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Abstract 

Other than at his birthplace in Pittsburgh Township, Ontario, and his lived-in community 

of North Bay, Ontario, Thomas Clarence Cummings (T.C.) is a relatively unknown presence in 

the collectivity of those who have contributed to the representation of Canadian identity at the 

community, regional, and national levels. Cummings left us a prolific number of statements in 

several media communicating how he perceived who we were as Canadians in the twentieth 

century. These are examined through an  analysis of several stages in T.C.’s  “life-path”:  as a 

youngster on a farm in Pittsburgh Township and as a student in a one-room schoolhouse on 

Woodburn Road; as a young man in North Bay pursuing a career in education and the initiation 

of a life-long commitment to international travel; as a volunteer in World War II serving in 

Atlantic Canada; on his return to teach in North Bay and the resumption of his travels 

worldwide; as a retired teacher, an active artist, and social critic producing reflexive 

commentaries on society in a modern and post-modern world. In particular, Cummings’ journals, 

poems, and artwork are connected to his travels and his commentaries about our evolving 

Canadian identity and our relationship with a global society. His later allegorical paintings, 

poetry, and writings expressed his assessment of how Canadian society was being affected by 

modernity and globalization during his life-time. This thesis examines Cummings’ various 

messages to demonstrate his appreciation of the complexity of the social landscape in his time, 

and concludes with an assessment of the significance of his contributions in the context of 

current priorities and concerns in Canadian society today. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction: Approaching a Social Biography of T.C. Cummings  

Personal identity and group identity have long been situated in the fields of psychology 

and sociology, with recent forays into the history of nationalism. This thesis addresses an 

historical-geographical approach to identity construction in the context of community and nation, 

and the role of a particular individual and his involvement in that process. To that end, it seeks to 

interpret how societies have responded to the transformation of their complex worlds into 

meaningful expressions of individual, community, national, and cosmopolitan identities. In their 

study of Canadian nationalism, Beyond National Dreams, Nurse and Blake open with the 

proposition they attribute to Michael Ignatieff that, “Canada should be a key case study for 

anyone interested in nationalism, ethnic diversity, and the organization of a multinational state.”1  

In following this direction, my study explores the concepts of ‘nation’ and ‘people’ in general, 

and shifts to an examination of this question through the social biography, or life-path, of 

Thomas Clarence Cummings (1904-1996).2 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1 Andrew Nurse and Raymond R. Blake, Beyond National Dreams: Essays of Canadian Citizenship and 

Nationalism, (Markham: Fitzhenry and Whiteside, 2009).  
2 See Appendix A 

Figure 1: Portrait of Tom Cummings from 
King George Public School in North Bay. 
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This exploration of Cummings’ expression of the identity of his immediate community 

and that of Canadian society as a whole, addresses his interpretations of people’s sense of place 

over time to capture how they represent evolving verities from the local, to the regional, national, 

and international. While much of the research will centre on North Bay, the ‘place’ where 

Cummings lived most of his life, from the ages of 17 to 92, it will also address his reaction to, 

and commentaries on, his considerable travels throughout a world experiencing significant 

change during his life-path. 

The principal focus will be on identifying the essence of who Cummings was, what he 

became, and what was his role in his community. That is, what did he contribute to their 

perception of themselves as Canadians, and how it has been memorialized in the hearts and 

minds of people of North Bay. How did they define themselves as Canadians in their ‘home-

place’, and how did that relate to how they identified with the evolving sense of the ‘place’ of 

Canada? While this concern will be situated in the context of theories of nation and identity, it 

will also consider Cummings’ engagement with, and exclusion of, issues such as identity, race, 

gender, and class as expressed at the community level.   

T.C. Cummings was a prodigious artist who directed his diverse creations to reflect on the 

dynamic role of creative representations of society in various media and spent his entire life 

presenting Canadians with a legacy of ‘what’ and ’who’ he thought they were as a people. In all 

of this, he constantly explored his and other’s intimate relationships with their surroundings. His 

trees and totem poles stand like strong soldiers against all odds, his mountains tower with pride, 

his faces have feelings. Some may experience the agony and futility of war when they view his 

study Military Hospital and his subsequent finished work Milk, Medals and Memories. When he 

travelled, he mingled with the locals, he photographed their lifestyles, and he brought back 

lessons to educate his students about the world around them. Primarily a teacher, a role he 
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pursued in and out of the classroom, Cummings may be considered as a qualitative-ethnographic 

researcher observing and analysing similarities and differences in people in their everyday 

environments and social worlds. 

Another aim of this thesis is to explore the geography of place, landscape, community, 

and identity through the contribution of Cummings’ subjective communications in his art, 

photography, sculpture, poetry, and literary oeuvre.  Central to this exercise is an appreciation 

that his life’s work was prolific and dynamic, and it becomes clear from Cummings’ career that 

he was influenced by his early life in his initial home setting, followed by his travels, exposure to 

war, socio-economic change, a dynamic mass culture, and the challenges of ‘modernity’. That is, 

his representation of, and reaction to, his odyssey through traditional landscape studies, 

ethnographic representations of his travels, and an emerging social realism that represented his 

critical commentary on modernity in his allegorical critiques of contemporary society during his 

life-time. Eventually, what emerges in Cummings’ life-work is a shift away from a romanticized 

view of Canadian nationalism, to an appreciation of global diversity, and a social commentary on 

what he perceived to be its negative verities.  

T.C. Cummings was born at the end of what Hobsbawm has called the ‘long’ nineteenth 

century that opened in 1789 and ended with the beginning of the “Great” War in 1914, and he 

lived in the “short” twentieth century that ended in 1991, The Age of Extremes.3 That ‘age’ was 

one of major socio-political and geo-political changes that introduced many disruptions in 

quotidian life-styles that have come to be referred to as ‘modernity’.  Through his immediate 

contact with local northern landscapes, exotic peoples and places globally, Cummings developed a 

                                                           
3  Eric Hobsbawm, Age of Extremes: The Short Twentieth Century, 1914-1991, (London: Michael Joseph, 1994).  
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critique of the values and implications of the new world through his art-work, poetry, and 

literature.  

This is the context in which Cummings’ work must be interpreted through an examination 

of the successive stages of his life as a student, teacher, artist, writer, and community activist. This 

thesis explores the power of the human imagination in our experience and how this activist’s 

legacy encapsulates how one Canadian contributed to a better understanding of our place and 

identity in the 21st century. The total range of Cummings’ life-impact on the North Bay 

community, Canada, and cultural, social and political values will be the focus of this assessment of 

his personal journals, interviews with informed persons, as well as his own creative writings, and 

will allow a fuller understanding of T.C.’s evolving ideas in a changing world.4  That said, the 

extent of Cummings’ life-path as used here needs to be defined. While the principal focus will be 

on his contributions during his lived years from 1904-1996, for the purpose of this study, 

Cummings’ life-path has been extended into the two decades following his death to capture and 

assess the posthumous tributes, commemorations and exhibitions of his accomplishments.  

It will be demonstrated how Cummings attempted to communicate to future generations 

of Canadians that identity is not simple. He acknowledged that certain values, such as our sense of 

place, human dignity, diversity, and nature remain constant. However, even in his allegories, he 

could never have depicted where we are today. Most critics would agree that T.C. portrayed a very 

realistic interpretation of our Canadian identity in his lifetime but, while he identified problematic 

trends, perhaps it was impossible for him to predict the future as it is simpler to comment on the 

observable and experienced present or recorded past. 

                                                           
4 Throughout this thesis, T.C. Cummings will often be referred to as “T.C.” or “Tom”, which reflects what he is 

often calling in his local society and represents the “labour of love” of this thesis. 
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This thesis will follow a biographic approach to create T.C. Cummings’ life-path and 

assess his work by exploring the following questions: 

• What were Cummings’ contributions to our understanding of place and identity as 

an artist, photographer, poet, author, and social commentator? 

• How did Cummings’ oeuvre contribute to his community’s understanding of our 

Canadian identity? 

• What themes did Cummings ignore or neglect and why? 

• Do any of Cummings’ messages relate to contemporary Canada? 
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Chapter 2: Constructing Identity: Theoretical Contributions to 

Understanding T.C. Cummings 

As a prompt for his study of Canada’s Maps and the Stories They Tell, Alan Morantz 

refers to Northrop Frye’s assessment of Canadian identity: 

It seems to me that Canadian sensibility has been profoundly disturbed, not so much by 

our famous problem of identity …as by a series of paradoxes in what confronts that 

identity. It is less perplexed by the question Who am I? than by some riddle as Where is 

Here?1 

His concluding answer to that question at the end of his investigation is, “Here is where we are.”2 

But the problem remains of how do we define what is here? As a basic starting point, the central 

premise in understanding Canadian identity is underscored by Prime Minister William Lyon 

Mackenzie King’s observation that Canada has struggled with having “too much geography and 

too little history; too much space and too little time.”3 Indeed, perhaps Canada is unique in its 

multiple strategies to overcome Mackenzie King’s problem and make substantial efforts to 

integrate a people separated not only by geography, but also by history, ethnicity, race, class, and 

gender. With increased immigration in the 19th and 20th centuries, the presence of an 

unrecognised Indigenous population4, the articulation of the differences of two founding colonial 

identities, and an expansive neighbour to the south,5 the Canadian picture had become even more 

complicated. That is, Canada has striven to construct a national identity that is particularly aware 

                                                           
1 Alan Morantz, Where is Here? Canada’s Maps and the Stories They Tell (Toronto: Penguin Canada, 2002), 1. 
2 Morantz, Where is Here?, 230. 
3 Quoted in Brian S. Osborne, “Landscapes, Memory, Monuments, and Commemoration: Putting Identity in its 

Place,” Canadian Ethnic Studies, 2001, Vol. 33 (3) 40. 
4 Recent scholarship has examined this problem: Marie Battiste (ed.), Reclaiming Indigenous Voices and Vision, 

(Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 2000); Bonita Lawence, Fractured Homeland: Federal 

Recognition and Algonquin Identity in Ontario, (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 2012); Thomas 

King, The Inconvenient Indian: A Curious Account of Native People in North America (Canada: Anchor Canada, 

2013).Tanya Talaga, Seven Fallen Feathers Racism, Death, and Hard Truths in A Northern City, (Toronto: The 

House of Anansi Press, 2017).Cummings’ relationship with North Bay’s First Peoples will be discussed in this 

thesis in section 5.3.2., “The Local First Peoples.” 
5 Peter H. Russell. Canada’s Odyssey: A Country Based on Incomplete Conquests. (Toronto: University of Toronto 

Press, 2017).  
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of its distinctive experience of place, nation, and community.  As will be demonstrated, T.C. 

Cummings’ career also represented this challenge of understanding, and contributing, to the 

construction of a distinctive Canadian identity in a global society. 

2.1:  The Theoretical Context of Constructing National Identity 

In the opening words of his classic study, Nation and Identity, Ross Poole, asserts, 

“[n]ationalism has played an enormous role in world history over the past few hundred years,”6 

and goes on to declare that “…in its most familiar and historically potent form, nationalism is the 

ground of political sovereignty and that political sovereignty is the right and destiny of the 

nation.”7 A major step in the evolution of nationalism was the Peace of Westphalia that ended 

the Thirty Years War in 1648 and prompted the recognition of religious differentiation and 

linguistic and ethnic identities in the emergence of nation-states associated with the collapse of 

transnational empires. For Ernest Gellner, while “nationalism emerged out of this recognition 

and politicization of what were essentially cultural identities,” society in general and the 

populace at large did not encounter the phenomenon “until industrialization and an associated 

revolution in communications caused the breakdown of local imaginations.”8 This “imagination” 

of the previous agrarian-based economy and non-literate society had been produced by quotidian 

economic and cultural regimens that focussed on the immediate locale of people’s lived-in 

communities. With industrialisation came exposure to other worlds through increased mobility 

generated by new transportation technology, greater employment opportunities, and exposure to 

ideas through increased literacy and access to a burgeoning print technology. The furthering of 

this concept was advanced by the exercise of national self-determination and the cartographic 

                                                           
6 Ross Poole, Nation and Identity, (London: Routledge, 1999), 1. 
7 Poole, Nation and Identity, 9. 
8 Ernest Gellner, Encounters with Nationalism, (Oxford: Blackwell, 1994), 37-8.  
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exercise of mapping of language, religion, and ethnicities at Versailles following World War I in 

1919.9  

During the following decades, nationalism was advanced as an inclusive force, but post- 

World War II geopolitical strategies, increased international migrations, the growth of global 

trade, and the massive increase in communications and information technology have all 

challenged inward-looking national identities and furthered international cooperation and 

globalisation.10 But theories of nationalism have moved away from a focus on ethnic identity 

towards a civic identity based on common institutions, the power of historical continuity, and 

international connections. These developments are eroding the “sense of the local” in “coherent 

and homogeneous communities” by what Karl Marx called “the annihilation of ‘space and 

time’,” or what David Harvey referred to in The Condition of Postmodernity as “time-space 

compression.”11 For Kymlicka, the result is that “[i]nternational intergovernmental organizations 

are encouraging, and sometimes pressuring, states to adopt a more multicultural approach.”12 

That is, for much of the twentieth century, economic and social developments challenged the 

concept of territorially homogeneous states, and increasingly suggested that nationalism is 

simply irrelevant in the modern world.  

                                                           
9  M. MacMillan, Paris 1919. Six Months that Changed the World, (New York: Random House, 2001) xxvi; Modris 

Eksteins, Rites of Spring: The Great War and the Birth of the Modern Age, (Toronto: Lester & Orpen Dennys, 

1989). 
10 Will Kymlicka, Multicultural Odysseys: Negotiating the New International Politics of Diversity, (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2007); Liah Greenfeld, Nationalism: Five Roads to Modernity, (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 

University Press, 1992); Anthony D. Smith, National Identity, (Reno: University of Nevada Press, 1991); Anthony 

D. Smith, Nations and Nationalism in a Global Era, (Cambridge, UK: Polity, 1995); Anthony D. Smith, 

Nationalism and Modernism: A Critical Survey of Recent Theories of Nations and Nationalism, (London: 

Routledge, 1998); Anthony D. Smith, Myths and Memories of the Nation, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999). 
11 Tim Cresswell, Place: A Short Introduction, (London: Wiley-Blackwell, 2004) 63-4; David Harvey, The 

Condition of Postmodernity: An Enquiry into the Origins of Cultural Change, (Cambridge, Mass: Blackwell, 1990). 
12 Kymlicka, Multicultural Odysseys, 3. 
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Yet, as late as the 1990s, Anthony Smith declared that nationalism was still the most 

compelling “identity myth” in the modern world, and he identified three main issues that 

dominated the theory of nationalism and nations: a fundamental ethical and philosophical 

principle  underlying the role of the nation in human affairs; an anthropological and political 

definition of the nation that bound people  together from birth by kinship ties, common history 

and shared language; a historical and sociological definition that privileges the concept of the 

nation in the history of humanity.13 Of course, these issues have evolved over time, and societies 

must develop new explanations more attuned to modern realities and perceptions of them. It is in 

these contexts that T.C. Cummings’ perspectives on, and representations of, identity will be 

positioned at the individual, community, national, and cosmopolitan levels. 

2.2: Experiencing Nationalism: Space, Place, Landscape 

For Hobsbawm and Ranger, while nationalists claim their nations are rooted in antiquity 

and historical continuity, they are often “recent and novel constructs” produced by “invented 

traditions…a set of practices, normally governed by overtly or tacitly accepted rules and of a 

ritual or symbolic nature, which seek to inculcate certain values and norms of behaviour by 

repetition, which automatically implies continuity with the past.”14 Edward Said agrees and takes 

the argument further into the realm of national imagination: “Just as none of us is outside or 

beyond geography, none of us is completely free from the struggle over geography. That struggle 

is complex and interesting because it is not only about soldiers and canons, but also about ideas, 

about forms, about images and imaginings.”15 This is advancing Benedict Anderson’s concept of 

                                                           
13 Smith, Nationalism and Modernism, 8. 
14  Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger (Eds), The Invention of Tradition, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1983) 1-2.  
15  Edward W. Said, Culture and Imperialism, (New York: Vintage, 1994), 7.  
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“imagined communities” in that “members of even the smallest nation will never know most of 

their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image 

of their communion.”16 The result is the proposal that nationalism is a shared identity and sense 

of community based on memories, values, symbols, and myths connected to a specific territory 

or ‘homeland’.17 But while globalization has made the myth of a culturally homogeneous state 

unrealistic in a trans-nationalizing world, multiculturalism still contends with divisive memories 

of iconic and mythic homelands. This is central to a better understanding of Canada through two 

central geographical terms: objective ‘space’ and subjective ‘place’, a differentiation that is 

central to how society interacts with its location and homeland and how they are perceived:  

Spaces are locations that are specific and distinct, and have particular meanings and 

perhaps identities for specific actors. Place is a human construction of a location created 

through inter-subjective experience of the location itself, and not simply appropriated as 

if there were a singular, universal, attractable essence of a place.18  

In The Lure of the Local, Lippard argues that “inherent in the local is the concept 

of place – a portion of land/town/cityscape seen from the inside, the resonance of a specific 

location that is known and familiar,”19 while Cresswell goes further and proposes that a 

“phenomenological approach of place … seeks to define the essence of human existence as 

one that is necessarily and importantly ‘in place.’”20 That is, the key issue is that people’s 

engagement with place and society is subjective, and “the manner in which people 

experience and understand the world” is phenomenological and “involves the 

                                                           
16 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origins and Spread of Nationalism, (London: 

Verso, 1991), 6. 
17 Derek Gregory, The Dictionary of Human Geography, (5th Edition, London: Willy-Blackwell Publishing Limited, 

2009), 488.   
18 Randolph Haluza-Delay, Michael J. DeMoor, and Cristopher Peet, “That we may live together in the Land…Place 

Pluralism and Just Sustainability in Canadian and Environmental Studies,” in Matthew Evenden (Ed), “Beyond the 

Culture of Nature: Rethinking Canadian and Environmental Studies,” Journal of Canadian Studies. Vol. 47 no. 3 

(2013): 230. 
19 Lucy R. Lippard, The Lure of the Local: Senses of Place in a Multicentered Society, (New York: New Press, 

1997), 7. 
20 Cresswell, Place: A Short Introduction, 51. 
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understanding and description of things as they are experienced by a subject.”21 So ‘space’ 

and ‘place’ are still particularly relevant terms in today’s heterogeneous societies.  Rather 

than being merely neutral containers, “geography, locale, setting, place – whatever you 

wish to call them – are complicit in strategies of cultural survival.”22 For Pierre Nora, they 

are “realms of memory”, places where mnemonic abstractions are rendered materially or 

symbolically in lived-in places.23 This is why geographers turn to the representation of 

such symbolic places. As Sack expressed it in Homo Geographicus, geographers seek to 

better understand that “place and space are forces, and how they braid together nature and 

culture (which includes social relations and meaning) and help constitute the self.”24 

Ideally, people produce ‘places’ and derive identities from them in that people respond to, 

or even yearn for, an understanding of their confusing world and a simplification of their 

singular histories and geographies by “the cultivation of a collective memory of a mythic 

history, acted out in a symbolically loaded place, reified in the present and projected into 

the future.”25  

A powerful agency in this process is ‘landscape’, which has been defined as “a 

cultural image, a pictorial way of representing, structuring or symbolising surroundings,” 

and its contribution has been approached by the “fertile concept of iconography: the 

theoretical and historical study of symbolic imagery.”26 Attention has been directed to the 

construction of identity and how “nationalizing states … choreograph people and places 

                                                           
21 Christopher Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, Paths and Monuments, (London: Berg, 1994), 11-12. 
22 Brian S. Osborne, “The Place of Memory and Identity,” Canadian Diversity, 2002, Vol. 1, no. 1: 9. 
23 Nora Pierre, Realms of Memory: Rethinking the French Past, (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997). 
24 Robert David Sack, Homo Geographicus: A Framework for Action, Awareness, and Moral Concern, (Baltimore 

and London: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1997), 1. 
25  Osborne, “The Place of Memory and Identity,” 9. 
26 Denis Cosgrove and Stephen Daniels (Eds.), The Iconography of Landscape, (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1988), 1. 
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into sharing a narrative acted out in a constructed symbolic landscape.”27 This construction 

of a collective awareness of the lived-in world can be generated by shared public 

monuments, ceremonies, images, and spectacles that created a commonly held sense of 

belonging to an idealised community.28 This shared experience of a particular place is 

reflected in the notion of loyalty that Lovell refers to as “belonging” and a “sense of 

experience, a phenomenology of ‘locality’ which serves to create, mould and reflect 

perceived ideals surrounding ‘place’.”29  

In particular, a collective memory is often moulded through the appropriation of 

specific localities and their representation, and Canada has a wealth of them in art30 and 

literature.31  For Basso, “[k]nowledge of places is closely linked to knowledge of the self, 

and securing a confident sense of whom one is as a person,”32 and Rose agrees: “One way 

in which identity is connected to a particular place is by a feeling that you belong to that 

place.  It’s a place in which you feel comfortable, or at home, because part of how you 

define yourself is symbolized by certain qualities of that place.”33 Similarly, Lippard 

                                                           
27 Brian S. Osborne and Geraint B. Osborne, “The Vernacular and the Ceremonial in a National Capital”, 2009; 

Andrew Nurse and Raymond S. Blake (Eds.), Beyond National Dreams: Essays of Canadian Citizenship and 

Nationalism, (Markham: Fitzhenry and Whiteside, 2009), 111. 
28 Alan Gordon, The Hero and the Historians: Historiography and the Uses of Jacques Cartier, (Vancouver: 

University of British Columbia Press, 2010); H.V. Nelles, The Art of Nation-Building: Pageantry and Spectacle at 

Quebec’s Tercentenary (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999); Simon Schama, Landscape and Memory, 

(Toronto: Random House, 1995).  
29 Nadia Lovell (ed), Locality and Belonging, (London and New York: Routledge, 1998), 1.  
30 Ronald Rees, New and Naked Land: Making the Prairies Home, (Saskatoon: Western Producer Prairie, 1998); 

Dennis Reid, Our Own Country Canada: Being an Account of the National Aspirations of the Principal Landscape 

Artists in Montreal and Toronto, 1860-1930, (Ottawa: National Gallery of Canada, 1979); Marylin McKay, 

Picturing the Land: Narrating Territories in Canadian Landscape Art, 1500-1950, (Montreal/Kingston: McGill-

Queen’s University Press, 2011); Brian Osborne, “The Iconography of Nationhood in Canadian Art,” 1989; Denis 

Cosgrove and Stephen Daniels, The Iconography of Landscape: Essays on the Symbolic Representation, Design and 

Use of Past Environments, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 162-77, 1989). 
31 Gaile McGregor, The Wacousta Syndrome: Explorations in the Canadian Landscape, (Toronto: University of 

Toronto Press, 1985); Paul Simpson-Housley and Glen Norcliffe (Eds.), A Few Acres of Snow: Literary and Artistic 

Images of Canada, (Toronto: Dundurn, 1985); Susan Glickman, The Picturesque and the Sublime: A Poetics of the 

Canadian Landscape, (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s Press, 1998). 
32 Keith H. Basso, Wisdom Sits in Places: Landscape and Language Among the Western Apache, (Albuquerque: 
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provocatively introduces her “lure” of the “local” as, “the historical narrative as it is 

written in the landscape or place by the people who live or lived there,”34 and argues that 

the human presence in place is the collective memory shaped by individuals in their 

community. That is, the geography of identity is about “placing memory and identity by 

understanding how material settings are transformed from vernacular lived-in sites into 

psychic terrains: a collective awareness of belonging.”35  The social construction of a 

“collective” identity is the next step, and it is based upon many experiences, “including 

those based on family, class, community, ethnicity, gender, politics, religion, and 

sexuality.”36 It follows, therefore, that place is a complex construction and that numerous 

terms and related concepts have been devised for it, including ‘sense of place’, ‘place 

attachment’, and ‘place identity’. That is, “[p]lace is also located in relation to other 

concepts such as community, local, territory, and globalization, and hybrid terms such as 

glocal, meaning the unique-to-place interaction of local and global.”37 

In this way, familiar material words became loaded with symbolic sites, dates, and 

events that provide social continuity, contribute to the collective memory, and establish psychic 

reference points for society.  The construction of identity requires “nationalizing states to 

choreograph people and places into sharing a narrative acted out in a constructed symbolic 

landscape.”38 Moreover, in Landscape and Power, Mitchell declared that, “[l]andscape is a verb, 

not a noun.  We should think of landscape, not as an object to be seen or a book to be read, but as 

                                                           
34 Lippard, The Lure of the Local, 7. 
35 Osborne, “Canadian Diversity”, 9. 
36 Margaret Conrad, Canadians and Their Pasts, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2013), 67. 
37 Haluza-Delay, Beyond the Culture of Nature, 230. 
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a process by which social and subjective identities are formed.”39 In doing so, Wylie has 

suggested we pose several questions of these landscapes as text:  

Who is it that has written the landscape? Which individuals or groups are its principal 

authors? What is the narrative of the landscape, what story does it tell? Does the 

landscape have just one plot, or is it composed of many overlapping and even competing 

storylines? … But how will the landscape be read? Is it written in a language that we 

understand? Or will we need to learn new languages and develop new techniques for 

reading and interpreting the landscape, if we wish to understand it more deeply?40 

 In approaching an answer to this question, Karen Stanworth identifies how the symbolic 

meaning of landscape is constructed: 

Research on landscape as a form of representation has established that landscape should 

be understood as a social construction that relies on situated and interwoven ideas and 

practices; this construction is maintained as a construction through various forms of 

reproduction and presentation, whether through art, advertising, or popular culture 

modes.41    

Expanding on this, Stanworth refers to Eva Mackey’s critique of “the ‘pedagogies of 

nationalism’ that underlie linear narratives of nation”42 and the work of Erin Manning, who 

warns of the dangers of the “conflation of identity and territory in the nation-building process” in 

her analysis of the “dialogic relation between time and space”.43 Stanworth concludes the need 

for evidence in that “what is missing from nationalistic landscapes is evidence of its inaccuracy. 

The invisible gender, racial, and social politics underlying a national myth are present even if not 

represented.”44  

                                                           
39 W. J. T. Mitchell, Landscape and Power, (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1994), 1. 
40 John Wylie, Landscapes, (London: Routledge, 2007), 70-71. 
41 Karen Stanworth, “Revisioning the ‘Culture of Nature’ in Canadian Visual Culture Studies: John Russell and 

An/Other Case of Modern Art” in Matthew Evendon (Ed.) “Beyond the Culture of Nature: Rethinking Canadian and 

Environmental Studies”, Journal of Canadian Studies 3, Vol. 43, 2013. 69. 
42 Eva Mackey, The House of Difference: Cultural Politics and National Identity in Canada, (London: Routledge, 

1999), 77. 
43 Erin Manning, “I am a Canadian: Identity, Territory and the Canadian National Landscape,” Theory and Event, 

(4), 2000, 18, http//muse.jhu.edu. 
44 Stanworth, “Beyond the Culture of Nature”, 70. 
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These provocative definitions, qualifications, and caveats are central to this thesis in 

examining the contributions to T.C. Cummings’ representation of place and belonging in his 

artistic and literary imaginations as they evolved over time. In particular, the contributions of 

which places, and which memories were celebrated, and what were ignored or forgotten by 

Cummings, all need to be specified and analyzed. 

2.3:  Modernity 

An essential dimension in understanding T.C. Cummings’ evolving social commentary 

throughout his life-path is his actual life-span, 1904-1996 as he lived most of his life in The Age 

of Extremes. This period of ‘modernity’ is associated with a break from past economic practices, 

technologies, cultural representations, and social norms, and synonymous with the progress and 

the “declared enemy of traditions.”45 In this sense, “it refers to a particular relationship to time, 

one characterized by intense historical discontinuity or rupture, openness to the novelty of the 

future, and a heightened sensitivity to what is unique about the present.”46 Blom argues that the 

First World War was a major contributor to a ‘modernity’ associated with consumerism, mass-

media, urbanization, ‘big’ industry and ‘big’ finance, feminism, psychoanalysis, but also 

acknowledges that the theory of relativity, abstract art, and atonal music were all established 

features in place prior to 1914.47 He goes on to propose that a ‘modernity’ accompanied by 

“nihilism and alienation” would “eventually crush social structures, moral norms, and traditional 

ideas” and that as “[h]istory began to outpace humanity, identities became fragile and 

questionable, and technology developed faster than it could be understood.”48 Thus, at the turn of 

                                                           
45  Derek Gregory, The Dictionary of Human Geography, 472.  
46  Nikolas Kompridis (ed.), Philosophical Romanticism, (London: Routledge, 2006), 32. 
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the century, and especially following the Great War, traditional moral codes and philosophical 

values were being eroded by the industrial, secular, and scientific realities of the modern age. 

Interestingly, Zygmunt Bauman proposes that modern socialism acted as a “counter-culture” to 

modernity by “both opposing and servicing” it in three ways: by addressing the need of the 

marginalized in society; modernity had failed to resist, and had in some ways, been appropriated 

by, fascism; socialism offered utopian strategies to escape from modernity.49 As an historical 

category, therefore, “modernity” refers to, 

…a period marked by a questioning or rejection of tradition; the prioritization of 

individualism, freedom and formal equality; faith in inevitable social, scientific and 

technological progress and human perfectibility; rationalization and professionalization; a 

movement from feudalism (or agrarianism) toward capitalism and the market economy; 

industrialization, urbanization and secularization; the development of the nation-state and 

its constituent institutions (e.g. representative democracy, public education, modern 

bureaucracy) and forms of surveillance.50  

 

While recognizing that “[t]raditional understandings of space and time have been under challenge 

for most of this century,” McQuire expands on the underlying elements of this process that 

affected human experience, values, and quality of life: 

If the modernist attack on classical discourses presuming temporal continuity and spatial 

homogeneity has always been comprehended by meta-narratives promising restoration of 

the whole, what must be attempted today is the rather different task of rethinking of 

concepts such as home, nation, community and identity in conjunction with the values 

they have always been systemically opposed: foreignness, difference, dispersion, 

alterity.51  

Of particular relevance to this thesis and its focus on identity formation, Paul Connerton 

warns that modernity’s association with change erodes identity’s dependence on “place-memory” 

                                                           
49 Zygmunt Bauman, 1997. Modernity and Ambivalence. Cambridge: Polity Press, 262. For more on Bauman and 

his critique of modernity: Bauman, Zygmunt. 1992. Imitations of Postmodernity. London: Routledge; Bauman, 

1995. “Making and Unmaking of Strangers,” Thesis Eleven, Vol. 43, No. 1, 1-16; Bauman, 1997. Modernity and its 

Discontents. Cambridge: Polity Press; Bauman, 2004. Modernity and its Outcasts. Cambridge: Polity Press. 
50 Derek Gregory, The Dictionary of Human Geography, 471-74.  
51 Scott McQuire, Visions of Modernity: Representation, Memory, Time and Space in the Age of the Camera, 

(London: Sage Publications, 1998), 7. 
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because of its emphasis on forgetting,52 and that “mass migrations, both between countries and 

within countries, must have entailed the forgetting of local roots” so that “[t]he history of mass 

migration is part of the history of modern forgetting, and of forgetting places in particular.”53 For 

Marshall Berman, nationalism depended on a homogeneity enforced by the nation-state through a 

program of social engineering.54  But he defines modernism as a constant struggle to make one’s 

self at home in a constantly changing world and to be modern is to live a life of paradox and 

contradiction, and “[a]ll that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned, and men are forced 

to face the real conditions of their lives.”55 For Berman, while we would like to give the world a 

structure and to behave as if its events are not random, to be modern “is to experience personal 

and social life as a maelstrom to find one’s world and oneself in perpetual disintegration and 

renewal, trouble and anguish, ambiguity and contradiction.”56  

Perhaps the principal feature of the modern age has been the challenge of the sense of 

the local by large-scale practices and the emergence of global political-economic structures and 

connections that redefine the place of the locality. Apart from macro-scale adjustments of spatial 

and economic organization there have been profound changes in the authenticity and experience 

of lived-in places.57 That this transition is entrenched in the history of western thought is 

underscored by Ian McKay: “From the late nineteenth century on, and across the western world, 

skepticism about ‘progress’ and fear that unprecedented social and economic changes were 

                                                           
52  Paul Connerton, How Modernity Forgets, (Cambridge University Press, 2009), 4. 
53  Connerton, How Modernity Forgets, 135.  
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destroying the possibility of ‘authentic’ experience (and even undermining the bases of selfhood 

itself) shaped social thought and cultural expression across a wide ideological spectrum.”58  

Of relevance to this thesis is Charles Baudelaire’s coining of the term modernité in his 

1864 essay, The Painter of Modern Life, to designate the fleeting, ephemeral experience of life 

and its representation by the artist.59 It is in this context that Lynda Jessup offers an insightful 

definition of the artistic critique of the industrial, bureaucratic, and inauthentic worlds of 

modernism and material progress:  

It describes what was in effect a critique of the modern, a perceived lack in the present 

manifesting itself not only in a sense of alienation, but also in a longing for the types of 

physical or spiritual experience embodied in utopian futures and imagined pasts. As such 

it embraces what was then a desire for the type of ‘authentic’ immediate experience 

supposedly embodied in pre-industrial societies.60  

T.C. Cummings lived most of his life, and pursued all of his world travels, at the 

beginning of “Late Modernity” and his exposure to these developments in his life-path will be 

explored in this thesis through his representations in his art and writings that commented on, and 

critiqued, the changing world around him.  

2.4: Artistic Representations of Identity 

In a study of another individual artist, Thomas Burrowes, reference was made to the art-

critic, John Bentley Mays, who commented on the role of the artist as “Historical Commentator,” 

in his report on that role in an exhibition, “People and Places: Early Canadian Painting”:  

Despite shifts in social ideology, patronage and the creative weather, a large number of 

Canada's most original artists from Champlain's time to the present have done their best 
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work as documentators [sic.] of the land and its people, and interpreters of the facts of 

living here.61  

Building on this, Mays proposes that artists provide a valuable record, interpretation, and 

commentary on society because of their “acute powers of observation, sensitive imaginations, 

and well-honed skills in communicating through words or images.”62 To support his assumption, 

Mays makes reference to Lewis Coser who also argues for the power of humanistic sources:  

Nothing human ought to be alien to the social scientist; if a novel, a play or a poem is a 

personal and direct impression of social life, the sociologist should respond to [it] with 

the same openness and willingness to learn that he displays when he interviews a 

respondent, observes a community or classifies and analyzes survey data.63  

Obviously, scholars should approach all historical documentation and subject the material to the 

same scrutiny as other historical documentation as Elton argues that “the historical method is no 

more than a recognized and tested way of extracting from what the past has left the true facts and 

events of the past, and so far as possible their true meaning and interrelation.”64 As such, the 

work of artists should be approached in their several roles as recorders and commentators of the 

world around them: the artist as ‘reporter’ in which accuracy and reality is preferred to 

imaginative impressionism; the artist as ‘interpreter’ when the imagery produced reflects and 

reproduces prevailing values; the artist as ‘artisan’ in which the objectives of the patron or client 

are reproduced; the artist as ‘conceptualizer’ in which images are created as their ‘inscapes’ 

which represent the world as they wished others would see it.  

                                                           
61 Mays cited in Brian S. Osborne, “The Artist as Historical Commentator: Thomas Burrowes and the Rideau 

Canal,” Archivaria, 17 (winter 1983-84): 41-59.  
62 Osborne, Archivaria, 17, 41-59. 
63 Lewis A. Coser, Sociology Through Literature, (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1972), xvi.  
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In his Imagining Nations, Cubitt advances a central premise for the present exploration of 

T.C. Cummings’ involvement in identity construction. For Cubitt, a nation is essentially a 

“mental construct”, and he advances the significance of the creative power of culture:     

The view of nations as mental constructs sustained by imaginative labour and discursive 

habit has produced a number of significant shifts in the ways in which nationalism and 

nationhood are studied. … Nationalism is now envisaged less as an essentially political 

body of ideas, and more as a mode of sensibility, projected and elaborated across a wide 

range of cultural fields.65  

That is, Anderson’s “imagined” communities66 are produced by Hobsbawm and Ranger’s 

“invented” traditions67 in the search for Gerard Manley Hopkins’ “inscapes” where reality is 

found in the “oneness” of things, or the “outward reflections of the inner nature of a thing.”68 In 

particular, the emergence of a distinctive Canadian identity has witnessed several strategies 

being deployed in words and images that have a nativist focus. First, the reaction to a growing 

urbanism and industrialisation in the late nineteenth century witnessed the emergence in 

literature of romantic reflections on the “virtue of nature” and a “back to the land” movement.69 

Then, Canadian historiography shifted from an emphasis on colonial origins and imperial 

connections to commercial and continental linkages with Harold Innis’s The Fur Trade that 

prompted the “staples-thesis,”70 and Donald Creighton’s The Commercial Empire of the St. 
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Lawrence that contributed the “Laurentian-thesis.”71 In his essays The Bush Garden 72and 

Divisions on the Ground,73 Northrop Frye asserted the uniqueness of the national imagination in 

Canadian literature at a time when it was considered to be provincial. His student, Margaret 

Atwood, also furthered this thesis in her classic volume, Survival: A Thematic Guide to 

Canadian Literature, which promoted the theme of the primacy of nature and the importance of 

community in Canadian settler history and identity.74 

The consideration of how these dimensions of identity are communicated prompts 

Karen Stanworth’s assertion that for two centuries “Canadians have been obsessed with who 

they are” and that “this obsession has been worked out in part in the visual realm, particularly in 

the arts.” Indeed, for her, “visual culture is the primary mode through which social identities are 

produced and consumed.”75 Certainly, in exploring issues of identity, a parallel can be drawn 

between artists and geographers as they investigate cultural landscapes as originally defined by 

Sauer,76 and later informed by the significance of the interaction of people and place.77 Artists 

must respond to the constant, ongoing transformation of the present complex and evolving 

world, while geographers go further and explore how peoples’ “quest for nationhood” and 

“community belonging” is rendered in the world around them.78 That is, this ‘locating’ of 

particular identities is related to the ‘construction’ of identities in places as they evolve.79 For 
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John Berger, in this process “[s]eeing comes before words” and he proposes that, “[i]t is seeing 

which establishes our place in the surrounding world; we explain that world with words, but 

words can never undo the fact that we are surrounded by it. The relation between what we see 

and what we know is never settled.”80 

This brings us to Canadas’s “Group of Seven” whose visual expression of the 

wilderness and the North was appropriated as an artistic expression of a national identity.81 Petra 

Halkes connects this premise to the work of the iconic “Group of Seven” who, after being 

introduced to the works of Scandinavian artists in Buffalo in 1913, became influenced by the 

idea that “the mythical unity of a people was created by the land they inhabited” and their 

representations of northern landscapes began to “embrace the myth that the North was shaping a 

nation of rugged individuals.”82 For Peter Stevens, their focus was important because,   

… [t]aking their inspiration from the windswept pine trees and tossing waters of 

Georgian Bay and Algonquin Park, the Group of Seven was embraced by the Canadian 

public for creating distinctive paintings that captured the essence of the country through 

their style and subject matter.”83   

In time, this evolved into the “enduring myth” of the “Great White North” that: 

…weaves history, geography, aesthetics, science, and even comedy into a national 

imaginary that invokes a metaphor of nature’s purity to reinforce norms of racial purity. 

The double meaning of the word “white” parallels a double movement in our social and 

cultural history both to assert the dominance of whiteness as a cultural norm and to build 

a sense of national identity linked closely to nature and wilderness. 84 
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Moreover, some go further and argue that some of the Group advanced a theosophist 

perspective that the North prompted a “spiritual, cultural, and aesthetic renaissance,” with 

Lawren Harris calling for nativist insights and prompts from the “clear, replenishing, Virgin 

North.”85  Roald Nasgaard positioned the work of the emerging “group” within a “northern 

symbolist” perspective which became the preeminent “national style” in Canada.86 John 

O’Brian labels their perception as a “fixation with wilderness,” which he calls a “wildercentric” 

image of national identity,87  an “idea of landscape” that “[l]ike the poems, plays, and novels of 

Canadian writers, [the Group of Seven’s] paintings played a significant role in the 

nationalization of nature in Canada, particularly in the development of foundational ideas about 

northernness and wilderness.”88 Recognizing that this idea “has been performing less of the 

nation’s dreamwork in recent decades than it did previously,” it is argued that “it remains a 

powerful component of the iconography of nationhood. For more than a century, invocations of 

rock, water, trees, and mountains have helped to consolidate nationalist ambitions at home, 

while underwriting claims to sovereign independence abroad.”89 Stanworth advances this thesis 

and makes a specific connection that the culture of nature continues to haunt the historiography 

of Canadian visual culture studies because of the iconic role and influence of the “Group”.90 

But their role has been critiqued by several scholars in recent decades,91 and they have been 
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accused of having attained the status of a cult despite being accused of being misogynists, 

racists, liars, charlatans, and regionalists.92 Nevertheless, it cannot be denied that since 1915 

“their work has occupied a position of prominence amongst art critics, curators, scholars, other 

artists, and the art market.”93 Moreover, despite criticisms, most would agree that “the Group of 

Seven effectively taught Canadians how to see their country; their vision of Canada is rooted 

deep in their psyche even today.”94   

That said, it is clear that others shifted to artistic expressions of Canadian reality that 

expressed an anti-modernist and social-realist critique of the new verities of an urban-industrial 

world and an increasingly cosmopolitan population.95 To make this point, Marylin MacKay 

quotes the critic, Robert Ayre, who commented on the “Canadian Group of Painters” exhibition 

in 1933 as “moving away from extra-human landscape…and beginning to show the effects of the 

profound disturbances in human affairs which have shaken the world.”96 Indeed, Bassnett asserts 

that Ian McKay challenges the assumption that there was such a thing as a concept of Canada 

waiting to be recognised and that, rather, it should be investigated as a “political and socially 

specific solution to a series of historical problems.”97 In highlighting the influence of this 

intersection of social, cultural, and political history, both Bassnett and McKay are pressing for 
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students of art history to move beyond considering the nation as essentially a cultural product 

and to consider the role of liberalism as an unavoidable perspective on the modern world. 

While not a member of the “Group of Seven” or the “Canadian Group of Painters”, it 

will be demonstrated that T.C. Cummings’ art was much influenced by them, and that he 

maintained close contact with several of them. However, his perception of national and 

cosmopolitan identity changed during, and because of, his life-path. Thus, while Cummings’ 

nativist oeuvre is clearly of particular relevance to positioning his role in this thesis’s exploration 

of identity construction, also of importance are his contribution to a critique of modern society 

and especially the role of military service and sacrifice in national identity.98  

2.5: Photography and Identity 

Following the advent of photography in 1839, this new means of producing and 

disseminating images played a special role in the process of nurturing collective identity. The fear 

of many was that a mechanical realism was going to displace artistic imagination.  Rather than mere 

artisans and reporters, photographers became commentators, interpreters, and conceptualisers of the 

world around them. For others, photography offered new opportunities that “seemed to offer a new 

way of seeing. It enabled a heightened power of vision and produced new experiences of space and 

time. …In this way, photography altered perception and allowed for new understandings of the 
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world that were central to the experience of modernity.”99 For Roland Barthes, photography 

provided a powerful insight into interpreting meanings as they are “laminated objects whose two 

leaves cannot be separated without destroying them both: the windowpane and the landscape.”100 

As Schwartz and Ryan elaborate on this point, “[p]hotography remains a powerful tool in our 

engagement with the world around us. Through photographs, we see, we remember, we imagine, we 

‘picture place’.”101 Jussim and Lindquist-Cock go further and argue that the power of photography 

can shape our perception of our worlds by “revealing the interconnections between nature, art, and 

ideology,” although “the human interpretation will always govern its meanings.”102 In a recent 

study of photography, Stanworth has proposed that “visual culture is the primary mode through 

which social identities are produced and consumed,”103 and that its investigation comprises “a 

complex set of relations between visual phenomena, meanings, and practices.”104  

Of particular relevance for this thesis, Elizabeth Edwards speaks to how the “visual 

rhetorics” of photography work at the macro and micro-level and expose “the tension between the 

local and the national.”105 As Payne and Kunard put it, the “cultural work of photography” has a 

role “in nation-building and in the formation of specific local and cultural identities.”106 What 

Caraffa and Serena argue for nation states was certainly true for Canada:  

Photography was soon placed at the service of the iconic needs of nation states, or of 

organizations inspired by nationalist ideologies but not yet incorporated in a state system. 

The photographic collections and archives, both public and private, founded between the 
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second half of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth century thus had 

the function of bringing together the fragmented image of the nation.107  

 

In their introduction Caraffa and Serena quote the work of Joan Schwartz who makes the 

point that Canada’s history is “often described as a struggle over geography, unfolded under the 

watchful eye of the camera,” and that the key to the creation of “Canada” as a nation was a 

“national imaginary” in which photographs “played an active and important role in that 

transformation.”108  

It follows, therefore, that photography has contributed to the construction of 

“imaginative geographies” through picturing place, shaping collective memory, and defining 

cultural differences and similarities. Because of this, Cummings’ extensive archive of 

photographs will also be explored to expose the role they played in his Canadian art as part of his 

creative process as well as his artistic creations in his representation of people, place, and social 

commentary on society.  

2.6: Reprise: Theory  

Much of the theory discussed above relates to the work of acclaimed scholars who 

address the issues of the creation and expression of identity at the national and global level as 

represented in the works of leading artistic and literary figures. However, it is recognized that the 

subject of this thesis, Thomas Clarence Cummings, was unaware of the theoretical literature 

propounded by these scholars, and his own artistic representations – despite the hyperbole of 

some of his admirers – never achieved the prominence and recognition of the work of the 

painters, poets, and writers of international renown referred to above. But that is the main point 
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of this research. The focus is on the role of Cummings as a cultural provocateur who himself 

experienced the theoretical concepts discussed above, communicated them to his local 

community, and – in so doing – created a local awareness of the evolving local, national, and 

global culture. How he did this will be discussed in the next section. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology and Sources in Constructing T.C. Cummings’ Life-

Path 

Throughout most of his lifetime, T.C. Cummings reflected on his personal experiences 

and the world around him in various media. A principal source for this thesis are his written 

commentaries on his life-path which are referred to throughout as T.C.’s journals, but which take 

the form of note-books or ‘diaries’. Further, as a didactic artist, Cummings’ observations were 

expressed in several products including paintings, sculptures, photographs, and creative writings, 

all of which need to be interpreted. Other sources include interviews with informed contacts, 

archival collections, Cummings’ personal library, and newspaper coverage of his exhibitions, 

life, and death. Taken together, these diverse records demonstrate Cummings’ role as artist, 

cultural provocateur, and social commentator throughout his productive life.  

The primary concern is to gain insights into Cummings’ personal commentary on the 

world around him and his communication of his views to his immediate and extended 

community. A major theme will be how Cummings’ interaction with his several lived-in places 

shifted from imagined and constructed images of his community in an idealised Canada to 

renderings of discontent with, and criticism of, the realities of a modern society as they 

communicated themselves in the world around him. A growing sense of ‘placelessness’ is 

expressed in his artistic productions that evolved from romantic and impressionistic works in the 

prevailing nationalist tradition to social-realist critiques. While identifying Cummings’ priorities 

and major concerns in this life-path and social biography, attention will also be directed to his 

‘silences’ and ‘omissions’.  
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3.1: Cummings’ Life-Path as Social Biographer and Ethnographer 

Cummings may be considered to be a qualitative ethnographic researcher as he observed 

and commented critically on the wider world around him through his journals, poetry, art, and 

photography.1 T.C. could also be considered to be a social biographer as much of this 

commentary represented his evolving values as he assessed and critiqued contemporary society 

and its organizations. Cummings was aware of how his artistic perception affected this process 

as he reflected on his choice of pursuits:  

…if fed enough, [artists] are supremely happy creatures. They live what they paint and 

they live to paint. Sometimes they are mad improvident folk but they have nearly all found 

the great secret that nature hides from the material-minded crowds.2  

 

That is what prompted Cummings to observe and comment on the differences, similarities, and 

imponderables of people as he interacted with them in their everyday environments and habitats. 

His investigations were not conducted using formal interviews, but through reliable, though 

informal, observational analysis and interaction with people.  

According to Becker, such ‘situated activity’ in which the observer is ‘located’ means that 

“qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of or 

interpret phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them.”3 That is, the observer 

confronts a changing historical world, and new intellectual positions, using a wide-range of 

interpretive practices that expose the world in different ways. These sources will be 

                                                           
1 Irving Seidman, Interviewing as Qualitative Research: A Guide for Researchers in Education and the Social 

Sciences, (New York: Teachers College Press, Columbia University, 1998); Anselm L. Strauss and J. Corbin, 
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Research: Techniques and Procedures for Developing Grounded Theory, (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1998). 
2 Thomas Clarence Cummings, “Modern Art,” The School, (1998): 615-8. 
3 Howard S. Becker, “Problems of Inference and Proof in Participant Observation,” JSTOR, American Sociological 

Association, n.d. Web, (2014): 15 Oct. 3.    
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contextualised and interpreted in an approach which Boss calls “visiography,” a visual 

iconography that situates Cummings’ oeuvre within a broader context:   

Similar to a historiography that outlines thematic relationships within academic literature 

on a specific subject, a visiography identifies major themes and iconographic trends. A 

visiography not only identifies common iconographies that may have influenced 

individual artists and commemorators, but also uncovers important symbols used within a 

specific historical context and its impact on interpretation.4 

Essentially, we only know the world through the triangulation of a complex variety of 

research materials, and this is best pursued from an ethnographic perspective by the process of 

‘writing about people’ in terms of their social life and lived experience in their natural setting.5  

For Babbie and Benaquisto, while the term ‘ethnography’ generally involves the collection of 

data and description of societies in their natural setting, it can also include the observer 

participating in the life of the subject communities.6 Cummings’ journals suggest that during his 

travels he was continually probing social life in its natural surroundings and approaching 

peoples’ awareness of place and, in particular, expressing his insights by sketching, painting, or 

photographing the local people in their everyday environment. Through this “visual 

ethnography”, Cummings communicated his interpretations of how “space and time and 

experience are implicated in the construction of place.”7 Over time, there is a shift in his 

observations from objective commentaries and representations in image and word to being 

judgemental about changes he was witnessing in the societies with which he was interacting. As 

Cummings’ reactions often related his observations to his own personal history, his journals and 

artistic imagery constitute what is essentially his own social-biography, that is, connecting the 
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individual, to the local, and world at large. By applying a combination of observational skills and 

personal imagination, Cummings locates his life in social, economic, political, and cultural 

contexts that connect himself with the perceived realities in the local worlds and the broader 

regional and global contexts of his life.8  

Indeed, Cummings’ life-path combines objective analysis with personal perspectives in 

understanding cultural experience and acknowledges the presence and value of subjectivity, 

emotionality, and personal insights. Similar to autoethnography, this can be a valuable approach 

as it combines the methods and perspectives of ethnography, autobiography, and social 

biography and relates macro-contexts to individual insights.9 Such reconstructed life-histories, 

life-geographies, and life-paths constitute a subject’s personal and intellectual trajectory that 

prompts questions about the “relationship between the historical and the biographical.”10 But if 

the recognition of the power of such “critical biography” in the writing of history is growing,11 

Doreen Massey argues for the “collection of interwoven stories of which that place is made.”12 

This is central to an understanding and interpretation of T.C. Cummings’ contributions.    

3.2: Diaries, Journals, Note-Books  

This thesis directs particular attention to Cummings’ collection of several personal 

hand-written records for insights into his artistic creations and comments on society, and the 

analysis of these texts is a major dimension of this research. In commenting on the value of 
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diaries as historical documents, Robin and Terry Harris refer to Kate O’Brien who stated 

provocatively that “the best diaries are written by bores” and “persons who mention 

everything.”13 They further develop this theme by quoting William Matthews on the 

comprehensive and inclusive reportage of this “unique kind of writing”: 

…all other forms of writing envisage readers, and so are adapted to readers, by 

interpretation, order, simplification, rationalization, omission, addition, and the endless 

devices of exposition.  Although many diaries are written with readers in mind, they are 

in general the most immediate truthful, and revealing documents available to the 

historian.14  

Alaszewski notes that, ideally, the defining characteristics of diaries go beyond mere 

detailed records of schedules and routines and constitute a record of “what an individual 

considers relevant and important and may include events, activities, interactions, impressions, 

and feelings.”15 This was certainly the case with Cummings’ personal records as he was 

particularly aware of people and their places and how they provide insights into what Daniels 

and Nash claim constitute “the interaction of the geographical and biographical, in overlapping 

domains of self and place, positionality and identity, spatiality and subjectivity: that is, life 

histories are also, to coin a phrase, life geographies.”16 Another contribution of these texts of 

particular relevance for this study is that “artists’ diaries can be treated both as a record of the 

creative process and as a product of the creative process having the same status as their other 

writing.”17 That is, artists’ reflections recorded in diaries can be taken as both autobiographical 

commentary on their creative process and also as actual creative products in their own right. 

Because of this exposure to the personal creative process, they are important because they 
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provide important insights into the minds of their authors and, “[o]f all sources they are the most 

spontaneous and unvarnished, revealing both the calculated stratagems and unconscious 

assumptions of public figures.”18 It follows from this that diaries are valuable resources for 

historical research as they chronicle the flow of public and private events considered to be 

significant by their author as observations are contextualised in precise moments in time. 

But while Cummings’ journals have been compared to diaries in terms of their detailed 

commentary, they come in different physical formats and, despite their physical diary-format, 

they are best regarded as ‘note-books’ or detailed ‘work-books’.19 The entries in these volumes 

are not chronologically structured records of activities even when they are actually printed in 

diary-format. This is the case in what is referred to here as “Journal No. 1.” “The Canadian 

Pocket Diary 1929”, and in it Cummings’ entries ignore the chronological structure and are 

written across pages with no reference to the dated pages. Thus, sometimes the break in the flow 

of subject observation is flagged as in one case where an entry identifies a different topic and 

notes, “Skip this page till you come to end of book.”20 Other journals are simply volumes of 

lined pages providing space for Cummings’ observations and commentaries on his travels, 

places, people, and events. In particular, the actual dating of some entries has to be inferred by 

relating references to entries in passports, to occasional dates in the text, allusion to well-known 

events, and to changes in T.C.’s handwriting (see section 3.3). So, while the Journals have been 

numbered 1-13 covering the period 1929-1981, some of them have been assigned to general 

periods in Cummings’ life-path rather than specific dates. This is particularly the case with 

Journals 1-4 for the 1927-41 phase in his life, which contain effusive and insightful 

                                                           
18 Alaszewski, Using Diaries for Social Research, 40. 
19 Cummings bought most of his art supplies from George Maroosis, fellow artist and gallery owner in North Bay. 

Maroosis recalled that Cummings bought “little 4”x5” sketchbooks that would fit into his pocket.” (Interview with 

Maroosis). See Table 3, p. 64.  
20 Cummings, Journal No. 3, 8. 
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commentaries on various topics such as people, places, cultures, and politics. These may be 

analysed, as in an interview, to seek insights into his artistic, literary, and observational skills as 

they develop and expose dimensions of his career that have been neglected hitherto. Also, as 

surrogate interviews, they will be quoted extensively to capture, demonstrate, and analyze T.C.’s 

immediate voice and commentary at the time of the entries.  

Further, despite this confusion of dates and places identified above, the analysis of 

Cummings’ journals is central to this research because they offer more reflexive commentaries 

than routine diaries. It was in these small pocketbooks that Cummings entered drafts of poems 

and artistic sketches, commented on them, reflected on people, places, and subjects he visited to 

remember for future reflection. Interestingly, Cummings mainly wrote in his journals when he 

travelled, and there are few entries about his home community, North Bay. However, Canada 

was always his benchmark for comparison, and he frequently compared the places and people he 

visited to Canada and Canadians. This is demonstrated by a revealing entry in Journal No. 11 in 

1972 when he visited the battlefields of the Great War; which demonstrates his emotional 

association with a place associated with Canadian sacrifice: “In Flanders Fields I have a feeling 

that these fields are part of my home. Canadian soldiers and armies lie there. France is not 

foreign soil.”21 

The earliest date in Journal No. 1 is 1929, with the reference to foreign travel being a 

ticket from Montreal on the Empress of Britain dated 14 June 1933 along with a British passport 

stamped Ottawa, Canada, 20 April 1933. Successive journals for the following 52 years record 

dates and commentary on people and places, personal reactions to influential artists and their 

work, and opinions on societies encountered and events experienced. The last, Journal No. 13, 

                                                           
21 Cummings, Journal No. 11, 34. Note that “Flanders” was a region that traversed the boundaries of France and 

Belgium at the time of the “Great War” and the allusion here was not a geographical mistake on Cummings’ part!   
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has no written entries, only watercolours and black-and-white sketches of landscapes, including 

one, French River, dated 4 September 1981.  

Interestingly, there is no indication that these journals were intended to be read by 

others. While no entries refer to teaching or his students, many entries are didactic in that they 

are written as if Cummings were giving a lecture on specific experiences on his travels and 

reflections on the future.22 But as well as these impressionistic entries, the journals were 

primarily working documents containing drafts of paintings in process, and evolving texts of 

poems that often accompanied them. This work-book function is demonstrated in most of his 

journals, which contain numerous sketches and poems that were revised in response to new 

impressions on their theme. As such, they were active work documents, and they had personal 

importance to Cummings as indicated by a note inside the cover of Journal No. 6, August 1956: 

“Studies for Paintings – This Valuable Book Property – Tom Cummings, 353 Aubrey St, North 

Bay, Ontario. Reward for return. Thanks.”23  

3.3: Cummings’ Travels 

One of the principal contributions of the journals, however problematic they may be, are 

details of Cumming’s considerable travels and their contribution to his life-path. In any ethnographic 

study of people and place, field-work is essential for the collection of data, and this is usually 

effected through residence with, and observation of, the way of life and culture of the subjects. 

However, in her study of “visual ethnography”, Sarah Pink also privileges the “power of mobility” in 

                                                           
22 It is of interest to note that the pages in Cummings’ journals were not numbered. For references in footnotes, I 

have numbered the pages in each journal separately, counting any page with graphics or text and omitting blank 

pages. 
23 Cummings, Journal No. 6, 1. 
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the observational process for understanding people, places, and culture.24 That is, rather than being 

merely a process of moving through space, travel itself plays an important qualitative role in visual 

ethnography and contributes to the observational process. This is experienced by, and commented on, 

by Cummings in his journals.  

                                                           
24 Sarah. Pink, Doing visual ethnography. (London: Sage 2007). 

  Dates of T.C.’s 
Journals and Travels 

Topics and Themes Headings in Journals: Places, People, Art 

Journal No. 1:  
1929 – 1933  

Written in a small pocket book labelled “The Canadian Pocket Diary: 1929” 
with scrawled script over formal calendar pages. Ticket to Montreal dated 
June 14, 1933 on Empress of Britain. Italy: Pompeii; Lido Palace. London: Hyde 
Park; Kew Gardens; Slum Street. France: “Paris at night”; Louvre Museum and 
Gallery; Eiffel Tower. Italy: Vatican, Blue Grotto of Capri off Bay of Naples; 
Vesuvius; St. Mark’s Square. Constantinople. Italy: “Noon in Venice”. 

Journal No. 2: 
August 2, 1933 on 
inside cover 

Italy: Rome: Pope; Holy Door; Milan: Modern Art Exhibition. France: Paris: 
Notre Dame Cathedral. Italy: Baldassare Embriachi. Switzerland: Chillon Castle 
in Montreaux; National Fete. Italy: Milan: Monastery and Park. Venice: St. 
Mark’s Church; Doge’s Palace; Valley of Po. Swiss farms. 

Journal No. 3: 
July 16, 1936 

Transatlantic voyage:  Grand Banks of Newfoundland; Icebergs; Irish coast; 
Scotland and Firth of Clyde, Isles of Arran; London: Liverpool Station, Big Ben, 
St. James Park; St. Paul’s Cathedral. On board the S.S. Chitra: Rock of 
Gibraltar; Spanish Civil War; Revolution spreading; Trafalgar Bay; Riff farmers. 
London: Tate Gallery masterpieces. Rome: St. Peter’s Gate. 

Journal No 4: 
August 4, 1937 

England: Painting with John Park at St. Ives Cornwall. Morocco: Moorish Café 
Chanta. Spanish Rebellion. Switzerland: Montreux. France: Paris. Superstitions 
of the Sea. Comments on “Realism” and “Impressionism”; Canada: Labrador 
Bush Pilot; funeral of Naskapi children, Eskimo and Indian; Bush Pilot Rescue. 

       Journal No 5: 
1945 

Mexico: Midnight mass on Christmas Eve 1957; Morelia market place at night. 
Canada: Banff stories; Canmore Through a Beer Glass and Canmore Log Opera 
House; discussion of mural, Man Conquering Space. Notes on European artists 
– Gauguin, van Gogh, Leonardo, Tintoretto, Cezanne, Giorgione, Bellini, 
Raphael. Lists of musical compositions. 

Journal No 6: 
1956 

Various sketches: Cree Chief Pakan; Peter Wellsley; animal skulls; peace pipe; 
penguins; mountain lion; cougar and grizzly in Banff National Park; Jack 
Leong’s Café; Church of Scared Heart in Canmore; several portraits of 
unknown persons; many blank pages followed by notes on colouring and 
cubic sketches. 
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While the basic pattern of the itinerary and chronology of Cummings’ travels has been 

constructed from his journals as above, his own personal analysis and commentary of his life’s 

odyssey is written about in a letter to Garnet Hewitt, possibly in the 1980s: “Dear Garnet: I have 

gathered the attached chronology using three passports to guide.”25 These travels are broken 

down into four periods: 1933-45; 1950-56; 1964-72; 1974-78. 

                                                           
25 See letters in Helen Acton’s collection. 

Journal No. 7: 
1957 

Drafts of poems mainly in the Caribbean, ending with the story of Granny and 
the Pill with no schedules to be met. 

Journal No. 8: 
No dates 
written 

Various contents, apparently written in the Caribbean, including drafts of 
various poems. 

 Journal No. 9: 
1964-1970 

Much of this journal is comprised of notes on sculpturing: firing schedule, 
soaking kiln, clay adjustments, stoneware, bronzing process. Travels in Tobago 
and the Dominican Republic.  First reference to The Naughty Knotty Pines. 

Journal No. 10: 
1968-1969  

Personal notes and drafts of poems (1 to 22) dated December 1968-69 in 
Tobago, along with a list of slides 1 to 33 on various topics.  
 

Journal No. 11: 
July 1972 

France: dinner at Palais Royale; discussion of Flanders Field. Italy: Venice at 
night; Milano. Discussion of abstract sculptures and geometric shapes, 
modern art. Reference to David Alfero Sequeiros and Rufino Tamayo. Notes 
on India, W.H.O. 

Journal No. 12: 
1979 

Several sketches: an “Old Country School” in Rutherglen, northern Ontario; 
black and white sketch of a Metis woman, Winnipeg, April 1979; More 
sketches of boys, trees, ducks, bears, ducks, bears, dogs, owls, horses, otters, 
whooping cranes. 

Journal No. 13: 
1981  

No written entries. Water colours and black and white sketches, including 
French River; coloured landscapes. 

Table 1: Summary of Cummings’ journals. 
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The first period, 1933-45, is untitled and refers to travels in France, Italy, and 

Switzerland, his studies at the St. Ives School of Painters, the Spanish Civil War, followed by his 

enlistment in the R.C.A.F. and commentary on his military service. The second period, 1950-56, 

is entitled “The Banff Western Canada Years” details Cummings’ time as a student at the Banff 

School of Fine Arts and identifies some of his paintings in these years. The third period, 1964-

72, refers to his travels to “Caribbean, South America and Europe on Freighters”,26 as well as his 

award of a contract for a mural for North Bay Airport, the initiation of his allegorical work, and 

more visits to India, Scandinavia, and British Columbia. The final period, 1974-78, has no 

overarching title but its focus is again on places visited such as Mexico, London, Egypt, Italy, 

and the Caribbean, the work of sculptors, and, remarkably, Cummings’ reflections on a year 

spent at his home in North Bay.  

Interestingly, while Cummings’ passports record that he visited Ireland in 1968 and 1969, 

there are few comments in his journals about the Irish people and his ancestors.27 He did make a 

reference to the landscape of Ireland when he viewed the coast as he passed by on one of his 

trans-Atlantic excursions: “In the background are the beautiful low green hills of Ireland. They 

have hedges instead of fences and these make a pretty patchwork.”28 A more culturally focussed 

observation occurs in Journal No. 4 in a section titled “The Exile” where Cummings becomes 

personally acquainted with a “man without a country”, who he proceeds to analyse: “He longs 

for America. He loves his native Ireland. He hates his adopted land and is bound to it by its 

charm. They talked about Ireland, Byron and art.”29 His travelling companion then showed 

                                                           
26 Jack Lockhart recalls in an interview that Cummings liked to be with “ordinary people” and that he preferred 

travelling on tramp steamers rather than commercial liners. See Table 3, p. 64. 
27 According to Helen Acton, he brought Acton’s mother a cameo from one of his trips to the Emerald Isle and the 

Cummings family crest was found in T.C.’s home on Premier Road in North Bay. 
28 Cummings, Journal No. 3, 43. 
29 Cummings, Journal No. 4, 89. 
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Cummings a beautiful miniature of his Irish mother and T.C. comments that he had “the same 

love of beautiful delicate treasures one sees today in those fine old families in Ireland – the 

gentry – the landed class.”30 They agreed that, ironically, the old aristocracy had preserved some 

good, prompting Cummings to comment on the “Exile” that “[l]ife is full of strange 

contradictions and he was one of them. As a personality unique he stands far above all that I 

have ever met.”31  

Such encounters with people, as well as places, constituted the essential contributions in 

Cummings’ life-path and life-experience, and as such, his personally constructed chronology 

may be compared with that generated from his journals, passport records, and photographs as the 

basis for his life-path. When taken together, they provide a valuable itinerary of Cummings’ 

travels and prompt further research in the journals into his art style, contact with established 

artists, and the role of people, places, and ideas on his evolving social critique.   

3.4: Cummings’ Personal Library 

In reconstructing T.C. Cummings’ life-path, reference will be made to his personal 

library for evidence of his cerebral explorations that were often associated with his physical 

travels and which also influenced the development of his evolving sensitivities as an artist and 

commentator on society.32 According to Helen Acton, to whom the library was bequeathed, 

while T.C. gave away many of his books to neighbours and friends over the years, he kept the 

items that were most meaningful to him. As such, his personal library also contains albums of 

classical music, as well as tapes of Irish music demonstrating his continued interest in his Irish 

                                                           
30 Cummings, Journal No. 4, 91. 
31 Cummings, Journal No. 4, 94. 
32 See Appendix E. 
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background. However, most of his collection is made up of art journals, certificates, and a 

variety of books on war, countries visited by Cummings, and art and artists, the latter of which 

comprised the majority of the collection’s subject matter. As a research source, the collection 

merits attention for its several insights into Cummings’ life-path through the following: the focus 

of the collection; evidence of Cummings’ interaction with the volumes; the chronology of the 

items in the library. 

3.4.1. Focus  

With regard to the focus of the collection, publications on the practice of art and 

biographies of artists predominate: Paul Cézanne (1839-1906); Paul Honoré Daumier (1808-

1879); Edgar Degas (1834-1917); Raoul Duffy (1871-1953); Paul Gauguin (1848-1903); 

Francisco Goya (1746-1828); Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec (1864-1901); Amadeo Modigliani 

(1884-1920); Camille Pissarro (1830-1903); Pablo Ruiz Picasso (1881-1973); Rembrandt 

Harmenszoon van Rijn (1606-1669); Pierre Auguste Renoir (1841-1919); Georges Rouault 

(1871-1958), and Vincent van Gogh (1853-1890).33 These mainly Romantic, Impressionist, and 

Post-Impressionist painters and sculptors may be taken as a general indication of Cummings’ 

artistic influences and interests.  

But while this concentration on volumes on art is understandable, what is puzzling is the 

absence of other titles. While some omissions may be explained by Cummings’ practice of 

giving books to friends and colleagues, what he kept was significant. In particular, given 

Cummings’ considerable social and political criticism later in his life, there are few items related 

to the ideological critiques that dominated his later years. Further, given his anti-war posture 

throughout most of his life, there are few titles referring to martial history and war, another major 

                                                           
33 See Appendix E. 
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concern in his art and writings. These noticeable gaps on the shelves suggest that the major 

influences on Cummings’ significant social critiques derived from his travels and personal life-

experience rather than from references in his personal library.  

3.4.2. Objects 

In terms of considering the books in Cummings’ library as research “objects”, most are 

well-worn, stained, and some contain notes written by those who had given them to T.C. as gifts 

in recognition of his artistic influence and friendship. A good example is a volume, Modern 

European Painting, with an inscription from his friend and fellow artist, Garnet Hewitt, “To 

Tom Cummings. So much you helped to spark my passion for art. Deep admiration, Garnet.”34 

Hewitt also gave T.C. two copies of one of his own publication, Yiek and the Artic Orchid, the 

first edition of which contained another personal dedication dated 28 November 1981 in 

Cummings’ later years: 

To Tom Cummings: There were very few who influenced me towards the arts, and none 

so powerfully and continuously as you for you influenced me at an early age and your 

continuing encouragement and friendship became a constant confidence. I always remain 

honoured to know a man so great in art and humanity. With deep affection, Garnet 

Hewitt.35    

Such inscriptions transform the volumes in T.C.’s library from evidence of his learning and 

interests into documents providing insights into his personal and professional reactions to the 

topics and expressions of his relationships with friends and colleagues.    

One example of a personal inscription that might have influenced a later artistic direction 

came from his friend and colleague, Don Richardson. This gift The Family of Man, a major 

publication in 1955, had a social impact for decades. Based upon a collection of photographs, it 

                                                           
34 Alfredo Colombo, Modern European Painting, (Castle Books; New York, 1961). See Appendix E. 
35 See Appendix E. 
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prompted Richardson to make the comparison with “the composition in one of your paintings.” 

While unspecified, “one of your paintings” might have been referring to one of Cummings’ 

many family pieces produced on his travels, or one of his later allegories. Certainly, a quote by 

Albert Einstein in The Family of Man, which is marked, relates to T.C.’s later philosophy of the 

role of art and the communication of ideas: “[t]o know that what is impenetrable to us really 

exists, manifesting itself as the highest wisdom and the most radiant beauty.”36 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Also, of interest to this research is that several volumes contain under-linings and 

marginalia that are insights into Cummings’ reactions to their contents. A good example to 

demonstrate this is Cummings’ copy of R.V. Cole’s The Artistic Anatomy of Tree, one of the 

earliest in his collection, with a focus signaled by its table of contents: Trees Considered in 

                                                           
36 Jerry Mason, The Family of Man: The greatest photographic exhibition of all time. 503 pictures from 68 countries 

– created by Edward Steichen for the Museum of Modern Art, (Maco Magazine Corporation, 1955), 156-57. 

Figure 2: Cummings' copy of The Family of Man. Figure 3: A note written by Don Richardson in 
Cummings' copy of The Family of Man. 
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Relation to Painting, The Anatomy of a Tree, and The Details of a Tree.37 The preface of this 

volume declares that it is directed to the  

…serious student, whether amateur or professional … to help him appreciate some of the 

aims of a landscape painter when dealing with trees, to save him time in his studies, and 

to guide him as to how to observe, so that with a sure knowledge of what lies behind 

appearances he can presently work out his individuality” [and is intended for] the student 

to supplement his teaching by a thorough grasp of the construction of forms, and to profit 

by the experience of others during years of observation.38  

Of interest is Cummings’ particular interest in this text as signaled by his markings emphasizing 

a piece on Cole’s comment on style and artistic philosophy: 

Composition, then, means arrangement of colour, of light and shade, of individual objects 

and the arrangement of each separate part, so that, through retaining interest of its own it 

is still subservient to the main scheme on which the picture is planned. Selection and 

arrangement are the life-blood of a picture. Anyone who neglects them is no artist. No 

artist could neglect them.39  

Another section is flagged with an “N.B.” in the margin and the text underlined thus: “…others, 

in their search for means of expressing light and air, sacrifice all form for a galaxy of colour; this 

is chiefly among the followers of Monet.”40 A similar intervention highlights another piece of 

“stylistic advice” in Chapter IV, Trees Seen Against the Sky – Patterns Formed by Sky Apertures: 

Where the sky breaks through the foliage the patch of light is bordered by countless leaves, some 

foreshortened, the tips of others overlapping the mass, some in shadow, others in light – all 

helping to make an uneven blurred margin in the light.”41 And again, “[i]n the centre of the 

largest masses we find the strongest colour, because the surrounding leaves form a background 

for its display; they also cut off the light of the sky that would render our eyes insensitive to 

                                                           
37 R.V. Cole, The Artistic Anatomy of Trees, (London: Seeley, Service & Co., 1925). 
38 Cole, The Artistic Anatomy of Trees, vi. 
39 Cole, The Artistic Anatomy of Trees, 23. 
40 Cole, The Artistic Anatomy of Trees, 44. 
41 Cole, The Artistic Anatomy of Trees, 70. 



 

45 
 

colour near it”42 Finally, in Chapter V, The Outline of a Tree, another of Cole’s directives is 

flagged:  

A straight line is the backbone of a landscape. The composition of a picture is regulated 

and completed by the straight lines of the frame. All curves are moulded on straight lines. 

Curved lines require straight ones to steady them. It is by straight lines we estimate the 

curves of others.”43  

While such textual markings are not definitive of their actual effect on Cummings’ 

evolving style, it will be demonstrated by reference to his journals throughout how specific 

comments by T.C. on art and artists relate to these textual markings that express his special 

interest. Certainly, this analysis of the volumes in Cummings’ library does suggest that particular 

artists and their perspectives influenced his own artistic focus and practice over time.  

3.4.3. Dates 

Apart from titles and authors, the chronology of the volumes in Cummings’ library as 

indicated by date of publication is also provocative.44 What is striking is that while the date of 

publication of some volumes demonstrate their availability to him in the early years of his travels 

and pursuit of training, the majority are volumes related to artists and art forms published in the 

last decades of his travels as identified above.  

One item worthy of note is a ten-page 1968 article in Life Magazine called “Cry of Anger 

Guernica”, by Edward Kern.45 The article discusses Pablo Picasso’s mural-sized creation 

Guernica, which records the destruction and horror of the bombing of a Basque village. The 

painting was completed in June 1937 and exhibited at the Spanish display at the1937 World's 

                                                           
42 Cole, The Artistic Anatomy of Trees, 71. 
43 Cole, The Artistic Anatomy of Trees, 92. 
44 See Appendix E. 
45 Edward Kern, “Cry of Anger Guernica,” Life, 65, no. 26 (1968). 
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Fair in Paris. What is noteworthy is that while Cummings commented on his experiences in the 

Spanish Civil War, and while he was in Paris in 1937, there is no mention of this powerful anti-

war painting during his travels at the time. However, as will be discussed later, the presence of 

this 1968 article in his library establishes his awareness of Guernica and suggest its influence on 

T.C.’s evolving artistic style and critique of modernity. Again, this item was owned, read, and 

probably influenced Cummings’ own reflections in his emerging allegories commenting on the 

struggles of people in their everyday lives and his critique of modern society. 

3.5: Cummings’ Artistic Creations: Paintings, Sculpture, and Photography 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

While reference will be made to sources recording Cummings’ travels and library to infer 

their influences on his evolving artistic métiers, skills, and social sensitivities, attention will also 

be directed to specific allusions in his journals and note books for his reactions to them. 

Particular comments will be highlighted on his developing artistic perspective, his interest in 

sculpture, and his photography as technique and art form. 

Figure 4: The artist's 'toolbox' still in 
Acton's possession. 
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3.5.1. Artistic Influences 

First, with reference to the development of his artistic focus, as demonstrated above in his 

travels, Cummings was familiar with the art and society of France, Italy, Spain, and the 

Caribbean, but his attention to matters of style and perception will be demonstrated with 

reference to his comments in his journals on art as a practice and its role in society. Thus, one 

insight is prompted by the work of the social realist Mexican artist, David Alfaro Siqueiros, 

whose  

…passionate message … stems from a burning sense of injustice, and the fierce struggle 

of the peon for equality with his master. They are primitive, macabre, sadistic and cruel 

in the extreme – but powerful. The most compelling art in the world today. They are 

acutely social conscious.46  

 

Cummings also appreciated the work of Rufino Tamayo, who differed from Siqueiros by the 

primitive, poetic quality of his art, which was divorced from realism and relied on the 

combination of tone and colour in communicating his ideas:  

He uses colour to tell his story. He does not use too many colours in one piece. Seems to 

explore beauty of one colour at a time. He even majors in red (orange, blue) with low key 

grey green. Relying upon flat areas of colour and light tone set against dark. Edges are 

clean. Often a thread of underpaint, divides one tone from another as in dog barking at 

moon – above his plate of bones. Note the mad pictorial quality. Natural forms are half 

distorted, but well enough above reality to give an air of fantasy. I shall play with 

individual colours - glazing one over another to achieve vibrant quality of broken colour. 

Use black and enough of complement – well grayed to provide the jewel on the 

garment.47  

 

But while he learned from the ideological imperatives of these Mexican artists, he also learned 

from their techniques, as he returns to the lessons from Siqueiros: 

Design are by dramatization of edges – sharp, light edge against dark. Extremely heavy 

pigmentation to achieve plasticity. Colours sometimes two inches thick and projecting 

that much from the picture plane. Sadistic, cruel – pleading – poetic – like tortured soul - 

can one create great art without suffering? He seemed full of resentment – yearning – 

hatred – bewilderment – groping. See huge open hands – with exaggerated perspective. 

                                                           
46 Cummings, Journal No. 11, 6. 
47 Cummings, Journal No. 11, 19. 
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He relied upon tone more than colour. His forms were graceful in all parts – like abstract 

sculpture – achieved by modelling in tone…48 

 

Not being simply focussed on his own techniques and objectives, Cummings compared these 

Mexican observations with what was happening in the world of Canadian art at the time and 

prompted him to pose the question, “Have Canadian painters something to say. In time of stress 

men rise to great heights.”49 He believed that Canadian art had divorced itself from the lives and 

struggles of its people and described it as,  

…pleasing- decorative- amusing and refined but it has no social message. It has been 

coddled in the conservative lap of refinement and luxury- Petted spoiled and possessed. It 

is a winsome child of the people of better things. One could not expect it to have a mind 

of its own – much less a mind.50  

 

Interestingly, at this stage in his career, Cummings was critical of the absence of the concern for 

social reform in the works of contemporary Canadian artists such as Emily Carr, A.Y. Jackson, 

David Milne, Tom Roberts, or Henry Masson.51 But the ongoing evolution of Cummings’ artistic 

style and influences is central to the theme of his life-path as it follows his experience at St. Ives, 

his military service in World War II, his years as student and instructor at the Banff School of 

Fine Arts, and his growing involvement with, and appreciation of, the “Group of Seven” and the 

“Canadian Group of Painters”. In particular, apart from their influence on his representation of 

landscape, Lawren Harris’s social critique of the poverty in Toronto’s “Ward” neighbourhood, 

and A.Y. Jackson’s anti-war sentiments and expressions must have been welcomed by 

Cummings.  

                                                           
48 Cummings, Journal No. 11, 18. 
49 Cummings, Journal No. 11, 6. 
50 Cummings, Journal No. 11, 6. 
51 Cummings, Journal No.11, 7. 
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3.5.2 Sculpture 

Sculpture and ceramics are other products of Cummings’ artistic talents as demonstrated 

by pieces in his collection, details of a course in ceramics he took at the Banff Centre in 1965, in 

addition to volumes on these subjects in his personal library. Practical Art Anatomy illustrates 

his interest in the human body, particularly the chapter “The Cranial Skeleton”, 52 while another 

book, Constructive Anatomy, portrays every bone and movement of the body: 

Bones constitute the pressure system of the body. In them are expressed, therefore, laws 

of architecture, as in the dome of the head, the arches of the foot, the pillars of the legs 

etc.; and laws of mechanics, such as the hinges of the elbows, the levers of the limbs, 

etc.53 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

More practical concerns with the process are found in Journal No.9, which has many pages of 

notes describing glazes, firing schedules, use of propane torches, recipes for specific colours, and 

adjustments for the clay to produce the proper colour, texture, and plasticity.54  Although 

Cummings’ sculptures are themselves works of arts, it seems they also gave him perspective 

when producing portraits:  

His years in the West Indies and Mexico show the greatest influence in his sculptures. 

Stark revolutionary reliefs show a mother and child; the mother’s arm strong and stylized. 

                                                           
52 E.G. Lutz, “The Cranial Skeleton,” Practical Art Anatomy, (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1942), 36-45. 

See Appendix C. 
53 George B. Bridgman, Constructive Anatomy, (London: John Lane The Bodley Head Limited, 1920), 11. 
54 Cummings, Journal No. 9, 20-31, 41-49, 60-90. Also, see Appendix C. 

Figure 5: Cummings perfecting a sculpture. 
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The sculpture looks somewhat like a revolutionary poster. Revolution is a way of life in 

Latin America. The Mexicans influenced me greatly. Their love of simplified forms and 

bold colours contrasted with the fuzzy academic copies of nature. Strong Tobagan faces 

with dreamy eyes and smooth polished surfaces characterize the rest of the sculpture in 

Cummings repertoire.55  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There is strong evidence in Cummings’ journals of his interest in sculpture in the 

abundance of photographs, such as the photos of the sculpture, Moses (Figure 9), by the 

Renaissance artist, Michelangelo Buonarroti, and the image of the second century B.C. carved 

images in the caves used as Buddhist prayer halls in India (Figure 10).  Clearly, sculpture was 

another significant form of, and influence on artistic expression for Cummings. 

                                                           
55 Author unknown, Photo by Teresa Kelly. “Colourful life for Tom Cummings,” The Near North Sun, July 29, 

1988, 12.  

Figure 6: Cummings’ sculptures owned by Pat and Peter 
Hudson, former neighbours in North Bay. 

Figure 7: Sculptures and ceramics of Cummings’ currently in Helen Acton’s possession. 
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3.5.3. Photography 

As demonstrated above, photography is integral to understanding T.C.’s artistic productivity and 

creativity. Approximately 1,750 negatives have been developed into black and white prints, 

along with 250 colour-slides. These photographs have been organised into eight categories based 

on subjects. The majority (704) were of his travels to the following places: Venice, Naples, 

Vesuvius, India, Morocco, England, Shanghai, Switzerland, Newfoundland, Egypt and Mexico. 

The second category consisted of 378 photos of trees and landscapes, followed by 226 photos of 

students he taught or of young boys at summer camp. The remainder were of sculptures (118), 

wildlife and huskies (112), the Indigenous people of Labrador (115), military portraits (61), and 

totem poles in B.C. (36). Taken together, this collection reflects Cummings’s integration of the 

camera into his observation and representation of the world around him and about which he 

wrote and painted. Further, there was a relationship between Cummings’ artistic talent and his 

photography, and there are several examples of how he used photographs as studies for final 

pieces of art, which offer insights into his artistic creative process. 

 

 

Figure 8: Photograph by Cummings 
of Moses by Michelangelo. 

Figure 9: Photograph by Cummings of 
sculptures at Ajanta Caves in India. 
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      PHOTOGRAPH                   FINISHED WORK 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10: Photograph and finished work of Naskapi mother in Labrador. 

Figure 11: Photograph and painting of Cummings’ Naskapi guide, Pete. 

Figure 12: Photograph and finished work of Northern cabin. 
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 3.6: Cummings’ Literary Efforts: Poems, Personalised Biographies, and Reflexive 

Fiction 

Cummings communicated his observations on the worlds around him, not only in his 

journals, art, sculpture, and photography, but also in his poetry, autobiographical writings, and 

fiction. These diverse writings must be consulted for the verbal expressions of the sentiments he 

was also expressing visually. Cummings was aware of these various modes and commented, 

“[p]ainting and writing are so closely inter-related. Whether you use words or paint, you're still 

painting pictures.”56 Accordingly, his creative writings are examined for reflections on his life 

experience, and for expressions of what he wished to communicate. Also, it will be demonstrated 

that this literary phase becomes most developed in his retirement years and especially in the 

1980s with frequent allusions to possible subjects and titles for literary projects ranging from 

travelogues to novels. These will be identified and integrated into the appropriate sections of 

Cummings’ life-path with particular attention being directed to his production of poetry, 

autobiography, and fiction.  

3.6.1. Poetry 

With regard to Cummings’ poetic creations, one commentator qualified the relationship 

between T.C.’s art and poetics arguing that “he insisted he didn’t write poetry about his paintings 

or vice versa” but, nevertheless, she concluded that “his two artistic pursuits were often reflective 

of each other.”57 Certainly, as with his paintings, many of Cummings’ early poems do relate to 

his imaging of the northern landscapes.  

An interesting insight into this focus of Cummings’ poetry is provided by D.M.R. 

Bentleys’ collection of essays on the “ecologies” and “mythologies” of Canadian poetry, which 

                                                           
56 Mike Weaver, “Cummings paints pictures with words,” The North Bay Nugget, November 26, 1983. 
57 Angela Hickman, “Tom Cummings once called Kingston home,” Kingston Whig-Standard, July 26, 2008. 8-9. 
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he calls “ecopoetics” and which serves as context for understanding Cummings’ early poetic 

productions.58 Bentley approaches both the physical and social contexts arguing that “the 

relationship between Canadian poetry and the Canadian landscape can best be approached by the 

adopting of an ecological perspective that insists on the interdependence of all things and their 

environments or contexts.”59 This situating of “Canadian poetry in a broad cultural and 

environmental context” goes on to argue that,  

[s]uch a perspective adds to a critique of modernity: A tolerant and protective 

nationalism, a nationalism rooted in local pride and responsibility, can provide the 

wherewithal to counter a multi- and supra-national capitalism that knows no loyalty to 

particular places and their inhabitants, be they human or non-human.60  

So, moving beyond the landscape connection, when Cummings’ poetry is read with his artistic 

imagery in mind, it reinforces his ideas and messages in his combination of visual and poetic 

communication which, when taken together, provide powerful insights into his evolving critique 

of modern society. Like his paintings, his poetry shifted from expressions of his attachment to 

nature and landscape to others that railed against modernization and, as in his artistic allegories, 

that began to explore the malaise of modern society and his anxiety over the pressures of 

technology, loss of values, and social erosion of the modern world.  

A valuable source for this evolution is a tape-recording of Cummings reading more than a 

hundred of his poems that were later transcribed, including the following, which were also dated: 

Armistice (1945); Flop House (1964); Jet Set, (August, 1968); Child Beggar (1971); Is You 

Better? (1971); and Teen Tourist (1979).61 Others, while undated, capture T.C.’s transition from 

the celebration of nature, to his negative insights into education as in School for Crime, a critical 

                                                           
58 D.M.R Bentley, The Gay] Grey Moose: Essays on the Ecologies and Mythologies of Canadian Poetry, 1690-

1990, (Ottawa: Ottawa University Press 1992), 1. 
59 Bentley, The Gay] Grey Moose, 1-2.  
60 Bentley, The Gay] Grey Moose, 7. 
61 Thomas Clarence Cummings, n.d., Poetic Sketches. Unpublished manuscript.  
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commentary on the elite in Jet Set, or a sensitive assessment of the underprivileged in Flop 

House.62 To investigate this transition further, Cummings’ journals were checked for references. 

No poetry was found in the earlier Journals No. 1, 2, 3, and 6, 12, 13 were only sketches. The 

emphasis became more diverse in the later journals. 

Journal Number Poems Included 

4 
Newfoundland (page 109); Leslie (page 111); Pete (page 111); Wet May 
Morning (page 112) 

5 Mattawa (page 144); September (page 148) 

7 
I set my heel… (first line – untitled, 3 versions; pages 1, 8, 9); You’re Working 
Too Fast (different versions; pages 13 – 17, 33); Is You Better? (different 
versions; pages 24-5, 34) 

8 
Fishing Camp at Nowher (page 4); Monkey Cage (page 13); Offspring (page 15); 
Tape Sermon (page 17); The Nine Year Old (page 19); I set my heel… (pages 23, 
25); Old Shoemaker Tobago (page 34); Pollution (page 37) 

9 
Child Beggar (page 13); Nancy Green (page 57); September Song (page 58); The 
Naughty Knotty Pines (2 versions; pages 108, 150); October (3 versions; pages 
162, 167, 169) 

10 (1968-69) 

List of poems titled “Review of Writing: Tobago, Dec. 1968-9” (page 87); draft 
poems which followed: Skier’s Lament (pages 16-17); Amateur Pro (page 90); 
Granny Glasses (page 93); Facts of Life (page 95); Tobago Fisherman (page 96); 
Topless (page 98); Pee Wee Skier (page 99); October (4th version; page 101); 
Carion (page 102); Military Hospital (pages 106-7); Old Shoemaker Tobago 
(page 109); The Tramp Ship or Old Salty (page 110); Jet (page 112); Sitzmarks 
(page 116); My Funny Hat (page 120); Gramp the Champ (page 122) 

11 Spring - Damn! (page 26) 

 

The point is that while some attention has been paid to Cummings’ productivity in his art 

and creative literature, his poetry has been neglected.63 There have been two exceptions. In 1969, 

T.C.’s somewhat whimsical ecological creation, The Naughty Knotty Pines, was selected for the 

collection entitled Poets of Canada.64 One reviewer of this collection commented on Cummings’ 

                                                           
62 Thomas Clarence Cummings, n.d., Poetic Sketches. Unpublished manuscript. 
63 This is now being addressed by Helen Acton, Poems by Thomas Clarence Cummings, a manuscript not yet 

published. 
64 James Penman Rae (ed.). Poets of Canada. (Ottawa, Rae-Art Ltd, 1969). 

Table 2: Poems written in Cummings’ journals. 
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witty approach and also his ability to transport visual images onto the page through his poetic 

allusions:  

The poet describes the tall pines of Northern Ontario as though they were virile males 

reaching out to clasp seductive clouds, handling his subjects so adroitly that a veritable 

mating of these natural elements occurs. From the manner of its writing, the poem 

convinces you not only that such a mating takes place but that Mr. Cummings was 

present in his canoe to witness it.65  

 

The Naughty Knotty Pines  
 

The old white pines 

That fringe Temagami 

Are off-beat personalities. 

They scribble ribald ballads 

On the windy sky.  

They cross their arms 

And bow their heads, 

In Mock reverence. 

One gay old rogue, 

The great grandfather  

Of them all,  

Stretches a piney arm 

To pinch the buttocks  

Of a buxom cloud. 

And as we pass 

Canoe and I,  

Splitting their image 

In the quiet lake 

Their torsos undulate 

And rows of knotty bellies shake.  

 

Ten years later, the other publication of Cummings’ poetry was in Barry Aldred’s collection, 

Due North: An Anthology of Northern Poetry, which included two of T.C.’s pieces, The Now 

Generation and An Homage to an Old Painter.66  These two creations reflect Cummings’ shift 

into his increasingly critical perspective of modern society while celebrating his continued 

commitment to his newly established talent as an “old” painter. But even his nature-focused 

                                                           
65 James Penman Rae (ed.), Poets of Canada, (Ottawa, Rae-Art Ltd, 1969), 6. 
66 Jim Aldred, Due North: An Anthology of Northern Poetry. (Cobalt, Ontario: Highway Book Shop, 1979). 

Figure 13: Cover of Poets of Canada. 
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poetic creations were moving away from idyllic representations and becoming more focused on 

the threats of modernity and commercial exploitation, as in Logging Machines on Dominica 

where he tells the loggers to go back to their country, “to the smoke and grime of their sordid 

city, to the poverty, greed and the crime.” 

Logging Machines on Dominica 

In the rain cloud 

High on the Mountain,  

Through the valley, and 

Down to the sea,  

Machines make 

Roads in the forest 

For taking the jungle tree. 

They’re whacking and bashing 

And cutting and slashing. 

They’re wheeling and peeling 

And legally stealing 

What always belong to me. 

Stranger go back to your country 

Go back to the smoke and the grime;  

Go back to your sordid city, 

To the poverty, greed and the crime. 

Go crawl like an ant in a subway, 

Through canyons of glass and steel, 

Through the jungle you created, 

And leave untouched what is real. 

Go far from my tropical island 

Stop cutting mahogany trees 

In trust I would keep for my children, 

The Island God gave to me.67 

Similar concerns with modernity are expressed in his poem, Signs by a Fishing Camp, which 

draws attention to the transformation of a former camp-site to a tourist facility and the associated 

impact of modern science on the environment.    

  

                                                           
67 Acton, Poems by Thomas Clarence Cummings (mss). 

Figure 14: Cummings’ Mahogany Trees. 
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Signs By A Fishing Camp 

 

Night crawlers, frogs and leeches,  

New flush toilets, sandy beaches. 

All the newest fishing gear. 

Fill your tackle boxes here. 

 

Kosy Kabins. Sleep at night. 

Never any flies to bite. 

Sprayed the forest from a plane. 

Not a trace of them remain. 

 

Insecticides killed every pest. 

Songbirds died with all the rest. 

Fireflies and honey bees, 

Tiny insects in the trees, 

 

Kosy Kabins. Sleep at night 

Not a blackfly to bite. 

No mosquitoes flies or fish 

But all the luxury you wish.68 

 

 

Throughout Cummings’ journals, versions of various poems were repeated and reworked 

illustrating the evolution of his style and focus prompted by his travels and experiences and so 

merit attention as another dimension of his creative profile. Certainly, these poetic creations must 

also be included in this assessment of T.C.’s total oeuvre, especially as it becomes associated 

with his other modes of interpretation in later stages of his life-path. While much attention has 

been directed to Cummings’ art, it is in his poetry that he expresses his personal perspective on 

the world in which he lived. 

 

3.6.2. Gopher Hills 

Another significant literary source for examining Cummings’ life-path is his essentially 

autobiographical novel, Gopher Hills, which was published in 1983 and reprinted in 2004.69 It 

                                                           
68 Acton, Poems by Thomas Clarence Cummings (mss). 
69 T.C. Cummings, Gopher Hills. (Regina: Western Producer Prairie Books. 1983; 2004). 
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may be referred to for insights into T.C.’s perceptions of several stages of his life-path as 

perceived retrospectively in the last decades of his life. An imaginative, fictive construction from 

his birth on 1 December 1904 in Deloraine, Manitoba, until his parents returned to their family 

home in Pittsburgh, Ontario, in l907.70 First published in 1983 when Cummings was 79 years of 

age, it provides an interesting and informative commentary on rural life in the early twentieth 

century, seen through the eyes and imagination of a 10-year-old boy. Perhaps prompted by a visit 

to his family back in Deloraine, the novel is a collection of accounts and illustrations of the 

experience of a young boy, Tommy, over four seasons on a prairie farm in 1914.71  It is an 

exercise in imaginative qualitative commentary in its record of the regimen of prairie farmers, 

their animals and crops, family life, harbingers of changing seasons, education and teachers, 

religion and society, and the impact of the Great War. Indeed, the 2004 edition of Gopher Hills 

marking the centenary of the birth “of this remarkable and talented Canadian” noted that it 

highlighted his rural roots from the perspective of his post-Pittsburgh life-path:  

According to “T.C.’s” own assessment of the work, Gopher Hills transposed his boy-

hood farm experience in the East to the setting of the west: another exercise of artistic 

flights of fantasy. As a man in his seventies, Tom Cummings here recreates the world of 

a ten-year old boy with a curiosity in, and zest for, rural life, whether it be in Pittsburgh 

Township, Manitoba, or elsewhere.72  

And some of the commentary and evaluations of rurality also relate to his later years in northern 

Ontario. As such, this exercise in remembrances also contributes to insights into Cummings’ 

observations and reflections on his life experience, grounded as it was in his early bucolic 

surroundings. This is what W.L. Morton identified as the “baseland/hinterland dichotomy” for 

Canadian identity: “The line which marks off the frontier from the farmstead, the wilderness 

                                                           
70 Library and Archives of Canada “Officer’s Application and Record Sheet,” Royal Canadian Air Force, Service 

No. Allotted C8533, September 15, 1941, 1. 
71 Cummings, Gopher Hills, 8. 
72 Cummings, Gopher Hills, v. 
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from the baseland, the hinterland from the metropolis, runs through every Canadian psyche.”73 

When asked by North Bay Nugget staff reporter, Mike Weaver, if Gopher Hills was a true story, 

T.C. answered with an insightful response: “‘Not entirely’, says its author with a devilish grin. 

‘It’s the truth with a little bit of humor[sic] and imagination thrown in. Don’t take it too 

seriously.’”74 But, as demonstrated throughout the text and by the illustrations such as the one 

below (Figure 17), it should be. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.6.3. Fire on the Sea 

Ironically, perhaps the most valuable literary contribution to understanding one of 

Cummings’ most powerful later-life ideological beliefs was never published. The several 

versions of T.C.’s creation, Fire on the Sea, are based on Cummings’ military service in World 

War II and provide much rich autobiographical insight into another phase of Cummings’ lived 

experience. Moreover, the communications between Cummings and the proposed publisher 

reveal the author’s rationale for themes in the plot, illustrative images in the text, and discussions 

                                                           
73 Quoted in Bentley, The Gay] Grey Moose, 5. 
74 Mike Weaver, “Cummings paints pictures with words,” The North Bay Nugget, November 26, 1983. 

Figure 15: Lithograph from Gopher Hills: Men, Horses, and Steam. 
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in the narrative that express his anti-war perspective. These may also be related to Cummings’ 

artistic and poetic allegorical representations at the same period as discussed above.  

Fire on the Sea is a dramatization of a German submarine penetrating the shipping lines 

of the lower St. Lawrence which was submitted to John Flood in 1979, publisher of Penumbra 

Press, of Manotick, Ontario.75 Cummings’ papers contain several versions of the manuscript as it 

evolved, as well as considerable correspondence between Cummings and Flood in the 1979-1985 

period. Apart from stylistic and editorial matters, the interaction referred to Cummings’ actual 

war-time experience as Senior Flying Control Officer at Goose Bay base, Newfoundland, as well 

as what he wished to communicate to his intended readership. The various titles considered 

include his favourite, Fire on the Sea, as well as others such as S.S. Patches, and Rescue in the 

Ice. But, as will be discussed later, the content of all of these proposed manuscripts offer insight 

into Cummings’ thoughts on the impact of his literary exercises on his targeted student and 

public readership, ethnographic details of the Indigenous people of Labrador, and his 

commentary on his and others’ reaction to war. Other discussions referred to other titles and 

subjects Cummings was working on and considering submission elsewhere. In this way, an 

analysis of the creative process for, and the text of, Fire on the Sea contributes insights into 

another dimension of T.C. Cummings’ attempts at a literary expression and, in particular, his 

wartime experience and his pacifist views.    

 

 

                                                           
75 Thomas Clarence Cummings, n.d., Fire on the Sea. (mss) in Helen Acton’s possession and also with Penumbra 

Press which specializes in books on Canadian art and design and on the North and on First Nations’ culture, myths, 

and legends. 
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3.7: Interviews 

A fundamental dimension in the construction of T.C. Cummings’ life-path is based on 

interviews with those who interacted with, and who had knowledge of, his life-experiences 

during his travels, evolving career as an artist, and his role in his lived-in communities.76 To this 

end, several of Cummings’ neighbours, students, friends, possessors of his artworks, along with 

his second cousin, Acton, have been interviewed. In pursuing these interviews, Stacey 

Zembrzycki’s “collaborative” assertion that that the pursuit of “shared authority” is an ideal that 

“captures the essence and highest ideal of the oral history enterprise by making it a more 

democratic process” has been to the fore.77 Rather than structured interrogations, my interviews 

have attempted to uncover substantive issues through “conversational analysis” to explore issues 

of relevance to the topics of this research.78 In doing so, the process is also guided by the 

perspective that oral history is a “social movement for democratizing history” and that its 

                                                           
76 Stephen Daniels and C. Nash, “Lifepaths: Geography and Biography,” Journal of Historical Geography, Vol. 30, 

(2004): 449-458; Roberts Perks and Alistair Thomson, The Oral History Reader, (New York: Routledge, [1998] 

2004); Donald A. Ritchie, Doing Oral History, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, [2000] 2015); Paul Thompson, 

The Voice of the Past, Oxford: Oxford University Press [1978] 2000). 
77 Stacey Zembrzycki, According to Baba: A Collaborative Oral History of Sudbury’s Ukrainian Community, 

(Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 2014), 7-8. 
78 Paul ten Have, Doing Conversation Analysis: A Practical Guide, (London: Sage, 2007). 

 

Figure 16: Sketches from Fire on the Sea. 



 

63 
 

inclusivity makes it “a powerful tool to engage people in the discovery and making of history 

and in the critical assessment of how stories of the past are created.”79 Further, given some of the 

apparent silences and omissions in Cummings’ journals and writings, I have paid particular 

attention to Ronald Grele’s admonition in his evocative title, Envelopes of Sound,  that oral 

history must turn its attention to groups formerly ignored such as the lives and experiences of the 

working class, racial and ethnic minorities, women, and other minorities.80 That is, to focus 

attention on groups often excluded from traditional historical narratives – and certainly so in 

Cummings’ journals and art – to seek out explanations for the focus on, and exclusion, of 

knowledgeable individuals and groups in his communications. 

By following these informative approaches and pursuing their objectives, these 

essentially ethnographic and biographic methodologies encouraged conversations with those 

closely connected with Cummings for personal insights that reinforce and even enhanced the 

findings from traditional evidentiary research.  

  

                                                           
79 Kristina Llewellyn, Alexander Freund, and Nolan Reilly (Eds.), The Canadian Oral History Reader, Carleton 

Library Series, No. 231, (Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen’s U.P., 2015), 3.  
80 Ronald Grele, Envelopes of Sound: The Art of Oral History, (Westport, Conn: Greenwood Publishing, 1991).  
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NAME INTERVIEW DATE 
RELATIONSHIP TO 

T.C. 
PLACE OF 

INTERVIEW 

Pat & Peter Hudson 18 June 2016 
North Bay 

neighbours 
North Bay, ON 

Stella Sinclair 18 June 2016 
Widow of family 

physician 
North Bay, ON 

Bonnie Sheppard & Sue 
Harper 

24 July 2016 Students Kingston, ON 

Ingelore Bruse 13 August 2016 
North Bay 
neighbour 

North Bay, ON 

Jack & Bea Lockhart 13 August 2016 
Fellow teacher and 

artists 
Callander, ON 

George Maroosis 14 August 2016 
Artist and gallery 

owner 
North Bay, ON 

Helen Acton 1 November 2016 
Second cousin and 

nurse 
Kingston, ON 

Greg Humbert 5 May 2017 North Bay archivist 
E-mail 

Correspondence 

Robert Little 5 September 2018 
Student and 
neighbour 

Kingston, ON 

 

 Taken together and individually, these family members and students, friends and 

neighbours, colleagues, and community figures constitute a valuable source of insight into 

Cummings the man, the artist, and community figure.  

3.8: Reprise: Methods and Sources 

These several sources allow an analysis of Cummings’ record of, and commentary on, the 

lived-in places in his life-path. This essentially biographical approach will address T.C.’s shift 

from the ‘imagined’ and ‘constructed’ images of the nation to his renderings of discontent and 

criticism of the realities of the wider world around him. Some indications of his growing sense of 

‘placelessness’ is rendered in his increasing photographic and painterly realism and artistic 

expressionism. His former production of images that fitted the prevailing nationalist tradition 

that strove to capture Canada’s essence in nature shifted to social-realistic critiques of the spatio-

temporal revolutions. These became his dominant theme as he moved away from his early tropes 

Table 3: Interviews. 
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of a mythic Canadian ‘memory’ and romanticised sense of ‘place’. This will be revealed through 

the fusion of the analysis of Cumming’s travels, creative arts, various writings, and conversations 

with those who knew him well. 
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Chapter 4: The Life-Path of an Artist: Cummings’ Communication of Places, 

Ideas, and Identity 

Who was Thomas Clarence Cummings and what were his contributions as an artist, 

photographer, writer and social commentator to a better understanding of place and identity in 

Canada? The development of Cummings’ experience and awareness of the world around him 

were marked by several stages in his life-path, and a critical exploration of his evolving sense of 

identity will be an important theme in understanding T.C.s’ several artistic contributions and 

social critiques. He viewed the world through his talented imagination and produced art and 

literary commentary to inform others about what he experienced.  He spent a great part of his life 

inspiring his students and fellow citizens to be good Canadians, and he achieved acclaim in 

North Bay as an educator, prominent member of his community, and as an artist, poet, and 

writer.   

During his long career, three major themes emerged from his life’s work: the Canadian 

landscape; people and places throughout much of the world; and allegorical critiques of 

contemporary Canadian society. By studying his works of art and his reflections, one can share 

with him the changes in the Canadian identity as it evolved in the 20th century and as he 

predicted how it might develop in the future. He laboured away at this interpretation over his 

entire life, eager to enlighten people about who Canadians were in relation to others around the 

world. The following sections will follow chronological stages of his life-path from Pittsburgh to 

the north-country, though his travels around the world, his war-time experience, then back to his 

life in North Bay and his final days there. 
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4.1: Pittsburgh Township Beginnings: Formative Years, 1904-1922 

 While much of this thesis will be directed to Cummings’ extensive world travels and his 

life in North Bay, his early years in Pittsburgh Township, in south-east Ontario, had a profound 

effect on T.C.’s life. Not only is this demonstrated by his own recollections, but also by the 

reminiscences of people with whom he interacted in his youth and they are reinforced by his own 

biographical constructions in his later life. In particular, it is argued that these formative years 

imbued in Cummings values that might be regarded as parochial, but may have been the basis for 

his comparisons with other societies in his world-travels, and influential in his search for a better 

future in his allegories. 

4.1.1. Foundation Years 

Cummings’ mobile life started early. He was born on 1 December 1904 in Deloraine, 

Manitoba.1 His parents, Thomas and Sara Seline [Donaldson] Cummings had moved to this 

western prairie settlement from Pittsburgh, Ontario, to join his seven brothers who were 

established there as prosperous farmers.2 But while the early 1900s were a propitious time for 

Deloraine, the new location was not to be the family home for the Cummings because, soon after 

his arrival, in 1907 Thomas Sr. injured himself and the family returned to Pittsburgh. In addition, 

Seline had prevailed upon her husband “with the desire not to bring another child into the world 

on the lonesome prairies,”3 and also wished to become reunited with her Donaldson family. On 

28 June 1911, Thomas Sr. purchased an old log house on Lot 31 Concession 5 on the Woodburn 

                                                           
1 P.A.C., “Officer’s Application and Record Sheet,” Royal Canadian Air Force, Service No. Allotted C8533, 

September 15, 1941, 1. 
2 Doug Mackey, “Exhibition celebrates life of Tom “T.C.” Cummings,” Heritage Perspectives, August 27, 2004,    

www.Facebook.com/pastforwardheritage, accessed 3 Sept. 2016; Brian Osborne and Douglas Petty, “Thomas 

Clarence Cummings: The Kingston-Pittsburgh-North Bay Connection,” Historic Kingston, Vol. 53, 200559-80; 

Brian S. Osborne and Douglas Petty, “Thomas Clarence Cummings, 1904-1996: The Pittsburgh-Gananoque 

Connection,” Pittsburgh Township Historical Society: A Collection of Talks of Historical Interest, 2005, 5-16. 
3 Austen Cummings, Dr. Thomas Clarence Cummings ‘T.C.’: A Retrospect by his Brother, Austen, (mss), 1998. 

http://www.facebook.com/pastforwardheritage
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Road from his siblings to whom the parental homestead had been bequeathed.4 The new family 

home was approximately one mile from the one-room schoolhouse at 11 Woodburn Road but, in 

1921, the family moved next to the store and post office on the Finley Station Road, 10 miles 

west of Gananoque. Cummings established his roots in these places, which were to have a strong 

influence on his later works in his interpretations of Canada in our modern world. 

Woodburn Road and its immediate vicinity had a personal influence on T.C. and was a 

real ‘place’ in his formative years.5 This is rendered in a rich exercise in pictography-cum-

cartography by T.C.’s brother, Austen, in 1990 entitled, A Small Piece of Country Side with Fond 

Memories, Circa. 1920.6 It lists the locations of neighbours and friends as well as predominant 

features in rural life such as the cheese factory and its whey tank, schools, churches, the railway 

station, and the Orange Lodge.  Then it shifts to a personal impression and specifies the special 

places best known to wandering rural children: “woods and rocks, bugs, birds and wild flowers 

on Arbor Day…rocks, turkeys, and grasshoppers,” and “the mountain where a boy could see 

forever.”7  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
4 Canada Registry Records, Division Street, Kingston. 
5 For a comprehensive overview of the history of Pittsburgh Township see: William Patterson, Lilacs and 

Limestone: An illustrated History of Pittsburgh Township, 1787-1987, (Kingston: Pittsburgh Historical Society, 

1989).     
6 Osborne and Petty, Historic Kingston, Vol. 53, 2005, 60. 
7 See Helen Acton’s collection. 
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In particular, Woodburn Public School played an important role in the lives of both of 

the Cummings brothers, and Austen reminisced how they attended the same old schoolhouse on 

a hill “which our father had attended” and how they walked to school with shoes in spring and 

fall, bare feet in summer, and moccasins in winter.8 The small, wood-frame structure was later 

enlarged, and reconstructed with stone quarried from the side of the hill where it was located, to 

accommodate the growing population. The normal academic year was punctuated by such 

perennial ceremonies as Queen Victoria’s Birthday and Remembrance Day, as well as field trips 

                                                           
8 Cummings, A Retrospect by his Brother, Austen, (mss) 1. 

Woods, Rocks, Bugs, 
Birds and Flowers 

Finley Station Cummings’ Home 

Woodburn School House 

Figure 17: A pictograph-cum-cartograph by T.C.'s brother, Austen. “A Small Piece of Country Side with Fond Memories 
Circa 1920,” currently in Acton’s possession. 

Figure 18: Enlarged section of Austen’s pictograph-cum-
cartograph. 
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in the countryside around the school on Arbour Day.9 Interestingly, as important as it was in 

Cummings’ formative years, Acton commented that regretfully he could not paint the school 

because of his emotional association with it. However, Helen Acton captured some of his 

emotions on the presence and influence of country schools in rural society in general in her 

poem, Along a Country Road. Dedicated to Austen Cummings in memory of his brother Tom, it 

is an appreciation of their contributions to their family, the community, the nation, and the world. 

Its central reference is the old one-room schoolhouse as a testament to yesteryear, built by their 

“forefathers”, now a “cultural heritage abandoned”, “as it crumbles in the dust.” 

 

Along a Country Road 

 

Deserted and forlorn, it’s [sic] beckoning door ajar, 

Surrounded only with the beauty of tiger lilies, tall grasses 

And the sounds of birds as they flit in and out 

The open windows. 

 

Stalwart it stands in silhouette, silent, along a country road. 

A testament to yesteryears, at least six generations. 

Built by the strong hands and minds of our forefathers 

To educate their sons and daughters. 

 

Here all the children stopped to learn. To read, to draw, 

To write and do their math. To study and to play. 

To develop Integrity, Honour and Valour. 

To go forth into the world as men and women of their times. 

 

Forsaken by the tillers of the soil, builders of other times 

And the voices of their children, 

It stands in silence as the now generation 

Passes by with hardly a glance. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
9 School Log Book, Frontenac County Schools Museum. 
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A haunting dignity all it’s [sic] own. 

A reminder of our past, present and our future. 

Our cultural heritage abandoned, 

As it crumbles in the dust. 

 

Do our cultural values, and moral fibre 

Disintegrate as well? 

With hardly a thought of yesteryears 

Or of our tomorrows. 

 

The school, it’s [sic] Truth, Integrity and Dignity, 

There for all to see, 

Still stands steadfast, silent and uncaring for, 

A testament of yesteryears. 

Along a country road.10 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As the poem suggests, schools such as Woodburn Elementary were more than physical 

structures. They were also agencies for the transmission of “cultural values, and moral fibre” and 

more. But there were early signs of Cummings’ artistic talents, and Austen remembered their 

                                                           
10 Helen Acton. “Along a Country Road” (speech, Kingston Township Firehall, April 29, 1997). Presentation on 

Woodburn School S.S. No. 11 to the Pittsburgh Historical Society. 

Teacher 

Austen Thomas 

Figure 19: Woodburn School Class photo (1914). From the collection of Helen Acton. 
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mother giving his brother his first set of crayons, with which he used to colour the walls. On 

entering primary school, the young Tom was already exploring and practicing his art.  

4.1.2. Helen Richards Campbell: Reminiscences 

In doing so, one teacher at Woodburn, Helen Richards Campbell, deserves particular 

attention as she was a formative influence on Cummings in his early years. She was the first to 

help him nurture his emerging talents as an artist, and she encouraged him to observe nature and 

to sketch trees and scenes from surrounding rural landscapes. In her later autobiographical 

reflections on her career as a teacher written in 1975, From Chalk to Hayseed, Campbell 

declared, “[t]his book is frankly and unapologetically an invitation to nostalgia” and embarks on 

a series of reminiscences of her school life in which the young “Tom” is mentioned frequently.11 

Commenting on the role of chalk and the blackboard in instruction in those early days, Campbell 

recalls that a corner of the blackboard was “permanently reserved for Tom’s art sketches” 

adding, “[h]e is now a leading Canadian artist.”12 Other memories recall how Campbell would let 

Tom leave the class to teach art to the younger students because “I can teach perspective and 

shading but he knows more about art than I shall ever know.”13 She recalled the amount of time 

he spent in 1917 on a cluster of oak leaves to obtain the proper shading, colour, and texture, a 

piece she kept as she knew it was the work of a potentially professional artist. Another 

contribution to the nurturing of Cummings’ developing imagination were Campbell’s geography 

lessons where she transported her students around the world in their imaginations: camel rides 

around the pyramids, buffalo hunts with “Indians”, living in Inuit igloos, and travelling with dog-

teams in Labrador. Later, when Cummings began his own teaching career, he too brought the 

                                                           
11 Helen Richards Campbell, From Chalk Dust to Hayseed, (Belleville: Mika Publishing, 1975), 156. 
12 Campbell, From Chalk Dust to Hayseed, 13. 
13 Arnie Hakala, The North Bay Nugget, “Cummings doesn’t dance with slow ones,” February 26, 1994, B-1. 
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world into his classroom with images he had photographed or painted, as he had first 

experienced with his former teacher, Helen Campbell.  

Campbell’s own respect for Tom is reciprocated in her reminiscence in a later publication 

in which she adds further reflections on Tom’s early school days in an essay, Keep on Writing: 

An Open Letter to Tom Cummings.14 Prompted by his visit in her later years, she opens this 

epistle with “Dear Tom” and first comments on his appearance and personable presence: “…a 

few grey hairs, and perhaps a slower step than when you romped about the schoolyard at 

Woodburn.” But this prompted her to make a connection that “you looked me squarely in the eye 

and said, ‘Keep on Writing,’” which reminded her of “the same resolute gleam in your eye, and 

heard the same determined tone of your voice,”15 when the young Tom had defended children 

who had been accused of playing on the railway tracks in front of an approaching train. Helen 

Campbell remembered Tom’s reaction,  

…how, leading your classmates, you marched up the centre aisle of the old stone school, 

and standing tall in solemn but controlled vigour, you demanded (that is the word, Tom, 

the exact word) you demanded, ‘You HAVE to tell them we were NOT running back and 

forth’ but were crossing the track to pick berries.16  

 

She recalls doing what he asked, even as a young man, because of her absolute confidence in 

him and, alluding to Sir Harry Lauder’s poem, The Old Lamplighter, Tom Cummings was 

Campbell’s “Old Lamplighter”:  

He made the night a little brighter 

Wherever he would go 

The old lamplighter 

Of long, long ago.17 

                                                           
14 Helen Campbell, “Keep on Writing: An Open Letter to Tom Cummings”, (1982), 207-210.  
15 Campbell, “Keep on Writing”, 207-210. 
16 Campbell, “Keep on Writing”, 207. 
17 Campbell, “Keep on Writing”, 207. 
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For Campbell, Cummings had spent his entire life “lighting lamps” through his several media, 

and her article’s final sentence underscores Helen Campbell’s retrospective assessment of Tom’s 

earliest school days and later influence: “This 85-year-old pupil [Helen] has learned a lesson 

from a kindly and wise Mentor [Tom].”18   

4.1.3. Gopher Hills: Fictive Remembrances 

Such was Campbell’s formative role in Cummings’ life that her likeness appears later in 

Cummings’ imaginative and autobiographical reconstruction, Gopher Hills, as “Ethel”, an 

inspirational, albeit fictional, teacher. Consider Ethel’s advice to her young rural charges:  

You must get out into the big world and study. Then come back and help if you wish, but 

you cannot stay here always. You are young and important and you must see what is 

beyond these fields. In the big cities young people like you are learning and building. Go 

out and study too. Then come back to the land that will be yours one day. It will need you 

after peace has come again. But remember, you must go for a time into the world beyond 

these wheat fields, to where colleges are teaching the new generations, to where there is 

great music, great art, science, and medicine. The West is growing like you and changing 

fast. This is the age of men, horses, and steam. Tomorrow? You will make tomorrow… 

Prepare for it.19 

This reconstructed creation seems to be an echo of Helen Campbell’s direction to move on as the 

senior Cummings imagined it half a century later.  

But what also appears in this reconstruction of his teenage years, if decades later and 

informed by his own lived war-time experiences, are his negative reactions to war as expressed 

by a young boy in his fictive exercise of place-creation. Consider his comments in the chapter, 

Men, Horses, and Steam, where he used the role of horses as a metaphor for society’s view of 

history, national heroes, and monuments of war: “They put daily bread on countless tables. For 

them there were no wild cavalry charges, no pounding hoofs, no bugles, flashing lances, sabres, 

                                                           
18 Campbell, “Keep on Writing”, 210. 
19 Cummings, Gopher Hills, 67. 
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glory, or conquest, only a dull round of toil.”20 Then Cummings switches his attention to the 

young Tom’s experience of conscription in World War I and its impact on youth as his imagined 

teacher “Ethel”-cum-Helen reacts to the news of the death of a neighbour, Leslie Jones, “a nice 

young boy, only in his teens, a good worker, always kind and respectful of his father and 

mother” who was “missing and probably dead.”21 She went on to express her reaction of the 

news to the students:  

This is a bad, bad war. Hundreds of thousands of young men like him are facing one 

another. Death rides his pale horse across Europe these days. Disease will follow. New 

machines are killing men on land and sea and even in the air.  

For the young Tom, the lesson was that the “wars glorified in our history books seemed wicked 

and senseless.”22 In a later chapter entitled A Young Soldier, the focus is on June 1915 when “a 

very young soldier,” Rolfe, “a sensitive boy on the threshold of man’s greatest evil,” was leaving 

for the war, and family and friends were left standing “in a tight, sad little group, staring into the 

night long after the running lights of his train had melted into the darkness and the uncertainty of 

the troubled world to the east of us.”23 Later that year, responding to a question from her young 

class, “Do young soldiers really kill each other?”, Ethel replied, “Yes, people make 

them…grown-ups are mad at each other over money and countries and things.”24  

Creative though they may be, and reflective of the life-experience of the senior 

Cummings decades later, the reflexive commentary in Gopher Hills captured the essence of the 

                                                           
20 Cummings, Gopher Hills, 22. 
21 Cummings, Gopher Hills, 50. 
22 Cummings, Gopher Hills, 50-51. 
23 Cummings, Gopher Hills, 96-97. 
24 Cummings, Gopher Hills, 108-109. 
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experience of the young T.C. in his school years in Pittsburgh and adds to his own personal later 

actual encounter with war and its effect on people.  

4.1.4. Gananoque High School Days 

Building on these influential beginnings at Woodburn Elementary, the next step in Tom 

Cummings’ early life-path was Gananoque. Both Helen Campbell and Tom’s mother had 

encouraged him to attend high-school there to further his education, another incentive being his 

aunt, Elizabeth Donaldson (“Aunt Lizzy”), who also taught there. A poet herself, she cultivated 

in her young prodigy a love of poetry that was to prove another outlet for his considerable 

talents.  Another teacher, Agnes Johnson, taught classes in literature and introduced Tom to the 

works of such poets as Keats, Shelley, and Coleridge, works that Tom and his other classmates 

were required to memorize. Interestingly, Johnson travelled extensively in Europe during the 

summer months, and she also prompted T.C.’s interest in travel, which was to become an 

important future dimension in his life.25 

As Austen described it, Cummings’ Gananoque High School experience was a marked 

contrast to his rural background as the three-story brick school building was situated on what was 

then known as the “market-place” with playgrounds at the side of the fire station, a Roman 

Catholic church nearby, and a clock tower close to the entrance. This constituted a new world for 

the young man from the farms of Woodburn Road, and, apart from contributing new images for 

his developing imagination, Gananoque offered new opportunities. His first personal exploration 

of the world of art was a display of one of his early works in the window of Donevan’s hardware 

store on the main street in Gananoque.  Apparently, Mr. Donevan, the store owner, preferred 

original art to mass-produced calendar-pictures to be displayed in his store windows, and Tom 

                                                           
25 Austen Cummings, A Retrospect by his Brother, Austen, (mss) 4. 
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would ride by on his bicycle to admire his own work of art. The image of the young boy and dog 

contemplating the Gananoque river was painted by T.C. on the inside cover of one of his school 

textbooks and is reported to have sold for one dollar.26 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Another expansion of T.C.’s horizons took place following his graduation from 

Gananoque High School in the summer of 1919 when he took up employment as a waiter at the 

Ivy Lea Resort on the St. Lawrence River, east of Gananoque.27 It was owned and operated by 

the Lisgar family and was a multi-level building with a dining room on the first floor and 

bedrooms on the upper levels for guests. Nearby, was a harbour for storing motorboats and 

sailing vessels, with an adjacent sandy beach. After one summer, Tom was promoted to head-

waiter because of his flair with people. There, at Lisgar’s, the farm-boy Tom was introduced to 

the beauties of the Thousand Islands and began his appreciation of Canada’s varied and unique 

landscapes – and also the realities of its international role. At this time, “Liquor Prohibition” had 

been repealed in Canada, but continued in the United States and, one day, while working in the 

garden, young Tom unearthed a bottle of liquor beneath the strawberry plants.  The owner 

                                                           
26 See Helen Acton’s collection. 
27 Austen Cummings, A Retrospect by his Brother, Austen, (mss) 2. 

Figure 20: Young boy with dog, Pete, at the Gananoque River in 
Acton’s possession. 
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explained they had a little business on the side, and Tom was introduced to the world of rum-

running and the underside of the local economy.28 This career was cut abruptly when his parents 

became aware of this illegal business venture, though Cummings was beginning to be exposed to 

new horizons.  

4.2: T.C.’s First Encounter with the North: North Bay, Eau Claire, and 

Mattawa, 1922-1927   

 Cummings’ first experience with being away from his home in eastern Ontario was his 

five years in northern Ontario as a student, teacher, and a developing artist. While still in Ontario 

and Canada, the North Bay experience was the first step in what was to be a life-long travel-path 

and exposure to new people, urban – albeit small-town - society, fresh landscapes, and his first 

introduction to their artistic representation. 

4.2.1. North Bay Normal School 

After graduating from high school, Cummings was urged by his mother to pursue a 

career in teaching.  She learned of a programme initiated by the Ontario government to improve 

education in rural areas by establishing Normal Schools to train teachers, and that in 1909 one 

had been opened in North Bay where students’ training would be subsidized if they were 

prepared to stay and teach in the “north country”.29 T.C. enrolled at North Bay Normal School in 

1922, and graduated two years later. 

 

                                                           
28 Austen Cummings, A Retrospect by his Brother, Austen, (mss) 2-3. 
29 See Mackey, Doug. 2009. “North Bay celebrates 100 Year of Teacher Education” Heritage Perspectives, 6 

February. www.Facebook.com/pastforwardheritage. Accessed 3 Sept. 2016. Opened in 1909, The North Bay 

Normal School continued as the North Bay Teacher’s College between 1953 and 1973, when it was incorporated 

into Nipissing College as the Faculty of Education. 

http://www.facebook.com/pastforwardheritage
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Given the coverage of Tom’s early years in the rural backwater of Pittsburgh Township, 

there is little commentary about his time at the Normal School or his personal development.30 

Perhaps he was intimidated by the new and challenging environment. Led by Principal A. C. 

Casselman, the School offered a diverse programme that might have overwhelmed the teenager: 

Reading, Spelling, Mathematics, Science of Education, Science of Agriculture, Hygiene, Nature, 

Composition, School Management, Literature, History, Physical Training, Writing, and Music. 

Further, the North Bay Normal School was experiencing boom years. Principal Casselmen 

reported that the class of 1923-4 was “the most influential in the history of the school” with the 

“two hundred and thirty-three ladies and fifty gentlemen” being double that of any previous 

session so far in the school’s history. Aware of his duties, the Principal expanded on the 

responsibilities of graduates “to prepare your pupils to become honourable members of society” 

and, further, “[i]t may be your extreme privilege to help in some way the community in which 

you work.”  But he looked beyond the local, and directed the Class of 1924’s attention to the fact 

that “[t]here never was a time in the history of the world or in the history of Canada when great 

leaders were more needed than the present.” And so, “[u]pon you as teachers must fall the heavy 

                                                           
30 What follows is derived from the North Bay Normal School Year Book, 1923-1924, Nipissing University 

Archives. 

Figure 21: North Bay Normal School. Figure 22: North Bay Normal School staff (1922). 
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responsibility of helping to calm the great unrest in the world to-day. I know of no better way 

than to try to inculcate those great ideals of freedom, justice and truth, which are the outstanding 

characteristics of the British inheritance.”31  

 This was the ideological context of T.C. Cummings’ pedagogical training at North Bay 

Normal School, but there is no indication of the extent to which he was personally engaged. In 

the school yearbook, the Literary Society includes articles on poetry on the north, images of 

northern landscapes, and an array of school activities, which may have been of interest to T.C. -

but there are no contributions by him. “Cummings, Thomas C., Joyceville” appears in the class 

list of 1923-24 and is pictured here standing in the light suit in the last row in the image labelled 

“Group Six.”32 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
31 A.C. Casselman, “Students of the North Bay Normal School,” North Bay Normal School Year Book, 6. 
32 Casselman, North Bay Normal School Year Book 1923-1924, 56. 

Figure 23: Class photo from the North Bay Normal School of 1924. 
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The “North Bay Normal School Yearbook” was written by the students themselves and in 

it they declared their ideological mission as future teachers in Canada: “A teacher whose 

character is above reproach is the greatest power for good in the world.”33 These were the 

professional directives, rhetorical though they may have been, with which Cummings embarked 

on his teaching career. 

4.2.2. Eau Claire and Mattawa 

On graduating in 1924, T.C. began his teaching career in a one-room school in Eau 

Claire, a small hamlet located between Mattawa and North Bay. Eau Claire was located south of 

the road with a railway station on the C.N. line between Ottawa and Winnipeg. While there, he 

also studied classical literature at Queen’s University through a distance-education program, and 

another connection with his world to the south were his regular visits home to Pittsburgh for 

Christmas when he was met by his father with horse and wagon at Findley Station.34   

Cummings’ new career and new home at Eau Claire began his association with the 

landscapes of the Canadian Shield, the Ottawa Valley, and his identification with the “north” and 

life in the woods. T.C.’s brother, Austen, quoted Tom in his retrospective: “When I came here as 

a boy of 17 or 18, I became a real northerner. I love the country, the lakes and the bush and the 

life here. The north has been very good to me.”35 This love and experience of the north was 

especially nurtured by his friend and well-known northern, regional artist, Gordon Dufoe of 

nearby Mattawa, who was an important influence in these formative artistic years. As Jim 

Lindsay notes in the 1990 “Retrospective” on T.C.’s work, Dufoe encouraged Tom to continue 

sketching and painting oils.36 Also, it was not long before Cummings became interested and 

                                                           
33 Casselman, North Bay Normal School Year Book, 1923-1924, 6. 
34 Austen Cummings, A Retrospect by his Brother, Austen, (mss) 7. 
35 Bill Fitsell, Kingston Whig-Standard, 16 Jan. 1979. 15. 
36 Jim Lindsey, “T.C. Cummings Retrospective,” W.K.P. Kennedy Gallery, North Bay, (1990), 4.  
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proficient in the ways of the woods through his interaction with Eau Claire’s loggers and 

trappers.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

But while surrounded by the landscape of the north with which Cummings was beginning 

to identify through his association with Dufoe, he also became closely associated with the small, 

but thriving community of Mattawa. Again, the reality of Mattawa would later be rendered in the 

imagined townscape of Gopher Hills: “But though we were small, we were the biggest place in 

all our parts … We had a hotel, a station, a general store, a barber shop…all together a big 

place.”37  Below is an actual sketch of Mattawa by T.C. indicating prominent places in the 

village: the Mattawa River, Bisset and Fifth Streets, Gordon Dufoe’s house, and other 

neighbours.  

 

 

                                                           
37 Cummings, Gopher Hills, 50. 

Figure 24: Duchesnay Falls by Gordon Dufoe. Figure 25: Spring Sugar Shack in Mattawa (1930) by Cummings 
for neighbours, David and Elonie Palangio. 
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In 1909 and 1950, in his Mattawa Our Timeless Town, Gerard Therrien captures the 

essential elements of the community’s sense of place and stability reflected in the dominant 

social architecture and functions as the Transcontinental Hotel, the hospital, and the corner store 

on Main Street.38 Only the lone pine in the 1909 image was gone by 1950, but the Laurentians 

still stood silently watching over the town, as they had for “the past thousands of years”. As 

Therrien writes, “[w]e the guardians of this town have come to an understanding. Our 

understanding is who we are is who we were.”39 Cummings’ early years in these northern places 

of Eau Clair and Mattawa served as the first prompts for him to start asking similar questions but 

with a different focus: “Who are we and who will we become?”   

 

 

                                                           
38 Gerard N. Therrien, Mattawa, Our Timeless Town, (The Canadian Millennium Partnership Program and the 

Mattawa Historical Society, 1999).  
39 Gerard N. Therrien, Mattawa, Our Timeless Town, 84. 

Figure 27:  Main Street in Mattawa (left: 1909, and right: 1950). 

Figure 26: Cummings' sketch of Mattawa. 
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4.3: North Bay, 1927-1941: A Young Teacher, Aspiring Artist, and Young 

Traveller 

During these four years at Eau Clair, Cummings had conducted himself so well in what 

was to become his life-long career that the North Bay School Board invited him to teach at one 

of their larger public schools.40 In 1927, Cummings accepted a teaching position at King Edward 

V Public School on McIntyre Street in North Bay where he became Principal and, in 1929, he 

moved from there to Dr. Carruthers Public School on McPhail Street. In 1935, he was appointed 

Principal of King George Public School on Harvey Street. Established as a teacher in North Bay, 

the years 1927-41 saw the commencement of Cummings’ world travels during school vacation-

time, but his teaching duties grounded him in North Bay during the academic year, and he 

became part of the social fabric of this growing urban centre. 

The town’s economy was dominated by the surrounding mining and lumbering 

enterprises, and the community was served by the east-west continental railways – the Canadian 

Pacific, and the Canadian National – and was also the southern terminus of the Temiskaming and 

Northern Ontario Railway.41 Ironically, given Cummings’ initial predilection for northern 

landscapes, North Bay was incorporated as a city in 1925, but its location allowed him to further 

appreciate northern rural environments. A story of one of his early works and recognition is 

recorded in an anecdote by Austen. Apparently, one of Tom’s early paintings was a watercolour 

of a deep blue lake with hills and trees, typical of a scene around his new home in North Bay. 

Tom was not proud of it as he considered it “anemic,” but since his mother loved it, she hung it 

in the living room. Then, as recalled by Austen years later, something happened:  

The Governor General of Canada, then a titled Englishman, was due to visit North Bay 

sometime in the 1930s and Tom had acquired his first car. He drove down to our home in 

Gananoque, picked up our mother and returned for the occasion. Due to Tom’s excellent 

                                                           
40 Lindsay, “T.C. Cummings Retrospective,” 4. 
41 Therrien, Mattawa, Our Timeless Town. 
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paintings of the North, one was presented to His Excellency with our mother introduced 

as Mother of the Artist. It was a highlight of her life.42 
  

After this early recognition, the celebrated piece hung in Tom’s mother’s bedroom until her 

death.  

Ironically, the period in which Cummings created this local piece was also the time he 

embarked on his international travels and developed his expanding world view. What are focused 

on in this stage in his life-path are his early years as a school teacher in northern Ontario and also 

his travels during his annual vacations. Cummings availed himself of this opportunity to pursue 

the first steps in his formal education as an artist, and also to engage in his own self-directed 

“Grand Tour” of the cultural centres of Europe. What he learned and experienced, he then 

introduced to his students to supplement, and expand on their, and his, book-knowledge. 

4.3.1. Early Travels 

In his later-life personal recollection of his first foreign travels (1934-45),43 Cummings 

refers to Switzerland, France, and Italy, “[s]tudying Impressionists” in Paris (1935), being a 

student at “St. Ives School of Painters”, being “[c]aught in Spanish War” (1936), on to “Rome. 

St. Peters. St. Marks Venice. Florence,” with the ominous “[w]ar is threatening” (1937), and the 

entry for 1938 recording his “[f]inal trip to Europe on Empress of Britain. Study in Paris with 

friend.” Then there are three years of silence until 1941 when a new phase in his life is marked 

by the entry, “Enlist in R.C.A.F.” This chronology of his early travels is supported by T.C.’s 

early passport records and his journal commentary on his reactions to the architecture, museums, 

                                                           
42 Austen Cummings, A Retrospect by his Brother, Austen, (mss) 6. 
43 Cummings’ letter to Garnet Hewitt, Acton Collection. 
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and culture in these places visited, and also his reactions to the new worlds he was encountering 

and experiencing.  

Art and culture were at the forefront in Cummings’ early travels and first encounters with 

the work of the artists that he had earlier revered academically in his studies and teaching. This 

comes through in his visit to London’s Tate Gallery, where he encountered for the first time the 

actual work of “modern painters” such as Degas, Pissarro, Manet, Matisse, van Gogh, Cezanne, 

Monet, Seurat, Sargent, etc. and declared “[p]ictures are like old friends. You are glad to meet 

them again.”44 They, and others he encountered throughout his travels, prompted T.C. to reflect 

on style, such as “Realism”, and consider its impact on Canadian practitioners. He then referred 

to Lawren Harris, who “paints nature as it is. Scoff [sic] at idea of gilding the lily”, and the work 

of the “Impressionists” in general, for whom “all pictures are reflections of reality”.45 Cummings 

comments further on his own definition of Impressionism as,  

…an unreal image of something real. A scheme for conveying something to mind of 

someone of something they have not seen. Ice they have not seen it [but?] it matters not 

whether the image be a true and accurate record. The artist is conveying to the one who 

studies his picture his impression…46  

 

His conclusion is that an “Impressionist” is one who, 

…through long hours of study and close relationship with reality has become a very 

selective individual. He has learned how to lend emphasis to the graceful, colourful…[He 

is someone who] takes imperfect parts and using his imagination builds up perfect 

wholes.47  

 

                                                           
44 Cummings, Journal No. 3, 120. 
45 Cummings, Journal No. 4, 98-99. 
46 Cummings, Journal No. 4, 99.  
47 Cummings, Journal No. 4, 99. 
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Comments, assessments, and conclusions such as this demonstrate that Cummings’ travels were 

building on his experience as a teacher as he was at last standing before the actual work of the 

masters and being inspired by, and learning from, them.   

4.3.2. Cummings at St. Ives 

One well documented place and learning experience encountered by Cummings early in 

his career in August 1937 is recorded in Journal No. 4 in his description of his visit to St. Ives 

School of Art in Cornwall, England. While there, T.C.’s primary objective was to be tutored by 

several prestigious artists of the day, but his eye for distinctive places captured his impression of 

St. Ives as he views, the harbour and streets such as “Sloop Inn” and “Pudding-bag Lane”.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

As was his increasingly regular practice, Cummings’ images were accompanied by 

contextual comments in his journal. In this case, T.C. recorded the reactions of the St. Ives 

community to a stranger, recognising that, while the character of the place was intellectually 

stimulating, it could also be personally challenging. He noted that “the townspeople would throw 

you in the quay if you tried to paint out of doors Sunday” and where “there is constant danger of 

a housewife throwing a pail of slops over your back.”48 But this humorous social commentary 

                                                           
48 Cummings, Journal No. 4, 4-5. 

Figure 28: Cummings, A Study, St. Ives Harbour. In Acton’s 
possession. 

Figure 29: Cummings, Pudding-bag 
Lane. In Marc Hewitt’s possession. 
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aside, Cummings’ ecumenical religious beliefs are evident in his comments about Sunday night 

in St. Ives as he listens to the Salvation Army band and the effect of beautiful voices expressing 

their faith: “The people are a simple living thrifty kindly lot of folk. They have preserved 

something that we in America have lost – a sincere reverence for devotional services and the 

simple faith in God.”49 Even in these early years of travel, T.C. was developing a critique of 

western society and its material values.  

Cummings’ contact with the novel context of St. Ives introduced him to new techniques 

and perceptions of place: “It is impossible to apply any conventional rules of perspective in 

drawing place. Buildings lean against each other in a most intimate and neighborly way. No lines 

– vertical or horizontal are parallel.”50 But these experiential influences on his artistic perception 

were accompanied by a formal learning experience in St. Ives, the first of what were to be his 

several subsequent exposures to professional art. Not surprisingly, Cummings was initially 

intimidated by it, and his reaction on his first meeting with the class is revealing: 

A red letter day. They introduced me as the artist from Canada. Needless to say I do not 

deserve the title.  John Park is a good teacher- kindly and very sympathetic. He is rapidly 

putting me on the right track. He is the greatest colourist in England - “but never mind 

colour,” says he – “paint lights and darks. Be bold and unafraid,” says he – and he has 

given me a confidence and a boldness that I have never used before.51 

Cummings’ initial response to this overwhelming expertise was depression and a sense of failure, 

but he appreciated that he was learning from the best as he recorded one major creative epiphany 

at the hands of John Park:  

He took my pallet & brush - Cummings – “I will do this in a brutal way he said as he 

painted swiftly in a wide range that contrasted brilliantly - he sounded as if he was doing 

something cruel – Cummings. – ‘I am doing this to waken you up’- When he had finished 

he gave me the sketch – After a brief rest I went down to the quay and painted a harbour 

                                                           
49 Cummings, Journal No. 4, 54. 
50 Cummings, Journal No. 4, 5. 
51 Cummings, Journal No. 4, 3. 
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scene in about three hours using the same style as he did. The result was amazing in the 

improvement it showed. I feel very confident that I could go on and do even better work. 

Tomorrow may bring more failure and disappointment but not if I can help it.52 

Cummings was much influenced by Park, who helped him overcome his perceived 

inadequacies and who introduced him to new artistic techniques. This is expressed in one of his 

interactions with Park who had instructed T.C. on composition and the use of colour: 

In painting the deepest shadows use Prussian blue Raw - amber – Burnt sienna– to 

produce a beautiful array of low value and colours. Use mauve – violet deep for the 

darker shadows and plenty of Prussian blue. The place was painted in warm sunlight 

about the middle of the day. The use of Prussian blue – raw amber & burnt sienna for 

greens is a valuable point.53 

 

Cummings also considered Park to be a great artist because, apart from his contributions on 

technique and style, he too was continually studying nature in all its subtle moods and made a 

deliberate attempt to translate nature’s colouring to canvas. For example, Park instructed T.C. 

that “when painting light, take a position looking into the sun, make the sky a warm light colour 

of contrast, to paint a strong picture by contrasting cool and warm colours for strength and 

harmony.”54  

Park also impressed upon Cummings that he should not be a “theoretical student 

composing a picture” and should simply paint what he saw. For him, there was beauty in 

common things, even dark alleys and slag heaps, and the artist is a pioneer.55  In answer to the 

query, “Should a person compose a picture?” Park compared “realist” to “impressionist” painters 

arguing that the former “paints nature as it is”, while the latter “seizes essential characteristics of 

                                                           
52 Cummings, Journal No. 4, 3-4. 
53 Cummings, Journal No. 4, 5. 
54 Note the similarities in these comments with the highlighted comments noted in the volume in Cummings’ library, 

R.V. Cole, The Artistic Anatomy of Trees. 
55 Cummings, Journal No. 4, 7.  
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his subject – stresses them by leaving all else out. It’s what you leave out that makes the picture. 

Essentials are obscured by details.”56  

This early grounding in “Impressionism” and the works artists such as Monet, Renoir, and 

Pissarro, as well as the work of “Post-Impressionists” such as Cezanne, would continue to 

develop in Cummings’ later years and influence some of his later creations.58  

4.3.3. Music and Creativity 

During these early travels, Cummings also comments on the role of music in stimulating 

his creative imagination. This interest is suggested by the considerable collection of classical 

music records in his personal library, but it is actually demonstrated by his reactions to the 

soundscapes of particular places. Consider his comments on the prevailing sounds and music of 

Venice: 

It is noon in Venice, the rest hour. The air is filled with music – real music that drifts 

along the canals from the little restaurants where people are resting. A boy went by the 

terrace singing freely & lustily as he pushed his gondola over the blue waters. His young 

tenor voice had not yet developed but gave promise of rich soft beauty. But what was 

more he sang naturally freely and happily because he loved to sing. That is the way all 

Venice sings – as if it wants to sing. And that is the way all musicians play for the love of 

art.59 

Cummings continues with observations on the Venetian people’s response to a public concert:  

When they played the square was a sea of upturned faces that stood and silently listened 

to the end – as beautiful movement from Mozart & Litz [sic] were interpreted. The 

people & musicians all stood it seemed indifference & respect as they listened to Mozart 

& Litz [sic]. There was no restraint.60  

 

Interestingly, he goes further and associates music with beauty and sense of place in his 

comments on the “Swiss Mountain Railways” that poses the question: “Have you ever climbed 

                                                           
56 Cummings, Journal No. 4, 98. 
58 As will be argued later, Cezanne’s Card Players probably influenced one of T.C.’s most celebrated later works.        
59 Cummings, Journal No. 1, 92-93. 
60 Cummings, Journal No. 1, 94. 
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into the clouds aboard a train?” and concludes that “(If you have money)” one of the “Recipes 

for Balanced Living” is “afternoon tea with music by Brahms + Liszt + Mozart.”61 A later entry 

on his experiences in Switzerland prompts T.C. to make another connection between music and 

the quality of life of people. As he reflects on Tchaikovsky’s “Chanson Triste”, he is reminded 

that “a night wind sweeps across the waste” and made a critical connection between life-style 

and culture: “Ah Montreux – how lonely am I here. America is young and strong but full of lust 

for wealth and power. Chason [sic] Triste dear melody I hear thy sad sweet sound – harmony – 

and with it memories of Alpine ways…”62 

Then there are entries making precise connections between places, sounds, and their 

effect on the art of painting:  

In St. Ives there is beauty without the music. Here there is a beautiful blend of harmony 

in sights & sounds that makes painting easy. Every morning I go at nine to the edge of 

the lake to paint away at the castle in the hazy blue light of early day.63 

 

Referring again to his favourites, Liszt, Brahms, and Mozart, he returns to the stimulus of 

Switzerland with the question, “What is more satisfying than good music – what blends more 

perfectly with the colours of your noble mountains?”64 T.C. concludes that there is more and 

declares that “[i]n nature there are many sounds – that if subjected to some arrangements – could 

be pleasing.”65  Perhaps prompted by the recent production of Ferde Grofé’s “Grand Canyon 

Suite”, T.C. comments, “[t]ake Grand Canyon canto if all sounds of mule train recorded 

orchestra-affect terrifying. Musician left out those that could not be subjected to musical laws of 

sound – result – pleasing harmony – order out of chaos.” With this, Cummings comes to the 

                                                           
61 Cummings, Journal No. 4, 73. 
62 Cummings, Journal No. 4, 102-103. 
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conclusion that “[p]ainting [is] subjected to [the] same discipline” and compares the creative 

approach of musicians and artists: 

Before a painter sits down to work from nature he must have a background of training in 

design – colour harmony. With these tools he takes the wild confusion that is before him 

and organizes it into a (perfect) picture that is more real than reality. He does this by 

planning his effect.66 

Cummings was reacting to these early years of travel and experiences of European 

culture and places he had only previously encountered in school textbooks and his personal 

music collection. Clearly, sounds of place and their music were entering Cummings’ evolving 

artistic imagination and sensitivity. 

4.3.4. Travel, Tourism, and Tourists 

For someone whose background had hitherto been essentially limited to a few places in 

rural and small-town Ontario, Cummings’ exposure to the process of travel and the psychic 

impact of the experience provoked a reflective comment:  

To feel keenly one must travel. It stirs to the depths. Joy is unrestrained and soars to 

heights that never were experienced before. To be lonesome is to feel a deep sad feeling 

that goes down to the very depths. The dull dead level of those who stay at home is 

broken. One feels that sophistication is being broken up and that he will be able to 

experience real joy or feel real sadness again as children do. The stability is gone. A 

traveller is not a hardened individual. His thoughts grow keener-and the leagues of sea 

between an English garden grow wider- the sailors thoughts grow nearer.67 

For T.C., the essence of the experience was more than new sights, it was new contexts and new 

people:  

It is strange that a traveler, miles from home among strangers feels at home in a certain 

city. Venice makes you feel like that. You do not know anyone yet you feel you know 

everyone. Perhaps it is the smile & instant natural friendship that you feel when a 

particular individual met you. Perhaps it is general; the air about the place is one of 

freedom & ease. But the minute you step out into the little narrow streets of Venice & 
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pass the smiling people you feel that you are at home; as if you were on your own main 

street and knew the people in the corner grocery store.68 

The essential experience of travel was meeting the local people, the creators of the distinctive 

sense of place, but this was threatened by visitors who are so insensitive to the effect of their 

presence. On entering St. Mark’s Church in Venice one Sunday morning, T.C. was prompted to 

comment that,  

…[y]ou enter the building slowly with the crowd.… The movements about you are 

bewildering…The building is filled with people who are moving slowly about talking 

quietly to one another… Germans, great heavy, strong people, French, Americans and 

Italians and one can hardly suppose that they have come to worship by the way they 

discuss the mosaics on the floor directly in front of the high altar.69 

 

This leads to his question, “Where are the worshippers?”, which spurs an answer in the form of 

another question, albeit rhetorical this time: “Are they crowded away from their places of 

worship by those who have come to satisfy their curiosity?”70  

It becomes clear that from his very first years of travels to the cultural centres of 

Europe, Cummings is a critic of tourism as a challenge to the ambience of place and because of 

its underlying rationale: 

Just another attempt of money to buy culture – and a very vain attempt. What can the 

tourist who rushes from place to place and “does” Rome in two days – absorb of the 

culture. His feet are sore when he stands before the ‘Moses’ – by Michelangelo – he pulls 

out his watch and asks his guide how many more places he will do before dinner.71 

In a particularly provocative entry, entitled “Pope & Holy Door”, Cummings levelled an attack at 

the Pontiff himself, arguing that,  

[t]he Pope had an eye to business perhaps when he proclaimed that 1933 would be a holy 

year and with great pomp & ceremony opened a holy door in the Vatican. Millions of 
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pilgrims from all parts of the world faithfully and humbly accepted his invitation to come 

and pass the sacred threshold. This summer Italy is crowded with visitors.72  

The consequences were that “hotels are filled,” “trains are also loaded to capacity”, and “so it is 

that Italy is crowded with foreigners who for no other reason than religious devotion are pouring 

their riches into the lap of Italy and reviving the two great basic industries agriculture and the 

railway man.”73 But for T.C., “one is brought to wonder if the Pope may not sometime put too 

great a test upon the sincerity of the devotion of those pilgrims.”74 

From these early days as a young Canadian “traveller”, Cummings expressed his wonder 

at the diversity of people and places but his distaste of, even prejudices against, the “tourist” as a 

species and differentiates between them, perhaps often revealing an ethnic-national prejudiced 

focus. This comes through in his commentary on the various visitors to the galleries of the 

Louvre:  

The world is represented here. Three clever Chinese of the better class are gazing at a 

giant mural. A little swarthy Italian priest in wide brimmed black hat and long black coat 

buttoned to his chin and touching the floor with a swaying motion as he strides along. A 

round faced expressionless Rumanian Jew boy goes by.75  

 

These are followed by several other observations on, what must have been for Cummings, his 

first encounter with exotic national cultures and their preferences: 

A dark heavy German. A lady from Siam. Several well-dressed East Africans are 

following. An American lady dressed in white coat dress hat & gloves is delicately apart 

from the crowd, studying her guide book. Three school teachers are pretending they 

know all about everything. Each is telling the other about the pictures and neither is 

listening.”76 
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On his first visit to Paris, Cummings had expressed his national comparisons and preferences: 

“English and Continental people have a leisurely way of enjoying quietude and life. They dislike 

the folly of rushing about to see things. Cooks tourists for example – seeing so much that they 

see nothing. English people teach one to see things leisurely and to see them well.”77 But one 

national tourist-type attracts Cummings’ special attention. His stereotypical Americans are the 

target for much of T.C.’s critique as demonstrated in another entry entitled, “Ways To Tell An 

American in Paris”, that declares, “[h]e is noisy- at dinner and in hotel lobbies. He always talks 

about his country. He always is talking about the price of things. Nothing is too cheap of 

course.”78 His national sensitivity comes to the fore when he is taken for an American in 

London: 

When I asked a “Cash Chemist” for a near bank he pointed it out and added, “There is a 

tavern across from it.” He did not say – “Thirsty American”. I could read that in his face. 

“Thirsty American!” Bunk! They all take me for an American. Does Canada mean 

nothing to them?”79 

Building on this premise. T.C. offers direction in an entry in his journal entitled, “What 

Americans Could Learn From the English”,  

…because there is a real danger of Canadians becoming very like Americans [they] could 

learn a great deal about living from the English. The English on the whole know more 

about how to live. Living is not making money. Making money kills the enjoyment of 

living. If you set the people of the nation to the task of becoming the richest & most 

powerful nation you take away from the privilege of living. They become a great 

machine organized in all its parts to run smoothly with an accurate efficiency to produce 

wealth.80 

Apparently, Cummings’ early travels throughout the wider world were also provoking 

him to place this artistic excellence in a social-political and economic context. Commenting on 
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the souvenir trade in Venice, he observed that it was the only city in the world that sold good 

souvenirs that were not trinkets and that nearly everything was hand-made and artistic. The 

closing of a large glass factory and the loss of skilled workers prompted an essay on “Art-

Production” relating the contrast and incompatibility of artistic creativity and industrial 

capitalism: 

To produce a real work of art requires the infinite patience of a workman who loves his 

art. He must work slowly forgetting time and that is why there are no artists or sculptors 

in America the country of timetables schedules and charts. Art cannot be put to work on a 

timetable. A true artist is essentially a lazy person in the American sense of the word 

because he must dream. In America there are too many men working for someone else. 

There is too much money to produce artists. A true artist must be close to nature whose 

moods he interprets. A true artist must be as free as the wind.81 

In these assessments of tourism and tourists, Cummings was identifying the association of 

societies’ values and priorities with their economic systems, a critique that was to become more 

prominent in later years in his allegorical comments on modernity. And, in these first years of 

travels overseas, and the effect his exposure to different peoples and cultures was having, 

Cummings considered his own life-style and concluded that he would like to be a “lazy idler in 

beautiful places with time to think”. In such a life-style, there would be “no hurrying 

Americans”, but a “slow lazy way to enjoy things where there was no schedule.” But T.C. 

recognised that “we are parts of a great commercial machine perfectly timed and controlled by 

the operator [and] the emancipation of the individual is yet to come.”82  

Of note is that while critiquing his own and his culture’s priorities during his foreign 

travels, Cummings also often reflected on nature. “The new moon is rising through the clear sky 

before me and as I sit and watch it I feel rested and ready to continue…Now I see clearly the 
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power of beauty in nature to rest and reflect”83 As T.C. travelled in these formative years, while 

developing his skills and talents as an artist, he encountered and reacted to the new worlds 

around him, and constantly related them to his Canadian sense of place. 

4.3.5. Encountering New People and Their Cultures  

It is evident in Cummings’ journals that on his first venture beyond rural Ontario, he had 

an eye, or he was a careful observer of different people and their way of life. For a young man 

whose contacts thus far had been restricted to rural and small-town Ontario, his encounters and 

interactions with unfamiliar people and cultures contributed to his evolving artistic 

representations as well as his view of the wider world. These observations reveal his evolving 

skills and insights as an untrained, but perceptive, ethnographer. 

T.C.’s inherent cross-cultural sensitivity became evident to his cousin, Helen Acton, 

when she once asked her cousin to paint her a picture of a photograph she had taken of a boy of 

the Bhil ethnic group during her years in India.84 After various attempts, he said he could not 

paint the boy because he had never looked into his eyes and that artists tend to look into the eyes 

of people to study who they are and where they have been.85 This statement explains why 

Cummings only painted if he had a meaningful relationship with the subject. 
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But this sensitivity did not prevent Cummings using photography in his collection of 

images as material for future art-work, though he did become aware of Muslim sensitivities to 

the process. A particular learning experience occurred when he took a photograph of a snake 

charmer with a bag full of snakes, one of the snakes got excited, slithered off into a pile of 

melons, and scared the women who were seated nearby.86 Cummings noted in his journal that 

while he got a good picture, he had to leave really quickly because “Arabs” hate cameras and 

that Islam teaches that if a Muslim dies and goes to the next world and leaves an image of 

himself behind, the individual’s soul is troubled and wanders from place to place in the after-life. 

Cummings’ somewhat cynical, if practical reaction, was this: “When I was told this I thought of 

the hundreds of souls that I had disturbed with my camera and began to wonder if their spirits 

would ever cross the great waters to America.”87 
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Figure 30: Acton's photograph of a 
Bhil boy in India. 
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This encounter with a Muslim world must have been impressive for a young man whose 

experience thus far had been his own background in, and travels through, a Judeo-Christian 

world. Perhaps this is best demonstrated by Cummings’ detailed comments on the people and 

genre de vie of the “Arabs” of Morocco, and of the Riffs in particular, during his visit to Tangier 

in 1936. From Cummings’ journals, library, and works, it seems clear that he was not a 

particularly religious or politically minded individual but, obviously, he was fascinated by the 

Muslim religion and its effect on the lives of the people: 

The Koran which is their bible forbids them to drink or gamble. They go to church very 

often and one sees devote people going into their churches at all times of the day. They 

always put the shoes from off their feet when they enter the mosque and walk in in their 

bare feet. It is absolutely impossible for a visitor who is not a Mohamedan [sic] to get 

into one of their churches. It is very hard to say what they would do to him if he were 

caught.88 

After being “jostled and pushed by tall Berbers in black capes and villainous Riffs”89 he found 

himself in a narrow street looking up at the slender white tower of a mosque:  

                                                           
88 Cummings, Journal No. 3, 26. 
89 Cummings, Journal No. 4, 20. 

Figure 31: Cummings' photograph of 
an “Arabic Snake Charmer”, c. 1937. 
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…from above came the voice of the old musician calling the city to prayer. As I paused 

and listened I wondered how that city could turn from its wickedness for a moment – 

even to pray. The voice of the old man rose above the city tumultuous and soft – pleading 

– come and pray – there is no Lord but Allah.90  

In his increasingly comprehensive coverage of difference and the exotic, Cummings went 

beyond religion and provided a detailed description and analysis of the Moorish society, 

including their economy and homes, the treatment of the poor and women, and the Riff society in 

particular. T.C.’s account opens with his first visual impression:  “[a]t midnight it began – that 

endless stream of donkeys, camels, mules and horses - the Riffs are coming to town,” 

described as “black mischievous looking fellows – tough enough to keep fifty thousand 

Foreign Legionnaires very busy."91 His first encounter with the Riffs focusses on their 

external appearance and reputation: 

We studied individuals as they passed along the wide sandy beach which is their 

road to town and the highway to their market.... Their long white robes are flying 

in the dark wind that comes from the ocean. The chaps in brown capes walking 

beside the donkeys are the farmers - too old perhaps to fight. Their skins are 

every shade of brown and black. Beards are popular. Some of the blackest are 

descendants of the black slaves from the Congo. Many of their big buck Negroes 

are the largest and perhaps the strongest men on Earth but they do not enjoy a 

fight as much as the real Riff.92 

 

This is followed by further details of their image and cultural practice: 

 

The strangest thing about the Moors - or the Berbers and Arabs - and the 

hardest for Europeans to understand is why they dress themselves so heavily. 

A white man sheds most of his clothing in the heat. The Moor relies upon 

clothing for protection from the heat. That is why the women in particular wrap 

themselves in cloak after cloak until they resemble an untidy shapeless bundle 

of cloth - when the Moorish horseman goes out into the sun he puts on a long 

flowing robe over his ordinary clothes. That is what gives him a tall sweeping 

graceful appearance when he mounts his horse.93 

Cummings then describes how he followed the crowds to the market place in central 
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Tangiers and commented on the activity there. He watched the women spread out their wares of 

poultry, vegetables, fruit, and melons “on the ground in the shade of the palm trees”, 

commenting that “their eager faces were thin, brown and bloodless having seen hunger or 

perhaps starvation”, and noting “how eagerly their skinny hands clutched the small coins” as 

they “nursed their infants where and when it was possible” and he “wondered how these little 

brown-eyed strangers had a chance to live.”94 Turning his attention to “a cooler spot where the 

larger palm trees grew”, he found the men who “passed the time playing chicken and 

dominoes” and who apparently “considered it woman's lot to work”, some being “sound 

asleep."95 T.C. then described the money changers who had gathered in a corner of the 

market and, wondering how they kept track of the values of several currencies, he 

concluded that the advantage is on the side of the changer as ''the confused bewildered 

generous tourist is frightened at the stack of coins representing a dozen countries and takes 

what he is given."96  

But, more than ethnographic curiosity in the external features of an exotic and unfamiliar 

culture, the quality of life of its people aroused Cummings’ social commentary. For example, he 

noticed that the people who worked the hardest in Morocco were the water carriers, “humble 

people toiling up steep steps in the merciless sun under a cruel burden of water”, who were “treated 

very badly and ranked very low in the social scale” as “for a few pennies a day” they provided 

“water of an inferior quality unfit for drinking for laundry and other household purposes.”97 For 

Cummings, they were, 

 

…the humblest of the humble people on earth and if there is a reward for toil and suffering 

the world beyond their reward should be greatest of all. I even passed small children 

carrying heavy burdens on their heads in baskets. One little brown boy was carrying two 

pails of water. He was so small that his employer had fitted two pails into a wooden frame 

to keep them from scratching his little legs. 98 
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He concluded that, “[p]rimitive and uncivilized people have no regard for the weak. One sees this 

plainly in Morocco.”99  

As well as his social commentary, Cummings also turned his attention to the art of 

the Moors, who he considered to be “very artistic people” and was attracted mostly by their 

domestic interiors, which are “well worth copying in an American home.”100 They were 

masters of effective lighting which is accented by “snow-white ceilings and arches delicately 

carved to imitate white lace”, with lamps “swinging from the ceiling by light chains generally 

placed behind an arch to outline its beauty as one approaches from a doorway.” For Cummings, 

the total effect was that with their use of white ceilings, tiled pillars, and coloured wainscoting 

was that “the Moors seem to regard the white walls of their halls and living rooms the same as 

an artist his canvas.”101 

 In these early years of Cummings’ travels, no group receives such detailed attention as 

the “Arabs” and Riffs of Morocco. Most of his other exposures to new peoples and cultures in 

Europe, while a novelty for a young academic from Ontario, had been familiar to him through 

previous academic interests. The Riffs were his first exposure to major cultural differences and 

provocative encounters to otherwise unfamiliar cultures which contributed to his developing 

world view.  

4.3.6. A Troubled World 

Apart from commenting on his own artistic development as he immersed himself in the 

rich and exciting art world and cultures, his travels also exposed Cummings to increasingly 

threatening current events. The Treaty of Versailles in 1919 might have ended the First World 

War, but the following decades were to experience much political unrest throughout Europe. The 
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1927-41 period of Cummings’ life-path brings him in contact with two major pre-World War II 

conflicts that were to affect him deeply: the rise of Benito Mussolini and the Italian Fascist Party 

and Francisco Franco and the Spanish Civil War. T.C.’s journals are full of his observations on 

these escalating threats that would eventually materialize into World War II. Together, these 

experiences of war in Europe in the 1930s were a reinforcement of his personal memories of the 

Great War and a prelude to Cummings’ own participation in, and reaction to, World War II. 

4.3.6.a. Italy 

While his first journals refer to his encounters with the architectural wonders and heritage 

of Italy in Rome, Venice, and Naples, Cummings could not ignore the current events unfolding 

there in the 1930s. Thus, following a series of virtually unintelligible observations on the history 

of Rome and Constantinople, he interjects a series of staccato and ungrammatical comments on 

Mussolini:  

Like a bolt from the blue came Revolution and a dictator – a man who cared. A man with 

something more than mere political ambition. Mussolini always felt that he should 

awaken his country to its poverty – filth – and callousness.102 

But while the general impression in this first assessment appears to be positive, the fear of war 

disturbed him. Cummings returned to the theme of Fascist Italy in Journal No. 4 in a long essay, 

writing extensively about his experiences in Italy and titled “What do Italians think of us?”: 

The question might be put “what are the Italians made to think of us?” – for they do no 

thinking for themselves in that country. The Il Poplo de Italy [sic] - tells them what to 

think. In the sense that we use the term it is not a newspaper. It is a political pamphlet 

with one purpose only – that of publicizing its party policy [colonial expansion] and 

justifying it... Mussolini calls himself the founder of the Second Roman Empire. The 

Second mark the impudence of that term. It implies that he is their Caesar reincarnated. 

He prides himself on a personal similarity and has revived the old Roman salute and the 

Roman emblem of the axe in the faggot of wood.103  
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Cummings noted that Mussolini’s journalistic mouthpiece, Il Popolo d'Italia, bruited abroad that 

the rising politician was certainly responsible for awakening and reconstructing post-First World 

War Italy, which included the building of roads, bridges, demolition of slum areas, and other 

populist projects. He observed that the consequences of the rise of Mussolini were generally 

positive, if somewhat insightful into his own ethnic generalisation of Italian culture:   

Until the rise of the Fascist party in Italy after the war the nation was sleeping. All 

industry was moving at a slow pace – there was abject poverty in Naples Milan and 

Venice… Briefly there was work to be done but Italy was having its siesta – sleeping in 

the sun – that thousands were dying mattered not.104 

But later, Cummings commented on Mussolini’s geopolitical aspirations as he turned his 

thoughts abroad and the “policy that is being preached at present is colonial expansionism.”105  

While Il Popolo d'Italia again deceived the people into thinking that Britain and France were 

anti-Mussolini, Cummings’ ethnic-stereotyping takes over again, and he attributes the success of 

the propaganda to the assumed national character:  

The Italians must be aroused. They are a temperamental people – passionate in their zeal 

when they have been stirred to an ideal or a great challenge – but lazy – pensive and 

carefree – with an innate love for music poetry and colour. Such people need a leader.106  

 

Such were the reactions of the young traveller from Ontario to the political landscape and society 

of Italy in this time of growing tensions.  

4.3.6.b. Spain 

Cummings second exposure to European conflict, the Spanish Civil War, is first alluded 

to in Journal No. 3 while on board the S.S. Chitra leaving London for Bombay. A dramatically 

underlined entry, “Special News,” reports, “[t]he rebellion in Spain is becoming widespread and 

there has been fighting in Morocco. Rebel Spanish ships are shelling coast towns. Sounds 
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interesting. We may see something exciting.”107 On arrival at Gibraltar, this is updated with the 

news that the “revolution in Spain … is bursting into flames, everywhere,” that 200 have been 

killed and 3000 injured in Barcelona, and that Spanish Morocco and Southern Spain were in 

“rebel” hands.108 T.C. quickly realized the intensity of the revolution and provides detailed 

commentary on naval engagements off Gibraltar. Then, in an entry in Journal No. 4 entitled, 

“Morocco and the Spanish Rebellion”, Cummings comments further on the rise of Franco and on 

his journey to Spanish Morocco, observing that “Tangier where we watched the revolution is an 

excellent place to watch developments because the key to the whole situation is there.”109 

The Spanish Civil War was to play a major role in Cummings’ further development of 

his growing anti-war sentiments.110 For the most part, he was a mere passive observer of the 

conflict, and of the early years of the war. His journal for July 1936 records the growing tension: 

“…the wireless reports say that British warships are standing by to protect lives and property in 

Tangier from the rebels” and T.C. recognized the growing intensity of the revolution:   

In Madrid rebel armies bombed Gov’t buildings for 5 hours. Popular Gov’t front is 

ordering all young men under 30 to fight for Government. Refugees are fleeing into 

Gibraltar where we will be in a few hours. Starving children being fed by residents of Gib 

[sic]. Yesterday royal warship bombarded Cunta and Cadiz from the sea.111  

Ironically, further contribution to Cummings’ evolving opposition to war comes through 

in later interactions and reflections on the Spanish Civil War. One was Dr. Norman Bethune, a 

fellow Canadian, who had been active in the war and who had a profound influence on T.C. 
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According to his brother, Austen, Bethune had become ill in Spain, and Cummings accompanied 

him to New York by ship and then by train on to Montreal where he was met by Bethune’s 

family. T.C. was much impressed by his interaction with the man and his charitable work for the 

underprivileged and his socialism in general. Bethune’s career and commitment to providing 

support for those in need had a major effect on Cummings.112 Another reflective insight was also 

prompted on T.C.’s voyage home by his encounter with some “Mac-Paps” from Western 

Canada, who had served 18 months in combat as part of the International Brigade.113 As he 

records, this interaction, in order to “beguile the long hours of our Atlantic journey they told me 

their story” and “exchanged tales of cruelty – and Spain.”114 Finally, Cummings’ later memories 

of the Spanish Civil War were endorsed by the work of artist, Pablo Picasso, Guernica. One of 

the most powerful anti-war paintings in history, the painting was prompted by the Nazi bombing 

of a country village in northern Spain and its depiction of the suffering of people is a powerful 

critique of war. But, while this classic anti-war piece was created during the war and exhibited in 

Paris in 1937 during T.C.’s travels, there are no references to it in Cummings’ journals. 

However, as has been mentioned above, Cummings’ library has several books and articles on 

Picasso. It will be argued later that Picasso’s Guernica served as a stimulus for Cummings’ 

transition to an allegorical style of painting with images that represented his opposition to war 

and his general disillusionment with modernity.115  

In these ways, Cummings’ direct and indirect exposure to the verities of war in Italy and 

Spain proved influential in his later artistic and critical development. More immediately, his 
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exposure to fascism must have influenced T.C.’s decision to enlist when Canada entered World 

War II against Nazi Germany.  

4.4: Military Service in World War II: Newfoundland and Labrador, 1941-

1945 

Cummings’ personal chronology incorporates his World War II years in the first phase of 

his travels, 1933-45, marked by the entry, “Enlist in R.C.A.F.” The war years are commented on 

sparsely by “Western Air Command” (1942), an allusion to Labrador in 1943,116 and the 

provocative comment, “painting develops rapidly”, followed by “Goose Bay. Painting in 

National Gallery.” While, from Cumming’s perspective, these years fitted into his encounters 

with new places and peoples, such are the details of these years in his journals that merit 

recognition of a discrete period in his life-path.  

4.4.1. Enlistment and Postings 

Thomas Clarence Cummings resigned from teaching in North Bay in October 1941 and 

volunteered to serve in the Royal Canadian Air Force. His intention was to make use of his 

flying experience acquired at North Bay flying schools,117 but, as the 37-year-old volunteer was 

too old for combat duty, he was posted to Halifax in 1941 as a plotter in Atlantic operations.  

When asked why her cousin enlisted, Acton believed that “Tom enlisted in the War because he 

felt that it was his obligation as a Canadian and he followed in her father’s footsteps.”118 World 

War II proved to be another major influence on Cummings’ personal development, and, as an 

artist, the war offered new perspectives to his world view. While Cummings’ wartime service did 

not expose him directly to the violence and destruction of combat, it did contribute another 
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opportunity to observe the indirect impact of war on many Canadians and introduced him to 

more regions and people in Canada. Details of his enlistment, service, and discharge from the 

military are recorded in Cummings’ Military Personnel File.119 These records constitute a major 

contribution to constructing his biography from 1904-1947, and detail his profile in the 1941-47 

period.  

On 15 September 1941, in his Officers’ Application and Record Sheet for the R.C.A.F., 

the 37-year-old Cummings declared, “I have the honour to apply for an appointment to the 

Special Reserve (Non-Flying List).”120 What follows is a recapitulation and expansion of his 

personal profile: his birth (Deloraine, Manitoba, 1 December 1904); present address (85 

Copeland St., North Bay); nationality (British); race (Scottish-Irish); religion (Protestant, United 

Church)121; parents (Thomas and Lisa Cummings, Garden St., Gananoque); and next-of-kin 

(Austen Cummings, brother, engineer). His statement of qualifications provides further details on 

his interests and education (matriculation, Gananoque HS, 1918-22; North Bay Teacher Training 

School, 1923-24, First Class Teachers Certificate); employment (Public School Board, 1924-41); 

club memberships (North Bay Lions Club); technical knowledge (theory of mechanics and 

electricity); sports (skiing, rugby, sailing, baseball); and hobbies (oil painting and photography). 

While his language proficiency was declared to be English and French (“not fluent!”), he did 

declare under “Other remarks” that “Have travelled to Europe four times – visited France, Italy, 
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Spain, Morocco, England + Scotland.” The profile concluded with names of four Principals and 

Public-School Board administrators who were “able to certify from personal knowledge of the 

candidate’s suitability for commissioned rank in the Royal Canadian Air Force.” The “Certificate 

of Service” issued to Cummings (Service No.: C8533) at the end of his enlistment dated 16 

March 1945 recorded that he had served as a Commissioned Officer on the “Special Section 

Non-Flying List” in the “Flying Control Branch” from 30 October 1941 until he was “Struck off 

Strength” on 16 March 1945, “by reason of Retirement on completion of a term of voluntary 

service during an emergency and was transferred to class E. of the General Section of the 

Reserve.” 

The “Particulars of Service” in Canada were from 30 October 1941 to 16 March 1945, 

including “Temp Duty” in Labrador, Newfoundland from 14 March 1942 to 26 January 1945. 

His early service qualifications were listed as R.C.A.F. Pilot Officer with Flying Control from 30 

October 1941 to 1 October 1943 attached to the Royal Canadian Navy at St John’s, Halifax N.S, 

Victoria, B.C., Dartmouth N.S., and Goose Bay (Air-Bush Rescue). During these years of 

service, T.C. was awarded several decorations: the Canadian Volunteer Service Medal and Clasp 

(for service outside of Canada); the Atlantic Medal; and he received a citation for his role in the 

rescue of air-crew following a crash in the Labrador bush. By the end of his military service, the 

highest rank Cummings attained was Flight Lieutenant. He had acquired approximately 200 

hours flying time, and performed his other duties, including service in Jasper, Alberta as advisor 

to the R.C.A.F. winter mountain rescue group. 
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4.4.2. Goose Bay, Labrador 

An important phase in the development of Cummings’ artistic skills and personal values 

was his assignment to Goose Bay, Labrador, on 28 September 1943 as Senior Flying Control 

Officer. Because of his pre-war skiing and dog-sledding skills and wilderness experience, he was 

directed to serve in the “Air-Bush Rescue” unit. The following is an account of one rescue 

recorded by T.C.’s brother, Austen: 

The aircraft carrying ferry pilots back went down in the wilderness a considerable 

distance from the airport. A meeting of airport officials ensued, who concluded it must be 

within a range of sixty miles, although air surveys did not locate the wreckage. Tom 

objected stating that it must be beyond that limit. It was finally located about seventy 

miles away and Tom was given the job of rescue. He recruited two Inuits [sic] as guides, 

a dog team of about six Huskies and a toboggan, which was loaded with first-aid 

equipment, food and a couple of tents. Radio contact was made with the base and the 

aircraft they were seeking. Tom followed on his snowshoes. After about three days they 

reached the wrecked plane. Tom radioed the exact location and a helicopter was sent in. 

The slightly wounded and the air pilots were loaded in, including Tom, and returned to 

Base.122   

 

T.C. recorded his role in this rescue, along with the challenges pilots faced if they crashed in 

Canada's northern wilderness. Didactic as ever, he prefaced his journal entry with, “I am writing 

                                                           
122 Austen Cummings, A Retrospect by his Brother, Austen, (mss) 5-6. 

Figure 32: Cummings in uniform. 
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this to save a life — possibly yours”123 and offered a list of items pilots needed when they 

travelled over the bush in Canada’s North:  

These supplies are vital. In order of importance – matches – axe – tent – stove – sleeping 

bag – snowshoes – light rifle – ammunition – Food – oatmeal – coffee – corn syrup – 

bacon cured or salted pork – dried beans – flour – sugar – salt – pepper – heavy hunting 

knife – frying pan – tea pot – kettle – cups – plates – knife – forks – spoons – candles – 

dish cloth – first aid supplies. Too heavy – their gross weight is 40lbs – all are cheap – 

indispensable – don’t substitute any of your fancy city ideas. 124 

 

Cummings explained in further detail the significance of these items for keeping pilots alive in 

the unfortunate case they crash in the North. He pointed out that a fire is the first thing on which 

one would focus in order to stay alive. He even offered a tip on choosing firewood: “Choose a 

tree that is bone dry and start to chop...A pine stump that has plenty of resin and gum in it will 

start a grand fire...”125 In terms of cooking, T.C. stated that “simplicity is the key note.”126 He 

recommended bringing honey pails or empty jam tins and storing food items in lightweight tins 

instead of glassware, which can break easily. He emphasized the importance for pilots to bring a 

stove when they travel through the North, nothing fancy, just a small tiny tin one, which he 

considered “vital equipment.”127 Referring to sleeping arrangements, T.C. felt that pilots should 

also bring sleeping bags. “They provide a comfortable seat, and if opened an hour or so before 

bedtime, will absorb some of the warmth of the tent.”128 He also warned pilots not to leave their 

snowshoes outside the tent, especially if the pilots have huskies with them. “They will eat the 

deerskin thongs with relish.”129 When it comes to firearms, he recommended a 22-calibre rifle, 

which could carry more rounds of ammunition per pound of weight and “it will be handy in 

                                                           
123 Cummings, “North Bush Pilot Rescue,” Journal No. 4, 147. 
124 Cummings, Journal No. 4, 147-148. 
125 Cummings, Journal No. 4, 148. 
126 Cummings, Journal No. 4, 154. 
127 Cummings, Journal No. 4, 151. 
128 Cummings, Journal No. 4, 152. 
129 Cummings, Journal No. 4, 152. 
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getting Ptarmigan or rabbits for a delicious stew.”130 On the topic of candles, T.C. explained that 

while they might not seem vital for survival, they are absolutely necessary if the pilot wants to 

remain optimistic through his ordeal: “Candles seem most unnecessary, but you will be living 

indoors and the north nights are long. They are great morale builders.”131  

Cummings’ prowess as a teacher shines through these notes which express his intimate 

knowledge of life in Canada’s North. But, however isolated Labrador is, Cummings was aware 

he could not escape the realities of war. This is underscored by his commentary on the flights 

leaving Labrador, “eastward across the North Atlantic to England and on to the bloody sands of 

Africa”, and the tragic crash of one. His growing anti-war views are expressed in his reaction: 

“Thus was written the terrible story and the end of three brave young men. An American an 

Australian and a Canadian.” 132  

4.4.3. Artistic Exposure in the North: Photography and Art 

Cummings was posted to Goose Bay on 28 September 1943 and was granted permission 

to be “in possession of a camera subject to the regulations governing photography”133, and many 

photographs document his service activities there. These photographs also served as studies for 

his artistic representations of the people and their lives in the North, which Cummings illustrated 

with his brush and easel during his off-duty hours at the Goose Bay post. The people of Labrador 

and their huskies become a subject for a series of several excellent paintings.  

 

 

                                                           
130 Cummings, Journal No. 4, 155. 
131 Cummings, Journal No. 4, 155. 
132 Cummings, Journal No 4, 159-160. 
133 C.8533 F/O Cummings T.C., (R.C.A.F Station, Labrador: Helen Acton's Archives), September 28, 1943. 
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Figure 33: From Acton’s collection. 

Figure 34: Cummings’ photograph with his Naskapi guide. 

Figure 35: Cumming’ photographs of Labrador’s people and huskies. 



 

114 
 

A noteworthy example of this process is the Greenland Flight, which he painted in 1944 

and which demonstrates his evolving style and use of photography in his creative process. The 

final product was an oil-on-canvas painting, which was derived from a painted study based on a 

photograph of Pete, one of T.C.’s Naskapi wilderness guides. When Cummings was invited to 

enter a piece of his work in a competition for an exhibition on war-art by R.C.A.F. artists at the 

National Gallery of Canada, he changed his original painting by adding an airplane in the sky 

 

 

 

 

 

It was for the first exhibition of war paintings and drawings consisting of 127 works selected 

from more than 700 entries from all ranks. The primary purpose was “to show the results of 

constructive recreational activities of over 450 professional and amateur artists in the R.C.A.F. 

stations in Canada and Overseas.”134 The submissions were said to be “Short Stories” that were 

“based on life on and off the station. There is a refreshing directness, vigour, spontaneity, 

imagination and technical competence in many of the works. It is hoped that the exhibition will 

stimulate others to become interested in this fascinating creative activity.”135 Entry No. 23, The 

Greenland Flight (oil), was attributed to Flight Lieutenant T. Cummings, of Goose Bay, 

                                                           
134 N.L.A.C., RG 24, Vol. 17,676, 047-5: R.C.A.F., Air Historian, (R.C.A.F.: R.C.A.F. Exhibition of Paintings and 

Drawings). 
135 N.L.A.C., RG 24. 

Figure 36: Photograph, sketch and finished work of Naskapi guide, Pete, The Greenland Flight currently in 
Acton’s collection. 
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Labrador, and while it was not selected for a travelling show, it was included in the exhibition’s 

Official opening on 28 April 1944. Ironically, given T.C.’s later anti-war stances, the objectives 

of this programme were declared to be “favourable publicity” and “a resultant increase in 

recruiting interest” for the R.C.A.F.136 However, apart from the honour of being displayed in the 

National Gallery in Ottawa and the recognition of the prize, another major contribution to T.C.’s 

career was his interaction with one of the judges, A.Y. Jackson, a contact that was to prove 

significant for his future career.   

4.4.4. Indigenous People of Labrador 

The representation of Indigenous people in Cummings’ artwork, photographs, and journal 

comments reflected his close association with their communities, and his respect for their local 

knowledge, skills, religious beliefs, integrity, and honesty. Cummings’ amateur ethnographic 

insights come through in an entry, “Difference in Temperament of Eskimos and Indians”: 

The Nascopie [sic] Indian is very sensitive and has practically no sense of humour. One 

must be very careful that their quiet personal pride is not hurt. They are quick to feel that 

they are being laughed at. Ridicule is strong punishment. The eskimo is exactly the 

opposite. They are always poking fun at each other and their sense of humour bridges 

many tragic experiences.137 

 

Perhaps his pride in his artistic talents is to the fore in his account of how he interacted with the 

native peoples:  

I had been living close to a tribe of Nascopie Indians for the better part of the winter and 

being extremely anxious to learn something of their native tongue made friends with the 

children of the tribe. The elders were most reticent about speaking even the smallest word 

in English but the children on the other hand delighted in the pictures I drew in the wet 

sand and gave me the word in Indian immediately. In this way I picked up a simple but 

fine working vocabulary.138 

                                                           
136 N.L.A.C., RG 24. 
137  Cummings, Journal No. 4, 131. 
138 Cummings, Journal No. 4, 132. 



 

116 
 

 

Other observations follow, including an account of “Eskimo Mechanics”:  

An amazing thing about the Eskimo is his ability as a mechanic. This poor fellow who 

lives on the dark cold rim of civilization and has only the crudest native knives – spears – 

with which to earn his daily bread is a skilled chap when given half a chance to handle 

machinery. These fellows who live far from the centres where cars aeroplanes and other 

intricate machines are in daily use finds a keen delight in anything that is mechanical and 

will show the utmost ingenuity in repairing a motor.139  

Another quality that intrigued Cummings is why “Eskimos will not lie or steal – they would die 

rather than tell an untruth.” Exploring “the reason for the good morals of the eskimos” further, he 

comes up with moral and ideological answers: 

The Mountie said that first they had not come in contact with the whites and secondly 

their social customs were partly religious. In their severe struggle for life it was all for 

one and one for all. The pure communism really is necessary… All members share 

according to their strengths and appetites. The eskimo has absolutely no desire for 

possessions beyond his immediate needs. He is the antithesis of the capitalist 

individualist.140 

Essentially, Cummings concludes that the “way of living is innocent truthful – honest and 

kindly” and that if religion, if needed at all, might be good for these people “if it were presented 

more simply and clearly with less mysticism”:  

An eskimo when he has learned to read at a mission school often goes back to his lonely 

shelter and during the long long twilight hours of dead winter reads and reads in his 

lonely igloo by the light of a seal lamp from the Bible only. He may from sheer loneliness 

begin to dream that he is the Christ himself and do some harm if he cannot force his 

people to follow him.141 

These remarks suggest that, despite his own Christian upbringing and religious training, 

Cummings questioned the relevance of, and affect on, missionary teachings on Indigenous 

peoples.142  

                                                           
139 Cummings, Journal No. 4, 134-135. 
140 Cummings, Journal No 4, 136-137. 
141 Cummings, Journal No. 4, 138 & 163. 
142 Among Cummings’ certificates were two receipts from the Religious Education Council of Canada dated 1924, 

certifying that he had passed the required examination on “The Old Testament” and the “Life of Christ.” See 

Appendix G. 
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Another insightful account of life in the North is revealed in the text of an expansive 

letter that opens, “Dear Steve: I will recount quickly the strange events of the past twelve hours 

before the impressions they have made on my mind fade.”143 What follows is a detailed account 

of how the “Rev. Father Gervais” comes across the coffins of two young Naskapi children who 

had died from the suffering that followed the failure of the caribou hunt, and the journey to take 

the bodies for burial at a Catholic mission chapel. The journal entry records Cummings and the 

Father entering one of the tents where a young mother was sitting on the floor laid deep with 

fragrant cedar spruce bows, rocking a tiny infant. Father Gervais informed the mother in a soft 

authoritative voice that her little ones would be buried, and Cummings photographed the Naskapi 

men carrying the coffins on their shoulders along a path bordered by snow laden spruce trees. 

Eventually, Father Gervais parted from the families and proceeded on to a Catholic mission 

chapel about 40 miles away where the two young ones were to be buried. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
143 Cummings, Journal No. 4, 139. 

Figure 37: Photographs from the funeral of the Naskapi children. 
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Cummings recorded Father Gervais’ simple but sincere service reading the scriptures in his soft 

voice in the feeble candlelight as the two deceased children lay at the foot of the altar awaiting 

burial.  As the group left the Naskapi Indian encampment they knelt in the snow and received the 

Father’s blessing:  

For a while we stood before the altar with our caps off but the cold was too intense and 

we were forced to replace them. What a fine picture father Gervais made before this 

simple little altar. I can still see him reading the service in the feeble light of the two bits 

of altar candles his big fur cap – his soft voice – the breath from his lips making white 

vapour in the frosty air. Beside the two little boxes The Indian and Ray and I knelt 

respectfully. We found the drifted snow had packed too hard to find a vacant space and 

the ground frozen too hard to break so when the service was done we left them there and 

closed the door with the bit of wire softly as we went away into the night. Of course our 

work was not done. Another tribe of Naskapi lived beyond the point. They would 

complete the task when a warmer day came.144 

 

But T.C. was content at the outcome: “Tomorrow the little ones shall have food. Tonight the sick 

ones shall be in the hospital.”145 

Why did Cummings feel it necessary to communicate this sad story with his words and 

photographs? He gave meaning to the story because he was a part of it. He smelled the scents, he 

felt the pain, and he empathized with the challenges experienced by the Naskapi people in 

Labrador. In doing so, these experiences contributed to T.C.’s evolving sensitivity to other 

cultures. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
144 Cummings, Journal No. 4, 144-145. 
145 Cummings, Journal No. 4, 147. 
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4.4.5. Reflections on War 

During these years of military service, Cummings contracted a respiratory ailment that, 

ironically, was to prove to have positive repercussions on his development as an artist. First, in 

1945, he was sent west to Jasper, Alberta, to recuperate from his illness and also to serve as 

advisor to the R.C.A.F. mountain rescue group there. This first introduction to the dramatic 

scenery of the Rocky Mountains impressed him, and he devoted much time to capturing the 

landscapes there on canvas. The second influence was that a recurrence of his illness resulted in 

his admission to Sunnybrook Hospital in Toronto where he recuperated in the veterans’ ward. 

His exposure to the injuries and suffering of the hospitalised veterans reinforced Cummings’ 

abhorrence of war. It later resulted in his production of a study, Military Hospital, which now 

hangs in the hall of Sunnybrook Hospital in Toronto.146  

 

                                                           
146 Sally Fur, “Sunnybrook Veterans Centre At Home,” Giving Back to Sunnybrook (August 2010), 7. 

Figure 39: Naskapi mother and children. Figure 38: Naskapi mother whose 
children’s funeral Cummings recorded. 
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As the painting evolved, the man on the left in the study was replaced in the final work by a set 

of military ribbons suggesting the man had passed away, but that his military record was 

remembered. These were Cummings’ first two allegorical works, which signalled his later 

development of this style and mission. The Military Hospital eventually became a finished 

painting, Milk, Medals and Memories, which is currently displayed in the Ontario Legislative 

Building in Toronto.147 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
147 The work is currently on display in the public area on the 2nd floor of the East Wing along with a grouping of 

Canadian Artworks. See Appendix N. 

Figure 41: Finished Work – Milk, Medals and 
Memories. 

Figure 40: Study - Military Hospital. 
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Cummings’ work, 'Milk, 
Medals and Memories' 

 

 

 

 

 

It is interesting to compare Cummings’ depiction with the anti-war art of Otto Dix and 

Fernand Leger both of whom are noted for their explicit depictions of survivors of World War I. 

These artists communicated their disdain for war through their depiction of the realities and 

human consequences of conflict. Although Cummings had not fought in their war, the Great 

War, he shared their perspectives, and how these experiences affected their view of humankind 

and their nations.  While they were worlds apart, there is proof that Cummings was influenced by 

these artists.148 Cummings, like Otto Dix and Fernand Leger, represented the image of card-

playing veterans as allegorical symbols of wartime and post-war suffering, the boredom of war, 

and suggested that war, like cards, is a game of chance. 

 Certainly, Dix’s Skat Players (1920) is a more graphic and grotesque approach than 

Cummings’ in its depiction of war veterans with their wounds and mutilations amongst the war 

cripples: a loss of limbs, leg and arm prostheses, head injuries, and loss of hearing and sight. And 

Leger’s Cubist image is even more symbolic in its depiction of a mass of robotic figures and 

                                                           
148 Cummings’ personal library contains a marked and annotated volume referring to these artists: Bernard S. Myers 

The German Expressionists: A Generation in Revolt (Frederick A. Praeger: New York. 1956). 

Figure 42: Cummings’ painting on the wall at the Ontario Legislative Building in Toronto. 
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tubular and cylindrical machine-like forms representing the mechanical nature of war. The card 

players’ bodies are created from elements of the industrial landscape, including smokestack arms 

and grillwork hands, providing commentary on the industrial factories, which were vital to 

wartime ammunition production. Cummings, like Leger, explores the potential for humanity to 

use technology to be destructive or productive.   

 

 

 

 

 

       

       

      

  

 

  

These profound critiques of war were also rendered in T.C.’s “painting with words” 

which reinforced his artistic images with his reflections in verse on his war years. Consider his 

poem Military Hospital in which Cummings further documents his reaction to the brutality of 

war:  

Is there any glory here? 

All I see is death and fear. 

Medals, crosses, strangely mixed; 

Pale boy leaning on his sticks. 

 

Sterile couches, gleaming white; 

Tortured bodies toss at night; 

Youth now stripped of love and life 

Pressed into a greedy strife. 

Figure 44: Otto Dix, Skat Players (1920). Gallerie der Stadt, Stuttgart, Germany. Figure 43: Fernand Leger, Card players (1917). 
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Love sits silent by a cot, 

Cools a fever, raging hot. 

Pale death draw a sheet for me 

Quench the flame and set me free.149 

Understandably, there is a more positive tone in his poem Armistice 1945 which comments on 

the end of hostilities and Cummings’ expression of hope for the future: 

Barbed wire, all neatly coiled; 

Fevered dreams of conquest foiled; 

Gone the sentry from the gate. 

Flames of war abate, abate.  

Battle weary, bruised me 

Homeward turn to love again.  

Bars broke, pity spoken; 

God be willing no more killing.  
 

Salt tears, pallid cheek; 

Enter gently. Lift the weak.  

Now our cruel task is done,  

Youth rebuild the world we won.150 

 

These poetic reflections were produced in the years soon after World War II, but were 

to influence Cummings in future decades as his critique of the modern world continued to 

evolve. Apart from art and verse, T.C.’s service on the Atlantic during war-time was later to 

prompt a potential novel, Fire on the Sea, a dramatization of his own experiences. Like many 

Canadians, Cummings’ World War II years were to be with him for the rest of his life and are 

reflected in much of his work. 

                                                           
149 Acton, Poems by Thomas Clarence Cummings (mss). 
150 Acton, Poems by Thomas Clarence Cummings (mss). 
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4.5: A Continued Search for Inspiration: North Bay, Banff, the World, 1946-

1964 

After his discharge from the R.C.A.F. and his time out West, Cummings returned to 

North Bay in 1947, and continued his teaching career as Principal of Dr. Carruthers’ Public 

School on MacPhail Street, a position he would retain until his retirement in 1964. Later on in 

his career, he reflected on the transition and his return to his profession, teaching, and the 

opportunities it allowed him to pursue his art and his preferred lifestyle: “I was a weekend 

painter but after the war (1939-45) I came back from overseas [and] made the plunge (into full-

time painting). I obtained a diploma from the Banff School of Fine Arts ... and have managed to 

keep the wolf from the door.”151 T.C.’s postwar new initiatives and focus were expanded upon 

by his brother Austen’s assessment of his career and influences: 

Tom’s professional painting career started subsequent to the “Group of Seven” but his 

landscape style was similar and influenced by theirs. He started in the woods around his 

home in North Bay with the brilliant colours of Autumn. He bought a small car and 

started travelling, sometimes in Summer all the way to Banff, where he attended the 

Banff School of Fine Arts, first as a student and subsequently as a teacher. He studied 

with and taught with some of Canada’s finest artists, such as Jack Taylor, Anne Savage, 

W.J. Phillips, A.Y. Jackson, A. Casson and Dr. Pepper. He met and became friends with 

Emily Carr, a painter and specialist of Totem Poles.152 

 

This summary by Austen encapsulates the places and people that were to have a major influence 

on T.C. over the next two decades of his life-path.  

4.5.1. The Banff Experience 

Of particular influence on T.C.’s artistic development were his summers studying at the 

Banff School of Fine Arts.153 Cummings was enrolled in the art programmes at Banff from 1949 

                                                           
151 Brian S. Osborne and Douglas Petty. “Thomas Clarence Cummings, 1904-1996: The Pittsburgh-Gananoque 

Connection.” Pittsburgh Township Historical Society: A Collection of Talks of Historical Interest. 2005, 65. 
152 Austen Cummings, A Retrospect by his Brother, Austen, (mss) 5. 
153 The Banff Centre for Continuing Education located in Banff, Alberta was established in 1933 as the Banff School 

of Drama. On June 23, 2016, it was given a new brand identity called Banff Centre for Arts and Creativity, and its 

new mission is to inspire artists and leaders to make their unique contributions to society. 
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to 1954, graduated in 1955, returned in 1958 and 1965, and, throughout these years, he benefitted 

from the acquisition of new skills, perceptions, and contacts. The following table demonstrates 

the courses he completed in further developing his artistic talents. 

Year Course Name Grade Instructor 

1949 Art General 80 H.G. Glyde, M.W. 

MacDonald, A.Y. 

Jackson 

1949 Faculty of Education & Arts & 

Science 

94  

1950 Art II, Design and Pictorial 94  

1951 Art II 75 J.W.G. MacDonald, 

H.G. Glyde, M.W. 

MacDonald 

1954 Art 78, Advance Landscape 

Painting in Watercolours and Oil 

 W.S. Phillips 

1955 Art 40, Elementary Principles of 

Drawing 

80 H.G. Glyde 

1956 Art 63, Painting Technique: The 

Theory of Painting and Historical 

Evaluation, Materials of the 

Painter’s Craft, Methods of 

Underpainting and Glazing, 

Textures and Paint Configuration, 

Practice of Life Drawing, Partial 

Painting, Landscape and Still life 

70 Charles Slegeman 

1958 Art 68, Advanced Landscape 82 George Pepper (The 

Canadian Group of 

Painters and official 

Canadian World War II 

Artist) 

1965 Fundamentals of Pottery  Charles R. Seyfort 

 

There, he also met and was influenced by authorities on or by several of the established 

Canadian artistic ‘greats’ of the Group of Seven, the Canadian Group of Painters, and the Beaver 

Hall artists.154  At this time, he moved closer to the core of the contemporary Canadian artists 

                                                           
154 Walford Reeves, “North Bay Teacher is Prominent Artist” North Bay Daily Nugget, 26 Feb. 1959. 

Table 4: Banff Education 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Canadian_Group_of_Painters
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who influenced him, first as a student, and later as a colleague. Such was his development and 

expertise that, on one occasion, T.C. was invited to replace A.Y. Jackson as instructor in one of 

the centre’s courses. Further recognition came in September 1955 with a $25 cheque from the 

School of Fine Arts for his painting, Western Town, which was purchased for the school’s 

”Permanent Collection” and nominated by the jury to go on tour for one year as part of the 

“Banff School of Fine Art Travelling Exhibition”.155 In August 1958, another of T.C.’s paintings, 

Opera House, Canmore, was also purchased for the Centre’s “Permanent Collection”, again for 

$25.156 These modest sums were less important to Cummings than the recognition of his talent 

by the Banff School.   

Interestingly, there are only two entries on Banff and Canmore in his journals: Canmore 

Through a Beer Glass157 and The Story of the Canmore Opera House.158 They focused on his 

perception of the West and the character and human dimension of these places and were 

prompted by the visit to Canmore by Princess Elizabeth on her tour of Canada in 1951. At that 

time, Cummings was engaged in painting a scene of the early West on the lawn of the “Banff 

Centre” when one of the Banff School instructors invited him to continue the act of painting 

there to impress the Princess when she visited this “palace of fine arts and refinement.”159  T.C. 

considered the suggestion and chose instead to go to the saloon where he made a toast to its 

“vulgar refinement and all the tramps and low brows in the world.”160 In this journal, he expands 

on his reactions and provides his insights into this western community he captures in his story, 

                                                           
155 University Cheque No. 10665. These paintings went on a tour of the Western Canada Art Circuit as well as a 

number of other undesignated points that was completed in the spring of 1957. See Appendix I. 
156 $25 was the fee agreed upon by the art staff as the price to be paid for students’ paintings. When I visited the 

Centre, the former painting could not be found initially, but we discovered it later piled among other paintings 

behind a door! It now hangs in Walter Phillips Gallery, Banff. See Appendix J  
157 Cummings, Journal No. 5, 30-34. 
158 Cummings, Journal No. 5, 36-41. 
159 Cummings, Journal No. 5, 31. 
160 Cummings, Journal No. 5, 34. 
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Canmore Through a Beer Glass. First, he comments on the particular distinction of the place 

with its beer tables and the men in sun-faded western Albertan Stetsons as “[r]efinement dragged 

from its pedestal. Art swirled with the dust of the main street.”161  

 

 

 

 

 

 

But T.C.’s ethnographic commentary on Canmore was much more positive in his essay, 

The Story of the Canmore Opera House. It toasted the construction and early history of 

Canmore’s “Log Opera House” and praised Mr. Ramsey, the owner for the past three decades, 

whose affection for “the old lady runs as deep as if she were the Vic of London.”162 As he 

painted The Opera House, Canmore, “bright-eyed boys and girls” and “quiet miners who chatted 

briefly on your tired way to supper” gathered around T.C.’s easel,  and he expressed his intention 

that “I have tried to save a little of your past and what a pleasure it has been.”163 In his own way, 

Cummings ensured that these emotional remembrances became part of Canmore’s cultural 

history and Journal No. 6 consists mainly of working sketches of such prominent features as 

                                                           
161 Cummings, Journal No. 5, 30. 
162 The Opera House in Canmore, built in 1898, was the only log opera house in the world. Canmore was once a 

coal-mining community of 2,000 predominantly English and Welsh miners. Lovers of music, they contributed the 

labour and material to build the Opera House. Cummings, Journal No. 5, 40.   
163 Cummings, Journal No. 5, 41. 

Figure 45: Canmore Log Opera House. Figure 46: The Night Visitor, Canmore. 
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“Jack Leong’s Café”, the “Canmore Church of Sacred Heart”, and the dominant local mountain 

system, the “Three Sisters.” 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

4.5.2. North Bay 

Reunited with his beloved North, Cummings’ first engagement was with the distinctive 

landscape of rivers, lakes, and forests of northern Ontario, a life he reflected on in his poem, 

Homage to An Old Painter.164 First, the poem establishes his own image and perspective of the 

artist whose personal presence reflected the combination of his life-style and the environment. 

He “Smelled as any painter should”  as “Concealed beneath a cedar tree” and “settled down 

among the rocks” he drew “from an old-time painter’s box” a “gentle range of colour” of 

“Vermillion, Ochre, Cobalt Blue.” After “the noisy interlude” from the crow “in watchful 

mood”, the “painter worked in solitude” and focussed attention on the wild duck, the loon and 

his mate, and a beaver, until a bumble bee interrupted his reverie by splashing into the painter’s 

                                                           
164 Acton, Poems By Thomas Clarence Cummings (mss). In an interview, Robert Little remembers spending many 

hours as a boy watching T.C. painting in his cottage on Lake Nipissing with classical music playing in the 

background. Little kept in touch over the years and he and his family cherish T.C.’s art in their possession.See Table 

3, p. 65. 

Figure 48: Cummings’ Three Sisters Mountains. 

 

Figure 47: Three Sisters Canmore sketch. 
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colours and “stunned, he could not fly…climbed straight up the Colbalt sky” of the painting. 

Amused, the old man “caught the bee”, “set it free”, and then set about “picking bee tracks from 

the sky” of his piece of creation. The ecological concept is as simple as the poetic style, but the 

piece captures the focus of Cummings’ art at this time, as well as alluding to what he had learned 

about colour and applying it in his work.  

Homage to An Old Painter   

 

His jacket warm, a little wet,  

Stung by leafy mould and sweat, 

Particles of gummy pine, 

Linseed oil and turpentine, 

Bacon fat and cedar wood, 

 Smelled as any painter should. 

Concealed beneath a cedar tree, 

Canoe as travel worn as he; 

Five old ribs all badly cracked,  

Bulging where his gear was stacked; 

Seven more all slightly loose, 

Lashed by fibre from the spruce. 

 

He settled down among the rocks 

And from an old time painter’s box 

A gentle range of colour drew; 

Vermillion, Ochre, Cobalt Blue. 

 

The Crow in watchful angry mood,  

Shouted insults; raucous, rude. 

An Otter heard the forest lout 

And shyly poked his black nose out.            

 

After the noisy interlude,  

The painter worked in solitude. 

The wild duck gathered her little fleet,  

Sailed to the wild rice near his feet.  

The Loon and his mate forgot their fear,  

Resumed their fishing, ventured near.  

A Beaver drifted a sweet green log 

Along his channel and down the bog. 

 

A Bumble bee who ventured near 

Sighted the colours, bold and clear.  

Figure 49: Cummings painting Rapids and 
Autumn Leaves, above Duchesnay Falls (1970). 
Photo by R. Harris. 
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He wandered in and with a crash 

Within the painting made a splash. 

A little stunned, he could not fly 

But climbed straight up the Colbalt sky. 

 

The old man laughed and caught the bee,  

Lifted it gently, set it free, 

Returned to his painting with a sigh, 

Sat picking bee tracks from the sky.165 

 

But Cummings’ artistic representation of natural landscapes was moving beyond these 

simple allusions and evolving increasingly into a deeper philosophy of the role of nature in 

society and the lessons to be learned from it as he expressed as early as 1946 in his article in the 

journal, The School: 

The study of all pictures, whether classic or modern, is but a means to an end. The end is 

the out-of-doors. There one meets the living art that finds such quick response in young 

hearts: real trees, real birds, cedar smoke, a campfire, a ski slope, a windy lake. Pictures 

are dead things compared with these... The end I repeat is to get your girl or boy to go out 

and build a campfire, smell the smoke and listen to the autumn wind growling across a 

stormy lake.166  

 

Secondly, like many others of his generation, T.C. turned to “nature” for spiritual renewal and as 

an antidote for modern ills:  

In other words the study of art should lead everyone toward that simpler, more wholesome 

life that is away from the cities and closer to nature. Artists, if fed enough, are supremely 

happy creatures. They live what they paint and they live to paint. Sometimes they are mad 

improvident folk but they have nearly all found the great secret that nature hides from the 

material minded crowds.167 

 

This was an early expression of Cummings’ concern with modernity’s "material minded crowds" 

that was to develop into a major theme of his art and poetry in future years.  

                                                           
165 Acton, Poems by Thomas Clarence Cummings (mss). 
166 Cummings, “Modern Art”, 617-18. 
167 Cummings, “Modern Art”, 618. 
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Apart from renewing his contact with Northern Ontario, Cummings’ return to teaching 

allowed him the opportunity to resume travel during his summer vacations and pursue his artistic 

training and encounter new artistic subjects. As his brother Austen commented in his tribute to 

T.C., he was a 

… self-professed ‘restless tramp’ the obsessive traveller and acute observer [who] 

explored the world for 50 years, searching for inspiration in the places and the faces he 

encountered along the way. Throughout this prolific career, he continued his dedicated 

work as a teacher, principal, coach and instructor in academics, athletics and art, touching 

and shaping the lives of generations of students and admirers in and around his North Bay 

home.168 

 

Later, the summer of 1961 saw Cummings on the British Columbia coast painting at Prince 

Rupert, Kispiox, Hazelton, Victoria, and Vancouver with several canvases of the dramatic 

totemic symbols. This interest would be furthered by his later travels to Norway and the dramatic 

totem-like structure of Gustave Vigeland’s Monolith and is evidenced by his substantial 

collection of Canadian totem poles.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
168 Austen Cummings, A Retrospect by his Brother, Austen, (mss) 16. 

 

 

Figure 50: Cummings’ photographs of B.C. Totem Poles. 
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4.5.3. More Global Observations 

While his western Canadian experience contributed to his professional development and 

artistic imagination, over the next decades, Cummings’ travels to Mexico, Jamaica, and Trinidad 

and Tobago contributed exotic and multicultural realities that had a major impact on him, 

injected new life into his work, and contributed to a new style that contrasted markedly with his 

Northern Ontario impressionistic landscapes. They affected Cummings’ imagination and what he 

thought to be the role of art in society.  

Particular stimulation came from his trips to the Caribbean where, as his brother explains, 

“the Afro-American faces with their dark skin, strong features and tightly curled black hair 

intrigued him.”169 Throughout his world travels, he photographed and painted scenes of local 

people, community activities, and everyday life. Also, because mingling with the locals was his 

normal practice and pursuit, T.C.’s journals are as rich in textual ethnographic details as his 

images. Apart from his brilliant use of colour, his focus on people and their ways produced work 

marked by an “an honest simplicity” and as one critic observed, “it is obvious that the natural 

simplicity of these people appeals to Mr. Cummings and the result on canvas is a direct and 

honest one.”170 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
169 Austen Cummings, A Retrospect by his Brother, Austen, (mss) 7. 
170 Bobbi Eberle, “Display of northern paintings, pottery at the North Bay library,” North Bay Nugget (1990), 

December 1. Austen Cummings, A Retrospect by his Brother, Austen, (mss) 7. 



 

133 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Increasingly, ethnographic details and cultural practices became frequent presences in 

Cummings’ art, as he focussed on street life, cooking, markets, and people in the places he 

visited. For Cummings, the people of Mexico and the Caribbean were “sophisticated 

primitives,”171 subjects who inspired his photography and art for years.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
171 Comments such as these were meant by Cummings to be complimentary; however, in the 21st century they could 

be construed as derogatory.  

Figure 51: Tobagan woman. Figure 52: Caribbean Study. 

Figure 53: Photographs of the life on the streets of the Mexican people. 
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In Mexico, his journals and camera recorded the spectacle and drama of the bullfight. He 

was even escorted out of the arena by two young men in uniforms because he was cheering for 

the bull!172 In a finished work in that group, the matador is given a look of pride, and Cummings, 

the educator, artist, poet, and social commentator, was pleased with his image because it 

captured the matador’s spirit, character and, although he would not say it, talent. Moreover, by 

placing him in the foreground, T.C. does not seem to be critical of the matador as he came to 

understand his commitment, and also what bullfights meant to the culture of Mexico, especially 

when he found out that the slaughtered bulls were given to charities to feed the poor. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
172 Arnie Hakala, “Cummings doesn’t dance the slow ones,” The North Bay Nugget, February 26, 1994. B-1. 

Figure 54: More of life in Mexico as photographed by Cummings. 

 

Figure : Mexican Bullfights.Figure : Life in Mexico as photographed by T.C. 

 

Figure : Mexican Bullfights.Figure : Life in Mexico as photographed by T.C. 

 

Figure : Mexican Bullfights.Figure : Life in Mexico as photographed by T.C. 

Figure 55: Cummings’ photographs of Mexican bullfights. 
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4.5.4. New Artistic Directions 

Because of his exposure to new artistic perspectives at Banff, and probably stimulated by 

the new subjects he encountered in his travels, Cummings was also experimenting with new 

styles of artistic representation. As one critic commented on one of T.C.’s exhibitions:  

The viewer is escorted around the canvass usually with pathways of warm and cool 

colours. As well, the line, value, and form create a rhythmical movement, emphasizing 

the primary and secondary shapes throughout the painting. His forms become two-

dimensional shapes, varying in size, providing variety and harmony throughout the 

balanced composition. His palette took on the bold colours of the early Fauves; painters 

like Henri Matisse, Paul Gaugin, Paul Cezanne, George Rouault, and Emile Nolde.173 

 

As much as he was excited by his experimentation in colour and new visual symbology, 

Cummings recognised that his shift from Canadian nativist landscapes into more abstract themes 

was not well received by the public. This bothered him, as he put it: “I go back to the academic 

painting (the landscapes). People like it and they buy it. I shouldn’t. I paint to please myself more 

                                                           
173 Quoted in Osborne and Petty. “Thomas Clarence Cummings, 1904-1996”, 64. 

Figure 56: Mexican Matador 
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than for other people.”174 This personal assessment was to come to the fore increasingly in the 

next stage of Cummings’ life-path. 

4.6: An Accomplished Artist and Social Commentator: Final Travels and 

North Bay, 1964-1989 

Cummings’ early retirement from teaching in 1964 at the age of 60 marked a major life-

style change and he entered the most productive and innovative period in his life-path. While his 

professional life as an educator had come to an end, it allowed him more time for further travels. 

For several winters, he lived at sea as a passenger on cargo ships that plied between Halifax, 

Central America, and the Caribbean, and his new routine allowed him to devote his time back at 

his home in North Bay to sculpture, painting, and writing.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
174 “Colourful life for Tom Cummings,” The Near North Star (29 July 1988), 12-13, 109. 

Figure 57: Cummings in his North Bay studio, overlooking 
Lake Nipissing. 
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4.6.1. World Traveler 

Apart from merely listing places on his itinerary, Cummings’ personal account of his 

travels in his summary prepared for Garnet Hewitt added comments, such as “Serious painting. 

Portraits,” which is repeated in 1965 as a “Good painting year.”175 While the Caribbean and 

South America focus of his travels and art continued in these years, the entry in 1967 referred to 

a new project to, “Paint or construct ceramic mural for Dept. of Transport and North Bay 

Airport.” This must have kept Cummings busy as there are no travels reported until 1970, when a 

reference to the “Pacific West Coast of Canada. Prince George, Hazleton, Kispiox” is associated 

with “Back to Totem poles. Paintings stronger.” Interestingly, reference is made to a new artistic 

focus, “Begin a series against violence, atomic power. Allegories are accepted. Best in Nipissing 

University College.” Also, as well as this major shift in Cummings’ artistic creations and 

messages, this period also refers to new horizons beyond Europe, Latin America, and the 

Caribbean. In 1971, Austen Cummings was honored by the Indian Government for his role in the 

establishment of a penicillin plant in Pirmi, India, and T.C. travelled with him there via Egypt, 

Damascus, and Beirut, with a stop at Athens “to study classical art.” While Cummings resolved 

to go back to Egypt, his travels in 1972 were to the north to Denmark, Sweden, and Norway. In 

particular he was impressed by the sculpture of Gustav Vigeland, which he judged as “not 

contemporary but impressive.” Vigeland’s Monolith, which is 46.32 feet in height, and is 

composed of 121 human figures. This influenced T.C.’s interest in, and renderings of, the totem 

poles of British Columbia and also demonstrated the power of the communication of social 

messages by artists.176  

                                                           
175 What follows are taken from Cummings’ letter to Hewitt in Helen Acton’s collection. 
176 Benjamin Parkin, Vigeland: Humanity In The World’s Largest Sculpture Park. The Culture Trip (2006), 

https://theculturetrip.com/europe/norway/articles/vigeland humanity-in-the-world-s-largest-sculpture-park. 
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The final period (1974-78) in Cummings’ reminiscences in this 1964-89 stage of his 

life-path has no overarching title but its focus is again on places visited and his brief comments 

on his reactions to them. This stage opens in 1974 in Mexico where he was “stunned by colour, 

form and patterns,” two artists receiving particular mention:  Rufino Tamayo, the painter and 

sculptor, and David Alfaro Sequeiros, the social realist painter and producer of large fresco 

murals. Cummings was also impressed by Mexico’s cultural history and landscape, commenting, 

“Pyramids and strong well simplified sculpture next in importance to Egyptians. Resolve to 

return.”  That same year, he visited London, Malaga, Tenerife, and Madrid. 1975 finds him in the 

Canary Islands at Tenerife again, a “lazy painting spot. Tourists most interesting feature.” No 

travel is recorded for the next year, a year spent “Sailing on Lake Nipissing. New Boat,” but in 

1977 he is back on the road, to “London and long lazy trip to Florence and Rome to see classic 

art again. Venice revisited,” with a growing concern, “Damn tourists.” The period closes in 1978 

with a quizzical “London…?” and a provocative “P.S. Great Sequeiros in Mexican Jail,”177 an 

entry likely added later. 

                                                           
177 Of interest for understanding Cummings’ use of his journals as note books, this must have been an entry added 

later as his hero, the “great” Sequeiros, had died in prison in 1974. 

Figure 58: Photographs from Cummings’ collection of Gustav Vigeland’s sculptures and Monolith. 

 

Figure : The Oslo dockyard and the people of Norway.Figure : Photographs from T.C.’s collection of Gustav Vigeland’s 
sculptures and Monolith. 

 

Figure : The Oslo dockyard and the people of Norway.Figure : Photographs from T.C.’s collection of Gustav Vigeland’s 
sculptures and Monolith. 

 

Figure : The Oslo dockyard and the people of Norway.Figure : Photographs from T.C.’s collection of Gustav Vigeland’s 
sculptures and Monolith. 
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By 1989 and the close of Cumming’s life-long odyssey and cultural and ethnographic 

expeditions, he had accumulated hundreds of photographs, some of which served as studies for 

his art, while others were prompts for his evolving critique of modern society world-wide. As 

travels and direct observations diminished, the books and articles in his library demonstrate that 

he maintained an interest in other analyses of current events, some of which were directly related 

to his new genre of art.178                                                  

 

 

                                                               

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
178 See Appendix E. 

Figure 59: Photographs from Cummings’ collection of Norwegian Viking ships. 

 

Figure : The Cobalt Mining Home.Figure : Photographs from T.C.’s collection of Norwegian Viking ships. 

 

Figure : The Cobalt Mining Home.Figure : Photographs from T.C.’s collection of Norwegian Viking ships. 

 

Figure : The Cobalt Mining Home.Figure : Photographs from T.C.’s collection of Norwegian Viking ships. 

Figure 60: Photographs from Cummings’ travels in Dehli, India. 
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4.6.2. Cummings’ Critical Social Perspective and “Allegorical” Focus 

During this 1964-89 period in his life-path, Cummings’ predilection for romantic 

landscapes and images inspired by his foreign travels was accompanied by an increased 

production of artistic and poetic critiques of the human condition and the state of humanity. He 

Figure 61: Naples, Italy. 

Figure 62: Cairo, Egypt. 

Figure 63: Oslo, Norway. 
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called this new focus his “allegorical series” in which he provided critical commentary on wars, 

modernity, industrialization, and what he perceived to be a growing social malaise in general. 

Whereas most art and photography are subject-focussed, the obvious ‘surface story’ of an 

allegory is intended to communicate a hidden message relating to complex subjects such as 

morals, religion, or politics. In the later stages of his life-path, Cummings turned to these artistic 

allegories to convey symbolically messages that he considered to be crucial for understanding 

Canadian identity and lived experience.179 

Cummings had already demonstrated the first steps in this transition in his representation 

of hospitalised veterans in his wartime critique, Military Hospital, which eventually became a 

finished painting, Milk, Medals and Memories.180  Two decades later, this increasing shift to a 

more reflexive engagement with life was displayed in his one-man show at Toronto’s Much-Tass 

Gallery in 1968.181 As noted by one commentator on the exhibition, rather than focussing on his 

traditional landscape work, Cummings displayed work from his international travels, his growing 

interest in Cubism, and his emerging allegorical mission: 

The painting style was once again influenced by Cezanne and the early Fauves 

but they also included a story in which people, animals, and events have a 

symbolic meaning in each painting. And they are also commentaries on what he 

saw to be the human condition of the day and the need for change.182 

 

Apart from these comments on style, this review recognised that Cummings’ travels had 

brought him into contact with social inequality, poverty, and the failings of modern society 

throughout the world and that these influenced his artistic messaging in his allegories. This 

evaluation was endorsed in another reflection on his allegorical work which argued that T.C. 

                                                           
179 Cambridge Advanced Learner’s Dictionary, 3rd ed., s.v. “allegory.” 
180 Sally Fur, “Sunnybrook Veterans Centre At Home,” Giving Back to Sunnybrook (August 2010), 7. 
181 “The Life and Times of Thomas Clarence Cummings,” thomasclarencecummings.com, 

http://thomasclarencecummings.com/recognized-artist/, (January 5, 2016). 
182 “The Life and Times of Thomas Clarence Cummings.” 
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“liked to express his vision of social truths using symbols that mean the same thing to most 

people” who, after seeing his work, "usually come away with the same messages.”183 

4.6.2.a. Man Conquering Space 

Any examination of this new Cummings’ perspective should start with his most publicly 

acclaimed and insightful allegorical work, Man Conquering Space.184 In 1965, Cummings was 

awarded a commission by the Federal Department of Transport and the City of North Bay for a 

mosaic mural at North Bay's new Jack Garland Airport to commemorate centennial year, 1967.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A metre high by three metres long, this mosaic mural of ceramic tile depicts the technological 

evolution of transportation from society’s reliance on animals to its dependence on technology 

with which it had conquered space itself. Cummings mulled over his plans for the mural in his 

                                                           
183 Cotton, Rob. The North Bay Nugget. “T.C. Cummings The man, the teacher … and the artist.” June 16, 1990.  
184 This mural now hangs in the North Bay’s City Hall. 

Figure 64: North Bay Airport mural: Man Conquering Space. 



 

143 
 

journals, and they document his shifting artistic mission and address his motivation and evolving 

philosophy at the time. His reflections record his questioning of the mural’s purpose:  

… a pretty colourful mural that give[s] peoples’ spirits a morning sunrise lift, a 

meaningless yellow red production, a wall decoration in a new – smartly appointed 

Airport. A pleasing mural with nothing to say, or something prophetic, a comment on 

our times, something arresting that would make people turn and think a mural like a 

good headline.185  

Cummings also gave thought to his audience: “The people who will stop to read it – I did not say 

enjoy it – will not be professional artists but they will be intelligent reasoning sophisticated 

travellers who have seen the big airports of the world.”186 

We can see here how T.C.’s earlier travels and exposure to the work of other artists, who 

had expressed their strong social comments on society, affected his choice of a theme for this 

mural. Although Cummings’ own travel experiences were not directly evident in his final 

depiction of the failings of modern society, the imagery and very title of the North Bay mural, 

Man Conquering Space, reflected critically on a half century of technological progress in the 

western world. In it, Cummings questioned whether society’s mental and moral development 

would catch up with its technology and whether this cultural lag would be corrected in time. 

These were the central concerns he wanted to “shout about” in his “quiet mural” and T.C. 

pondered whether it should be, “a pleasing mural with nothing to say or should it reflect on 

contemporary moral decline, and the need to nurture ethics, religion, law, philosophy, medicine, 

and good government?”187 T.C. agonized over these issues, wondering whether “man’s mental 

and moral development [would] catch up with his technical skill in time?”188 In addressing this 

fundamental question, Cummings identified the basic political basis of the “post-war years”: 

                                                           
185 Cummings, Journal No. 5, 136. 
186 Cummings, Journal No. 5, 136-137. 
187 Cummings, Journal No. 5, 140. 
188 Cummings, Journal No. 5, 138. 
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…two political ideologies each developing a colossal military technological 

potential, each yelling at each other threatening to blow the world and all to hell, 

both employing overwhelming numbers of workers, each preparing to destroy the 

other if need be, afraid of peace in our times that would close down defense 

industries.189 

 

While this focus on evolution of transport in Man Conquering Space met the terms of the 

airport’s commission, Cummings’ imagery was accompanied by his reflections on the role of 

modernity in this conquest of time and space. This is expressed in his comments in his journal 

before producing this final piece and, in particular, his record of “a chat” with one, Arthur 

Pettapeur, a “great thinker.”190 They debated whether the next fifty years would match the 

scientific progress and technology that they had seen in their lifetimes: phones; the Model T Ford 

chugging along at 35 m.p.h.; crude radios with wires, dials, and headphones; World War II 

military aircraft; rockets, guided missiles, jet flights and radar; the splitting of the atom and the 

blast of nuclear energy that destroyed a city in a few seconds; television; flight into space; 

control of diabetes and polio vaccine; the Telstar satellite and putting a man in orbit. Cummings 

wrote how he considered himself privileged to have experienced these changes, but the two men 

commented that they now saw the world divided into two hostile camps, each developing a 

colossal military scientific power of destruction. Ironically, and perhaps cynically, however, they 

expressed the fear that peace would cause unemployment. But, optimistically, the “two wise 

men” believed that in the next fifty years, young men would turn to the humanities, ethics, 

philosophy, and good government for advances in law, religion, medicine, and food. They feared 

that if they did not embrace a religion or code of ethics that taught them to live as brothers, 

science would not be the answer.   

                                                           
189 Cummings, Journal No. 5, 141. 
190 Cummings, Journal No. 5, 133-142. Cummings did not describe his relationship with this individual. Spelling of 

last name may be incorrect. 
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As he worked through the message he originally wanted to communicate and, in a 

description of his work-in-progress, Cummings commented on what should be included: 

…all the symbols of man’s diabolical cleverness: radar, jets, rockets, 

blockbusters, Buchenwald, supersonic flight, splitting the atom, the destruction of 

cities in 15 seconds. In the centre, the humanities: a thin grey old scholar, naked, 

defenceless, a slow turtle crawling out of the symbols of the past half-century 

where fuzzy morals let sharp scientific thinking [bring] us to the brink of atomic 

war.191 

While, this agonized view of the world did not appear in the final version of Man Conquering 

Space, one of T.C.’s draft versions had the image of a “grey old scholar” sitting on “a slow turtle 

crawling out of the symbols of the past half-century” as symbolic of society’s moral 

backwardness. This was to be inserted into the bottom left-hand corner of the mural but, in the 

final version Cummings replaced it with another image of the past, a horse-drawn carriage. 

 

 

 

 

 

What finally emerged in Man Conquering Space is a visually rendered chronology of the 

technological evolution of transport through the ages. It offers a pictorial history of travel from 

the first globe travellers, the wild geese, to modern-day airplanes superimposed upon a 

cartographic rendering of the northern hemisphere and featuring ancient Egyptian symbols of the 

sky, stars, and infinity.  

                                                           
191 Cummings, Journal No. 5, 141.  

Figure 65: Symbols of Past Half Century. At 
Nipissing University. 
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These philosophical, even emotional, comments demonstrate Cummings’ deeply felt 

critique of the conquest of time and space by science and the solution to be found in a humanistic 

approach to the future. It should be noted, however, that while the final version of Man 

Conquering Space presents an historical, heroic narrative of transport over the ages, Cummings 

expressed a more positive view of possible scientific contributions. Splitting the Atom, a 

preliminary sketch that was never developed into a finished work, and a poem of the same title, 

strongly suggest  science’s contribution to technological progress but offers little hope for the 

“dehumanised” future. In it, a man sits reflecting on modern science and technology symbolised 

by a scientist contemplating destruction and death as represented in the symbols of the skull and 

the dark abyss that surrounds the scholar. The image calls for a renewal of human truths and 

ideals and suggests that there is still hope for positive renewal and change, while the poem 

asserts that thinkers should “Turn to the human verities Gleaned from the past. For they alone 

can last.”192  

Splitting the Atom 

 

Man split the atom, 

Reached into space  

And would computerize 

Dehumanize, the race. 

 

Leaders make haste, 

Ere half this world 

Is broken waste 

Turn to the human verities  

Gleaned from the past.  

For they alone can last.193  
 

                                                           
192 Splitting the Atom, see Acton, Poems by Thomas Clarence Cummings, (mss.). 
193 Acton, Poems by Thomas Clarence Cummings, (mss).  

Figure 66: Splitting the Atom by Cummings. At 
Nipissing University. 
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4.6.2.b. The Humanities   

Cummings closed his personal critique of the world’s geopolitical and military crisis as he 

agonised over his representation of Man’s Conquest of Space with a personal reflection: 

“It has been an exciting fifty years. What will the next fifty bring? I would like to be around to 

see it. A nuclear war? Perhaps not. If we turn to the humanities in time.”194 This hope for a future 

in which new values would be driven by ethics, religion, law, philosophy, and good government 

was represented in Cummings’ powerful 1971 allegorical piece, The Humanities. Another 

example and powerful demonstration of T.C.’s engagement with social criticism, this dystopic 

view of modern life commented on the human condition of the day and the need for change in a 

future transnational and post-industrial society. In an interview with Jim Lindsay in 1990 when 

he was 85 years old, Cummings commented that that this piece was “one of my most 

important.”195 Again, the use of colour and symbols demonstrate the influence of Fauvism, while 

this exercise in didactic criticism seems to reflect the moral mission and symbolic structure of 

Picasso’s iconic anti-war piece, Guernica, that T.C. had encountered later in his life.196 

Cummings appended a block of capitalised comments at the bottom of this work to lead the 

viewer through this composition and to translate what appears to be a chaotic accumulation of 

symbols: 

  

                                                           
194 Cummings, Journal No. 5, 141. 
195 T.C. Cummings Exhibition at the W.K.P. Kennedy Gallery, 1990. Jim Lindsay, cable T.V interview, The W.K.P. 

Kennedy Gallery Presents T.C. Cummings.  
196 See section 3.4. 
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THE ALLEGORY 

THE HANDS – REASON – TURN THE NEW ORIENTATION TO THE 

HUMANITIES – AWAY FROM RED AND BLACK – COLOURS OF WAR. THE 

TEN COMMANDMENTS, A CROSS, THE LOTUS, SYMBOL OF THE 

FLOWERING OF THE HUMAN SPIRIT – Chinese – THE SYMBOL OF THE 

HIGHEST WISDOM – Moslem – THE ARTS, MEDICINE AND OTHERS ARE SET 

IN THE COMPOSITION. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

But there is more. The central image is of a kneeling woman, supported by a man’s hand, 

looking away from dark world of black imagery dominated by the self-imposed agony of a man 

surrounded by symbols of death and suffering. She is rendered in a light tone and is gazing over 

a bright and promising world before her represented by the instruments of science and the 

symbols of Christianity, Buddhism, Hinduism, and Islam. While these cross-cultural allusions 

might have emanated from Cummings’ book-knowledge, several represented his lived 

experience. Certainly, in his travels along the Nile, he must have encountered the ubiquitous 

Figure 67: Humanities (1971). At Nipissing University. 
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representations of the lotus in the architecture of the ancient temples throughout Egypt, and its 

association with creation, rebirth, and regeneration fitted the central message  of The Humanities.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.6.2.c. School for Crime  
 

While his focus on macro-global issues preocccupied most of his allegorical images and 

accompanying poems, Cummings did not ignore more immediate and ubiquitous concerns in 

contemporay society. Having devoted much of his career to the eduction of the young, his 

concern for their lived experience comes through in his allegory, School for Crime, both in his 

pictorial representation and, again, in his poetic expression of his evolving social critique.  

A powerful indictment of violence on the increasingly dominant medium of television, 

the visual imagery in Cummings’ School for Crime conveys an artistically rendered collage of 

crime, violence, and sex, all framed by a dominant television screen. A gun, a knife, a noose, a 

syringe, a dice, a sexually provocative woman, and the predictable skull all combine to construct 

a profoundly negative commentary on modern society. While these vivid impressions are left to 

the viewer’s imagination, Cummings’ own critique is presented in his own voice in his 

Figure 69: Temple of Sobek and Horus near Aswan, Egypt. 
(Cummings’ photographs) 

 

Figure 68: An engraving of Sekhmet smelling the Blue 
Lotus on the Temple of Mut. (Cummings’ photographs) 
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allegorical poem, School for Crime. In a comment accompanying a recording of his poetry, he 

observed that this was probably one of the angriest pieces he had ever written.197  

 School for Crime 

 

His mind prowls like an alley cat, 

Picks it’s [sic] way through trash and crime. 

Offcast, outcast, pimp and prostitute, 

Prowl for his pleasure, 

On a bright wide TV screen. 

 

Surely gunmen stalk and slay, 

In savage bar room brawls. 

His motor bike, 

Hates, “cops”, discretely breaks the law 

And gets away with it; 

Takes what he wants; is never caught, 

Because he’s cool, and sharp; 

This rider in black boots. 

 

Youth, innocence; traded for cash, 

On the money markets of our times; 

Bartered for sales, 

In savage competition. 

 

Why pick the sick, sad, sordid, 

Trash heaps of our times, 

To sell and entertain with crimes? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
197 Acton, Poems by Thomas Clarence Cummings, (mss.). 

Figure 70: School for Crime. At Nipissing University. 
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Certainly, both the poem and painting communicate his perception of changes in Canadian 

society and the effect on youth of the ubiquitous “bright wide TV screen” where “Offcast, outcast, 

pimp and prostitute Prowl for his pleasure.”198 While the entertainment through renderings of 

seductive “Trash heaps of our times” are identified in image and verse, the underlying cause is 

attacked, where, “Youth, innocence; traded for cash, On the money markets of our times.”199  

This theme is echoed in another poem, Offspring, where again, the critique is directed 

against television and its influence on the “Grandson, grandson, heaven sent,” of “the sorry 

brew” of the “modern bed time story; Brawling crooks in battles gory.”200 The principal question 

is whether the “Grandson of a sturdy breed,” and “Grandson of a pioneer” has been given too 

much and, “Will you rise in time to face, A growing challenge to your race?”201 

 Offspring 

 

 Grandson, grandson, heaven sent; 

 Are you still on pleasure bent? 

 Sprawled upon my costly mat, 

 Peevish, portly, petulant; 

 Coloured T.V. Channel Two; 

 Viewing all the sorry brew. 

 What a modern bed time story! 

 Brawling crooks in battles gory. 

 

 Grandson of a sturdy breed 

 Are you soft? Take heed. Take heed. 

 Put aside your comic books, 

 Tundra crime and silly crooks. 

 You have everything you need. 

 Turn and face the crime and greed. 

 

 Grandson of a pioneer, 

 Sprawled upon my costly rug, 

 Are you growing slightly smug? 

 Will you rise in time to face 

 A growing challenge to your race? 

                                                           
198 Acton, Poems by Thomas Clarence Cummings, (mss).  
199 Acton, Poems by Thomas Clarence Cummings, (mss.).  
200 Acton, Poems by Thomas Clarence Cummings, (mss.).  
201 Acton, Poems by Thomas Clarence Cummings, (mss.). 
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 Have I given you too much 

 Coloured T.V. sets and such? 

 

Interestingly, a journal entry goes beyond Cummmings’ artistic and poetic symbolism 

and contains a specific accusation of the effect of modern technology on the moral behaviour of 

Anerican youth:  

I have an unpleasant thing to say. It’s well that it be direct. The generation of children 

which Americans are raising does not compare well with children of good families reared 

abroad. When set in comparison with their French English Scottish and Italian Swiss & 

German cousins the differences are sharp. Movies – radio and television have led our 

children into thinking that smart thoughtless repartee is proper conduct.202 

 

While perhaps just another demonstration of Cummings’ anti-Americanism, this observation 

closes with an attribution of a major cause of the malaise of modern society: “The damn movies 

set the fashion in this rude - western world of freedom – licence – radios soap operas – 

television.”203  

After a lifetime of observing the modern world and its increasing dependence on new 

media, especially by the young, Cummings’ life-long mission as a teacher, combined with his 

diverse talent as an artist, contributed to these allegorical critiques and prognostications for the 

future of Canadian and global society.   

4.6.3. A Struggling Author 

As Cummings’ travels decreased in this later phase of his life, while he continued to 

direct his attention to his painting and sculpture, he also embarked on a new initiative, creative 

writing. While the notes and observations in his journals had been interspersed with essays and 

ideas for books, and while much of his art had been accompanied by poetic imagery, in this 

                                                           
202 Cummings, Journal No. 11, 45. 
203 Cummings, Journal No. 11, 45. 
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phase of his life, T.C. produced two essentially autobiographical volumes. As such, they too 

constitute a valuable contribution to his life-path, as he perceived it. 

4.6.3.a. Gopher Hills 

The first, Gopher Hills, was published in 1983 by a 79-year-old Cummings, and re-issued 

in 2004 on the anniversary of his birth.204 As an imaginative and fictive piece located in his 

birthplace, Deloraine, Manitoba, it has been referred to throughout the early phases of T.C.’s 

life-path for its insights into a young boy’s perceptions of rural life, rural society, and rural 

places, as well as for its reaction to the First World War. As such, it also demonstrates 

Cummings’ new regimen at this stage of his life as his former years of global travel were 

replaced by a more sedentary existence in North Bay and time to reminisce on past experiences, 

personalities, and influences on his evolving philosophy of life. While focussed on an imaginary 

past, it records many of Cummings’ views of people and society as he reflected on his life-path. 

4.6.3.b. Fire on the Sea 

The second literary exercise by Cummings, Fire on the Sea, offers even more insights 

into a significant phase in his life. Although it was never published, it relates to T.C.’s wartime 

experience on the Atlantic and anti-submarine defences in the Second World War. Again, 

Cumming’s personal library has a clue to one of his visual representations as it contains a copy 

of the 16 October 1939 edition of Life which has an image of a German submarine. This may be 

related to a painting he produced for his neighbour and friend, Siegfried Bruse, but with the 

                                                           
204 T.C. Cummings, T.C. Gopher Hills. (Regina: Western Producer Prairie Books. 1983; 2004). 
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swastika removed.205 It is similar to other images submitted for Fire on the Sea as the concept 

evolved as a fictive account of naval warfare and the human experience of it. 

 

 

 

 

  

Several iterations of the novel as a work in progress exist in submissions to, and 

exchanges with, the proposed publisher, John Flood of Penumbra Press.206 Records of the 

exchanges between Cummings and Flood relate not only to practical editorial matters, but also to 

discussions of substantive issues of overall plot, characters portrayed, and proposed readership. 

Thus, in November 1979, Flood responded to Cummings’ submission, then titled Far Down 

North, and advised him that “[a]s it stands the m.s. requires a lot of rewriting to make it suitable 

for publication”, but added,  “I think that the main idea of the book is right and that the story has 

potential, especially if treated as a thriller.”207 He encouraged resubmission as “[y]ou have a 

natural story telling technique & that should not be sacrificed.”208 Over the next few years, the 

                                                           
205Although the Bruses hung the painting in their den, they later took it down, because they did not want to be called 

Nazis. His wife, Ingelore, said there was a distinction between Germans and Nazis and was concerned how visitors 

would perceive them. Recently, Reinhard Hardegen, a leading German submarine commander of the Second World 

War involved in U-boat warfare to the east coast of North America in the winter of 1942, died on June 9, 2018 at the 

age of 105. It is of interest that he felt like the Bruses: “I was not a Nazi,” he told The Atlanta Journal-Constitution 

in a 1999 interview,“I did my duty for my country, not for Hitler.” Richard Goldstein. “German Captain Led U-Boat 

to North America.” The Globe and Mail, June 20, 2018, B19.  
206 Penumbra Press specializes in books on Canadian art and design and on the North and on First Nations’ culture, 

myths, and legends. 
207 Cummings/Flood Correspondence, 10 November 1979, Flood to Cummings. 
208 Cummings/Flood Correspondence: 10 November 1979, Flood to Cummings. 

Figure 72: Life Magazine, Oct. 
16, 1939. Figure 71: German U35 Submarine painted for Siegfried Bruse. 
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ensuing correspondence details the critical exchanges on the events and stress of war, the role of 

the invented or actual characters involved, and the relationships between young and old in war-

time. But, as Cummings pointed out to Flood, the basis of the story was “the natural drama that 

the elements provide; the ice, the treacherous flying, the haunting beauty of the awesome 

Labrador coast.”209 This prompted much discussion between Cummings and Flood on the most 

appropriate title, with T.C. arguing constantly, and somewhat mischievously, for one that 

actually communicated the drama of the narrative: 

I shall try to be explicit. The Title; Fire on the Sea, where a tanker spills her oil and the 

flames spread and burn on the surface of the water is a sad and well documented fact, 

where sailors are involved. I think there is a description of that somewhere in me. Fire at 

sea is more like a fire in the ordinary sense. But a wicked thought comes to mind. Scrap 

the title “Fire on the Sea” or at sea and call it simply, “The Pregnant Duck.” That is what 

airmen called the Camsos and Catalinas. (Among other unprintable things). The title is 

off beat, has a faint sexy smell about it and makes “Fire at Sea” in comparison sound like 

another triller [sic]; ordinary.210 

The following March, Cummings again questions the suitability of the title, Fire on the Sea and, 

in an interactive exchange, offers several suggestions and comments on them: 

Is the title Fire on the Sea acceptable? Patches in the Pack Ice (Sounds well) Too long?; 

Down North To Labrador. The term Down is used by Newfoundlanders. Original? 

Perhaps not; Patched on the Labrador; Tale of an Old Tanker; Air Sea Rescue; Air, Sea 

and Labrador Ice. Comprehensive. Euphony good. Possibly the best; Or back to the Fire 

on the Sea title. … [it] carries an element of suspense that runs through the whole story, 

once the reader realizes the volatile nature of aviation fuel, and the great risk of 

transporting it. BUT it is a warlike title that might turn many teachers off.211  

However, after years of exchanges over these various titles, illustrations, and readership, 

by 1983, Cummings confessed to Flood:  

Doing the black illustrations was interesting for nearly two years. But that has passed and 

I would like nothing better than to forget Fire on the Sea completely. Can we cancel it 

                                                           
209 Cummings/Flood Correspondence: 18 February 1980, Cummings to Flood. 
210 Cummings/Flood Correspondence: 10 November 1979, Cummings to Flood. 
211 Cummings/Flood Correspondence: 21 March 1982, Flood to Cummings. 



 

156 
 

before we go any further? It has been a long time in the works, John. I had almost ceased 

to think about it until your last letter came.212 

 

Flood agreed, and after these extended critical interactions over the content of the text and 

financial problems in the publishing industry, he advised T.C. that “I think I have been too long 

with your ms [sic] and I agree that you should probably take it somewhere for submission.”213 

While probably disappointed, Cummings was not deterred and advised Flood that he had a lead 

on another publisher, that the working title was Patches. Tale of Wartime Tanker, and he would 

like Flood to send him a copy of the manuscript “as soon as you can manage.”214 While no 

reference to this new venture has yet been located, this correspondence refers to other literary 

projects pursued by Cummings. Early in March 1983, he advised Flood that,  

I am putting together what should be a young adult’s book about a trapper’s sled dog and 

companion. Locale is the Goose Bay Labrador area and bits of experience I picked up 

[during] the two winters I spent up or ‘Down’, there.215 

  

Apparently, this other literary excursion into his northern experience did not materialise and 

another of T.C.’s literary ventures did see light of day, but he advised Flood that Western 

Producers Publications of Saskatoon “are doing a book called Gopher Hills for me in 

October.”216  

 Editorial matters aside, these several exchanges also have social commentary that reveals 

Cummings’ values and pacifist sentiments that relate to his own “old man’s” experiences and the 

values of the day:  

I finished the last batch of illustrations today in a very depressed mood; dark as the black 

figures enclosed. I put a great deal of thought and time on them. Why? Are they not an 

old (?) man’s recollections of an OLD war that deserve to be forgotten. There is a strong 

                                                           
212 Cummings/Flood Correspondence: 17 July 1983, Flood to Cummings. 
213 Cummings/Flood Correspondence: 20 July 1984, Flood to Cummings. 
214 Cummings/Flood Correspondence: 18 January 1985, Cummings to Flood. 
215 Cummings/Flood Penumbra Correspondence: 10 March 1983, Cummings to Flood. 
216 Cummings/Flood Penumbra Correspondence: 10 March 1983, Cummings to Flood. 
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antinuclear, anti-war sentiment sweeping across Canada. It is a fresh wind, tempered with 

reason and serious thoughts about where we are heading.217 

This allusion to, and querying of, “an old (?) man’s recollections” was a later reinforcement of a 

reaction he had expressed back in his post-war hospital experience when he recognized that he 

had learned a great lesson: “No man is an island. The greatest happiest are those who serve – To 

find life is to lose it. And the dreams of old men and little boys are the same.”218 

While he favoured this general reaction to contemporary geopolitical trends, Cummings 

was critical of the financial problems that Flood was encountering with the bank. He accused the 

bank of  “all getting more dictatorial; pressing should I say squeezing farmers and small 

businesses and at the same time reaping healthy profits,” while characterising their commitment 

to their own relationship as a “gentlemen’s agreement.”219 This allusion underscored the contrast 

with the dark and heavy hand of contemporary capitalism that he had criticised in his allegorical 

art and poetry.    

4.7: The End of the Path: T.C. Cummings Returns Home, 1989-1996 

Cummings was aging and, after a series of falls in 1989, he was admitted to a retirement 

home and subsequently diagnosed with Parkinson's Disease. At this time, his cousin Helen Acton, 

a registered nurse, moved to North Bay and assumed the oversight of his care for the next six years. 

As Austen Cummings recalled, Acton would drive T.C. through his beloved northern landscapes, 

often ending up at Sunset Point on Lake Nipissing to watch the sun set and, as Cummings once 

said, get a “glimpse of the glory that lies beyond on the other side.”220 

 

                                                           
217 Cummings/Flood Penumbra Correspondence: 17 August 1983, Cummings to Flood. 
218 Cummings, Journal No. 5, 131-132. 
219 Cummings/Penumbra Correspondence, Acton Papers: 17 July 1983, Cummings to Flood. 
220 See Helen Acton’s collection. 
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As befits a full and productive life, recognition and awards marked Cummings’ last 

years. On his retirement as Principal of Dr. Carruthers Public School in 1964, a “Committee of 

Friends” paid tribute to this “soft-spoken gentleman” who had had “a wonderful influence on 

thousands of young people and who had made such an outstanding contribution to the 

educational, cultural and recreational life of their city”.221 Cummings was also recipient of a 

special reward of merit by the North Bay District Chamber of Commerce and was given a Life 

Membership in the Northern Ontario Art Association.222  

In June 1990, the substance and declared mission of Cummings’ life-long contributions 

prompted the award of an Honorary Doctorate of Letters by Nipissing University in recognition 

of his artistic and humanitarian achievements. 223 At that convocation ceremony, Dr. Robert 

Richardson, a member of the National Advisory Board on Science and Technology and a former 

student of Cummings, reflected on modernity, science, and the power of education. He reminded 

                                                           
221 See Helen Acton’s collection. 
222 “Life-Membership Presentation,” North Bay Nugget. 24 Sept. 1962. Newspaper article in Helen Acton’s 

collection. 
223 See Appendix D 

 

Figure 73: A painting Cummings produced while battling Parkinson’s 
Disease, in Mary Campeau’s possession. 
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the graduating students, as Cummings had during his career, that they had a responsibility in 

shaping Canada’s future identity. This is resonant of the message given by Principal Casselman 

at North Bay Normal School to T.C.’s graduating class in 1924. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the fall of 1990, a three-week long retrospective and celebration of Cummings’ art and 

recognition by the community was mounted at North Bay’s “W.K.P Kennedy Gallery.”224 It 

consisted of 163 items in total, and, while 18 came from Cummings’ own collection, the majority 

were from 49 individual art collectors, friends, and colleagues such as Garnet Hewitt. The 

exhibition displayed a variety of Cummings’ work. Most were paintings in oil on canvas, 

masonite board, or paper; some were watercolours, charcoal sketches, and pastels. Worthy of 

special note were T.C.’s allegorical piece, The Humanities loaned by Nipissing University 

College, and three pieces of sculpture on loan from the Hudson family. No mention was made of 

Cummings’ other major art form, his poetry, a copy of Gopher Hills and an illustration from it 

signaled his literary talents acknowledging that this recognition was long overdue. Dennis 

                                                           
224 See Appendix I. 

Figure 74: Cummings receiving his Honorary Doctorate of 
Letters. 
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Geden, director of the gallery, went on to highlight the didactic and public-spirited dimension of 

Cummings’ contributions to the community: 

A great number of people in the area were taught by him and remember an 

outstanding instructor in academics, sports and visual art. As early as nineteen-

thirty-three, Tom Cummings was spending his summers travelling and would 

return to his students in the fall with stories of faraway places and photographs of 

great art and architecture. North Bay was relatively isolated in those days and we 

have been told by many that Tom’s talks opened their eyes to a larger world.225 

 

These accomplishments were recognised beyond North Bay and, in 1994, Cummings 

travelled to Toronto to receive the Ontario Nursing Home’s “Lifetime Achievement Award”, 

which he received from his wheelchair. Again the tribute encapsulated Cummings’ “remarkable 

lifetime” and his many artistic contributions: 

In his 91 years, Tom, outstanding educator, poet and artist, avid skier, sailor and 

canoeist, and sparkling conversationalist, had seen, done and recorded it all. From 

the tranquility of the Mattawa Woods, the rugged beauty of Banff and the 

unshakeable and unmistakeable influence of the Group of Seven, to the hostility of 

the Spanish Civil War and a terrifying revolution in Tangiers, to the intense light, 

texture and colour of South America and the harmonious rhythms of the Caribbean, 

the adventures and impressions of a remarkable lifetime are captured in the wealth 

of sketches, paintings, sculptures, mosaics, allegories, novels, essays and poems 

that are the work of Tom Cummings.226 

On 22 March 1996, Thomas Clarence Cummings passed away in his 92nd year. In 

keeping with his methodical habits, he had left detailed instructions of his last wishes. The 

funeral service was held at Trinity United Church, North Bay. While the pallbearers were friends 

and associates whom he respected,227 a military theme in the burial ceremony reflected the 

powerful influence of his war-time experience on his life. Cummings was laid out in his Air 

Force uniform, the church service was conducted by the Canadian Legion padre, members from 

                                                           
225 Dennis Geden, North Bay Retrospective, 1990, Introduction 1.  
226 Austen Cummings, A Retrospect by his Brother, Austen, (mss) 16. 
227 Bud Acton (second cousin), Lloyd McClenahan (owner of the White Owl restaurant), Kurt Bachofer (Helen 

Acton’s friend from Germany), Jim Lindsay (former student), Jack Russell, and Ken Kendall (neighbours), Austen 

Cummings, A Retrospect by his Brother, Austen, (Montreal: Unpublished Manuscript, 1998), 15. 
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the local Legion placed poppies on the casket, then returned to their place and remained at 

attention while the bugler played Last Post. Following the service, the body was cremated, and 

the ashes were later taken to Sand Hill Presbyterian Church in Pittsburgh to be interred in the 

family plot with his parents. His final resting place was to be with his family, back in his 

childhood haunts, among “the whispering pines.”228 

A memorial service held, appropriately, at Sandhill, on 27 June 1996 was attended by 

many of his family and friends, and a moving tribute was delivered by his cousin, Helen Acton, 

who summarized his odyssey: “Your roots were in Sand Hill, the branches grew and flourished 

in the North Bay area, the leaves fell throughout the world and saplings grew along the roads you 

traveled through life.”229 

  

                                                           
228 Helen Acton. “A Farewell to Tom,” 27 June 1996, Sandhill Presbyterian Church. 
229 Helen Acton. “A Farewell to Tom”.  

Figure 75: Sand Hill Presbyterian Church and Cemetery. 
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Cummings’ former neighbour, fellow Principal, and close friend, Peter Hudson, also 

delivered a eulogy for him and reflected on T.C.’s “interesting and exciting life.”230 While 

Hudson retraced and commented on the many stages of T.C.’s life-path in an insightful and 

humorous way, he placed much emphasis on how “Tom, through his art, helped us all to see the 

beauty in nature and to understand people from different parts of the world.” He recalled how 

“Tom enjoyed writing prose and poetry almost as much as he enjoyed painting” but emphasised 

how through the years, he had a “special gift”, 

…of being able to see nature and people in an understanding way. While out for short car 

rides, he would pick out special trees he liked because of their shapes. He would find them 

even along the busy area of Lakeshore Drive. The colours in the fall, interesting cloud 

formations, boats sailing along Lake Nipissing, all gave him special pleasure.231 

 

Hudson then concluded his eulogy with an assessment of Cummings’ life and career that, “Tom 

has enriched the lives of many people, not only in North Bay, but throughout many countries of 

                                                           
230 See Appendix K. 
231 See Appendix K. 

Figure 76: Cummings’ resting place in Sand Hill Cemetery with parents and brother, Austen. 
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the world, with his humanity, his art and his writing. These qualities will enrich us forever.” 

Whether or not others shared Peter Hudson’s evaluation will be the central issue of the next 

chapter of this thesis.  

4.8: Reprise: The Life Path 

This chapter has presented the core evidence of how T.C. Cummings communicated his 

ideas on symbolic places, diverse peoples, and their role in identity at the local, national, and 

global level in a changing world. The central approach has been that of a critical biography of 

T.C. over his 1904-1996 life-path. Insights into his personal development have been derived 

from his commentaries in his journals and the observations of those who knew him well. 

Particular attention has been directed to Cummings’ intuitive ethnographic skills as he reported 

his personal perspectives on the cultural verities of others and what he learned from them. 

Another central theme in Cummings’ life-path was the development of his various artistic modes 

through the observation of the skills of other artists and his pursuit on instruction from leaders in 

various fields during his life-span. Driven by aesthetic priorities, this dimension of Cummings’ 

life was also motivated by the didactic drive of a professional teacher to apply the power of 

culture to communicate essential verities in allegorical form. This is perhaps best expressed in a 

hitherto neglected product of his life-work, Cummings’ several attempts at literary 

communication. The degree to which these various dimensions of Cummings’ life-path are 

known and appreciated by others will be addressed in the next chapter.  
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Chapter 5: Conclusion: Assessing T.C. Cummings’ Contributions 

The same questions that T.C. Cummings asked throughout his professional career and 

life-path about identity still remain today: now that we are here, who are we, where have we 

come from, and where are we going?  Like Cummings, other Canadian artists, photographers, 

and writers have in their creative endeavours concerned themselves with these questions, and 

attempted to explain the construction of social identities and the broadening of social horizons. 

By the end of his career, Cummings had made many contributions as an artist, photographer, 

poet, author, and social commentator, and it is evident that, in questioning who we are, he was 

more concerned about where we are going rather than where we have been.  In works that 

attempted to give us a deeper understanding of our identity, T.C. explored how our past 

experience and present realities promote priorities for a future society. As stated in the 

Introduction to this thesis, his success in this endeavour begs the following questions: 

• What were Cummings’ contributions to our understanding of place and identity as an 

artist, photographer, poet, author, and social commentator? 

• How did Cummings’ oeuvre contribute to his community’s understanding of our 

Canadian identity? 

• What themes did Cummings ignore or neglect and why? 

• Do any of Cummings’ messages relate to contemporary Canada? 
 

These are the questions that will be addressed in the following assessment of T. C. Cummings’ 

life-path, productivity, and contributions. 

5.1: Cummings on Place and Identity 

The role of people’s identification with place has long been recognized as transcending 

the visual senses and aesthetic appreciation and is often expressed in the “language of 

landscape”: 
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Landscape associates people and place … landscape is not a mere visible surface, static 

composition, or passive backdrop to human theatre… Landscape connotes a sense of 

purposefully shapes, the sensual and aesthetic, the embeddedness in culture … Landscape 

has meaning.1 

But what that meaning of landscape actually is and how “places” become transformed into 

“storied ground” is central to its role in identity:  

People have always attached meaning to the world around them, and these meanings have 

changed over time. In European societies from the late eighteenth century, the surface of 

the earth was increasingly seen, not in material terms, as an economic resource to be 

exploited, but also as ‘landscape’, as an object of aesthetic and moral value.2  

Not only in Europe, but in Canada too, albeit centuries later, we continue to attribute the same 

value to our landscape. This is what Peter Russell found in his analysis of Canada’s Odyssey 

over the last 150 years of Canada’s history, which considered the role played by three pillars of 

our society in shaping the nation: French Canada, English-speaking Canada, Aboriginal Canada.3 

Having analyzed the “ingredients of civic culture” that form a “bond of unity” among Canadians, 

Russell concludes that what has been fundamental is “the physical beauty and grandeur of the 

northern country we share and treasure. That is in our songs and in our souls, and more than 

anything else makes us a people.”4 While this might seem to resonate with the life’s work and 

beliefs of T.C. Cummings, his oeuvre was much more than the grandeur of northern landscapes 

alone and expanded into critiques of modern existence worldwide. This was highlighted by 

Michelle Courville, who identified T.C.’s “underlying agenda” as being “moral landscapes” 

which “locate the ethical in the natural and associate the landscapes with values of ecological 

responsibilities, cultural ethics, and spirituality”: 

 

                                                           
1 A. W. Spirn, The language of landscape (New Haven and London, Yale University Press, 1998), 16-18. 
2 Paul Readman, Storied Ground: Landscape and the Shaping of English National Identity (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2018), 1. 
3 Peter H. Russell, Canada’s Odyssey: A Country Based on Incomplete Conquests. (Toronto: University of Toronto 

Press, 2017.) 
4 Peter H. Russell, Canada’s Odyssey, 454. 
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The modern and the moral intertwine as Cummings made the choice to paint conceptual 

spaces in which the land is spiritualized. He presented images of pure and virgin north 

and primitivized tropical south, opposed to a world that is changing due to 

industrialization and world war. His moralizing of landscapes made a statement against 

modernization.5 

Whether T.C. rendered images of a “primitivized tropical south” is open to question, but 

this excellent interpretation by Courville also addresses the power of place and landscape in 

Cummings’ work, and locates it in a more expansive context of “moralizing of landscapes” than 

mere introspective nationalism.  

Certainly, landscape as represented by ‘places’ and ‘people’ is prevalent in Cummings’ 

works; by forests, lakes, and mountains; sugar shacks, and totem poles; and by dogs pulling 

sleds. But the degree to which he comprehended the effect change would have on our ‘spaces’ 

and ‘places’ weaves throughout this thesis. Our large cities today, the world where most 

Canadians live, are dominated by objective ‘space’ rather than subjective ‘place’. Increasingly, 

for many in the 21st century world, the economics of urban land-use have displaced the romantic 

images of ‘home sweet home’ of Canadian artists such as Cummings.6  

No doubt, memories of Cummings’ remembered past and early life-path affected his artistic 

and poetic expressions of ‘landscape’, ‘place’, and ‘home’, as well as serving as reference point for 

his allegories.  But none of his work alludes to the concept of nationalism in general, or more 

specifically, to Canadian nationalism. Yet, the frequent positive reflections in Cummings’ journals on 

‘landscape’ and ‘place’ are expressions of his connection to his home and Canada, and act as 

evidence of an assumed nationalism throughout his life-path. 

                                                           
5 Michelle Courville. The Moral Landscapes of Thomas Clarence Cummings, (Toronto: York University, Master of 

Arts Research Paper, 2009. Abstract.) 
6 Philippe Tortell, Mark Turin, Margot Young (eds.), Memory, (Wall Institute for Advanced Studies: University of 

British Columbia).  
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5.2: Cummings’ Contribution to His Community 

The first task in this thesis is to identify what was “his” community in Cummings’ world. On 

his death, there were several tributes and remembrances of Cummings in his lived-in community, 

North Bay and his former home, Pittsburgh, Ontario. While these initial commemorations were 

mostly paeans of praise for a beloved and active member of the community, more focused reviews of 

his life and formal recognition of his career as an artist and social commentator soon followed.7 In 

September 2004, North Bay’s W.K.P. Kennedy Gallery, in partnership with Nipissing University, 

mounted an exhibition of Cummings’ paintings to commemorate his 100th birthday. With Jean Allen 

as curator, the exhibition entitled A Wanderer's Gaze: The Impact of Place on the Paintings, 

Drawings and Notebooks of T.C. Cummings, included a wide array of his studies, together with a 

collection of studio ephemera and artifacts. On hearing of his growing public acclaim, his former 

teacher, Helen Richards Campbell argued for an exhibition of Cummings’ works in a Kingston 

gallery. As she put it, if the Kingston and area does not see his works, “we are being cheated.”8 A 

few months later, Helen Acton orchestrated the next stage in Cummings’ post-mortem odyssey that 

marked his return to his eastern Ontario roots in an exhibition held in October 2004 at the Kingston 

campus of St. Lawrence College. This event, Tom Cummings (T.C.) Centenary Exhibition: The Man, 

The Teacher, The Poet and The Artist, was sponsored by the Kingston Historical Society and the 

Kingston Arts Council. The following year, a third exhibition, Footprints: Tom Cummings (T.C.) 

Teacher, Poet, Artist, Gananoque Roots, was held in Gananoque at the Arthur Child Heritage 

Museum. Then, again with the support of Helen Acton, another exhibition of Cummings’ work was 

held in 2008 at the Robert Macklin Gallery in Kingston. Titled, Tom Cummings, 1904-1996: 

Celebrating our Heritage, Kingston Roots, this display was accompanied by an analysis and tribute 

to his contributions, Thomas Clarence Cummings: Painter of People and Places. 

                                                           
7 See Nipissing University Archives website. 
8 In Helen Acton’s collection. 



 

168 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Thus, in the first decade following his death, three communities with connections to 

Cummings - North Bay, Gananoque, and Kingston - continued the celebration and 

communication of his life-work. In August 2010, these commemorations and tributes went 

beyond his northern and eastern Ontario origins when the “Art & Artifact Committee” of the 

Veterans Centre at Sunnybrook Hospital, Toronto, accepted Helen Acton’s donation of 

Cummings’ painting, Military Hospital.9  Describing it as a “modernist painting”, the recognition 

went on to specify why, arguing that with “over 900 pieces of work”, Cummings was “one of 

Canada’s leading artists”, having interacted with “some of Canada’s finest artists.”10 This tribute 

explained T.C.’s connection with Sunnybrook Hospital as a war veteran, who had spent time 

there convalescing after the war, and recognised his reputation as an accomplished artist whose 

works were to be found in the Ontario Legislature Building and the National Gallery in 

Ottawa.”11 

These several commemorations were motivated more by Cummings’ personal and 

community connections than by external recognition of his artistic achievements or scholarly 

                                                           
9 Sally Fur, At Home, “Giving Back to Sunnybrook,” (Toronto: Sunnybrook Veteran’s Centre, 2010), 7. 
10 Sally Fur, At Home, “Giving Back to Sunnybrook,” 7. 
11 Sally Fur, At Home, “Giving Back to Sunnybrook,” 7. 

Figure 77: Promotion from Kingston’s exhibition in Acton’s possession. 
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record. As such, they underscore Cummings’ role in the communities with which he had 

interacted and their appreciation of his contributions.  

5.3: Themes Ignored or Neglected by Cummings 

While the tributes to Cummings’ life and contributions have emphasized the several 

themes in his work, it should be noted that there were some omissions in his written 

commentaries and artistic expressions. These neglected topics need to be identified and 

considered in the context of T.C.’s total product as a way to better understand his focus and 

motives. In doing so, the object is not to criticize Cummings for his omissions but rather to help 

identify what is, and what was not, considered to be worthy of comment by him. This said, it 

should be noted that these silences are also evidenced and reinforced by the absence of 

associated publications on these topics in Cummings’ personal library. Together, these omissions 

provide instructive contributions to understanding T.C. and serve to provoke questions that 

provide a focus on his particular focus on his world.    

5.3.1. Contemporary Politics in Cummings’ World 

It has been noted throughout that Cummings’ journals recorded detailed social 

commentary on the cultures and the ways of life of peoples he encountered on his travels, and, in 

particular, that his allegorical works express concerns with ethical and moral problems world-

wide. Yet, it is also notable that Cummings had little to say on contemporary political leaders or 

political events. Certainly, T.C. did express his observations on Franco and Mussolini in his 

travels in Spain and Italy in his pre-WWII days, commenting on these leaders’ personalities, 

policies, and rise to power. However, while these two dictators were part of the descent of 

Europe into the cauldron of World War II, Cummings left virtually no record of his views of 
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other leaders of his time such as Hitler and the Nazis and Stalin and the Communists, or of their 

prominent opponents, Winston Churchill and Franklin D. Roosevelt, or Mackenzie King.12  

Further, given Cummings’ anti-war and pacifist stance, there are no comments on such 

atrocities as the Holocaust or the mass-bombing of cities, although the horrors of modern warfare 

are alluded to in his preparatory work for his allegory, The Humanities. Then, in post WWII 

days, while Cummings’ allegories critiqued the east-west conflict and the growing threat of 

militarized nuclear power and space exploration, he never commented on the signs of a growing 

internationalism with the emergence of the United Nations, U.N.E.S.C.O., and the European 

Union. Cummings is also silent on such prominent events as the Cuban Missile Crisis, the 

assassinations of the Kennedys, and the movement for Quebec separation in Canada. None of 

these major developments and noteworthy incidents in the world around him merited comments 

in T.C’s journals. 

Remarkably, given the detailed attention Cummings gave to cultures and communities 

world-wide, the economic and social development of his home community, North Bay, was not 

referred to over the years he lived there. Certainly, T.C. waxed poetic and emotional about the 

surrounding northern landscapes, especially when he was prompted to do so by foreign contrasts, 

but the evolving townscape and urban society in his hometown were ignored. In particular, given 

his military background and pacifist leanings, he did not even comment on the several major 

military developments there. These included several projects in North Bay: the establishment of 

an R.C.A.F. air base in 1951 in response to the perceived threat of a Soviet nuclear attack; the 

                                                           
12 Under the title “Second World War”, Cummings did offer a critical comment on anti-Semitism: “Hitler – would 

have nothing to do with a mild Christ like man – Jewish birth.” Cummings, Journal No. 4, 174. This comment 

explains Cummings’ opposition to the Nazi persecution of the Jews. 
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North American Air Defence Command (NORAD) in 1963.13 These omissions of such 

significant developments in his local world are remarkable. 

Perhaps it is too much to expect of Cummings that he comment on all of the significant 

events and developments of his day, and it is understood that his omissions emphasize that his 

focus was elsewhere: on what he could learn of the morals, philosophies of the many cultures 

and peoples he visited. The silences of these other topics serve to emphasize that his focus was 

on the broader world around him and his utopian allegorical representations in his work. But this 

explanation raises another query: why are there no references in his journals, or of volumes in 

Cummings’ personal library, dealing with the concept of an idealized socialist utopia? Certainly, 

in his lifetime, prominent utopian writers such as Edward Bellamy, William Morris, and others 

were, like Cummings, concerned with the changes associated with that era, and their works were 

prominent critiques of the prevailing flaws in modern society:  

…the disruption of traditional modes of agricultural and artisan labor; the rapid spread of 

new technologies and the accompanying damage to the natural environment; the 

immense growth of urban centers; the vast, and vastly unequal, increases in wealth; the 

alterations to traditional family structures and conceptions of women’s and men’s roles in 

the world.14  

 

These issues did concern Cummings in his world travels, and they are central to the underlying 

messages in his allegories, but they did not lead him to more ideologically political perceptions 

or specifically utopian, or socialist, suggestions.  

This said, it should be noted that all of these silences on contemporary political events and 

prominent people, when considered together, provide instructive contributions to understanding 

the man. Rather than simply listing his failures and deficiencies, they provoke questions that 

provide insights into T.C. Cummings’ particular focus on his world. 

                                                           
13 A.A. Gordon Wilson. NORAD and the Soviet Nuclear Threat. (Toronto: Dundurn Press, Toronto, 2011). 
14 Michael Robertson, The Last Utopians: Four Late Nineteenth-Century Visionaries and Their Legacy (Princeton, 

New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2018) 2.     
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5.3.2. The Local First Peoples 

Cummings’ close association with the local Indigenous peoples of Labrador during his 

years of military service there in World War II underscores his lack of commentary on the First 

Peoples of his home community, North Bay. His journal entries record in detail his positive 

comments on and praise for the Labrador Indigenous groups: their skilled roles as bush guides on 

rescue missions, and their way of life, social structure, and personalities. His detailed 

ethnographic accounts are accompanied by many photographs and several pieces of art work. 

But what explains Cummings’ apparent myopia towards the local Indigenous peoples of North 

Bay? Indeed, T.C.’s lack of commentary opens him to the charge of contributing to their erasure 

from the contemporary social and moral landscape of North Bay. Others have accused Canadian 

artists of having ignored the lived reality of Indigenous peoples and rendering them as mere 

stylistic “staffage”, or representing them in idealised tropes of the “noble savage” that focussed 

on equally romantic representations of white settlement and conquest of the wilderness. 15 In the 

case of Cummings, his silence rather than misrepresentation may be attributed to other factors.  

 Certainly, North Bay had a substantial Indigenous population with a long-standing 

presence in the region. While some 2,200 of the Nipissing First Nations live mainly in the 

villages of Beaucage, Jocko Point, Yellek, Duchesnay, and Garden Village, as well as many 

smaller sub-divisions, they were a visible presence in North Bay16. While Cummings must have 

encountered them occasionally in the streets of the community, he must have observed them ice-

                                                           
15 T. Ellington, The Myth of the Noble Savage, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001); Stephanie Pratt, 

American Indians in British Art, 1700-1840, (Norman, Oklahoma; University of Oklahoma Press, 2005); Jon 

O’Brian and Peter White (Eds.), Beyond Wilderness: The Group of Seven, Canadian Identity and Canadian Art, 

(Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2007); Daniel Francis, National Dreams: Myths, Memory and 

Canadian History, Toronto: UTP, 1997); G. Moray, “Wilderness, Modernity or Aboriginality in the Paintings of 

Emily Carr,” Journal of Canadian Studies, vol. 33, no. 2, (1998), 43-65. 
16 For more on the culture of the Indigenous people of North Bay see Marie Battiste (Ed.), Reclaiming Indigenous 

Voices and Vision, (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2000); Bonita Lawrence, Fractured Homeland: Federal Recognition 

and Algonquin Identity in Ontario, (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2012). 
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fishing in Lake Nipissing every winter. That said, Helen Acton has suggested that the 

opportunities for interacting with the Indigenous peoples were minimal. 17 One factor she 

suggested that reduced their numbers in his classes was that the students from the Garden Village 

reserve attended the Roman Church of the Holy Spirit there. According to Greg Humbert, North 

Bay archivist and former Jesuit priest, who assisted the local priest as an altar boy at mass on the 

reserve, the primary school children from Garden Village attended “Our Lady of Sorrows 

Separate School” where they also took special classes in Native language and culture, taught by a 

Native teacher.18 As other students were bussed to the Roman Catholic schools in North Bay, 

this probably explains why Cummings, who taught in Public District School Board No. 4 had 

fewer Indigenous students in his classes. Another reason advanced by Acton was that members 

of the Nipissing First Nations communities were considered to be a private, self-sufficient, and 

proud people. Acton believed that T.C. would not have impinged on their territory.19 Therefore, 

Cummings’ failure to depict the local First Peoples in his northern works, or refer to them in his 

journals, may be partly explained by his respect for their privacy. 

Finally, another explanation might be that, like others of his generation, Cummings was 

unaware of, or unconcerned by, the nefarious policies and prejudices experienced by the 

Indigenous population of his day. Not until the “Idle No More” and the “Truth and 

Reconciliation” movements of the next century did the treatment of the First Peoples, and 

particularly the children in the residential schools, become known to most people.20 Cummings’ 

                                                           
17 Discussions with Helen Acton. See Table 3 
18 Discussions with Greg Humbert. See Table 3  
19 Discussions with Helen Acton. See Table 3 
20 Marie Battiste (ed.), Reclaiming Indigenous Voices and Vision, (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 

2000); Bonita Lawence, Fractured Homeland: Federal Recognition and Algonquin Identity in Ontario, (Vancouver: 

University of British Columbia Press, 2012); Thomas King, The Inconvenient Indian: A Curious Account of Native 

People in North America (Canada: Anchor Canada, 2013).Tanya Talaga, Seven Fallen Feathers Racism, Death, and 

Hard Truths in A Northern City, (Toronto: The House of Anansi Press, 2017). 
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lack of commentary on this circumstance may be attributed to the extent to which this 

information received the attention of society at large in his time. Had he known of these policies 

and practices, given his association with Indigenous peoples elsewhere, Cummings would have 

been opposed to them and their ramifications, as a dedicated teacher who was especially 

sensitive to this type of student abuse. Certainly, apart from the above policy critiques, Kent 

Monkman’s The Scream, a dramatic representation of the human experience of Canada’s policy 

for residential schools would have had an impression on Cummings.21 One wonders what his 

artistic reaction would have been had he known of this dark period in Canadian history. Would it 

have prompted another allegory?  

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

This said, it is difficult to reconcile Cummings’ silence on cultural realities in his home 

community when he was so observant and critical elsewhere. Perhaps the only explanation is that 

T.C. did not focus on the verities around him and commented more on the exotic and unfamiliar 

elsewhere. 

                                                           
21 This was part of an exhibition, Shame and Prejudice: A Story of Resiliance, at the Agnes Etherington Arts Centre, 

Queen’s University, 2018. 

Figure 78: Kent Monkman's The Scream (2017). 
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5.4: Relevance of Cummings’ Messages for Canada Today 

 Looking back on T.C. Cumming’s life as an educator, artist, and social commentator, 

how did he contribute to our understanding of our evolving Canadian identity? In her History’s 

People, Margaret MacMillan identifies a number of prominent players who have left their mark 

on the direction in which our world has changed by analysing these “personalities and the 

past.”22 Having identified her cast of active players in our history, she concludes with a reference 

to the importance of the role of observers, because: 

…we still need the individual voices who can give us the feel and texture of the past and 

the descriptions and stories of its people…[and] what such observers record, although 

they often did not intend it, gives us a greater understanding of the assumptions and 

values of a particular time, class, family or place.23     

T.C. Cummings is a perfect example of such an individual who, through his role as a mentor and 

artist, sought to communicate a better understanding of the world around us in his journals and 

social critiques. Perhaps artists cannot change history, but they are instrumental in representing 

its essence and presenting it to us for contemplation. Cummings’ artistic works and social 

commentaries help us understand our differences and similarities as we cope with life in dynamic 

local and trans-national worlds. If “presentism” is rejected as a misguided view of the past, 

viewing the future based on trends and perspectives of the present is a rational objective.24  

Since Cummings died in 1996 at the age of 92, he had only a glimpse of our Canadian 

identity in the “Short 20th Century” which extended from the outbreak of the Great War in 1914 

and lasted until the demise of the “Soviet Empire” in 1991.25 In fact, those chronological 

connections aside, many of T.C.’s concerns and ideas were associated with the “Long 19th 

                                                           
22 Margaret MacMillan. History’s People: Personalities and the Past. (Toronto: Anansi Press, 2015).  
23 MacMillan. History’s People, 277. 
24 David H. Fischer, Historians’ Fallacies: Toward a Logic of Historical Thought, (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 

1970). 
25 See Chapter 2. 
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Century” which lasted from the French Revolution in 1789 until the First World War in 1914. 

Thus, while his exact life-span (1904-1996) was associated mostly with the “Short 20th Century”, 

many of Cummings’ original values lingered on in the rural worlds of Pittsburgh Township and 

Northern Ontario.  

Cummings realized he lived in an interesting era in which society was becoming 

increasingly complicated after two World Wars, new technologies, and dynamic values in 

Canada, a perception enhanced by his world travels and cross-cultural observations. These 

reactions and mission were expressed in Cummings’ allegories which were intended as critiques 

and warnings of developments up to the late 20th century that he foresaw for the future of Canada 

and much of the world. Who we are as Canadians in a global world was important to Cummings 

and his interpretations help us understand where he thought we were heading, and how we are 

reacting to the problems and threats to our society.  

Now, decades after his death, these threats are greater than ever. Perhaps knowing people 

the way, he did, Cummings would not have been surprised with our current social and political 

landscape and what Welsh has called the “return of history”: 

The negative political and economic trends we are experiencing a quarter of a century 

after the end of the Cold War are starting to feel less like ‘transitions’ on the path toward 

a post-historical world, and more like the return of history.26 

That is, the trans-national, cosmopolitan, even global, values of the “Late Twentieth Century” 

are currently challenged by “nationalist” perspectives:  

Typically, the term “nationalist” is employed by the U.S. government to describe political 

figures and forces in other countries that sometimes represent a threat. When used 

domestically, it is a word often tainted with the whiff of extremism, not least because a 

                                                           
26 Jennifer Welsh, The Return of History: Conflict, Migration, and Geopolitics in the Twenty-Frist Century, 

(Toronto: House of Anansi Press, 2016), 27. 
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variant of it, white nationalist, describes racist leaders and groups. U.S. politicians 

traditionally stick with the safer term “patriot.”27 

For the current President of the United States, Donald Trump, a globalist is “a person that wants 

the globe to do well, frankly, not caring about our country so much,”28  a view that is reflected in 

the proposed withdrawal of the United Kingdom from the European Union.29 Indeed, isolationist 

nationalism is rising throughout Europe and much of the world.30   

As we have seen, towards the end of his career, Cummings increasingly recognized the 

changes in the world in which he lived as he reflected on broad cultural approaches in the 

context of his own travels and lived experiences. Ironically, as demonstrated by his life’s work, 

T.C.’s insights focused more on global and trans-national values. Charlotte Gray in The Promise 

of Canada informs us that, “Canadian identity is a race without a finish line, because as the 

country evolves, so does our collective sense of self.”31 Had Cummings been aware of the drastic 

changes that are occurring in our modern world, probably, he would have become engaged in 

exploring current notions of national imagery, morality, and modernization and in providing 

insights into the world into our evolving “collective sense of self.” 

5.5: A Final Reprise on T.C. Cummings: Local Artist, Social Commentator 

In an article entitled Exhibition celebrates life of Tom Cummings, Doug Mackey captured 

an insight into Cummings’ career in an allusion to an encounter Greg Humbert had had at one of 

the exhibitions of T.C.’s works late in his life:32   

                                                           
27 “Phrase Anatomy: ‘I’m a nationalist. Nationalist. Use that word!’” The Toronto Star, October 27, 2018. IN2. 
28 “Phrase Anatomy”, IN2. 
29 Fintan O’Toole, “Brexit is being driven by English nationalism. And it will end in self-rule”, The Guardian, 10    

June 2016. 
30 Christina Pazzanese, “In Europe, nationalism is rising”, The Harvard Gazette, 27 February 2017. 
31 Charlotte Gray, The Promise of Canada: 150 Years: People and Ideas that Have Shaped Our Country, (Toronto: 

Simon and Schuster Canada, 2016), 18.  
32 Greg Humbert, former North Bay archivist, in an email interview with the author, 2017. See Table 3. 
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Greg noticed a younger man pushing a wheelchair through the gallery. They stopped at 

each painting and in hush tones, no doubt, discussed the paintings being observed. He 

thought “how kind of a son or a nephew to bring his ailing father or uncle to the gallery!” 

Then he realised that the older gentleman in the wheelchair was none other than Tom 

Cummings himself. Humbert went over to him, bent down, and expressed his gratitude 

for his work as a painter. He remembered saying, “Thank you Mr. Cummings for being 

an artist.” He looked at him, frail and shaky, but there was a spark in his eyes. Cummings 

smiled and replied, “I could not have done anything else. I needed to paint.”33 

 

As he recalled in a recent letter, this memory of his encounter with T.C. Cummings stayed with 

Humbert for a number of reasons: 

It connected me personally with the artist of a work of art that I have hanging on my 

walls. Secondly, because it spoke to me of the compulsion of the artist, the way in which 

an artist has this need to create in his DNA. In a sense, they are “driven” to create, to 

paint – in Tom Cummings’ instance – a man who did not make his living from being an 

artist (he had a full career as a teacher) but needed to spend all his spare time and energy 

pursing his passion. Art of any kind has so much more value connected to it than any 

monetary value. Art speaks to my soul, my spirit, a window into the culture of any given 

time as seen through the marvelous prism of the talent of an artist. I have always seen this 

as an obligation of society to promote, to preserve and to treasure.34 

This testimony by Humbert sums up the works of Canadian artists such as Cummings. 

How do artists look at things? To try to interpret any works of an artist or writer, I sought to 

know Cummings personally. By reading his journals, interviewing students and friends, 

questioning his family, reading letters written to him and by him, he became better known to me. 

By studying his art, reading his poetry, and consulting the books in his personal library I began 

to see how T.C. interpreted what he saw and what he wished to communicate to others.  

T.C. Cummings was a truly accomplished man, but what unites all of the different 

dimensions of his productive life? Let T.C. have the last word: “Art is a way of living, and it is 

not the results that count. Above all there is a poetic touch of madness about it that raises it far 

above reality.”35 With these words, Thomas Clarence Cummings expressed his personal mission 

                                                           
33 Humbert; email interview. See Table 3. 
34 Humbert; email interview. See Table 3. 
35 Humbert; email interview. See Table 3. 
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as a mentor, artist, and social critic in communicating the future for Canadian and global society. 

This is the role that has been presented in this thesis with its biographical reconstruction of 

Cummings’ life and the presentation of his ideas and perceptions of the “Short Twentieth 

Century.” As an academic exercise, it has related T.C.’s life-path to the evolution of his sense of 

identity at the personal, community, and global level in a dynamic society. While this admittedly 

celebratory exercise may have succeeded, it needs to be exposed to a wider audience and there 

are initiatives underway to do so. Helen Acton proposes to publish a volume of T.C.’s poetry and 

art that communicates his messages. She is also considering donating the remainder of her 

extensive collection of Cummings’ works to Nipissing University, along with a finished work to 

the National Art Gallery in Ottawa. Plans are underway for the publication of his novel, Fire on 

the Sea, which captures the human experience of war and his pacifist views. Finally, I propose 

producing a popular publication that introduces Tom Cummings the man, artist, and provocative 

thinker to the world beyond the academy, ironically, a world that has many of the concerns 

identified by T.C.  
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Appendix A 

Chronology of T.C. Cummings’ Life-Path 

 

1904 – Born on December 1st in Deloraine, Manitoba to parents Thomas and Sara Seline (Donaldson) 

Cummings 

 

1908 – Moved to Kingston on the Woodburn Road  

 

1908 – Brother Austen born, chief engineer on the first penicillin plant in Poona, India 

 

1910-1919 – Attended S.S. No. 11 Woodburn Elementary School, teacher Mrs. Helen Richards Campbell 

and Gananoque High School  

 

1916 – 1917 – Tom Thomson,  The Jack Pine – National gallery of Canada, Ottawa  

 

1922 – North Bay Normal School with the help of $1 a day subsidy from the Ontario Government. 

 

1924 – Graduated – began teaching in a one-room school at Eau Claire – 50 km east of North Bay 

             Studied classical literature extra-murally at Queen’s University.  

 

1927 – Moved from teaching in Eau Claire to North Bay to King Edward V Public School, Principal at Dr. 

 Carruthers’ (1929) and principal at King George Public School in 1935. (30 years in the teaching  

profession)  

 

1933-1936 - Travelled in summers to England, Switzerland, France, Spain, Italy, Morocco, Venice,  

St. Ives artists’ colony in Cornwall, England where he studied under John Park and some  

members of the Royal British Academy of Painters. Studied at the Banff School of Fine Arts  

where T.C. would eventually spend his many summers.  

 

1941 – 1943 – Royal Canadian Air Force and loaned to the Royal Canadian Navy St. John’s Halifax, N.S, 

              Victoria, B.C., Dartmouth, Nova Scotia, Newfoundland  

 

1943 – Senior Flying Control Office in Goose Bay, Labrador (Air-Bush Rescue)  

              Received a citation for rescue of injured crew-men.  

 

1944 –Painted The Greenland Flight, Oil on canvas exhibited at the National Gallery of Canada in an  

            exhibition by the Royal Canadian Air Force  

 

1945 – Painted the study for Milk, Medals and Memories at Sunnybrook Hospital in Toronto, ON.,  

             Pastel on Craft paper 

 

1946 – Interest changed to Modern Canadian Art   
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1949 – Summer Art Programs at Banff School of Fine Arts in 1949,1950, 1951, 1954, 1958, and 1965 

 (Ceramics) – Studied under A.Y. Jackson, MacDonald, Emily Carr.  Jackson taught from 

1940 – 1949. The Banff Centre was founded in 1933 and the archives established in 1991.  There  

is one work of Cummings in the collection of Walter Phillips Gallery entitled Canmore Opera  

House purchased in 1958. 

 

1950 – Homage to an Old Painter  

 

1957 – A.J. Casson, White Pine - McMichael Canadian Art Collection, Kleinburg  

 

1958 – Cummings’ Canmore Opera House purchased in 1958 for the collection of Walter Phillips Gallery 

 

1959 – Summer in Mexico and Jamaica 

 

1964 – Jungle Dominica, Oil on canvas 

Early retirement from teaching at 56 

 

1965-1967 – Mosaic mural for the Federal Department of Transport and the City of North Bay for the 

new Jack Garland Airport.  The mural, Man Conquering Space, is now displayed in North Bay  

City Hall. 

 

1969 – Poem The Naughty Knotty Pines appears on page 25, Poets of Canada 1969  

 

1970 – Painted West Wind - Three White Pines on Sunset Point  

 

1970’s – School for Crime (Allegory) Oil on panel  

 

1971 – The Humanities – Oil on Masonite, Nipissing University – metaphysical work expressing the  

malaise of modern society  

 

1973-1983 – Travelled to Denmark, Sweden, Norway – Studied Scandinavian Sculptures, the Middle  

East, The Canary Islands, Spain, Tobago, Dominica, Venezuela, as well as visiting his relatives in  

Deloraine 

 

1979 – Completed first draft of Fire on the Sea. 

 

1983 – Gopher Hills – 26 short stories – Life of a pre-teen ‘Tom’ on a farm in 1914 spanning four seasons 

 

1990 – Received Honorary Doctorate of Letters from Nipissing University on June 9th. 

 

1996 – Died with Parkinson’s disease on March 14th at the age of 92 in North Bay, buried at Sandhill  

Presbyterian Cemetery in Kingston, near Brewer’s Mills. 

http://thomasclarencecummings.com/database 

 

http://thomasclarencecummings.com/database
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Appendix B 

Paintings in the Kennedy Gallery Collection (2015) 

   
Artist Last 

Name 

 
Artist First 

Name 

Acquisition 
Number 

(YYYY.MMM.###) 

 
 

Title 

 
 

Date 

 
 

Dimensions 

 
 

Medium 

 
Insurance 

Value 

 
Cummings 

Thomas 
Clarence 

 
1988.002.003 

 
Labrador Lem 

 
c.1940 

 
17.5”x13.5” 

 
Oil on Board 

 
$500 

 
Cummings 

Thomas 
Clarence 

 
1988.002.004 

 
Goose Bay 

 
c.1940 

 
19.5”x16.5” 

 
Oil on Board 

 
$500 

 
Cummings 

Thomas 
Clarence 

 
1995.002.000 

Blue Mexican Market 
Scene 

 
c.1970s 

 
28”x 34” 

 
Oil on Canvas 

 
$3,000 

 
Cummings 

Thomas 
Clarence 

 
2002.004.001 

Carribean Fruit 
Market 

 
n.d. 

 
25”x 28” 

 
Oil on Canvas 

 
$1,150 

 
Cummings 

Thomas 
Clarence 

 
2002.004.002 

Pines Bonfield (letter 
May 29/02) 

 
1961 

 
12” x 16” 

Oil on Wood 
Panel 

 
$850 

 
Cummings 

Thomas 
Clarence 

 
2004.002.001 

 
Matador 

 
n.d. 

 
 

  
$4,500 

 
Cummings 

Thomas 
Clarence 

 
2004.002.002 

 
Mexican Bull Fighter 

 
n.d. 

 
16” x 20” 

Mixed Media 
on Paper 

 
$1,950 

 
Cummings 

Thomas  
Clarence 

 
2009.001.001 

Easter Sunday 
Bonfield 

 
1961-65 

 
23”x 19.5” 

Oil on Canvas 
Board 

 
$850 

 
Cummings 

Thomas 
Clarence 

 
2012.001.001 

 
Blue Mask 

 
 

 
10” x7”x 4” 

 
 

 
$1,000 

 
Cummings 

Thomas 
Clarence 

 
2012.001.002 

 
Black Mask 

  
10”x8”x4” 

  
$1,000 

 
Dufoe 

 
Gordon 

 
2003.005.001 

Main Street, South 
Side 

 
n/a 

 
9” x 12” 

 
W/c on Paper 

 
$750 

 
Dufoe 

 
Gordon 

 
2003.005.002 

Main Street, North 
Side 

 
n/a 

 
9” x 12” 

 
W/c on Paper 

 
$750 

Dufoe Gordon 2004.001.001 Street Scenes    $500 

Dufoe Gordon 2004.001.002 Street Scenes    $500 

Dufoe Gordon 2011.003.001 Headlands  8” x 10”  $200 

Sinclair Dr. K.Y. 2010.001.001 Still Life  18’x 28”  $750 

Sinclair Dr. K.Y. 2011.001.001 Landscape  18” x 28”  $600 

Sinclair Dr. K.Y. 2011.001.002 Landscape/Bridge  16”x 20”  $500 



 

199 
 

Appendix C 

Pages from T.C.’s Journals – Constructive Anatomy 
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Appendix D 

Cummings’ Doctorate from Nipissing University 
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Appendix E 

Catalogue of T.C.’s Personal Library 
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Appendix F 

T.C.’s Passports and Travel Records 

Passport   Date of Issue Date of Expiration Renewal Date Destinations 

52461 April 20, 1933 April 20, 1938 April 20, 1943 NB: “Not valid for travel to Spain, the 
Balearic Islands, the Canary Islands, and 
towns and territories under Spanish 
sovereignty in Africa.” 
Brigue, Switzerland, Aug. 1, 1933; 
Basel, Switzerland, July 9, 1935; 
Tangier, Morocco, July 22, 1936;  
Vallorbe, Switzerland, July 16, 1938. 
Cherbourg, France, Aug. 16, 1938;  

5-583007 May 21, 1963 May 17, 1968  May 21, 1973 Jamaica, Dec. 14, 1964;  
Trinidad and Tobago, Dec. 26, 1964;  
Bristol, England, April 1, 1965; Jamaica, 
Dec. 9, 1965;  
Trinidad and Tobago, Dec. 11, 1965;  
Bristol, England, Feb. 24, 1966;  
London, England, March 12, 1966; 
London, April 30, 1966.  
San Juan, Dec. 8, 1966;  
Jamaica, Jan. 25, 1967;  
Trinidad and Tobago, Dec. 6, 1967; 
Shannon, Ireland, May 22, 1968; Trinidad 
and Tobago, Dec. 16, 1968; Jamaica, Jan. 
28, 1969;  
Shannon, Ireland, June 6, 1969; London, 
Nov. 7, 1971;  
Bombay, India, Nov. 11, 1971  
Delhi, India, Nov. 23, 1971;  
London, Nov. 26, 1971;  
Bergen, Norway, July 22, 1972. 

GD550236 May 9, 1973 May 9, 1978 N/A Gatwick, England, May 11, 1974;  
London, England, Oct. 22, 1974 
Malaga, Spain, Oct. 26 1974;  
London, England, Nov. 5, 1974; 
Malaga, Spain, Nov. 9, 1974;  
Gatwick, England, Nov. 23, 1974; 
Alicante, Spain, Nov. 26, 1974; Gatwick, 
England, Nov. 30, 1974;  
Gatwick, England, May 16, 1975; 
Tenerife, Spain, May 25, 1975; Gatwick, 
England, June 8, 1975;  
England, Nov. 15, 1975; Dover,  
Tenerife, Spain, Dec. 9, 1975;  
Gatwick, England, Dec. 23, 1975,  
Trinidad and Tobago, Jan. 24, 1977;  
England, May 11, 1977;  
Zeebrugge, Belgium, May 21, 1977. 
Gatwick, England, June 1, 1977;   
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Appendix G 

Teacher Training Course 
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Appendix H 

Helen Acton’s Letter of Permission 
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Appendix I 

T.C. Cummings’ Retrospective 
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Appendix J 

Letters from Banff School of Fine Arts 
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Appendix K  

Eulogy by Peter Hudson 
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Appendix L 

Arnold Parlee’s Letter 
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Appendix M 

Letter from Garnet Hewitt 
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Appendix N 

Paintings on the Wall at the Ontario Legislative Building in Toronto 
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Appendix O 

General Research Ethics Board Approval 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


