 and 68.  
4 Christopher Jackson, With Lens and Brush: Images of the Western Canadian Landscape, 1845-1890, (Calgary: 

Glenbow Museum, 1989), 13.  
5 Mary-Beth Laviolette, A Delicate Art: Artists, Wildflowers and Native Plants of the West,  

(Victoria: Rocky Mountain Books, 2012), 88.  
6 Annora Brown, Sketches from Life (Edmonton: Hurtig, 1981), 9.  
7 Alderson, Forming a Regionalist Sensibility, 62.  
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endeavour in this area was a commission she received from the Glenbow Foundation (later the 

Glenbow Museum) in 1958. Inspired by the publication of Old Man’s Garden (1954), a book 

written by Brown detailing her knowledge of this subject matter, the foundation commissioned 

Brown to paint two hundred watercolours of Alberta wildflowers.8 This thesis explores the 

contextual basis of the commission, including its relationship with the work that inspired it, Old 

Man’s Garden. 

The language of the commission outline reflects a desire to document Alberta’s 

indigenous flora.9 By the twentieth century, visual conventions were well established for 

recording botanical subject matter in a systematic and clearly identifiable way. With its roots 

beginning in sixteenth-century Europe, the genre of botanical illustration developed as a 

response to increased interest in studying and recording the natural world. As this artistic genre 

became formalized with the advent of the scientific field of botany, plants were depicted with 

increasing realism throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Brown’s watercolours 

utilize several conventions of scientific botanical illustration. Yet, her depictions also exhibit a 

conspicuous difference from this canon: the decontextualized and stark white background that 

became standard in the European practice of this genre has been replaced by Brown with 

dreamy, often dark, backgrounds. Brown’s botanical watercolours are unique: by departing from 

the visual conventions of scientific illustration, they inspire an emotional response not often 

associated with this genre, while still serving in a documentary capacity. 

Much of what has been discussed regarding Brown’s diverse body of work focuses on her 

stylistic inheritance from the Canadian landscape tradition, and no thorough evaluation of her 

                                                 
8 Annora Brown, Old Man’s Garden, (Vancouver, B.C.: J.M. Dent & Sons, 1954). A second edition was printed in 

1970 by Gray’s Publishing Ltd of Vancouver.  
9 J.D. Herbert to Annora Brown, January 23, 1958.  
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commission for the Glenbow has yet been completed. As affirmed by scholar Patricia Alderson, 

“[o]ne of Brown’s strongest contributions to Canadian art is her documentation of the Alberta 

landscape prior to the commercialization of the region today.”10 The commission in particular is 

significant as a record of the environment prior to the rapid industrial development in the latter 

half of the twentieth century.11 It is also of interest as a departure from conventional European 

practices of botanical documentation. This stylistic choice by Brown alludes to her attention to 

issues of identity in her creative work, as well as changing Anglophone-settler perceptions of the 

Canadian environment. Reflecting on her difference in approach to this subject matter brings into 

question Western dichotomies between quantitative and qualitative methods of understanding the 

world, and her work encourages consideration of the relationship between art and science in the 

way in which information is recorded and communicated in Western culture. In this thesis, I 

analyze how Brown’s botanical artwork both adheres to and subverts traditional Western 

practices of botanical illustration in order to illuminate shifting Anglophone-settler perceptions 

of the environment in the twentieth century. 

 

Literature Review 

Brown was a prolific painter in many genres, and her botanical work is often overlooked 

in favour of her landscape painting. As she was one of the first painters from the region to 

portray the Alberta landscape as more than a tourist destination or a place ripe for resource-

                                                 
10 Alderson, Forming a Regionalist Sensibility, 83. 
11 The prosperity of the post-war years saw a substantial population boom and increasing consumer needs, which 

required more land for development and natural resource extraction. As Neil Forkey relates in his concise evaluation 

of the relationship between Canadians and the natural environment, in post-war Canada “science was employed in 

the task of coaxing more and more from the environment through dramatic modifications to local environments, the 

introduction of new chemicals for a wide range of uses, and the overharvesting of wildlife.” In Alberta, this was 

exemplified by the development of large-scale commercial oil production. Neil S. Forkey, Canadians and the 

Natural Environment to the Twenty-First Century (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2012), 85. 
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extraction, her work is of considerable value in defining regional identity through artistic 

practice. Yet, despite her formal training at the Ontario College of Art and her status as the first 

female member of the Alberta Society of Artists, she has rarely been studied in great depth in 

scholarship concerning the development of art in Alberta.  

In A History of Art in Alberta: 1905-1970 (2005) by Nancy Townshend, Brown is briefly 

discussed in relation to the gender controversy that dogged the Alberta Society of Artists during 

its formation.12 A brief biography and a discussion of Foothills Village (fig.1), one of Brown’s 

landscapes, is included in Alberta Art and Artists (2007) by Mary-Beth Laviolette and Patricia 

Ainslie.13 In Artists of Alberta (1980) by Suzanne Devonshire Baker, Brown is not mentioned at 

all, as artists chosen for inclusion in the book had to be working at the time of selection.14 It is 

notable that Brown’s contemporary and schoolmate, Illingworth Kerr was selected; and so 

perhaps had she still been working at the time of publication, Brown may have been included. In 

Alberta Society of Artists: the First Seventy Years (2000), Kathy E. Zimon frequently mentions 

Brown in relation to the club’s history, but does not assess her artistic merit.15  

Previous scholarship that has focused on Brown has analyzed her stylistic inheritance 

from the Canadian landscape tradition, and has evaluated Brown’s art from the perspective of 

personal identity and regional identity politics. Scholars Mary-Beth Laviolette and Patricia 

Alderson have both completed substantial scholarship on Brown, and both have written about 

Brown’s botanical artwork. Their work is essential to understanding Brown’s development as an 

artist and both authors are cited throughout my thesis.  

                                                 
12 Nancy Townshend, A History of Art in Alberta: 1905-1970 (Calgary: Bayeux Arts, 2005). 
13 Mary-Beth Laviolette and Patricia Ainslie, Alberta Art and Artists (Calgary: Fifth House Publishing, 2007). 
14 Suzanne Devonshire Baker, Artists of Alberta (Edmonton: University of Alberta Press, 1980).  
15 Kathy E. Zimon, Alberta Society of Artists: the First Seventy Years (Calgary: University of Calgary Press, 2000). 
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In her Master’s thesis, Annora Brown: Forming a Regionalist Sensibility, Alderson 

discusses Brown’s entire oeuvre, focusing most closely on Brown’s landscape and First Nations’ 

work. She does briefly discuss Brown’s botanical artwork, and assesses several paintings to 

explain Brown’s belief that geography played an important role in shaping identity.16 Laviolette 

gives an overview of Brown’s botanical artwork in her book A Delicate Art: Artists, Wildflowers 

and Native Plants of the West, which evaluates the work of six notable botanical artists in 

Alberta’s history. However, she does not specifically focus on the Glenbow commission. She 

calls upon Alderson’s scholarship, but also contends that Brown’s modernist approach 

“…applied equally to her wildflower art, as the botanical art tradition so fundamental to the 

watercolours of Mary Schäffer and Mary Vaux played no role in Brown’s own oeuvre.”17 By 

referencing the work of Mary Schäffer and Mary Vaux, Laviolette touches upon the scientific 

tradition of botanical illustration that Brown subverts in her work. My own exploration of the 

topic picks up on Laviolette’s contention and seeks to unravel it further.  

Those interested in Brown’s work are fortunate to have her thoughts about her work and 

her life recorded. My analysis of the Glenbow commission is strongly supported by Brown’s 

own writing in Old Man’s Garden and her autobiography Sketches from Life. Scholarship 

concerning the history of European botanical illustration, and the professionalization of botanical 

study provides the larger context of my exploration.18 Studies concerning the relationship 

                                                 
16 Alderson discusses Bunchberry (58.7.5); Yellow Bell (58.45.23); and Wild Mint (60.31.57) from the Glenbow 

commission. She also analyzes Red Lilies (1944-45), the work that appears on the back cover of Sketches from Life. 

Three other wildflower paintings (Cow Parsnips, Dusty Fleabane, and a painting of a child picking crocuses) are 

also assessed. Alderson, Forming a Regionalist Sensibility, 79-82. 
17 Laviolette, A Delicate Art, 91.  
18 The most comprehensive scholarship the history and analysis of botanical illustration is by Gill Saunders in her 

book Picturing Plants: An Analytical History of Botanical Illustration (London: KWS Publishers, 2009). Saunders 

covers all types of botanical publications (herbals, pattern books, field guides, books on plant taxonomy, and 

horticultural texts) and mediums (woodblock, etching, engraving, watercolour, and photography), but also compares 

the European development of the genre with the work of Middle Eastern and Asian artists. Wilfrid Blunt’s The Art 

of Botanical Illustration (New York: Dover, 1994) is a necessary read as he is cited frequently in all subsequent 
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between European migration and the natural environment help situate my discussion of 

twentieth-century Canadian attitudes regarding the environment.19 

 

Chapter Outline 

In my first chapter, I give a biography of Brown and a brief overview of her artistic 

output. I consider her early connection the landscape and her interest in the plants of Southern 

Alberta. Sketches from Life and the scholarship of Alderson largely inform this discussion. I then 

introduce the Glenbow commission, and detail the circumstances of its creation. This section 

also discusses the history of the Glenbow Foundation. I relied upon numerous letters and 

memoranda from the commission source file for much of my information concerning the context 

                                                 
publications on this topic. Also worth consulting for this area of study is William Wheeler’s Botanical Illustration 

(Chicago: L'Aventurine, 2003) and Celia Fisher’s Botanical Illustration in the Age of Discovery 1600-1800 

(London: The British Library, 2011). The work of Martyn Rix in The Golden Age of Botanical Illustration (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2013) and Lys De Bray’s The Art of Botanical Illustration: the Classic Illustrators and 

their achievements from 1550 – 1900 (London: Quarto, 1989) provide more in-depth case studies of famous works. 

For more information on how the relationship between art and science developed in European study of natural 

history see Therese O’Malley’s and Amy R.W. Meyers’ The Art of Natural History: Illustrated Treatises and 

Botanical Paintings 1400-1850 (Washington: National Gallery of Art, 2008) and Victoria Dickenson’s Drawn from 

Life: Science and Art in the Portrayal of the New World (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1998). 
19 In this area, I call upon the work of Tina Loo in States of Nature: Conserving Canada’s Wildlife in the Twentieth 

Century (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2006), George Colpitts in Game in the Garden: A Human History of Wildlife in 

Western Canada (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2002), and Neil Forkey in his book Canadians and the Natural 

Environment to the Twenty-First Century (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2012). Each author assesses the 

relationship between white settler society and the environment in a Western Canadian context. Although not cited 

here, the work of Alfred Crosby, a noted ecological historian, is seminal in this area and gives a much broader 

historical understanding of the impact of European expansion on shaping our relationship to the land. Germs Seeds 

and Animals: Studies in Ecological History (New York: M. E. Sharpe, 1994) and Ecological Imperialism: The 

Biological Expansion of Europe 900-1900 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), discuss the ecological 

impact of European expansion and colonization. Crosby argues that the success of European conquest in foreign 

lands was not a simple matter of military and political will, but was also assisted by certain biological 

circumstances. Crosby’s work is important in that it addresses the often overlooked geographic and biological 

considerations at work in colonialism; he categorizes these circumstances into three separate biological phenomena: 

weeds, domesticated animals, and germs (disease). Another significant work by Crosby applicable here is The 

Measure of Reality: Quantification and Western Society 1250-1600 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1997). Here, Crosby discusses why European societies began to assess reality in quantitative terms from the 

thirteenth century onwards, and how the movement away from qualitative interpretations of the environment was 

integral to the success of European imperialism.  
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of the commission. For the history of the Foundation, I referred to the Glenbow Museum’s 

website.20  

The last section of chapter one gives an overview of settler perceptions of the western-

Canadian landscape from the nineteenth century onwards. I also detail conservation efforts in 

Alberta in this section. Here, I rely primarily upon Tina Loo’s States of Nature: Conserving 

Canada’s Wildlife in the Twentieth Century and Game in the Garden: A Human History of 

Wildlife in Western Canada by George Colpitts. Christopher Jackson’s With Lens and Brush: 

Images of the Canadian Landscape, 1845-1890 provided information regarding the images of the 

West produced in the nineteenth century which shaped public perception of the area. For the 

statistics included in this section, I used information from Robert Stamp’s essay “The Emergence 

of Alberta as a Geopolitical Entity” in Environment and Economy: Essays on the Human 

Geography of Alberta, as well as the Government of Alberta’s website and the Canadian 

Encyclopedia.21  

My second chapter focuses on the work that I consider a precursor to Brown’s work for 

the commission, Old Man’s Garden. I divide the chapter into thematic sections: the text of Old 

Man’s Garden, the cover illustration, the text illustrations, and a conclusion which further 

discusses the thematic content of the book. In addition to Old Man’s Garden and the source files 

for the commission, I call upon scholarship by Sara Scharf concerning the historical development 

                                                 
20 The Glenbow Museum, “About Us: History of Glenbow Museum,” http://www.glenbow.org/about/ (accessed on 

May 17, 2017). 
21Alberta Culture and Tourism. “Environmentalism and the Natural Gas Industry.” 

http://history.alberta.ca/energyheritage/gas/the-modern-fuel/environmentalism-and-the-natural-gas-industry.aspx 

(accessed on May 25, 2017); Alberta Parks, “Our History: Growth of Alberta’s Park System,” 

https://www.albertaparks.ca/albertaparksca/about-us/our-history/ (accessed on May 25, 2017); The Canadian 

Encyclopedia, “Alberta,” http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/alberta/ (accessed on May 25, 2017); 

The Canadian Encyclopedia, “Environmental and Conservation Movements,” 

http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/environmental-and-conservation-movements/ (accessed on May 

25, 2017); Robert Stamp, “The Emergence of Alberta as a Geopolitical Entity,” in Environment and Economy: 

Essays on the Human Geography of Alberta, ed. B.M. Barr and P.J. Smith (Edmonton: Pica Pica Press, 1984) 5-15.  
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of field guides in her paper “Identification Keys, the ‘Natural Method,’ and the Development of 

Plant Identification Manuals.”22 When discussing the cover illustration, I refer to scholarship on 

the golden age of children’s literature, primarily an introduction to the topic by Joel D. Chaston 

in the Children’s Literature Association Quarterly.23 I am greatly indebted to the scholarship of 

Gill Saunders in her book, Picturing Plants: An Analytical History of Botanical Illustration, for 

background regarding the development of botanical illustration in Western society.24 During the 

evaluation of the scratchboard illustrations Brown completed for Old Man’s Garden, I refer to 

Saunders’ work when discussing the history of illustrating herbals, and also call upon George 

Lawrence’s “Herbals: Their History and Significance” to situate my discussion.25 William Ivins’ 

seminal introduction to printmaking and woodcut illustration, Prints and Visual Communication, 

and an informational booklet from the Edmonton Art Gallery, Printmaking Techniques, inform 

my visual analysis.26  

My third chapter evaluates the commission, Brown’s methodology, and the entanglement 

of art and science. The visual conventions that Brown challenges in her work for the commission 

have their roots in the Enlightenment, and the development of the genre of scientific botanical 

illustration. I explore the ways in which Brown both utilized and subverted the visual 

conventions of scientific illustration and, in doing so, questioned how settler society viewed the 

environment. I relate this to her style of writing and illustration in Old Man’s Garden. This 

chapter draws on the work of Alderson and Laviolette, and the commission files, as well as 

                                                 
22 Sara Scharf, “Identification Keys, the “Natural Method,” and the Development of Plant Identification Manuals,” 

Journal of the History of Biology (42.1): Spring, 2009, 73-117. 
23 Joel D. Chaston, “Cultivating the Gardens of Golden Age Children’s Literature,” Children’s  

Literature Association Quarterly (26.1): Spring, 2001, 2 - 3. 
24 Gill Saunders, Picturing Plants: An Analytical History of Botanical Illustration (London: KWS Publishers, 2009). 
25 George Lawrence, “Herbals: Their History and Significance,” History of Botany: Two papers presented at a 

symposium at the Clark Memorial Library UCLA (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1965). 
26 William M. Ivins Jr., Prints and Visual Communication (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1953). Edmonton 

Art Gallery, Printmaking Techniques (Edmonton: Jasper Printing Ltd. [n.d.]). 
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Brown’s autobiography Sketches from Life. Brown’s methodological approach was shaped by 

both her artistic training and her interests in the history of botany, and both traditions informed 

her treatment of wildflowers in the commission.  

In my conclusion, I seek to tie Brown’s approach in her botanical work to changing 

attitudes concerning conservation in Alberta in the mid-twentieth century, and highlight how her 

attachment to the Alberta landscape from a young age informed the aesthetic and thematic 

choices she made when relating botanical knowledge. Her publication of Old Man’s Garden in 

1954 and the completion of the commission in 1960 underscores the gradual shift Western 

societies experienced in their perception of nature and foreshadows the environmental movement 

that would develop over the following decade. 

Brown estimated that her depictions of wildflowers accounted for half her artistic 

output.27 Although not considered prestigious subject matter at the time she was painting, her 

botanical artwork was popular, and gave Brown commercial success as an artist.28 In assessing 

the Glenbow commission, this thesis seeks to call attention to a part of Brown’s oeuvre that has 

not been studied in detail, even though it sustained her artistic identity. Considering Brown’s 

wildflower art not only from the perspective of artistic practice, but also how her work emerges 

from the Western scientific tradition, contributes to an understanding of the creative complexity 

of Brown’s artistic output.  

  

                                                 
27 Laviolette, A Delicate Art, 91.  
28 Brown alludes to the success she had selling her botanical paintings in Sketches from Life: “…year after year, the 

demand for my [wildflower] paintings grew…I heard rumours of people quarrelling over who was to have them 

when they were sent in for exhibition. None of them ever came back. Some were even stolen.” Brown, Sketches 

from Life, 218-219. 
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Chapter One - The Context of the Commission: The Artist, the Institution, and the 

Province in the Mid-Twentieth Century. 

 

1.1 A Portrait of the Artist: Annora Brown’s Formative Years 

 

Brown was born in Red Deer, Alberta in 1899, but her parents soon moved the family to 

the newly established town of Fort Macleod. Her mother, Elizabeth Ethel Cody Brown, was a 

schoolteacher originally from the Toronto area. Her father, Edmund Forster Brown, had 

emigrated from England as a young man, initially to pursue farming in what is now Moose Jaw, 

Saskatchewan. He later joined the North-West Mounted Police and moved west as the force 

expanded its territorial reach.29 Fort Macleod, the original NWMP fort, was founded at the 

Oldman River in 1874, and the town was incorporated in 1892, as permanent settlement in 

southern Alberta began to accelerate.  

During Brown’s formative years, Fort Macleod rapidly grew from a western tent town to 

a permanent and flourishing municipality, fed by the robust grain and cattle farming industries. 

This burgeoning community of settlers strongly identified with the natural environment, as they 

were deeply reliant on its resources. Consequently, growing up as one of the first generations of 

European settlers to populate this area permanently, Brown developed a strong connection to the 

prairie landscape. The Brown family moved and renovated houses several times as the city grew, 

                                                 
29 During the latter half of the nineteenth century, the prairies and mountains west of central Canada were largely 

uninhabited by permanent European settlers; the land was sparsely occupied by traders whose fluctuating 

commercial interests warranted a transient lifestyle. Up until 1870, the Hudson’s Bay Company controlled this 

territory, then known as Rupert’s Land, and was mainly active in the northern part of the province. By the mid-

nineteenth century, southern Alberta was occupied by “free traders” from the American Fur Trade Company, who 

crossed the border to trade for bison hide. The 1860s saw a rapid increase in the demand for hides and the number of 

traders in the area increased. Alcohol became a popular trading item, which led to social disintegration in southern 

Alberta indigenous communities. With an eye to future settlement, the Canadian Government sought to stabilize the 

area and abolish the whiskey trade through the presence of the mounted police. The establishment of Fort Macleod 

in 1874 was at the center of this initiative. The fort was later incorporated as a town in 1892. With the division of the 

Northwest Territory in 1882, Alberta became a separate district and later a province six years after Brown was born, 

in 1905. The struggle to abolish the abundant liquor trade, create treaties with the Indigenous peoples of the area, 

and establish permanent communities of white settlers was the complex social and political environment into which 

Brown was born.  
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each with more permanent amenities such as an indoor toilet, running water and, eventually, 

electricity. Encouraged by her mother, Brown never lost touch with the outdoors, despite the 

improvement in the town’s infrastructure. Brown and her mother would often consult popular 

botanical reference books, notably by Harvard University botanist Asa Gray and Toronto-based 

botanist and educator H.B. Spotton, to identify the wild plants of the prairies that surrounded the 

town.30  

As Brown relates in her autobiography Sketches from Life, the reference books available 

at the time focused on plants indigenous to the eastern part of the continent.31 Often, she was 

unable to find many plants native to Alberta in these books. Additionally, many of the adults in 

Fort Macleod had immigrated from the eastern provinces or directly from Europe, so Brown not 

only read about, but also heard firsthand about what life was like “down east” and “back home.” 

This cultural focus on the east informed Brown’s early conceptions of identity; she expressed the 

disconnect between eastern Canadian life and western everyday reality in her writing by 

comparing the availability and use of plants in each area. Apples, commonly consumed every fall 

in Ontario and Quebec, were considered delicacies as they faced a long journey west and, prior 

to the construction of the railroad station in 1906, they arrived in Fort Macleod by ox cart. 

Currants were used to make jelly instead of the variety of sweeter fruit options available in the 

eastern provinces. As evidenced in her autobiography, Brown delighted in the natural world 

around her, and rebuffed the notion that the environment and the lifestyle of the eastern part of 

the country made it a more desirable place to live. 

                                                 
30 Brown, Sketches from Life, 68. Unfortunately, Brown does not state which publications by these authors she used.  
31 Ibid. Brown details beginning a pressed flower collection with the help of her mother, “[t]ogether we pored over 

her old copies of Gray’s and Spotton’s botanies to find names for them. This was discouraging work as the books 

dealt only with plants that were found in the eastern part of the continent.”  
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This early sense of Western identity became even more pronounced during her time at the 

Ontario College of Art. While visiting an aunt in Toronto in 1925, Brown enrolled in a summer 

art course at the college. Upon completion of the course, she won a scholarship and registered for 

full-time studies in the fall. She fulfilled the majority of her coursework in graphic design and 

also received instruction under notable Group of Seven members Arthur Lismer and J.E.H 

MacDonald. On several occasions, she was invited to the studio of Lawren Harris with other 

students, where “[w]e gathered in a group about him and sat on the floor as we discussed his 

philosophy of the spiritual in Art and life.”32 The philosophical spirit of the Group of Seven 

aesthetic would continue to influence her creative work throughout her career.33 While attending 

college, she met other students originally from “out west,” with whom she forged strong 

friendships. Among these were noted western artists Euphemia McNaught of Beaverlodge, 

Alberta; Gwen Hutton of Calgary, Alberta; and Illingworth Kerr of Lumsden, Saskatchewan. 

The students from western Canada bonded over shared feelings of exclusion from the narrow 

conception of Canadian landscape and identity prevalent in the eastern part of the country.34  

This time at OCA also saw Brown’s first introduction to botanical illustration. One of her 

instructors, Robert Holmes, was an avid painter of Ontario wildflowers. In her autobiography, 

Brown recalls discussing Ontario’s changing wild landscape with him, stating, “[w]e talked of 

wildflowers that had all but disappeared in Ontario, wiped out by advancing hordes of humanity, 

and the myriad flowers of the West. My mind could not envisage a time, coming all too soon, 

                                                 
32 Brown, Sketches from Life, 102. 
33 Ibid., 92-94. The instruction of Arthur Lismer had a profound impact on Brown: “[o]f all the instructors, Arthur 

Lismer, who was as good a teacher as he was an artist, had the greatest impact on us. He taught, not only art, but 

life- Art as Life and Life as Art.”  
34 Ibid., 105.  
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when they too would be threatened.”35 This statement foreshadows the environmentalist attitude 

that would later infuse Brown’s landscape and botanical artwork.  

After graduating from the Ontario College of Art in 1929, Brown began her professional 

career as an art instructor at Mount Royal College in Calgary. These were years of great 

happiness for her, as she often spent her weekends sketching in the mountains. After two years in 

the position, the failing health of her parents required her to resign and move back to Fort 

Macleod. Her mother had suffered a stroke, and her father was unable to provide adequate care 

for her on his own. Soon after her mother’s illness, the economic stresses and drought of the 

Great Depression decimated the rural communities of Alberta, whose economies were reliant on 

the success of the agricultural industry. The shock of the sudden economic downturn resulted in 

the deterioration of Edmund Brown’s health, and Annora was soon managing the demanding 

task of caring for both of her parents. Living in a small rural community, while running a 

household, seemed at odds with creating fine art or building a career as a professional artist. 

However, Brown refused to allow her circumstances to limit her, and found ways of integrating 

her desire to produce art with the restrictions of a demanding daily lifestyle.  

In Sketches from Life Brown details how she spent any time that could be spared outdoors 

practising her craft, utilizing the local landscape for subject matter. This resolve to continue 

honing her artistic training in the isolated prairie environment is captured in a statement in her 

autobiography:  

 

I had set for myself two projects. A long-term one - to learn all I could about the country 

in which I lived by drawing, painting, reading, listening, and thinking. A more immediate 

                                                 
35 Brown, Sketches from Life, 94.  
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one, a matter of self-discipline. No one ever reaches a goal by sitting and wishing, so I 

had resolved to go out to make a sketch every day that the weather permitted.36 

 

Working outside provided relief from the routine of domesticity, while also offering a varied and 

ever-changing palette of items to sketch. This practice, initiated so early in her career, not only 

served as a method of honing her skills of perception and representation, but also cemented her 

artistic fascination with the environment.  

Brown began to produce prairie landscapes, a subject that was not considered worthy of 

artistic attention at the time. This is evidenced in an exchange which Brown discusses in her 

autobiography: while out sketching grain elevators in the early morning before her parents 

awoke, Brown was confronted by a neighbour. He asked why she spent her time painting “ugly 

things like that,” and declared it a pity she was not able to travel to England or France to find 

suitable subject matter to depict.37 This exchange is interesting as it demonstrates the prevailing 

notions of the western-Canadian landscape. As Patricia Alderson notes, “she was breaking new 

ground in a conservative region, indeed Brown’s art must have been considered radical in the 

rural Alberta of the 1930’s where European realism in painting was still the preferred style.”38 

This prevailing stylistic preference would be challenged by the modernist aesthetics and 

celebration of regional diversity pioneered by the Group of Seven and the Beaver Hall Group. 

Brown and other western Canadian artists embodied this modernist approach and made it their 

own.39  

                                                 
36 Brown, Sketches from Life, 7. 
37 Ibid., 8. 
38 Alderson, Forming a Regionalist Sensibility, 63. 
39 Tippet, By A Lady, 68. 
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Undaunted, Brown continued to sketch and paint the landscape around her. The 

environment provided her with scenery that was in continual flux. As her father regained his 

health, she was able to join friends on weekend excursions to surrounding natural areas such as 

the Porcupine Hills, Waterton Lakes National Park, and the Banff area. These excursions often 

involved camping for several days in the wilderness, and thus Brown continued to develop her 

fascination with the landscape of Alberta. Despite the difficult economic circumstances of Fort 

Macleod, she was still able to sell small “portraits” (as she termed them) of flowers for one dollar 

during the Depression.40 As she had commented to her instructor Robert Holmes, flowers were 

plentiful on the prairies and provided her with immediately available subject matter. These 

depictions, painted quickly in watercolour on a dark background and showcasing local flora, are 

the precursor of what would later become the Glenbow commission.41 

 

1.2 The Glenbow Museum and the Commission 

 

 In 1954, Brown succeeded in having Old Man’s Garden published. Research for the 

manuscript had begun almost inadvertently during the “dirty thirties,” when she first became 

interested in reading about the history and lore of southern Alberta.42 Margaret Carrick, a friend 

from the time of her employment at Mount Royal College, had a similar interest in this subject 

and lent Brown reading material relating to early European exploration of the area.43 Brown kept 

notes when native plants were mentioned in these accounts, and the idea for the book began to 

percolate. She later received more specific references to Alberta flowers from the aptly named 

                                                 
40 Alderson, Forming a Regionalist Sensibility, 44; Brown, Sketches from Life, 170. 
41 Many of these small paintings are believed to be lost or owned by private buyers; however, there are six small 

flower portraits residing at the Whyte Museum in Banff, which may have been from this time in Brown’s career.  
42 Brown, Sketches from Life, 132. 
43 Carrick held the positions of dean of women and dietician at Mount Royal University. During Brown’s time in 

Calgary, Carrick and Brown would often take weekend excursions to the mountains. After Brown left her 

employment there to move back to Fort Macleod, Carrick would often visit her there. 
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Flora Macleod, a librarian of the extension department at the University of Alberta. Publication 

of the manuscript was delayed by the Second World War, due to a lack of interest in the subject 

matter, and the gravity associated with expending time and resources efficiently during 

wartime.44 Finally, Brown reached an agreement with J.M. Dent and Sons, who would publish it, 

according to Brown, “perhaps because of its quality, perhaps because I had worked for them for 

so long.”45 After its publication, the book received positive reviews and, eventually, a copy was 

purchased for every library in the province as part of a celebration of Alberta’s 75th 

anniversary.46 

Soon after the publication of Old Man’s Garden, Brown was approached by J.D. Herbert, 

the Executive Director of the Glenbow Foundation, and was asked to complete portraits of two 

hundred wildflowers indigenous to Alberta.47 The commission specified that Brown should make 

her own choice from a broad cross-section of flowers in the foothills, prairies, and alpine regions, 

and focus on rare specimens.48 The outline for the commission established that the assignment 

was intended to document the province’s unique botanical resources and, in doing so, would 

create a record of Alberta’s environment for future generations. A memorandum from Eric 

Harvie, the founder and president of the Glenbow Foundation, in May 1960, stated that Brown 

was welcome to do more than two hundred paintings, if she was able to come across more flower 

                                                 
44 Brown, Sketches from Life, 174. 
45 Ibid., 216. Brown worked for the publishing company illustrating textbooks, children’s books, and fiction. When 

interviewing Brown before her retirement to Sidney B.C., Ken Liddell learned that she “completed over six hundred 

illustrations…for eight books by other authors.” Ken Liddell, “Ken Liddell’s Column,” Calgary Herald, May 29, 

1965. 
46 Tape interview with Annora Brown by S.W. Kirkum, March 24, 1982, Annora Brown archival fonds, Glenbow 

Museum. 
47 Herbert originally conceived of the idea of the commission after reading the Old Man’s Garden. Glenbow 

Museum, “Series of Florals from Alberta Foothills,” Annora Brown Artist File, Art Collection, Glenbow Museum.  
48 Letter from J.D. Herbert to Brown, January 23, 1958.  
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varieties.49 Harvie wanted her to “make as complete a record as possible.”50 This request for a 

quantitatively complete record reflects the Western desire to categorize, organize, and measure 

natural phenomena, that arose during the Enlightenment and continued to inform scientific study 

into the twentieth century.51 These documents make it clear that the commission was intended as 

a scientific botanical series. 

Further evidence of the scientific aim of the commission is reflected in a statement that 

the flowers be given “proper emphasis and detail.”52 This wording stresses empirical accuracy in 

the depictions of the plants. Herbert suggested that the flowers be shown in their natural 

environments, but specified that the environments should not be styled as a landscape.53 Perhaps 

most notably, the commission stipulates that the treatment of the subject matter was to be more 

realistic than Brown’s usual “poetic” style.54  

Brown completed the commission over a period of two years, from 1958 to 1960.55 To 

support herself financially while undertaking this work, she completed multiple versions of each 

specimen and sold the extras to private buyers. The work proved commercially popular and 

paintings sold almost as quickly as she could paint them.56 In total, Brown estimates that she 

painted over five hundred flower portraits.57 Her paintings were bought by individuals from as 

far afield as England, Japan, Australia, Hawaii, and the mainland United States. Portraits that did 

                                                 
49 Memorandum from Eric L. Harvie to G.L. Crawford, May 19, 1960. 
50 Ibid. 
51 Therese O’Malley and Amy R.W. Meyers, The Art of Natural History: Illustrated Treatises and Botanical 

Paintings 1400-1850 (Washington: National Gallery of Art, 2008), 7.  
52 Letter from J.D. Herbert to Brown, January 23, 1958. 
53 Ibid; Letter from J.D. Herbert to Brown, March 31, 1958. 
54 Letter from J.D. Herbert to Brown, March 31, 1958. 
55 Discussions began between J.D. Herbert and Brown in 1957, and as evidenced by their correspondence, continued 

into the spring of 1958. In January 1958, Brown was “asked to proceed on the basis of 200 items at the price of $15 

each.” Glenbow Museum, “Series of Florals from Alberta Foothills,” Annora Brown Artist File, Art Collection, 

Glenbow Museum. 
56 Brown, Sketches from Life, 218-219; Ken Liddell, “Ken Liddell’s Column.” 
57 Ken Liddell, “Ken Liddell’s Column.”  



 

 19 

not sell were included in the work she submitted for the commission. As a result, there are 

duplicates and triplicates of some of the flowers she chose to depict. Because of her distinctive 

rendering of contextual space, however, each “duplicate” is actually not a replicate at all, but a 

singular portrait, containing different contextual elements and aesthetic signifiers in each 

depiction of the same plant.  

At the time the commission was created, the Glenbow Museum was not yet formally in 

existence. Instead, what began as the private collection of Eric Harvie, a lawyer and 

entrepreneur, was given to his charitable organization, The Glenbow Foundation, in 1954. His 

collections were later donated to the people of Alberta, and the Glenbow Museum was 

established in 1966. 58 In his initial correspondence with Brown, J.D. Herbert describes the 

collecting premise of the foundation, and also acknowledges that money for collecting is 

supplied through “private funds”: 

 

[The Glenbow Foundation] is an organization supported by private funds and devoted to 

investigating and preserving the history of western Canada. In attempting to accomplish 

this end, we collect, among other historical documents, certain classes of work of western 

Canadian artists. Because we are primarily interested in history and anthropology our 

emphasis is on paintings which are documentary or representative of some aspect of 

western life.59  

                                                 
58 Harvie’s personal collecting was diverse and he retained art, artefacts, and historical documents primarily from 

North America, but also from Asia, West Africa, South America and islands in the Pacific. Harvie not only created 

the Glenbow Museum but also donated substantial amounts of money to the Banff School of Fine Arts, the Luxton 

Foundation, the Calgary Zoo and Heritage Park in Alberta alone. The Glenbow Museum, “About Us: History of 

Glenbow Museum,” http://www.glenbow.org/about/ (accessed on May 25, 2017). 
59 Letter from J.D. Herbert to Annora Brown, April 24, 1957.  
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Brown’s commission, with its focus on plants indigenous to the province, reflects this interest in 

establishing regional identity through documentation of Alberta peoples and environment.  

 Born in 1892, Harvie was a contemporary of Brown, and was part of the large migration 

westward in the early half of the twentieth century. Originally from Orillia, Ontario, he studied 

law in Toronto before moving west and enrolling at the University of Alberta, graduating in 

1914. He then began his own legal practice and practised law from 1919 to 1950. In 1947, 

Harvie received communication that oil had been discovered on land near Leduc for which he 

owned mineral rights. His fortune increased when oil was subsequently found on his land near 

Redwater in 1949.  

Harvie’s connection, and subsequently the Glenbow Foundation’s connection, to the 

petroleum industry is significant for understanding the Annora Brown commission. The money 

with which Harvie was able to procure commissions was substantially supported by his 

involvement with the oil industry. In this way, the commission speaks to the uneasy connection 

between two of Alberta’s most important economic features: its breathtaking and expansive 

landscape and its considerable natural energy resources. Subsequently, both of these elements 

also became central to Anglophone-settler identity in Alberta, signifying the “economic 

materialism and rugged individualism” that came to define provincial identity as permanent 

settlement in Alberta continued.60 

 

1.3 The Myth of Superabundance: Alberta in the Mid-Twentieth Century 

 

In order to comprehend Brown’s approach to the commission, it is necessary to 

understand the cultural mindset to which she was reacting. Conservationist sentiments began to 

                                                 
60 The Canadian Encyclopedia, “Alberta,” http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/alberta/ (accessed on 

May 25, 2017). 
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emerge in Canada at the turn of the nineteenth century, when Brown was born.61 These early 

conservationist attitudes were shaped by the prevailing perceptions of the western landscape and 

a relationship between settler society and the natural world. This was characterized by both 

exploitation and veneration, a dualism that informs Brown’s sensitivity to the botanical subject 

matter she painted.  

Prior to the twentieth century, in the minds of Europeans and the earliest Canadian 

settlers, the land west of Lake Superior formed a single, largely unpopulated, and unfamiliar 

region.62 European exploration of this area began in the seventeenth century, driven by the desire 

to chart a passage to the riches of Asia, and by the eighteenth century, much of it had been 

mapped by explorers working for fur trading companies.63 As a consequence, European presence 

in the west was mainly transient until the nineteenth century, when expeditions intending to 

document the region increased, and images and written accounts of the area proliferated.64 

                                                 
61 It is necessary to delineate between two related terms in this field. “Conservationism,” refers to the desire to 

protect finite natural resources important to the continuance of human society, and is grounded in economic desire. 

It developed at the turn of the century and lasted until after World War Two. “Environmentalism,” developed in the 

early 1960s. It was predicated on a reconsideration of humanity’s role in the biological cosmos, and advocated for 

the preservation of ecological systems for the health of all species. Forkey, Canadians and the Natural Environment, 

34-35; 84-86.  
62 Colpitts, Game in the Garden, 4.  
63 Jackson, With Lens and Brush, 13 and 15; Stamp, “The Emergence of Alberta,” 6. 
64 Ibid. Cartographic explorations of the west began with expeditions by Henry Kelsey from 1690-1692; Anthony 

Henday from 1754-1755; Samuel Hearne from 1769-1772; Alexander Mackenzie in 1789 and 1793; and David 

Thompson in 1787. Several Hudson’s Bay Company outposts were also established in the eighteenth century on 

territory that would later become part of Alberta: Fort Chipewyan, Edmonton House, and Rocky Mountain House. 

The small population of permanent settlers prior to the nineteenth century was attached to these isolated 

administrative zones, which existed solely to facilitate the fur trade and exploration on behalf of the trading 

companies. The first written accounts about the area were the journals of explorers, who published their personal 

papers after returning home from their travels. Hearne published an account of his expedition in 1795 titled, A 

Journey from Prince of Wales's Fort in Hudson's Bay to the Northern Ocean in the years 1769, 1770, 1771, and 

1772. Mackenzie’s travels were published in Voyages from Montreal through the Continent of North America to the 

frozen and Pacific oceans in 1789 and 1793 with an account of the rise and state of the fur trade in 1801. The 

nineteenth century saw an increase in pictorial depictions of the west as artists attached to expeditions began to 

produce work for official reports or traveller’s journals. Artists who completed work of this nature include: Henry J. 

Warre (1819-1898); Thomas Miles Richardson Jr. (1813-1890); and Paul Kane (1810-1871). Photography was 

introduced as a documentary medium in mid-nineteenth century. Survey photographers active in the west included: 

Humphrey Lloyd Hime (1833-1903), Benjamin Baltzly (1835-1883), and Charles Horetzky (1838-1900).  
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Increased American presence in the Oregon territory in the 1840s, and calls for annexation of 

land to the north, motivated the British government to protect its interests in the region.65 

Expeditions to survey and document served to open the area for future development, and also 

satisfied the appetite of an eastern-Canadian and European public for information about the 

previously unfamiliar territory.66  

Preceding its incorporation as a territory by the Canadian government, and the 

subsequent settlement and agricultural development of the area, Rupert’s Land was central to the 

fur trade. The economic benefit and commercial function that the fur trade provided to settler 

society linked the vast “wilderness” with civilized society. Thus, the connection between wildlife 

- and subsequently wild spaces - and western Canadian social and economic stability was already 

cognitively fixed prior to large-scale settlement.67 This impression was furthered by the heavy 

promotion of the west for settlement by the Canadian Department of the Interior after 1870, and 

similar promotional campaigns from the Canadian Pacific Railway.68 The region was represented 

by images and written descriptions published in illustrated journals, books, and newspapers, and 

projected in stereopticon shows, which presented it as abundant in wildlife, with vast amounts of 

unspoiled land.69 As George Colpitts astutely argues in his history of wildlife and Western 

Canadian settlement, Game in the Garden: A Human History of Wildlife in Western Canada to 

1940, the idea of the west as a place of superabundance, both in land and wildlife, continued to 

                                                 
65 Jackson, With Lens and Brush, 15. 
66 Ibid. 
67 Colpitts, Game in the Garden, 5. Additionally, Robert Stamp points out that the west was viewed as a convenient 

foil to the east, one that provided the necessary “fertile soil” to supply the “surplus Ontario population” with 

farmland. Those in the east with expansionist ideals contended that “an agricultural West and an industrial East 

[would] provide reciprocal markets for each other’s goods[.]” This statement effectively demonstrates how the west 

was perceived in limited terms by an eastern public. The west was valued for its capacity to provide resources for an 

eastern population. Stamp, “The Emergence of Alberta,” 6.  
68 J. G. Nelson, “Canada’s National Parks: Past, Present, Future,” in Man’s Impact on the Western Canadian 

Landscape, (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart Limited, 1976), 80-81.  
69 Colpitts, 5-6; Jackson, With Lens and Brush, 75. 
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permeate the Canadian imagination into the twentieth century.70 The association of the west as a 

place of natural wealth was pervasive, even after environmental decline began in the nineteenth 

century.  

It is estimated that in 1881 only 1,000 permanent settlers resided within the present 

boundaries of Alberta.71 With the completion of the Canadian Pacific Railroad in 1885, 

thousands more were expected to arrive on the prairies, and by 1891, the population had grown 

to 17,500.72 In addition to the completion of the railway, undesirable living conditions in urban 

centres in eastern Canada drove families west. Settlement continued to increase sharply in the 

early-twentieth century, from 73,022 in 1901 to 584,454 in 1921, transforming the province from 

the relatively-uninhabited hunting territory of the nineteenth century.73 However, detrimental 

environmental changes had already begun prior to this rapid acceleration in immigration. By 

1889, only 2,000 bison still roamed the prairies, a serious reduction from the original population 

of 60 million.74  

Over-hunting due to the demand for animal hide, as well as the heavy reliance of rural 

western diets on meat, worked in tandem with habitat destruction to diminish biodiversity in the 

Canadian west. Although several national parks were created in the 1880s, protected areas were 

                                                 
70 Colpitts, 6. 
71 Stamp, “The Emergence of Alberta,” 7.  
72 Ibid., 8. 
73 The Canadian Encyclopedia, “Alberta,” http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/alberta/ (accessed on 

May 25, 2017). 
74 The Canadian Encyclopedia, “Environmental and Conservation Movements,” 

http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/environmental-and-conservation-movements/ (accessed on May 

25, 2017). Other wildlife populations in the province that suffered were elk, deer, bighorn sheep, wolves, coyotes, 

and bears. Bears were largely wiped from ranching regions by 1890, due to the threat they posed to livestock. J.G. 

Nelson, in his discussion of the creation of the Canadian National Park system, discusses how different types of 

animals received differing treatment when wildlife protection came to government attention in the early twentieth 

century. Generally speaking, predators received “less favourable treatment” than herbivores. As scientific research 

of these species increased, animal behaviour was explicated to the public more readily, and older attitudes that 

linked behaviour to concepts of morality began to be replaced with a more holistic understanding of the predator 

role in the ecosystem (Nelson, “Canada’s National Parks,” 84-86). This issue is also discussed in more detail by 

George Colpitts in Game in the Garden. 
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created primarily to promote tourism and produce revenue from the CPR line.75 A well-known 

example of this was the creation of Canada’s first national park at Banff in 1885; its location 

along the Canadian Pacific Railway, the desire to capitalize on the spectacular scenery of the 

Rocky Mountains, and the medicinal properties of the fresh air and hot springs were the primary 

motivators behind its designation.76 Yoho and Glacier national parks followed in 1886 for similar 

reasons.77 

With permanent settlement, ranching and grain farming replaced trapping and hunting as 

the primary economic activities. Wild meat protein was replaced as a dietary staple by 

domesticated alternatives. Up to the First World War, the west continued to be promoted by the 

transportation and service industries as a place of “pristine wilderness,” despite obviously 

diminished wildlife populations and substantial agricultural development. After the war, local 

government and settler communities continued to promote the idea of resource superabundance 

to attract investment and development to the region. Conversely, the association with the region 

as a place of natural abundance also fueled conservationism. Natural resources had become 

inextricably linked to the concept of regional wealth, and thus were necessary to protect.78 

Shifting settler perceptions of the Canadian environment during the early twentieth 

century is indicated by political efforts to protect natural areas. The Provincial Parks and 

                                                 
75 J. G. Nelson, “Canada’s National Parks,” 78, 83. Nelson discusses the emergence of both the American and 

Canadian National Parks system. He states that for both countries, “the ideas of the nature protection or preservation 

school play a relatively minor part in the establishment of the National Parks, [and] they also played a negligible 

role within them- for decades.” Hunting, fishing, tree-felling, mining, prospecting, surveying, and railroad 

construction were not only allowed, but much of the time was interpreted as productive to carry out within park 

boundaries. By the early twentieth-century severely diminished wildlife populations and loss of natural habitat 

forced the government to act to preserve wild landscapes in a more thoughtful manner. In 1911 J.B. Harkin was 

appointed the first Commissioner of the Canadian National Parks. According to Nelson, Harkin appreciated the 

“value of the wilderness” and enacted strict fire control policies, while still promoting recreation in the parks to 

support interest and funding for the expansion of the parks system. 
76 J. G. Nelson, “Canada’s National Parks,” 81.   
77 Ibid. 
78 Colpitts, Game in the Garden, 104; Forkey, Canadians and the Natural Environment, 34-45.  
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Protected Areas Act, which was passed in Alberta legislature in 1930 was evidence of a growing 

awareness of Alberta’s natural landscape as something to be preserved that swelled in the 1920s 

and 1930s.79 That same year saw the establishment of a Provincial Board of Management for the 

parks system. The first five provincial parks were established in 1932.80 These incremental 

changes towards protecting the environment were later felt in the Fort Macleod region. Air 

quality measurement began at Pincher Creek in 1957, the year the Glenbow project was 

commissioned. An air pollution branch was created by the Alberta government in 1961, 

immediately passing regulations to limit sulphur emissions.  

The conservationist focus on air quality that emerged mid-century was due in part to the 

bourgeoning petroleum industry in Alberta.81 With the discovery of oil, first at Turner Valley in 

1914, and then at Leduc in 1947, the petroleum industry transformed Alberta’s economy and 

began to take its place in provincial identity.82 The discovery at Leduc was quickly followed by 

the opening of the Woodbend, Redwater, and Pembina fields. As oil extraction swelled, an 

increasing number of industrial sour gas plants emitted hydrogen sulphide and sulphur dioxide 

                                                 
79 Alberta Parks, “Our History: Growth of Alberta’s Park System,” 

https://www.albertaparks.ca/albertaparksca/about-us/our-history/ (accessed on May 25, 2017). 
80 Aspen Beach, Gooseberry Lake, Park Lake, Sylvan Lake, and Saskatoon Island. 
81 Alberta Culture and Tourism. “Environmentalism and the Natural Gas Industry.” 

http://history.alberta.ca/energyheritage/gas/the-modern-fuel/environmentalism-and-the-natural-gas-industry.aspx 

(accessed on May 25, 2017). 
82 The quest to develop oil as a provincial resource was pursued feverishly during the twentieth century. Beginning 

in 1869, when Rupert’s Land was acquired by the Canadian government, federal authorities commissioned the 

Geological Survey to complete an assessment of the region’s potential natural resources. An expedition by geologist 

Robert Bell in 1882 revealed that drilling wells at Athabasca Landing would tap into a large underground petroleum 

reservoir. Until 1930, mineral rights remained under the control of the federal government, which did not have the 

financial resources to develop the land. In order to correct this, the Dominion Land Agent’s office offered petroleum 

and natural gas leases to private individuals on a first-come, first-serve basis so that they might fuel development of 

the industry while deferring federal costs. This scheme ultimately failed and the sands remained undeveloped. In the 

Natural Resources Transfer Act of 1930, Ottawa retained rights to the Athabasca deposit, and signed a separate 

agreement with Max Ball of Abasand Oils to develop the area. However the Great Depression and Second World 

War forestalled commercial development, and the plant Abasand had erected on the site burned down in 1945. The 

1950s saw increasing study and exploration of the sands to facilitate commercial development. Finally, in 1967, 

Great Canadian Oil Sands Ltd partnered with Sun Oil to begin large-scale, commercial extraction. For more 

information regarding the development of Alberta’s oil industry see Paul Chastko’s Developing Alberta's Oil Sands: 

From Karl Clark to Kyoto and Geo Takach’s Tar Wars: Oil, Environment and Alberta’s Image. 
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into the atmosphere, raising public concern about air safety. This concern peaked in 1967, when 

the Canadian Broadcasting Company released a documentary titled Air of Death, which assessed 

the effects of industrial pollution on humans and agriculture. The rapid industrial development 

that occurred as a result of the discovery of oil was later publicly blamed for environmental 

deterioration in the province. 

Growing apprehensions regarding environmental safety in the early twentieth century 

were balanced by an increasing economic reliance on the petroleum industry in the province. 

After the Great Depression, natural gas use boomed. Alberta, which holds the largest oil and gas 

deposit in the country and the third largest reserve in the world, was central to Canada’s 

expansion in the natural gas market.83 The growth of oil production affected the environment, not 

only through industrial expansion, but also, through urban development, brought about by the 

influx of workers needed to fill jobs in the industry. Unlike the original provinces of 

Confederation, the prairie provinces were not granted ownership of natural resources until 1930. 

During the Great Depression, the sluggishness of the agricultural industry, which formed a major 

portion of the Alberta economy, left a void that natural gas production filled, stimulating regional 

development and enabling financial recovery. Not only did the oil and gas industry solidify 

regional autonomy through financial independence, it also strengthened the connection between 

abundant natural resources, regional wealth, and western social identity.  

The Glenbow Foundation was connected to the natural gas industry, not only from the 

general perspective of how provincial revenue was derived, but also more immediately through 

founder Eric Harvie’s direct financial connection to the industry. The link between the revenue 

of the Foundation and the intent of the commission to document Alberta’s wild landscape, points 

                                                 
83 Geo Takach, Tar Wars: Oil, Environment and Alberta’s Image, (Edmonton: University of Alberta Press, 2017), 3.  
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to a persistent contradiction between Albertans’ economic reliance on industrial practices and 

their concern for preserving the province’s “abundant” natural resources. This contradiction is 

particularly fraught, as both factors were heavily integrated into western Canadian settler 

identity. The Glenbow commission, created through means connected to the petroleum industry, 

yet intended as a method of documentary preservation, is indicative of these contradictory 

elements of Albertan identity. 

The creation of the commission in 1958 and its completion in 1960 are significant, as this 

was a point when gradual changes in the perception of the environment in the early half of the 

century were about to collapse into growing second-wave environmentalist sentiments. I argue 

that the desire to provide a record of Alberta’s native flora at this time had its roots in the 

changing settler ideas concerning the Canadian environment in the mid-twentieth century. The 

language of the commission outline reveals a larger shift in public awareness of environmental 

concerns, and Brown’s botanical work (Old Man’s Garden and the Glenbow commission) is 

certainly reflective of increasing recognition of the frailty of Alberta’s natural environment. 

Brown’s approach to the commission highlights this growing change in perception and 

undermines historical European approaches to cataloguing the landscape. 
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Chapter Two: Framing the Commission: Old Man’s Garden and Scientific 

Documentation 

 

 

2.1 The Text of Old Man’s Garden 

 

Unlike the Glenbow commission, Old Man’s Garden was not envisioned to be a 

scientific undertaking. Indeed, Brown’s stated purpose is decidedly unscientific: to “gather under 

one cover some of the legend and lore [regarding wildflowers] that is to be found lying in odd 

corners.”84 Yet, Brown learned extensively about early botanical exploration in North America 

through historic travel journals and botanical field guides while completing research for Old 

Man’s Garden, so she was certainly familiar with scientific traditions in botanical publication.85 

This is reflected in the structure of Old Man’s Garden, which at first glance seems closely 

related to a field guide. The organizational method employed in Old Man’s Garden, where 

flowers are grouped thematically, with each flower then separately listed and discussed, is 

reminiscent of how field guides are commonly structured. Brown completed scratchboard 

illustrations for the book; the inclusion of an illustration of each flower next to its description is 

also common practice in many scientific botanical reference works.  

By the early twentieth century, when Brown began working on Old Man’s Garden, the 

field guide was already an established tool for identifying phenomena in the natural 

                                                 
84 Brown, Old Man’s Garden, vii. The book was created to fill the void regarding the natural history of the area. As 

Brown describes in Sketches From Life: “[b]ecause of my interest I kept notes of these references. In a casual 

conversation with Margaret I once mentioned that I had quite a pile of information. If I were interested others might 

be also. ‘Some day’ I might try to compile it into a book.” Sketches from Life, 132. 
85 Brown, Old Man’s Garden, vii-viii. A complete list of her resources is listed in her introduction, which included: 

The Original Journals of the Lewis and Clark Expedition, edited by R. G. Thwaites (New York: Dodd, Mead and 

Co., 1905) and Alexander Mackenzie’s Voyages from Montreal on the Ricer St. Lawrence through the continent of 

North America to the frozen and Pacific Oceans in the years 1789 and 1793 (London: T. Cadell, Jun. & W. Davies, 

1801). The scientific names, when given, are derived from P.A. Rydberg’s Flora of the Rocky Mountains and 

Adjacent Plains (New York: P. A. Rydberg, 1917). 
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environment.86 Field guides developed a standardized format to expedite identification for 

amateur and professional naturalists alike.87 This standardized format for presenting information 

came into being in post-revolutionary France when botanists combined identification keys, 

alphabetical indexes and the “natural method” of grouping similar plants together so that they 

may be easily identified.88 As argued by Sara Scharf, a historian of science, botanical 

identification manuals developed in tandem with the incorporation of botany as a science in the 

eighteenth century.89 Due to their historical development as a tool to assist with botanical study, 

field guides are typically viewed in scientific terms, including only empirical information that is 

pertinent to identifying and studying the phenomena in question. Although some scientific or at 

least practical information is given about each plant in Old Man’s Garden, the insertion of 

folklore, poetry, and other cultural information about each flower violates common social 

presumptions that associate reference manuals with purely scientific methods of understanding 

nature. In this way, Old Man’s Garden is essential to understanding the Glenbow commission, as 

Brown’s unique ability to integrate seemingly disparate bodies of knowledge in her presentation 

of botanical information is first displayed in her writing.  

In the introduction of her book, Brown deftly pronounces that “[t]his is a book of gossip 

about the flowers of the west…it is hoped that the bits of gossip included will change the flowers 

                                                 
86 Brown does not state the exact year she began working on Old Man’s Garden. As it was her friend Margaret 

Carrick - from her time at Mount Royal College - who lent her the original source material, Brown probably began 

compiling information in the late 1920s.  
87 Scharf, “Identification Keys,” 75. As Scharf succinctly explains, the standardized conventions of field guides 

emerged from botanists experimenting with descriptive and organizational arrangements in earlier botanical 

publications; “[f]rom idiosyncratic arrangements of plants that botanists tried, unsuccessfully, to use for all 

purposes, botanists developed hierarchical arrangements of descriptions enabling the analysis of specimens one step 

at a time. These grew into identification keys, whereas the technique of clustering plants according to their similarity 

to each other became known as the ‘natural method.’” 
88 Ibid., 73.  
89 Ibid., 75.  
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from strange botanical specimens to friends.”90 Immediately, it is clear to the reader that this 

botanical reference work will not follow a traditional model of scientific plant guides. By 

wishing to transform “strange botanical specimens,” Brown makes clear her aversion to the dry 

and systematic scientific language that permeates many identification manuals.  

This sentiment is further developed by Brown’s anthropomorphism of flowers to 

“friends,” and her description of the text of Old Man’s Garden as “gossip.”91 Her choice of 

terminology is significant, as it seems deliberately selected to oppose the precise factual 

language favoured in scientific study; “friends” and “gossip” together imply community and 

shared culture, two concepts that stand in stark contrast to the empirical objectivity that supports 

scientific inquiry. The collective of individual experience invoked by the use of “friends” is 

inherently subjective. This is supported by the connotation of unreliability implied by the term 

“gossip.” By the end of the first paragraph of her introduction, Brown confronts traditional 

expectations of the factual scope of the field guide, and substitutes her own holistic 

understanding of how flowers are integrated into community life and identity.  

Brown is not concerned with being systematic. Unlike a scientific text, the organizational 

sections into which she groups flowers appear arbitrarily selected. These include: how the plant 

is used (“Old Man’s vegetable garden,” “Old Man’s Medicine Bag,” “Dyes,” and “Incense”); its 

habitat (“Desert and Swamp”); plant types (“Berries” and “Trees”); and blooming period 

(“Moon-When-the-Grass-Turns-Green” and “Moon-of-the-Flowers). The primary title attributed 

to each flower is its common name, and while some flowers have Latin names included under 

the primary title, others do not mention a Latin term at all (fig.2 and 3).92 Additionally, each 

                                                 
90 Brown, Old Man’s Garden, vii. 
91 Ibid. 
92 As noted by Laviolette, this lack of concern for systematic orderliness is also apparent in Brown’s autobiography: 

“It’s tempting to wonder if the small-scale Wild Rose and Rosehip, with their black backgrounds, are Depression-era 
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flower description contains differing information, sometimes more practical information is 

included and other times Brown choses to emphasize the cultural significance of the plant 

instead. This lack of systematic orderliness actively refutes the desires that substantiate scientific 

knowledge; that is, to categorize and quantify the universe neatly and in its entirety. Brown 

seems unconcerned with ensuring systematic organization and, instead, is comfortable including 

only what information seems particularly relevant on a case-by-case basis.  

The thematic content covered in Old Man’s Garden is incredibly varied. In a passage 

concerning the gentian flower, Brown describes several varieties of gentian, their geographic 

dispersion, and their typical blooming periods. She also quotes several poems that mention the 

flower, and relates folklore concerning it. She describes the origins of the gentian’s name in 

Greek mythology (from Gentius, the King of Illyria), as well as the medicinal properties, of the 

gentian variety common to the Alps and Pyrenees, large quantities of which are imported into the 

United States and Canada; and so, in addition to myriad other thematic concerns addressed, 

contemporary commercialism and pharmacology are also mentioned in Brown’s text. It is clear 

from this example that the descriptions of plants in the book are not confined to any one 

geographic area, although at least one variety of each plant discussed can be found in southern 

Alberta.  

                                                 
works of the kind Brown sold for a dollar apiece. They are undated, as is much of her art, since she rarely made note 

when a painting was completed. This lack of regard for dates is also evident in her 1981 autobiography Sketches 

from Life” (A Delicate Art, 100-101). Indeed, Sketches from Life is not written with precise detail given to dates and 

little attention is paid to chronology. While reflecting on her writing process for the book, Brown directly states that 

she does not view her life as something that can be ordered, but considers the events, people, and places she 

encountered in a holistic manner: “When first I started digging through the towering scrap heap of my memories, 

trying to bring some order out of the chaos, a friend gave me some advice. ‘Every life,’ she said, ‘can be cut into 

sections like a pie.’…On trying to apply the thought to my own past I came to the conclusion that my life was not a 

pie. It was more like an old-fashioned stew…[a]ll these mixed together for a nourishing whole” (Sketches from Life, 

207). Albeit frustrating to the historian, this approach calls attention to the emphasis Western culture places on 

quantitative measurements to interpret reality. 



 

 32 

What is perhaps most striking about Brown’s approach to this varied subject matter is her 

seamless method of amalgamating information that is typically viewed as contradictory in 

Western society. As demonstrated by the following statement, she often includes practical 

knowledge in poetical description:  

 

[t]here is something in the rare air and the closeness of the sky that gives the alpine 

gentian’s blue an intensity that belongs partly to the immense altitudes. It is really 

coloured with heaven’s own blue. Removed from that blue the flower loses half its 

charm.93 

 

In expressively reflecting on the colour of the flower, she subtly communicates the plant’s 

geographic location (the high altitudes of the mountains), which is also implied by the use of its 

common name, alpine gentian (as opposed to its Latin name, gentiana acaulis, the nomenclature 

typically used in scientific texts). The book often describes botanical information, such as 

habitat, morphology, and blooming season in this novel way.  

The passage concerning the gentian is a prime example of how Old Man’s Garden treats 

botanical subject matter differently, by interweaving scientific information with cultural 

meaning. The romantic description of Brown encountering a blue variety in the mountains is 

followed by a passage that mixes morphology with folklore: 

 

Gentians are not all open, skyward looking flowers. In many varieties the corolla opens 

only slightly to the warm rays of the mid-day sun but closes hurriedly at the first 

                                                 
93 Brown, Old Man’s Garden, 173. 
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approach of evening, giving rise to the well known child’s story of the selfish flower who 

would not open its petals to shelter the fairy and so was doomed always to remain closed, 

and the good flower who was rewarded with a fringe and the beauty of the skies.94 

 

Vivid and descriptive, Brown’s writing strikes a poetic tone, regardless of what aspect of the 

flower is being discussed, that evokes a strong pictorial sensibility, encouraging the viewer to 

conflate written description with visual perception. As noted by Alderson, it is evident Brown 

“believed in a close relationship between the arts, saying that painting, writing and music are 

different forms that can be used to express the same thing.”95 In the above passage, the reader is 

impressed with a clear image of the flower opening in the soft light of mid-day due to Brown’s 

evocative language. For Brown, images and written description are not mutually exclusive 

methods of communicating, but rather, one medium enhances the other.  

The warmth and familiar tone apparent in Brown’s writing in Old Man’s Garden reveals 

her obvious passion for botanical subject matter. She alludes to the importance of documenting 

this subject matter in the introduction, paying homage “to those early travellers, who, in spite of 

all the trials of life in a new country, found time and courage to record what they saw and heard 

of the flowers around them.96 Old Man’s Garden is evidence of her interest in recording 

botanical information prior to the commission, as a way of preserving (or perhaps pioneering) 

regional identity. It is important to note that for Brown, the impetus to document botanical 

subject matter is in its relationship to community identity. Alderson states that “in both her art 

                                                 
94 Brown, Old Man’s Garden, 173. 
95 Alderson, Forming a Regionalist Sensibility, 60. This sentiment is also stated by Brown in her tape interview. 

Tape interview with Annora Brown by S.W. Kirkum, March 24, 1982, Glenbow Museum Annora Brown archival 

fonds. 
96 Brown, Old Man’s Garden, vii.  
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and her writing, Brown has helped to create the feeling, or awareness, of what Alberta means.”97 

This incentive to record, in order to express identity, is also present in her later work for the 

commission.  

Brown acknowledges the importance of First Nations’ knowledge in her introduction: 

“[i]t seems appropriate, in a work of this kind, that the first acknowledgment should be made to 

the original naturalists and poets of the country, the Indians who have added so greatly to the 

world’s collection of beautiful thoughts[.]”98 Growing up in close proximity to Blackfoot 

communities in Southern Alberta, Brown observed First Nations’ culture from childhood, and 

continued to form relationships with these communities throughout her lifetime. The ubiquity of 

First Nations’ culture in Fort Macleod is detailed in Sketches from Life, in which Brown recounts 

the July 1 celebrations held in the city: 

 

July 1 was essentially Indian day for me…Tipis were set up in the main square or on the 

edge of the town and all day long we were entertained with dancing to the beat of drums- 

Chicken Dance, Grass Dance, Owl Dance, Women’s Dance, and dances that we were 

invited to join.99 

 

Encounters with members of First Nations were common in Fort Macleod because of its 

proximity to both the Piikani and Kainai reserves, and Brown would later document First 

Nations clothing and material objects in her paintings for the Glenbow Museum.100  

                                                 
97 Alderson, Forming a Regionalist Sensibility, 62. 
98 Brown, Old Man’s Garden, vii.  
99 Brown, Sketches from Life, 31-32. 
100 Brown details more childhood encounters with First Nations communities in Sketches from Life. The city was 

located between the two reserves, which separated Fort Macleod from Pincher Creek and Lethbridge. The north-

most point of the Kainai reserve falls in between Lethbridge and Fort Macleod, and goes south to Cardston. The 

Piikani reserve falls on either side of Highway 3 between Pincher Creek and Fort Macleod. In addition to her 
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In Old Man’s Garden, First Nations’ knowledge is given primary recognition. This is 

clear, not only in the quote from her introduction but, more overtly, through the title of the book, 

which refers to the legend of Napi (termed Old Man by the white settler community), the 

spiritual creator of the prairies. The garden referred to in the book’s title is the prairie, foothill, 

and mountain environment of southern Alberta. Old Man’s Garden also includes practical 

information pertaining to plants that is derived from First Nations’ knowledge.  

Brown chose to name the book Old Man’s Garden because “so much of it was based on 

Indian legends…I lived by the Old Man’s River…and I had been familiar with the thought from 

childhood so the title came naturally.”101 The title underscores Brown’s reliance on First 

Nations’ knowledge in the text and also points out the blending of information of two distinct 

cultures in her work. Brown refers to Napi as Old Man, the term given to this spiritual figure by 

the white settler community. She draws upon First Nations’ knowledge and interweaves it with 

the scientific and cultural mythology of European society. By combining these two cultural 

knowledge systems, and representing the importance of wildflowers to both societies, Brown 

emphasizes the importance of the landscape to supporting human life and shaping social identity. 

As Mary-Beth Laviolette states, “while by today’s standards some of Brown’s prose can seem 

overly romantic in tone and racially insensitive, Old Man’s Garden is – in the postmodern lingo 

of today – a multi-layered narrative where many voices participate in its telling.”102 Indeed, 

Brown’s language does date her work, but the inclusive nature of the book’s content is 

demonstrative of her progressive attitude.  

                                                 
documentation of First Nations material objects, Brown also completed portraits, including one of Pat Bald Eagle, a 

local elder (Glenbow Museum, 58.45.1), which was purchased by the Glenbow from Brown in 1958. The purchase 

of some of Brown’s First Nations’ work is discussed in the same letters that contain the negotiations for the 

commission. 
101 Brown, Sketches from Life, 171-172. 
102 Laviolette, A Delicate Art, 83.  
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Brown’s blending of distinct knowledge systems in her interweaving of First Nations’ 

and European folklore is also reflected in her balanced treatment of both quantitative and 

qualitative methods of understanding botanical subject matter. She recognized the validity of 

both knowledge systems, and sought to present information presumed to be mutually exclusive, 

as complementary. In reference to “the original naturalists and poets of the country” in her 

introduction, this idea is made clear through her choice of words; the term ‘naturalist’ and ‘poet,’ 

representing two bodies of thought nominally viewed as oppositional in Western culture (science 

and art), are not separate, but inform each other.103 As indicated in her introduction, Brown 

believed First Nations’ culture valued both the practical and spiritual aspects of the landscape, 

and her respect for and inclusion of First Nations’ knowledge in the book is perhaps an 

indication of her hope that Western culture might adopt a similarly holistic appreciation of wild 

plants. For Brown, one must be both a poet and a naturalist to have a complete understanding of 

the natural world, and in her writing in Old Man’s Garden, she seeks to represent both.  

 

2.2 The Cover Illustration 

 

Brown further challenges common scientific methods of presenting information through 

her illustrations in the book, beginning with the cover illustration. The book jacket of the 1954 

publication features a whimsical scratchboard illustration by the author, rendered in soft blue ink 

(fig.4). The image depicts an outdoor scene, although the setting is difficult to determine because 

of the lack of fine detail and the perspective utilized by the artist.  

Just below the work’s title, a chipmunk sits erect on its hind legs, gazing out of the image 

directly at the reader, as though caught unawares by a visitor walking nearby. To its right appear 

to be foothills, and on the left, a tangle of vegetation, perhaps signaling that the animal stands at 

                                                 
103 Brown, Old Man’s Garden, vii.  
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the edge of a woody knoll on the prairie. Some of the vegetation is familiar, if not directly 

identifiable: a single violet resides in the lower left corner, and mushrooms emerge from a cluster 

of shrubbery that is possibly ginseng. What may be prairie mallow rises out of the mass of 

greenery softly touching the low-hanging leaves of a nearby tree. The image is situated so that 

the reader is eye level with the chipmunk; this intimate perspective almost obscures the large 

luminous orb rising from the horizon line, which imbues the artwork with an imaginative quality.  

The cover image is the same in the second edition, published by Evergreen Press in 1970, 

with the exception that the ink colour was changed from soft blue to sage green (fig.5). A reader, 

assessing the book’s content based primarily on its cover, might believe it was a book of British 

children’s fables or Victorian fairy tales. The graphic design and natural scenery of the Old 

Man’s Garden jacket stylistically recalls book covers from the “Golden Age” of children’s 

illustrated books, from the late nineteenth to the first half of the twentieth century.104 The art 

nouveau-inspired cover of Baby’s Own Aesop by famed illustrator Walter Crane from 1887 

(fig.6) is one of the foremost examples of this genre.105  

More specifically, the cover of Old Man’s Garden recalls that of a Thornton W. Burgess 

(1874-1965) book (fig.7), illustrated by Harrison Cady. Were it not for the anthropomorphism of 

the animals in the Cady illustrations, and Brown’s dreamier, more complex, interpretation of 

setting, the content of both Burgess’s cover and Brown’s cover are remarkably similar. Burgess 

wrote over 170 children’s books in the early twentieth century, most of which were part of the 

                                                 
104 In the introduction to Volume 26 of Children’s Literature Association Quarterly, Joel D. Chaston introduces the 

articles in the volume (all of which pertain to the Golden Age of children’s literature) through metaphors of the 

garden. According to Chaston, the Golden Age of children’s literature is considered to stretch from the late 

nineteenth century to the early twentieth century. Chaston, “Cultivating the Gardens,” 2. 
105 W.J. Linton, Baby’s Own Aesop. London: Frederick Warne & Co., 1887. For additional information on the 

relationship between text and image in the Golden Age of children’s literature see “To Read, To Look: The Art of 

Illustrating Children’s Books” by James Steel Smith in A Critical Approach to Children’s Literature and “Early 

Illustrators of Children’s Books” by Donna E. Norton in Through the Eyes of a Child: An Introduction to Children’s 

Literature. 
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commercially popular “adventures of” series.106 A more contemporaneous example of a jacket 

illustration similar to Old Man’s Garden is that of Stuart Little by Garth Williams (fig.8), 

published in 1945, nine years prior to Old Man’s Garden.107 The inclusion of animals as the 

central focus of the illustration, depicted in a natural setting and in a manner that implies 

intimacy with the viewer, is what unites these covers.  

However, the narrative aspect of both the Cady and Williams illustrations suggests that 

the book is a story. In both cases, the animals are in the process of performing an action and are 

anthropomorphized. The natural setting in which the characters are pictured is not detailed and is 

not the focus of the image. In the cover of Old Man’s Garden, the chipmunk is the central focus 

of the image; it is charming, but it sits still. The area of real interest and effort in Brown’s 

illustration is in the botanical surroundings. Even though the cover of Old Man’s Garden is at 

first glance ambiguous at signaling the intent of the contents, the level of detail afforded to the 

scenery subtly emphasizes the focus of the book.  

Considering that Brown would have been an adolescent when illustrated children’s books 

were becoming increasingly popular and that she trained at the Ontario College of Art in the 

1920s, during the Golden Age of illustrated children’s literature, the visual iconography of this 

genre would likely have been familiar to her. The imaginative appearance of the cover art created 

by Brown obscures the scientific and scholarly content of her work. However, this creative 

treatment is reflective of her larger effort to mythologize botanical subject matter as intrinsic to 

western Canadian identity. This stylistic choice demonstrates Brown’s mixing of established 

visual conventions that indicate genre and signal what information may potentially be derived 

                                                 
106 Thornton W. Burgess Society. “Thornton W. Burgess (1874-1965): Biography.” 

http://www.thorntonburgess.org/ThorntonW.Burgess.htm (accessed on June 11, 2017).  
107 E.B. White, Stuart Little. New York: Harper & Brothers, 1945. 
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from the book. By confusing the reader’s expectations in this manner, Brown questions how 

knowledge is categorized and reimagines how information may be communicated. This is 

furthered by her illustrative treatment of the flower specimens included in the text of Old Man’s 

Garden.  

 

2.3 Brown’s Scratchboard Illustrations 

 

Each flower description in Old Man’s Garden is accompanied by a scratchboard 

illustration, and through this choice of medium, the book recalls an early method used in 

Western culture to illustrate botanical texts. Prior to the development of scientific botanical 

illustration, plant depictions were commonly shown in publications as rudimentary outlines in 

woodblock prints. This medium was invaluable to early book illustration as it allowed pictorial 

designs to be exactly replicated.108 These prints were published in texts known as herbals, “a 

book on plants of real or alleged medicinal properties, which describes the appearance of those 

plants, and provides information on their medicinal importance and use.”109 Before the advent of 

the Enlightenment in the eighteenth century, when botany first began to be connected to 

scientific practice, the use of plants was central to medical practice, and botanical study was 

most readily connected to medicinal inquiry.  

From Greek antiquity to the Scientific Revolution, when herbals were the primary 

botanical texts produced, plant knowledge was largely conveyed through written or oral 

description, and less significance was attributed to visual representation of the plants 

themselves.110 As Gill Saunders, an expert on the history of botanical illustration, so adeptly puts 

it, “[t]hey were also the product of a culture in which images were secondary to words as a 

                                                 
108 Ivins, Prints and Visual Communication, 2. 
109 George M Lawrence, History of Botany, “Herbals: Their History and Significance,” 3. 
110 Saunders, Picturing Plants, 9. 
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source of knowledge.”111 Woodcuts were often used to reproduce the original illustrations, and 

were not suited to capturing the fine details of a plant’s appearance. This often resulted in a 

simplified or distorted depiction. As philosophies concerning empiricism did not emerge until 

the Enlightenment, a single template might be used to illustrate several plant varieties in the 

same text. George Lawrence posits out that the woodcut of the mandrake plant in Gart der 

Gesundheit (published in 1485), was copied and used in a dozen or more editions of several 

different herbals of the next half century.112  

Woodcut illustrations are achieved by cutting back a block of wood to depict the desired 

image in relief. It can be difficult to incise fine lines in the wood, and so images might largely 

consist of solid areas of black or white.113 Due to this linear simplification, objects in such 

images are often reduced to their basic signifiers.114 With the arrival of new plant varieties to 

Europe and the application of empirical thought to botanical study in the eighteenth century, 

botany became a distinct discipline separate from medicine.115 As a result, new ways of 

classifying plants based on their physiological structure emerged (as opposed to their use, 

                                                 
111 Saunders, Picturing Plants, 9. 
112 Lawrence, History of Botany, “Herbals: Their History and Significance,” 6-7. The popularity of replicating the 

images in Gart der Gesundheit can be traced to the author’s insistence that the illustrations be made from the 

original plants, and not from “hearsay.” The resulting images were “epoch making in the history of prints as a 

medium for the conveyance of information in its invariant form.” Thus, the desire to replicate these illustrations is 

apparent. Ivins contends that this book was the first example of printmaking undertaken with scientific intent. Ivins, 

Prints and Visual Communication, 34-36.  
113 Edmonton Art Gallery, Printmaking Techniques.  
114 Saunders, Picturing Plants, 9. 
115 Maggie Campbell-Culver analyzes the discovery and importation of new plant varieties to England throughout its 

colonial history in her book The Origin of Plants: People and Plants that have shaped Britain’s Garden History 

since the Year 1000. She states that in 1748, twenty years before Joseph Banks, the pioneering English botanist, set 

sail on the seminal voyage of discovery of the Endeavour, there was a continuous flow of new plants into England 

annually. The spread of the colonial empire in conjunction with increased botanical curiosity meant foreign plant 

specimens began to arrive rapidly. Phillip Miller (1691-1771), head gardener of the Chelsea Physic Garden in 

London believed that by the middle of the century the number of new plants arriving in England had doubled. This 

would indicate that between 6000-10,000 previously unknown plants had arrived in English gardens and institutions 

by 1750. England is only one of the nations that participated in the “discovery” and international exchange of plant 

specimens that supported European interests in botanic exploration at this time. Maggie Campbell-Culver, “All 

Around the World, 1700-1799,” The Origin of Plants: The People and Plants that have shaped Britain’s Garden 

History since the Year 1000, (London: Headline Book Publishing, 2001), 149. 



 

 41 

habitat, or definition according to classical sources, which were the methods of categorizing 

predominantly used in herbals).116 Thus, illustration began to play a more pivotal role in the 

study and dissemination of botanical knowledge. Engraving, which at its most basic is the 

incising of a design upon a metal plate, was a form of reproduction that allowed for greater detail 

in the image. Consequently, engraving replaced woodblock as a popular medium in the genre as 

it enabled a more precise rendering of the specimen.117 Scratchboard illustration emerged in the 

nineteenth century as a cheaper alternative to engraving reproduction.118  

Scratchboard is typically cardboard or cheap wood layered with either clay or chalk, 

affixed with glue or gesso, which is then painted over in dark ink. The ink is then scratched away 

to reveal the lighter background. Its simplicity and accessibility made it a popular medium for 

commercial printing. Like etching and engraving, it is possible to achieve a more detailed image 

in scratchboard illustration than that of woodblock. This is important to note, as Brown’s images 

in Old Man’s Garden still present a simplified representation of the plant. In her images the 

flower is visible only as an outline, with minor shading or anatomical parts added in some; this 

results in a more complex image, but not necessarily a more detailed one. Although she utilizes a 

medium in which the finer elements of each flower’s structure may be illustrated, she still chose 

to present only its basic form. In addition to the simplification of the form of the flower, she 

included contextual scenery in some images which further removes focus from the flower itself. 

Because Brown renders each flower differently, each image in unique. To examine this, I have 

grouped the images in Old Man’s Garden into four distinct types: those that more closely 

                                                 
116 Saunders, Picturing Plants, 37.  
117 Ivins, Prints and Visual Communication, 18; Saunders, Picturing Plants, 65. 
118 For more information on scratchboard illustration see Ruth Lozner’s Scratchboard for Illustration: Mastering 

Techniques in Black and White and Color (Brattleboro, VT: Echo Point Books and Media, 2017) and Scratching 

Through the Surface: The Influence of Traditional Printmaking Techniques on Contemporary Scratchboard 

Illustration a thesis by Brianna Evans Hermanson (New York: Fashion Institute of Technology, 2007). 
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resemble scientific illustration; those that are pattern-like; those with contextual scenery; and 

those that do not depict a flower but instead display narrative scenes. 

In the first category of images, Brown presents the flower in a straightforward way, 

similar to scientific illustration, which is utilitarian, and seeks to assist the viewer to study the 

plant that is portrayed. Unlike botanical art, scientific illustration depicts plants so that they may 

be easily identified visually. Although scientific illustration is often still aesthetically pleasing, it 

adheres to a set of visual conventions developed to enable the viewer to understand the plant 

intellectually. As botany began to be defined as a separate scientific field during the 

Enlightenment, botanical illustration became distinguished as a singular artistic genre, one that 

reflected the emphasis given to visual information in scientific practice.  

Conventions such as a blank white background and, with the emergence of new forms of 

classification based on morphology in the eighteenth century, emphasis on specific plant parts 

were established in scientific illustration. Certain elements of a plant are considered essential to 

identification: the shape of the leaves, its flowers, the organization of its sexual organs, and fruit. 

As a result, these features are often highlighted in scientific illustration. Illustrators in this genre 

included or excluded visual information based upon its usefulness to identification, and as a 

result, blemishes caused by insects or disease are rarely shown. Contextual information was 

often relegated to written supplements and excluded from the images themselves. The isolation 

of specific plant parts on a blank background removes the specimen from its other morphological 

structures, as well as its environment. This enables focused study, but also effectively sterilizes 

and deadens the specimen by eliminating its contextual signifiers.  

Brown’s adherence to the principles of scientific illustration are exemplified by the 

depictions of Buffalo Bean (fig.9), Wood Betony (fig.10), Horse Tails (fig.11), and Thalictrum 
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(fig.12). The parts of the flower important to identification are presented in relief; the flower, 

leaves, stems, and sometimes roots are the only visible parts. However, in her execution of the 

forms of these flowers, the detail falls short of what is normally required in scientific illustration. 

As scratchboard is a medium capable of portraying detailed images, this choice is purposeful. In 

these images, Brown depicts the flower structure according to the conventions of scientific 

illustration, but fails to include the detail required of the genre.  

When compared to an image of a peony from Gart der Gesundheit (fig.13), Brown’s 

image looks strikingly similar in its presentation, even though she is using a superior medium, 

capable of achieving a more detailed image. Both images present the image in a “scientific” 

manner: removing the plant from its contextual scenery and emphasizing the parts needed for 

visual identification, but both are fairly simple in their execution of form. In Gart der Gesundheit 

the lack of detail achieved in the image may be attributed to the use of woodcut. By comparing 

these two images, it is apparent how Brown simplified her floral depictions. By using 

scratchboard as her medium but presenting the flowers in a more stylized manner, Brown again 

confuses the expectations of the reader. These images mirror her interweaving of scientific and 

cultural information included in her writing, and again call into question how information may 

be categorized and communicated, in this case, visually.  

The second style of depictions show sections of the plant staged to look animated and 

pattern-like. Examples of this type of image are the Sand Lily (fig.14), Dandelion (fig.15), Grass 

of Parnassus (fig.16) and Yarrow (fig.17). These images seem less intended to assist with 

identification than the former, but rather proffer a decorative quality to the text. In this style of 

image Brown still presents the characteristics of the flower used for identification, but stages the 

flower in such a manner that it seems like ornamentation. For example, in Dandelion (fig.15), 
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three stages of bloom are shown: a closed bud, an open flower, and one gone to seed. The 

distinctive leaf of this flower and several seed pods, a well-known characteristic of the flower, 

are shown bending to the right, suggesting a breeze. This image exemplifies Brown’s mastery of 

conveying both the necessary empirical information for identifying the flower, while still 

conveying that it is a living entity. The dandelion in this illustration is not an isolated, controlled 

specimen, but a living component of a larger world. If not studied closely, these images seem 

like simple adornment to the text; however, their decorative quality underscores the subtle 

connection Brown makes between artistic and scientific technique. 

Thirdly, there are images where the depiction of the flower seems secondary to its 

contextual surroundings. These include Butterwort (fig.18), where a frog is the central figure. 

The flower is shown off to the right-hand side of the picture, and, were it not the focus of the 

accompanying description, the reader might forget to look for it at all. In Wild Rose (fig.19), the 

flowers of this perennial bush are profuse and shown in detail, but cluster around a mother bird 

feeding her young in the center of the image. Similarly, in her depiction of Wild Aster (fig.20), 

Brown uses the flower to frame a representation of a fairy perched on a mushroom. In some 

other cases, contextual scenery exists as a solid, black moon framing a flower in the grass 

(Tellima, Tiarella, and Mitrewort, fig.21), or the faint outline of a mountain rising in the distance 

(Rock Breakers, fig.22; Bear Grass, fig.23; Harebell, fig. 24). Through her treatment of the 

flowers against dark contextual scenery, the spirit of these images anticipate Brown’s approach 

to the later Glenbow commission. In these images, the visual expectations of the reader are jarred 

by removing the flower from the principal focus of the image. The inclusion of contextual 

scenery reduces the scientific value from the image and introduces a narrative quality. 
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The fourth category of images are illustrations not attached to a flower description, and 

more akin to the cover illustration. An imaginative depiction of Napi, the spiritual creator of 

Blackfoot legend, is included directly inside the cover (fig.25). He sits astride a horse, soaring 

across the prairies, while flowers are dispersed in his path as he creates his garden. This 

illustration presumably accompanies Brown’s first chapter, which details the story of Napi in 

First Nations’ culture. The following chapter, “Trail Blazers,” which discusses exploration of 

Southern Alberta by Europeans, includes an illustration of an ox caravan winding through prairie 

grasses (fig.26). Next to the chapter on berries, Brown depicts a First Nations’ woman gathering 

berries in the bush (fig.27). After discussing parsley in the chapter “Old Man’s Vegetable 

Garden,” a depiction of a young boy readying a rod to go fishing is shown (fig.28). A few 

chapters later, in “Moon-of-the-Flowers,” the cover illustration is reproduced (fig.29). Some of 

these images appear in the middle of a chapter, and not every chapter is given an illustration. 

These depictions appear to be narrative in intent, and support the cultural knowledge Brown 

supplies in her writing. They also serve the purpose of connecting the subject matter back to 

issues of identity, in this case, the complex relationship between white settler and First Nations 

communities, and serve as a reminder to the reader that each flower specimen included in the 

book is connected to a larger natural world, which in turn, supports and informs all human 

endeavour.  

The variety of ways Brown presents images of the flowers in the book reflects her 

holistic approach to gathering and presenting information about this subject. In addition to the 

thematic content of the text, by depicting each flower in an original way she further suggests that 

flowers may be understood through a variety of intellectual and cultural contexts. In breaking 

with conventional methods of illustrating solely for empirical clarity, Brown speaks to the quiet, 
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unremitting presence of these regional flowers in everyday life. Through her images it becomes 

clear that the flowers she writes about are present in the life cycle of other plants and creatures 

(like the frog from the Butterwort image), and also play a pivotal role in human folklore and 

culture (as demonstrated by the fairy in the Wild Aster image).  

Brown’s illustrations in Old Man’s Garden support Alderson’s contention that “the 

thorough exposure to the principles of design is evident in all of Brown’s art.”119 By using the 

technique of scratchboard to print her images, Brown forces readers to call upon both text and 

image to inform their understanding of the flower. The lack of empirical clarity, and pattern-like 

design of Brown’s scratchboard illustrations are certainly not amenable to scientific 

identification, but rather serve as an act of familiarizing, endearing, and aestheticizing botanical 

subject matter for her audience. This works in tandem with her use of language: the flowers are 

referred to as “friends”, the information is “gossip”, and the reader is a “neighbour.” Brown’s use 

of both language and image in Old Man’s Garden further her assertion that “[c]ollecting, 

examining and classifying form only part of knowing the plants of this varied locale.”120 

 

2.4 Addressing Conservation through Art 

 

In addition to Brown’s inclusion of scientific and cultural knowledge, a proto-

environmentalist tone pervades the text. This tone is immediately clear from Brown’s dedication 

in the second edition, where she thanks her parents for instilling a “love and respect” for nature 

at an early age.121 She also states the book is meant for “[n]ature lovers everywhere…” and goes 

on to specify that the term “nature lovers” refers to those who can resist owning or dominating 

                                                 
119 Alderson, Forming a Regionalist Sensibility, 34.  
120 Brown, Old Man’s Garden, 3. 
121 Brown, Old Man’s Garden, vi. 
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nature, and simply admire it in situ.122 The first edition of Old Man’s Garden did not have a 

dedication but a concern for the environment can still be felt in Brown’s writing throughout the 

book. As touched upon in my introduction, Old Man’s Garden preceded the publication of 

Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring in 1962, the text widely considered to signal the advent of the 

second-wave environmental movement in the 1960s.123 It was at this time that environmentalist 

attitudes became part of larger social consciousness, which fueled overt political and social 

activism related to environmental concerns.124 The advancement of the second-wave movement 

may account for the more transparent dedication Brown included in the second edition of Old 

Man’s Garden, as environmental activism had by then become an established part of 

conventional social rhetoric.125  

In the final sentence of the introduction of the chapter “Moon-of-the-Flowers,” Brown 

discusses the treatment of flowers in Chinese culture and states: 

 

[o]ne suspects, however, that these guests [here she is referring to Canadian-settler 

families picnicking in the springtime] do not always show the exquisite courtesy shown 

in China or it would not be necessary for governments to carry on such extensive 

campaigns for the preservation of the wild flowers.126 

 

                                                 
122 Brown, Old Man’s Garden, vi. 
123 Takach, Tar Wars, 1; Forkey, Canadians and the Natural Environment, 85.  
124 The Canadian Encyclopedia, Environmental and Conservation Movements, 

http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/environmental-and-conservation-movements/ (accessed on May 

25, 2017). 
125 Brown notes this shift in public consideration for environmental concern by describing how public reception of 

the original book changed with the second publication: “The sales [of the first edition] were slow though, as much of 

the public was not yet ready for it. A second printing…met with a public much more aware of the value of the 

treasures that are threatened by commercial enterprise.” Brown, Sketches from Life, 217. 
126 Brown, Old Man’s Garden, 155. 
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This statement not only sheds light on settler treatment of the environment in the early twentieth 

century, but also indicates that Brown was trying to address social attitudes towards the 

landscape in Old Man’s Garden. Conservationist sentiments in Alberta prior to second-wave 

environmentalism were largely predicated upon preserving the landscape for recreational 

purposes, and to retain the idea of western superabundance. By overtly linking native, wild flora 

with Albertan identity and describing the perilous state of wild plant populations in Old Man’s 

Garden, Brown challenges the longstanding notion in the west that the land was an unlimited 

resource, ripe for exploitation and existing solely to fulfill human utilitarian and recreational 

desires. One technique Brown employs to challenge this entrenched idea is by presenting the 

qualitative, cultural history of native flora as of equal value to a quantitative, scientific 

understanding. 

I argue that Brown’s method of presenting the many facets of botanical knowledge in a 

holistic manner serves, in part, to challenge the longstanding myth of superabundance in the 

west, and to promote a more nuanced perception of the landscape and its significance to Alberta 

society. Unlike the conservationist attitude that prevailed at the turn of the century, Brown’s 

motivation to preserve the landscape is not predicated upon salvaging economic resources or 

conserving land for recreational use. Instead, her incentives align much more closely with 

second-wave environmentalist ideals.127 This idea will be central to understanding Brown’s 

approach to the Glenbow commission in chapter three. 

                                                 
127 When describing the landscape around her, Brown often relates feeling a sense of unity between herself and the 

natural world: “a sense of the oneness of all creation: not a flower alone, not a bird alone, not a mountain alone, not 

a man alone, but everything together making a world” (Brown, Sketches from Life, 134). Although Brown’s prose 

recalls the aesthetic and romantic ideals of the Victorian-age, her personal philosophy is more in keeping with 

second-wave environmentalist principles. Second-wave environmentalism espoused an awareness of how human 

society existed as part of a larger ecosystem which was derived from scientific knowledge, whereupon each 

component of the environment was interrelated, and changes to one affected the health of the whole (Forkey, 

Canadians and the Natural Environment, 85-86). It differed from the initial movement to protect wild areas in North 

America of the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century, which was based heavily on the “romantic and aesthetic 
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Chapter Three - The Commission: Brown’s Methodology and the Entanglement of Art and 

Science in Botanical Recording 

 

 

3.1 Botanizing for Art: Brown’s Methodological Approach 

The paintings Brown completed for the Glenbow commission are aesthetically striking, 

and typically elicit a visceral reaction from viewers. One is immediately impressed by the vivid 

use of colour and animated contextual scenery depicted in each piece. Despite the arresting 

background, the flower portrayed in each painting is also instantly recognizable. The interplay 

between the fantastical ambiguity of context and the realistic rendering of the flower recalls 

Brown’s interweaving of science and folklore in Old Man’s Garden.  

Brown’s stylistic approach to the commission is exemplified in her rendering of a lady 

slipper orchid for the commission. In the painting Small White Lady’s Slipper (fig.30), completed 

in 1960, four stark white blossoms draw the viewer’s eye to the centre of the composition. A 

bud, yet to open, can be seen on the right-hand side of a mass of leaves and sturdy green stalks, 

which support the blooms arranged neatly in an arc. These specimens are easily recognizable as 

the orchid of the work’s title, despite a lack of fine detail in their rendering. The use of colour 

and portrayal of accurate anatomical parts clearly communicate the intended botanical 

information. Brown was sure to include different perspectives of both the flowers and the leaves 

of the plant, so that it might be easily identified during its flowering season. Taken alone, this 

visual interpretation of the orchid would not be out of place within the tradition of scientific 

botanical illustration.  

                                                 
rather than on scientific grounds,” and protected natural areas primarily for recreational and economic purposes 

(Nelson, “Canada’s National Parks,” 78 and 82). The romanticized perception of the environment in the nineteenth 

century valued the wilderness through its usefulness to human society (whether it fulfilled spiritual or economic 

needs), whereas Brown’s environmental ideology regards the landscape as existing apart from us, and is not 

intended to solely fulfill human desires; something of which we are a part, but not necessarily the master.   
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However, the contextual environment in which the plant is depicted complicates its 

precise representation. Traditional botanical illustration almost always isolated the plant 

specimen within a distraction-free environment. However, in the foreground of this painting, the 

natural habitat of the flower is discernible. Its roots are hidden by rocks and, on the left, a fallen 

tree branch. The loose brushwork of these initial indicators of setting fade into an 

indistinguishable and vividly coloured background. The viewer is suddenly lost in a fantasy of 

surreal forms and colour. In contrast to the sterile treatment of traditional botanical images, this 

image reflects a much more imaginative rendering by the artist. 

Analyzing how Brown’s methodological approach and philosophical framework differed 

from the intent of the commission will further illuminate how she weaves together scientific and 

artistic practice in her work. As the correspondence from the commission source file makes 

clear, the Glenbow Foundation desired that Brown produce work that was documentary in scope 

and empirical in nature. In a letter to Brown, dated January 23, 1958, J.D. Herbert writes: 

 

You are to make your own selections but they should be a broad cross-section of flowers 

of the foothills and prairies. They are to be regarded as a botanical series and the flower, 

therefore, should be given proper emphasis and detail. Consideration should also be given 

to placing the flower in its natural environment.128 

 

Brown responded on March 19th: 

 

                                                 
128 Letter from J.D. Herbert to Brown, January 23, 1958. 
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The remark in your letter of January 23 which worries me most is – ‘Consideration 

should also be given to placing the flower in its natural environment’ - . I am a bit vague 

as to your meaning. It seems to me that a natural environment could only be a piece of 

grass, a bit of rock or earth which would be much alike whatever the habitat. I can 

visualize the occasional flower against a contrived background or with mountain and sky 

or prairie and sky just suggested, but paintings with landscapes in the back and flowers 

stuck against them are usually pretty nauseating, don’t you think? Does it mean that you 

do not want the mottled background of the ones you took with you? That, of course, 

usually leads to a more poetic treatment of the flower and could easily be dropped for this 

series. 

 

I could use a flattish ground with a suggested scene in outline on some of them but on 

200 it could lead to a desperate search for different scenes. What would you say to a 

standard background for prairie, roadside, foothill etc. [sic] with occasional variations 

where the habitat suggests it?129 

 

Herbert then clarified the wishes of the Foundation in a letter dated March 31: 

 

Respecting natural environment, I quite agree that scenes with floral foregrounds do tend 

to be nauseating. I was actually thinking of close up views and by ‘natural environment’ 

merely meant the type of grass, shrub, or stone the flower might be shown with, should 

                                                 
129 Annora Brown letter to J. D. Herbert, March 13, 1958. 
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be the kind it would be found with in actual fact. For example, you would not paint 

flowers common to the plains against a background of mountain rocks.  

 

I think you have used just the right expression when you refer to the floral paintings we 

have already purchased as ‘a poetic treatment’. While these have considerable charm, I 

think our series should be treated just a little more realistically.130 

 

Although Herbert’s direction regarding the contextual environment for the series is generalized, 

it is still clear that he favours a realistic approach to the content. His inclination towards accuracy 

regarding the plant’s environment and aversion to Brown’s “poetic treatment” signals a 

preference for a scientific treatment. Brown’s request for clarification reveals that her approach 

is grounded in her artistic training and her holistic attitude. She is primarily concerned with 

aesthetics and creating a balanced composition in the paintings. Her attempts to rectify the 

empirical accuracy requested by Herbert, and her artistic desire for distinctiveness in each piece, 

are suggested in her response. The inclusion of contextual space sets Brown’s artwork apart from 

the genre of scientific illustration, but it is her aesthetic rendering of background setting that 

most obviously challenges traditional methods of botanical documentation. Her subversion of 

traditional scientific models of representation for the commission is significant as it directly 

contradicts the intent underscored in the agreement with the foundation. 

As the commission requested an emphasis on the anatomical form of the flower, it was 

necessary for Brown to find physical specimens to draw from. As Herbert wished her to include 

some the plant’s context, finding and studying the plant in its natural habitat, termed botanizing, 

                                                 
130 J.D. Herbert letter to Annora Brown, March 31, 1958.  
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was imperative for Brown to render the plant accurately. To find specimens, she would travel to 

provincial parks and local natural areas. Many of her specimens are derived from Waterton 

Lakes National Park and the Banff National Park area, as well as the prairie surrounding Fort 

Macleod. Other source locations included Lundbreck, the Cypress Hills, Bellevue, Canmore, 

Twin Butte, the Crowsnest Pass, and Brocket. Extensive hiking was required to search for as 

many different varieties in bloom as possible, and she often camped overnight to make the most 

of these long journeys.131 Ensuring diversity for the collection was challenging; it meant 

searching from early spring to late fall to catch each elusive flower in its own blooming season.  

When an acceptable specimen was found, Brown quickly created a sketch to capture the 

anatomical form of the plant.132 She then wrote notes about the location, the plant’s habitat, her 

impression of the scene, the colours, and the light.133 Working quickly was essential, as she had 

to contend with the impediments of an outdoor environment. On one trip to Waterton, recorded 

in her autobiography, she could hardly sketch due to the constant assault of biting insects in the 

exhausting summer heat.134 After her initial sketch and her notes had been recorded, she would 

often carefully dig up the specimen to relocate to her garden in Fort Macleod.135 Her backyard 

eventually became home to over one hundred species of Alberta wildflowers, a “living library,” 

                                                 
131 Some of these journeys are detailed in chapters 12, 13, 14, 17 of Sketches from Life.  
132 Amy J. Roe, “A Personal Sketch of Annora Brown, Artist Famous For Her Paintings on Western Themes,” The 

Countrywoman (February, 1957). 
133 Alderson reveals that samples from Brown’s sketchbooks indicate she was “meticulous in recording detail during 

her studies of plants and animals.” Alderson, Forming a Regionalist Sensibility, 32 and 82. 
134 Brown records one such sketching expedition she completed with friends Doris Hunt and Betty McNaught: “So, 

on the screen of my memory, flashes a picture of us on a blistering summer day. We are seeking shade on a 

mountain path near the moist edge of Cameron Lake. In spite of the heat we are wearing coats. Our heads, ears, 

necks, and shoulders are swathed in towels, our hats are on top, pulled low over our eyes. Our socks are stuffed with 

paper. We wear gloves on our hands as we look out on the scene through a cloud of mosquitoes, deerflies, and 

horseflies….In the end it is not the insects that rout us but the sight of a black bear ambling down the path towards 

us.” Brown, Sketches from Life, 148.  
135 Ibid., 208. 
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which she carefully and lovingly attended.136 This wildflower garden attracted the scorn of her 

neighbours, who often wondered why she chose to cultivate weeds instead of the hybrids popular 

at the time, which recalled the lusher greenery of eastern-Canadian gardens.137 

The need to work quickly while botanizing shaped Brown’s artistic response to her 

subject. Creating a wildflower garden gave Brown more time to revisit her initial field sketches 

and perfect the empirical details of the plant, but her impression of the habitat and her emotional 

investment in its discovery could not be so easily replicated. As she expressed in her 

autobiography, she wanted to capture the feeling of the moment when she encountered each 

flower.138 Early in her career, when she first returned to live in Fort Macleod to care for her 

parents and was establishing her artistic philosophy, she records how an emotional connection to 

the landscape was paramount to her artistic expression: 

 

Day after day, whenever circumstances permitted, I went out on long walks. On some 

days I went about the town, feeling its history in my bones, living with the pioneers. 

More often, I escaped beyond the outskirts to sit on the prairie, sinking my spirit deep 

into the earth and the distance, feeling in response the rhythms of the earth and the 

eternity of time.  

                                                 
136 Laviolette, A Delicate Art, 93; Dreda Smith Mudiman, “Interpreter of the Foothills,” Calgary Herald, October 

17, 1942.  
137 Brown, Sketches from Life, 208. 
138 Two quotes speak to this sentiment: “One amusing incident took place when I met a woman who had illustrated a 

book on wild flowers. I had seen the book and had recognized the drawings as competent maps of the essential parts 

of lifeless specimens. The woman seemed filled with self-importance because of the great work she had produced. 

When I was presented as a painter of wild flowers she was condescendingly kind, asking me at once how many 

different species I had painted. When I said I did not hunt species but often painted the same flower in different 

moods, she turned away with a look of contempt.” Brown, Sketches from Life, 219. And, “Amateur photographers 

who specialized in flower photography vied with me to test my knowledge of scientific names. As I did not care in 

the slightest whether a spring flower was called a crocus, pasque flower, prairie anemone, or potentilla patens, but 

was interested instead in its relationship to the earth, the grass, the gophers, the melting snow, and in its line, form, 

and colour, this competition resulted in a satisfying ego trip for them.” Brown, Sketches from Life, 219-220. 



 

 55 

 

I could not bring this feeling home nor could I express it in words. All I could bring home 

was a hurried drawing or oil sketch of fence posts, prairie trails, distant mountains, old 

buildings, elevators, skies, or wild flowers.139 

 

While on her sketching excursions she needed to apprehend both the general form of the plant 

but also the personal response the plant’s environment inspired in her. Portraying the plant’s 

habitat in total realism was neither practical nor, as evidenced from her correspondence with J.D. 

Herbert, desired. 

For Brown, the act of botanizing became not a practice of scientific study so much as an 

aesthetic and emotional one. Her momentary impressions of first encountering the specimen 

strongly informed the aesthetic treatment of the plant’s habitat. This focus on capturing a 

subjective response to a moment in time strongly recalls the methodology of French 

impressionist painting. What is so interesting about Brown’s work is her application of this 

artistic approach to a form of scientific documentation. Like her work in Old Man’s Garden, she 

transgresses the boundaries between traditional knowledge structures in Western culture by 

blending these approaches.  

Brown’s stylistic approach to documentation may have been cultivated by several 

compounding circumstances. While her mother was librarian for the Fortnightly Club, which a 

group of motivated Fort Macleod women founded in 1908 to educate themselves about the 

world, Brown was exposed to the literature, art, geography, and culture of countries from all over 

                                                 
139 Brown, Sketches from Life, 130.  
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the world.140 It was through the Fortnightly Club that she first learned about art history, including 

French impressionism. She recalls that at this club meeting, “The ‘Mad Men’ of Paris, the 

impressionists, raised a particularly violent storm.”141 Elizabeth Brown introduced her daughter 

to both botanical field guides and the principles of fine art early in life, laying the groundwork 

for Brown’s future interests.  

 Another key factor in Brown’s approach was her exposure to the philosophy of the 

Group of Seven at the Ontario College of Art. The group’s attention to place and capturing the 

natural environment in an abstract manner is felt clearly in Brown’s oeuvre. One instructor, 

Arthur Lismer, encouraged students to “capture the abstract quality inherent in the landscape 

rather than simply paint an accurate rendition[.]”142 This early exposure to the Group of Seven 

aesthetic cultivated the inherent passion and careful treatment of landscape that Brown 

developed in her work.  

A third circumstance which reveals Brown’s approach is her experience of synesthesia. 

Synesthesia is characterized by external stimuli provoking more than one sensory response in an 

individual. For example, hearing a sound might provoke the visualization of colour. Brown 

experienced this specific type of synesthetic response often, stating, “[m]y tendency to see sound 

as colour was strong.”143 In Sketches from Life, she relates her first encounter of this concept: 

                                                 
140 The Fortnightly club was concerned with educating its members on a wide variety of topics, and became 

associated with women’s advancement. The club was visited by esteemed voices of the suffrage movement while 

Brown was a child, including Nellie McClung (1873-1951), Louise McKinney (1868-1931), and Henrietta Muir 

Edwards (1849-1931). Edwards gifted Brown her old art supplies as well as a copy of Catharine Parr Traill’s 

Canadian Wildflowers, “one of the treasures of [Brown’s] bookshelf.” Brown states that the Fort Macleod chapter 

was “surely the oldest of its kind in the West.” Brown, Sketches from Life, 73-76.  
141 Ibid., 74.  
142 Alderson, Forming a Regionalist Sensibility, 37.  
143 She continues: “I painted huge abstracts on the canvas of my mind. The barking of coyotes on a moonlit night 

sent streaks of eerie greens and blues shooting upward to a starry sky; the lonely call of Canada geese winging their 

way southward before an oncoming snowstorm made overlapping triangles of warm grey against cool grey; the 

night song of the catbird was sweet and sentimental against a dark pattern of sleeping leaves.” Brown, Sketches from 

Life, 134.  
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One tremendously exciting evening I attended a colour concert in which the inventor of 

an organ played ever-changing colour harmonies onto a screen. After the concert, he 

discussed the relationship of colour and music - one entered the brain through the eye, he 

said, the other through the ear. I walked home in a trance. Scarcely had I fallen asleep - or 

so it seemed - than the alarm went off to wake for another day. ‘Screaming magenta!’ I 

thought, instinctively relating colour to sound.144 

 

This condition may explain Brown’s preference for strong colours and the ambiguous contextual 

scenery she paints. It also sheds light on Brown’s appreciation for using multiple artistic 

mediums, whether writing, music, or painting, to express herself.145 It is evident that her 

experience of this phenomenon draws her away from purely empirical documentation, which 

relies on accurate interpretation of sight. Instead, she called upon multiple senses to represent a 

scene.  

 

3.2 Shaped by both Science and Art: Assessing the Commission 

By viewing one of Brown’s works, Calypso Orchid (fig.31), next to a more traditional 

representation of the same flower, her stylistic departures from the conventions of the genre of 

botanical illustration are immediately apparent. I have chosen a work by Mary Schäffer (1861-

1939), who was botanizing and illustrating in Banff National Park several decades prior to 

                                                 
144 Brown, Sketches from Life, 103.  
145 Tape interview with Annora Brown by S.W. Kirkum, March 24, 1982, Glenbow Museum Annora Brown 

archival fonds. 
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Brown, and who depicted many of the same plants.146 This particular work is an illustration she 

completed for Alpine Flora of the Canadian Rocky Mountains by Stewardson Brown (1907).147 

Schäffer’s orchid is carefully executed and meticulously detailed (fig.32). Each anatomical 

feature of the plant is clearly visible on the blank background. Although Brown includes many of 

the same plant parts, her painting cannot be utilized for empirical study in the way Schäffer’s 

can. Unlike Schäffer’s depiction, Brown excludes the root structure of the orchid, in favour of 

displaying an evergreen forest floor where the flower is typically found.  

Although her rendering of the plant adheres to the commission conditions, in her 

depiction of context Brown actively subverts the commission’s request that she refrain from 

“poetics.”148 The leaves of other plants float half-formed around the central group of orchids, 

imbuing the scene with a sense of transience. 149 Conversely, the orchids, solid and brightly 

rendered are a focal point, and demonstrate the physical presence of the natural world. This 

portrayal of both life and decay was a deliberate choice as evidenced by Brown’s recording of 

one of her sketching trips:  

 

                                                 
146 Born to a wealthy Quaker family in Philadelphia, Mary Schäffer (née Sharpless) first visited the Rocky 

Mountains in 1889 with her husband Charles while on a cross-continental trip via the CPR. Charles Schaeffer was a 

doctor, but had an interest in botany, and Mary assisted him gathering and classifying specimens on this trip. They 

returned each summer until his death in 1903, after which Mary’s visits to the mountains increased and intensified, 

eventually culminating in a series of explorations of the area in 1907 and 1908 with her good friend and fellow 

botanical enthusiast Mary Vaux. Apart from illustrating Alpine Flora of the Canadian Rocky Mountains, Mary also 

wrote her own book of her exploration of the Banff area entitled Old Indian Trails of the Canadian Rockies in 1911. 

She is credited with the rediscovery of Maligne Lake, and was instrumental in the campaign to keep the lake within 

the protection of Jasper National Park. She eventually settled in Banff, where she continued to live until her death. 

For more information on Mary Schäffer please see the biography of her life by Janice Sanford Beck, No Ordinary 

Woman: The Story of Mary Schaeffer Warren (Victoria: Rocky Mountain Books, 2001).  
147 Stewardson Brown, Alpine Flora of the Canadian Rocky Mountains, New York: G.P. Putnam, 1907. 
148 Letter from J.D. Herbert to Brown, March 31, 1958. 
149 Patricia Alderson describes this phenomena first, while analyzing another one of Brown’s wildflower portraits, 

Bunchberry (Glenbow accession number 58.7.5), “[t]hen the lone flower on the left leads the viewer on a trip around 

the circumference of the work. There, ghostly green and blue outlines of flowers and leaves on a deep blue 

background suggest the spirit of flowers past or perhaps yet to come.” Alderson, Forming a Regionalist Sensibility, 

79. 
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[a]mongst the deadfall I found beautiful star-shaped roots and rhythmically patterned 

branches that made softly colourful foils for the wild flowers of my paintings. Into the 

paintings went always this awareness of the universal cycle - life to death to life again.150 

 

With both permanence and ephemerality so convincingly portrayed, time appears suspended in 

the artwork. Although treated differently, Brown achieves an effect similar to the scientific 

composition in preserving the plant at the peak of its flowering. However, Brown’s watercolour 

also indicates the impermanence of this state in the plant’s life cycle by depicting an ever-

growing and decaying contextual scene.  

In Water Willow Herb (fig.33), Brown proves that she is also able to depict the plant’s 

environment without losing the focus on the botanical subject. The only part on the plant that is 

visible in the composition is its flowering stalks, as they are most useful for identification. 

Brown illustrates each moment of flowering: closed and partially open buds as well as pink 

blooms in full flower. Side, front, and back views of both flowers and leaves are presented. The 

colours of the plant- the muted green of the leaves, the popping pink of the flowers and the subtle 

red of the petiole and veins- are also accurate.  

Brown gives us a sense of the plant’s habitat by outlining the tree trunks, branches, and 

the dim light of a forest. The water willow herb grows in newly burned areas, so the bare 

branches of the trees in the background represent the ecological niche the species inhabits. She 

paints the trees in dark tones, allowing them to blend with the other background colours, creating 

the effect that the tree is simultaneously solid and transparent. The trees appear to loom 

mysteriously, immediately present and yet, at a distance from us. The lack of a horizon line or 

                                                 
150 Brown, Sketches from Life, 205.  
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any other discernable forms to signify solid ground give the impression that the flower floats 

spectrally in a mysterious landscape. This is furthered by Brown’s varied use of colour. Blue, 

yellow, orange, and purple fade into one another, suggesting movement in a background 

otherwise devoid of substance. A spattering of droplets of green paint adds to the otherworldly 

effect of this scene. Again, the ethereal rendering of the background breaks with European 

conventions, not only by demonstrating the typical habitat of the plant depicted, but also by 

creating an emotional response in the viewer.  

It is important to note that Brown was not the first to include contextual information in 

the genre of scientific botanical illustration. Perhaps the first, and arguably the most famous 

example, is the work of Maria Sibylla Merian (1647-1717). Merian added contextual information 

regarding the plant’s environment by including the insects that fed and lived on the plant, and 

occasionally she illustrated more than one type of flower in the same image, for example in A 

Parrot Tulip, Auriculas, and Red Currants, with a Magpie Moth, its Caterpillar and Pupa 

(fig.34).  

This approach to botanical illustration is echoed in the work of Agnes Fitzgibbon (1833-

1913), who illustrated Canadian Wildflowers (1868), which was written by her aunt Catherine 

Parr Traill (1802-1899). Fitzgibbon’s illustrations depict several flower varieties together. This 

arrangement, exemplified by Plate VI: Lilium Philadelphicum, Campanula Rotundifolia, 

Cypripedium Spextabile from Canadian Wildflowers (fig.35), is almost in the style of a bouquet, 

and presents a less sterile portrait by recalling the diversity of flora which an individual would 

likely encounter in the field. Brown was aware of Traill’s work, having been given a copy of 

Canadian Wildflowers as a child.151 

                                                 
151 Brown, Sketches from Life, 76-77. 
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What sets Brown’s contextual inclusivity apart, and where the revelatory status of her 

portrayal is felt, is in her emotional treatment of context. In Thorny Buffalo Berry (fig.36), 

several insects are shown descending upon a branch of the buffalo berry plant, much like the 

moth in Merian’s illustration. And yet, this detail is almost lost in the mesmerizing dark, yet 

vibrant, background. Merian and Fitzgibbons’ illustrations contain more contextual information 

than normal in the genre, but still adhere to strictly empirical interpretations of the subject 

matter. Brown’s startling emotional application to a genre that actively attempts to minimize 

individual bias in favour of presenting factual information is derived from her artistic, less 

scientific, approach to the commission.  

The sense of ‘poetics’ and emotional resonance in Brown’s backgrounds are shaped 

through her choice of medium. She mixed watercolour with casein, a milk protein, which gave 

the paint an opaque and luminous quality. Watercolour was an ideal material for illustrating 

plants while in the field because it dries quickly. Brown describes the reaction her modification 

of this traditional medium incurred in those who viewed her work: 

 

I used watercolour with a small amount of opaque paint where necessary, but if I said it 

was watercolour I was met with scowling disbelief. Watercolours, as everybody knew, 

were pale and fragile. Mine were dark and sturdy. I am sure that most people craved a 

term for them like modernistic, futuristic, impressionistic, or some other ‘istic’ word. 

Sometimes, with fingers crossed, I suggested ‘Brownistic.’152 

 

                                                 
152 Brown, Sketches from Life, 219. 
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Even a subtle modification, such as rendering transparent watercolour more opaque, engendered 

a virulent reaction from the viewing public in Alberta. This passage is evidence of the 

preconceived expectations Brown was challenging through her subversion of traditional aesthetic 

principles.  

The inclusion of contextual space in Brown’s paintings call into question what is of value 

in documenting botanical knowledge. Scientific botanical documentation developed in Western 

Europe based on what elements of plant were considered empirically relevant for visual 

identification. Consequently, what was not valued, was excluded. This reduced botanical 

illustration to a single didactic style, in which scientific interests dictated artistic conventions.153 

In the work Brown completed for the Glenbow commission, this practice is reversed. After 

apprehending the form of the plant, Brown allows aesthetic and emotional concerns to direct the 

composition of the piece. Her paintings not only document a specific flower type and its 

ecological niche, but also record a particular moment in time, of human encounter with the 

natural world.   

If interpreted solely as a collection for scientific documentation, The Glenbow 

commission is filled with what may be identified as duplicates. Through her inclusion of more 

than one rendering of each flower, Brown’s aversion to systematic orderliness is again apparent. 

She completed several versions of calypso orchids, pasque flowers and cinquefoils, to name just 

a few. The rendering of the flower remains fairly constant in each version, but her interpretation 

of context in each watercolour is always distinct. In recognizing the aesthetic and personal 

response with which these works are made, each depiction is a unique account of a specific 

botanical encounter. Instead of the decontextualized, universal, and ordered style of European 

                                                 
153 Saunders, Picturing Plants, 14.  
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botanical images, meant to strip plants of their regional identity, Brown actively asserts not only 

the regional context of these flowers but also her own personal narrative. At a time when the 

Alberta landscape was normally identified with what Ken Liddell, a Calgary Herald journalist in 

the 1960s, described as “barbed wire fences, elevators…and dust storms” Brown’s botanical 

artworks provide an alternate landscape in which western identity is explored.154  

Brown’s artistically-minded approach to the commission, not unlike her approach to Old 

Man’s Garden, subverts traditional informational models that were well-defined in botanical 

study by the twentieth century. Part of the reason her images in the commission are so striking is 

due to their unusual appearance. This perception that the image appears unusual is determined by 

a set of visual codes, which western audiences read implicitly. The dark, mysterious background 

space in the commission paintings appear incongruous with the ordered, realistic flowers that are 

the focus of the images.  

Brown’s unique marriage of accuracy and aesthetics challenges Western conceptions of 

how science and art may be communicated. In her artwork for the commission, Brown alters 

traditional scientific illustration using compositional techniques normally associated with fine 

art, which suggests an emotional response to the viewer. The emotional response suggested in 

Brown’s contextual scenery ostensibly contradicts the empirical objectivity that supports 

scientific analysis. Through her unabashed melding of both realism and poetry, Brown proves 

that these seemingly oppositional constructs can reside harmoniously together and that 

documentation may take the form of both empirical accuracy and emotional resonance. 

  

                                                 
154 Ken Liddell, “Ken Liddell’s Column,” Calgary Herald, November 25, 1960. 
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Conclusion: Placed between Two Worlds 

 

 

The multi-faceted nature of Brown’s work ensures that there is still much scholarship to 

be done concerning her prodigious output. Her autobiography and numerous interviews provide 

a rich sense of her voice and creative process for scholars. One area of inquiry, requiring further 

exploration, connects Brown’s work for the Glenbow commission to the long history of female 

participation in Western botanical knowledge production. Her publication of Old Man’s Garden, 

and completion of a commission for a growing regional institution, is reflective of women 

entering the professional sphere during the twentieth century. It is interesting to consider how 

Brown’s approach to communicating botanical information may have been affected by her 

access to more institutional resources than women in previous centuries experienced. Analyzing 

public reception of her botanical artwork and writing may also shed light on the gendered 

implications of the commission. Also of interest is the way in which Brown’s work emerges 

from earlier Canadian-settler women’s publications, such as Catharine Par Traill’s Canadian 

Wildflowers.155  

Another research direction involves a more nuanced discussion of the politics of identity 

at work in these depictions. On the surface, these botanical watercolours comply with popular 

twentieth-century artistic conceptions of Canadian identity. Brown, linking her own personal 

evocation of western identity to the wild regional landscape, readily connects this work with her 

stylistic predecessors, the Group of Seven. However, many of the specimens she depicted are 

                                                 
155 The work of Emily Carr would also provide a fertile comparison with Brown’s work. The two artists were both 

familiar with the philosophy of the Group of Seven, and were concerned with evocating a sense of regional identity 

in their work. Perhaps more strikingly, both shared a fascination for First Nations’ culture and flowers. In 2007, the 

Royal B.C. Museum published a selection of short stories and impressions of native flora by Carr. These previously 

unpublished excerpts have been combined with illustrations of the flowers by Carr’s childhood art instructor, Emily 

Henrietta Woods. The comparisons between Brown’s writing in Old Man’s Garden, and Carr’s impressions in this 

volume would certainly be insightful. Emily Carr, Wild Flowers (Victoria: Royal British Columbia Museum, 2007). 
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natural to southern Alberta, and are not a representation of the diversity of the province as a 

whole.156  

Additionally, Old Man’s Garden, the work which inspired the commission, is based 

substantially on the knowledge of the First Nations peoples of southern Alberta. The urge to 

record and classify the local Alberta flora visually, underscored in the commission outline, 

recalls longstanding traditions of Western botanizing to understand, naturalize, and incorporate 

foreign landscapes into European knowledge systems. Further investigation into the complexities 

of the cultural exchange and contestations of power present in Brown’s written work will 

certainly provide a more informed understanding of the colonial implications of the Glenbow 

commission.  

It is her refusal to separate empirical information from personal opinion, emotion, and 

folklore that sets Brown’s botanical work apart from similar writing and depictions about the 

indigenous flowers of Alberta. While discussing her landscape painting, Alderson states that 

“[a]lthough it has become clichéd to paint scenes with rural fences and farmhouses today, when 

Brown painted this work, she was one of the first to see the beauty in such images.”157 This 

statement can also be applied to Brown’s paintings of wild flora.  

In a community that favoured European realism in artwork, and plants from eastern seed 

catalogues in their gardens, Brown’s unique style of flower painting first met with a skeptical 

public.158 In chapter nineteen of Sketches from Life, she details how her paintings defied 

expected definitions, which associated paintings of flowers with scientific study: 

                                                 
156 Ken Liddell, “Ken Liddell’s Column,” Calgary Herald, November 25, 1960. 
157 Alderson, Forming a Regionalist Sensibility, 76.  
158 However, evidence of Brown’s success in establishing wildflowers an integral symbol of Albertan identity by the 

end of her career is provided in the introduction to Sketches from Life, written by her neighbour and former 

Lieutenant Governor of Alberta, Frank Lynch-Staunton (1905-1990). He states: “[o]ne of my most prized 

possessions is a picture that Annora painted for us…[i]t is an arrangement of almost every wildflower that grows 

within a mile of my house and it holds a place of honour in my ranch home.” Brown, Sketches from Life, 5. 
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Most surprising to me was the readiness of some critics to associate my work with the 

world of science rather than the world of art. My paintings made no pretense of being 

botanical illustrations. All the knowledge of qualities of art - movement, rhythm, design, 

and so on - that I used in my larger paintings went into my flower paintings as well. Had 

they been larger and had their subject matter been human beings, houses, or animals, they 

might have taken their place as art. But the very phrase ‘wild flower’ seemed to take 

them out of that category and into the world of science. They are continually being 

included in exhibitions of botanical works. In that company, they are really not at home, 

for they are poetical interpretations of Nature or impressions of a corner of the world, 

rather than representations of specimens isolated from the world. I had unknowingly 

placed myself between two worlds.159 

 

This quote is especially illuminating, as it not only demonstrates the engrained dichotomy 

between scientific and artistic methods of expression in the western society, but also reveals 

Brown’s awareness of the complexity of trying to distinguish between these two categories. 

Brown alludes to the qualities that define each category: art presents “important” subjects 

directly related to human enterprise or intended for aesthetic contemplation, while science 

presents isolated phenomena for close study, in order to organize and domesticate that which is 

“wild.”  

What is of particular interest in the above excerpt is Brown’s own inclination to place her 

art into one of these categories. She states that her paintings “made no pretense of being 

                                                 
159 Brown, Sketches from Life, 219.  
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botanical illustrations.” Yet, in her discussion of the commission with J.D. Herbert of the 

Glenbow Foundation, it is clear that she was aware of the Glenbow’s preference for a “realistic” 

treatment of the subject matter.160 In her correspondence with Herbert, she even suggests a 

“standard” background for each ecosystem type.161 Her understanding of this condition of the 

commission is apparent in her accurate rendering and careful staging of the flowers, which draw 

upon the techniques used in scientific illustration. Brown alludes to the difficulty of trying to 

situate her artwork between two such oppositional constructs in her last sentence, stating, “I had 

unknowingly placed myself between two worlds.”162 Her own struggle to define her art is telling: 

her intimacy with different knowledge systems, having been exposed to First Nations’ culture, 

settler folklore, and fine art traditions, as well as having read scientific field guides growing up in 

Fort Macleod, is apparent in both her written and visual recording of botanical subject matter.  

Brown’s reluctance to adhere to one system is what makes her work so valuable to 

understanding the evolving identity of settler communities on the prairies. As Brown states in the 

introduction of Old Man’s Garden: “[s]oon the west was overrun with settlers of all nationalities, 

immigrants who followed the explorers and brought stories from the old land to add to the new 

world culture - stories of ghosts and witches and strange medieval superstitions, as well as stories 

of the first dawn of the science of botany.”163 Herein lies the root of her interweaving of 

knowledge; science is not treated as objective truth by Brown, but simply as another human 

construction, not worth any more or less consideration than the folklore she also relates. For 

Brown, utilizing only one approach does not give a full understanding of her botanical subject 

matter. Scientific and qualitative information cannot be divorced from each other; both were 

                                                 
160 Letter from J.D. Herbert to Brown, March 31, 1958. 
161 Annora Brown letter to J. D. Herbert, March 13, 1958. 
162 Brown, Sketches from Life, 219. 
163 Brown, Old Man’s Garden, vii.  
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pertinent to understanding the environment’s profound impact upon and relationship to the 

human societies that relied upon it.  

Brown’s strong identification with the landscape fostered her passion for connecting 

regional identity to the natural environment through her creative endeavours. Old Man’s Garden 

and the Glenbow commission are a testament to Brown’s expertise for interweaving information 

from seemingly separate backgrounds together, be it science and art; text and image; or First 

Nations’ and settler culture. Her artistic philosophy was linked to her “attachment not only to the 

physical place, but also to the social, political and cultural aspects of Alberta.”164 Brown’s 

botanical work, like her artwork in other genres, also celebrates First Nations’ culture - in this 

case, First Nations’ knowledge of and connection to the regional environment. Both projects 

foreshadow how Anglophone-settler perceptions of the land will begin to shift in the latter half 

of the century: from viewing the wild landscape as something to be dominated and controlled for 

human use, to recognizing the complex relationship between human life and the natural world. 

By integrating scientific knowledge with cultural lore, Brown connects historical legacy to 

factual knowledge, and draws readers beyond purely quantitative ways of conceptualizing the 

environment. This effectively offsets longstanding associations between the western landscape, 

ideas of superabundance, and resource extraction by mythologizing wildflowers as an integral 

component of regional identity. In her botanical art, Brown transforms the environment from an 

inert resource to be exploited for economic benefit, to a dynamic and vital component of 

Albertan identity. 

                                                 
164 Alderson, Forming a Regionalist Sensibility, 84.  
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Fig.1. Annora Brown, Foothills Village, oil on canvas, 1957, Glenbow Museum, accession 

number 57.46.1. Image courtesy of the Glenbow Museum. 
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Fig. 2. Annora Brown, entry from Old Man’s Garden showing title with Latin name, Old 

Man’s Garden, 1954, pg. 72.  

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 3. Annora Brown, entry from Old Man’s Garden showing title without Latin name, Old 

Man’s Garden, 1954, pg. 79. 
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Fig. 4. Annora Brown, jacket cover of first edition of Old Man’s Garden, scratchboard, 1954.  

 

 

Fig. 5. Annora Brown, jacket cover of second edition of Old Man’s Garden, scratchboard, 1970.  
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Fig. 6. Walter Crane, cover illustration, Baby’s Own Aesop by W. J. Linton, wood 

engraving, 1887. 

 

Fig. 7. Harrison Cady, cover illustration, The 

Adventures of Danny Meadow Mouse by 

Thornton W. Burgess, 1915. 

 

 

Fig. 8. Garth Williams, cover illustration, 

Stuart Little by E.B. White, 1945. 
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Fig. 9. Annora Brown, Thermopsis (Buffalo 

Bean), scratchboard, Old Man’s Garden, 

1970, pg. 25. 

 

Fig. 10. Annora Brown, Wood Betony, 

scratchboard, Old Man’s Garden, 1970, 

pg. 109. 

 

Fig. 11. Annora Brown, Horse-Tail, 

scratchboard, Old Man’s Garden, 1970, pg. 139. 

 

Fig. 12. Annora Brown, Thalictrum, 

scratchboard, Old Man’s Garden, 1970, 

pg. 171. 
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Fig. 13. Peter Schöffer, Peony, woodcut, Gart der Gesundheit, 1485. 
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Fig. 14. Annora Brown, Sand Lily, 

scratchboard, Old Man’s Garden, 1970,   

pg. 204.  

 

 

Fig. 15. Annora Brown, Dandelion, 

scratchboard, Old Man’s Garden, 1970,  

pg. 41.  

 

 

Fig. 16. Annora Brown, Grass of 

Parnassus, scratchboard, Old Man’s 

Garden, 1970, pg. 146.  

 

Fig. 17. Annora Brown, Yarrow, 

scratchboard, Old Man’s Garden, 1970, 

pg. 104.  
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Fig. 18. Annora Brown, Butterwort, scratchboard, Old Man’s Garden, 1970, pg. 142.  

 

Fig. 19. Annora Brown, Wild Rose, 

scratchboard, Old Man’s Garden, 1970, 

pg. 196.  

 

 

Fig. 20. Annora Brown, Wild Aster, 

scratchboard, Old Man’s Garden, 1970, 

pg. 209.  
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Fig. 21. Annora Brown, Tellima, Tiarella 

and Mitrewort, scratchboard, Old Man’s 

Garden, 1970, pg. 195.  

 

Fig. 22. Annora Brown, Saxifrage 

(Rock Breakers), scratchboard, Old 

Man’s Garden, 1970, pg. 194.  

 

Fig. 23. Annora Brown, Bear Grass, 

scratchboard, Old Man’s Garden, 

1970, pg. 36.  

 

 

Fig. 24. Annora Brown, Harebell, 

scratchboard, Old Man’s Garden, 1970,  

pg. 39.  
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Fig. 25. Annora Brown, scratchboard 

illustration depicting Napi, 

scratchboard, Old Man’s Garden, 1970, 

pg. ii.  

Fig. 26. Annora Brown, scratchboard 

illustration depicting ox caravan, scratchboard, 

Old Man’s Garden, 1970, pg. 4.  

 

Fig. 27. Annora Brown, scratchboard 

illustration depicting woman gathering 

berries, scratchboard, Old Man’s Garden, 

1970, pg. 216.  

 

 

Fig. 28. Annora Brown, scratchboard 

illustration depicting young boy fishing, 

scratchboard, Old Man’s Garden, 1970, 

pg. 76.  
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Fig. 29. Annora Brown, scratchboard illustration for book jacket, scratchboard, Old Man’s 

Garden, 1970, pg. 156.  

 

Fig. 30. Annora Brown, Small White Lady’s Slipper, watercolour and casein on paper, 1960, 

Glenbow Museum, accession number 61.24.21. Image courtesy of the Glenbow Museum. 
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Fig. 31. Annora Brown, Calypso Orchid, watercolour and casein on paper, 1958, Glenbow 

Museum, accession number 59.17.13. Image courtesy of the Glenbow Museum. 

 

Fig. 32. Mary Schäffer, Calypso from Alpine Flora of the Canadian Rockies by Stewardson 

Brown, 1907.  
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Fig. 33. Annora Brown, Water Willow Herb, 

watercolour and casein on paper, 1959, 

Glenbow Museum, accession number 

59.17.33. Image courtesy of the Glenbow 

Museum. 

 

Fig. 34. Maria Sibylla Merian, A Parrot 

Tulip, Auriculas, and Red Currants, 

with a Magpie Moth, its Caterpillar 

and Pupa, 1677. 

 

Fig. 35. Agnes Fitzgibbon, Plate VI: Lilium 

Philadelphicum, Campanula Rotundifolia, 

Cypripedium Spextabile from Canadian 

Wildflowers, 1868. 

 

 

Fig. 36. Annora Brown, Thorny Buffalo 

Berry, watercolour and casein on paper, 

1959, Glenbow Museum, accession number 

59.17.1. Image courtesy of Glenbow 

Museum. 
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