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THE POLITICS OF ART
CANADIAN CREATORS ON 
MATTERS OF THE STATE

As Canada heads to the polls on Monday, we look at artists across the
country who have explored pivotal political moments.

On Monday, Canadians will elect a new government. The 
race is one that’s too close to call, but its outcome will set 
the trajectory of our country for years to come. At this 
critical moment when we make a decision about our next 
government, one that will determine who we are as a 

nation, we’re reflecting on campaigns and art inspired by 
important events in Canadian politics—victories, failures, 

strengths, and weaknesses that define our history. From Joseph 
Légaré’s depiction of burning parliament buildings in Montreal to Krista Leddy’s 
recent tribute to Louis Riel, from humorous election posters to biting critiques 
of injustice, art offers a singular window into matters of the state. These works 
and the others below remind us that no matter what we think of our leaders, our 
elections are one of our country’s greatest traditions. We are deeply fortunate  
to have the right to vote. 
 
Sara Angel 
Founder and Executive Director, Art Canada Institute

LIBERTY LOST (G20 TORONTO)
by Carole Condé and Karl Beveridge

Carole Condé and Karl Beveridge, Liberty Lost (G20 Toronto), 2010, Courtesy of the artists. 

Committed to art and activism since the 1970s, the Toronto-
based duo Carole Condé (b.1940) and Karl Beveridge (b.1945) 
address the police’s large-scale presence and the unlawful 
tactics employed at the 2010 G20 Summit in Toronto in 
this staged photograph. Inspired by Eugène Delacroix’s 

(1798–1863) famous painting Liberty Leading the People, 1830, 
Condé and Beveridge’s work depicts a confrontation between 

peaceful demonstrators and riot police. In the foreground, the 
figure of Liberty lies helplessly on the street as an officer prepares to strike her. 
The summit, which focused on issues affecting the global economy, resulted in 
the largest mass arrests in Canadian history, and of the 1,100 people who were 
detained, 800 were later released without charge.

Learn more about Carole Condé + Karl Beveridge

YES NUNAVUT AND  
NUNAVUT WANTS YOU POSTERS

by Alootook Ipellie

Best known for his political cartoons and surreal drawings, 
Iqaluit-born, Ottawa-based Inuk artist Alootook Ipellie  
(1951–2007) advocated for the creation of Nunavut in a 
series of posters he designed for Inuit political organizations. 
The eye-catching design on the left encouraged people 

to participate in the 1982 territory-wide plebiscite for the 
division of the Northwest Territories by representing a “yes” 

vote being inserted into a globe depicting the region that 
brilliantly doubles as a ballot box. The artist’s Nunavut Wants You poster (right) 
references the iconic American military recruitment advertisement featuring 
Uncle Sam. In place of the elderly figure, however, Ipellie has chosen the face  
of a young Inuk man to suggest that a new generation must also contribute to 
the fight for their autonomy. 

Learn more about Alootook Ipellie

THE POLITICIAN
by Joe Fafard

Joe Fafard, The Politician, 1987, private collection. 

An unconventional political portrait, this bronze sculpture 
by celebrated Saskatchewan artist Joe Fafard (1942–2019) 
represents John Diefenbaker, the thirteenth prime minister 
of Canada, in a wrinkled suit, standing on a kitchen chair, 
and ready to address a crowd. Raised in the Prairies, the 

Conservative politician and lawyer became prime minister in 
1957—after twenty-two consecutive years of Liberal rule. This 

major achievement reflects Diefenbaker’s populism, attention to 
social justice, and charisma as a public speaker. Fafard’s sculpture presents his 
subject as beleaguered but nevertheless steadfastly engaged in the concerns 
of everyday Canadians. The famed orator was prime minister until 1963 after 
he faced criticism for his handling of several issues, including the 1962 Cuban 
Missile Crisis. Diefenbaker remained an MP until his death in 1979, just after Joe 
Clark became the first Tory Prime Minister since him.

Learn more about Joe Fafard

PORTRAIT OF KIM CAMPBELL
by Barbara Woodley

Barbara Woodley, Portrait of Kim Campbell, 1990, Courtesy of the artist. 

In 1990, three years before Kim Campbell became Canada’s 
first female prime minister, Vancouver photographer Barbara 
Woodley created an infamous portrait of her. The first 
Canadian woman to become minister of justice, Campbell 
had received her robes for her new position the same 

day, and Woodley suggested they be included. After the 
photograph was exhibited in Vancouver, its appropriateness 

was questioned in the media and it soon became the subject 
of newspaper headlines worldwide. “We both realized that holding the robes 
while I was fully dressed would look silly, but we had no idea at the time that 
her photo of me, bare-shouldered and holding the robes on a hanger would 
become so notorious,” says Campbell. The image is part of a series dedicated to 
inspirational women across the country that Woodley began in the spring of 1989 
and that culminated in her book Portraits: Canadian Women in Focus (1992).

Learn more about Barbara Woodley

TECHNICOLOUR LOUIS
by Krista Leddy

Krista Leddy, Technicolour Louis, 2019, Courtesy of the artist and Canadian Geographic. 

Edmonton-based Métis artist Krista Leddy created this 
dazzling beadwork portrait of Louis Riel for a feature story 
on the Métis political leader and founder of the province 
of Manitoba in Canadian Geographic’s July/August 2019 
issue. Riel was elected three times as member of the House 

of Commons, but, fearing for his life, he could never take his 
seat. In 1870 the Métis politician led the Red River Resistance 

and, fifteen years later, the Northwest Resistance against the 
Canadian government. He was hanged for high treason on November 16, 1885. 
Leddy’s rainbow-coloured piece is based on a well-known photograph of Riel 
taken in 1880 and portrays him as an emblem of hope. The artist has subtly 
integrated the infinity symbol—featured on the Métis flag and signifying the 
continuity of the Nation—into Riel’s hair and collar and depicted the Métis  
rose on his chest.

Learn more about Krista Leddy 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

KING’S MIXED PICKLES
by Arthur George Racey

Arthur George Racey, King’s Mixed Pickles, c.1925, Library and Archives Canada, Ottawa. 

Designed by the Montreal Star’s senior cartoonist Arthur George Racey 
(1870–1941), this poster was published by the Conservative Party during the 
1925 election campaign and humorously critiques then-Liberal prime minister 
William Lyon Mackenzie King’s indecisiveness. The bottle of “King’s Policy 
Pickles” is advertised as “made to suit all tastes” and contains pickles inscribed 
with opposing ideas, such as free trade vs. tariffs. This election ultimately saw 
the Conservatives win the most seats, but they did not achieve a majority in 
the House of Commons and King was able to maintain power. Canada’s longest 
serving prime minister, he led Canada through the Great Depression and the 
Second World War during his nearly twenty-two years in office.

Learn more about Arthur George Racey

AN INDIAN ACT SHOOTING  
THE INDIAN ACT

by Lawrence Paul Yuxweluptun

Lawrence Paul Yuxweluptun, An Indian Act Shooting the Indian Act, 1997,  
Courtesy of the Vancouver Art Gallery. 

In 1997, Cowichan/Syilx First Nations artist Lawrence  
Paul Yuxweluptun (b.1957) shot copies of the Indian Act  
of 1876 as part of a performance he repeated three times 
in two different locations in the United Kingdom. Encased 
in a felted vitrine, the decorated rifle, empty bullet casings, 

and shredded documents are what remain of Yuxweluptun’s 
protest against this all-encompassing legislation governing 

First Nations people in Canada. “How do you exile people  
and limit rights and call it democracy? How will we move forward if you’re  
going to keep us prisoner on our own land?” the artist asks. “This is not my 
dream.” For over thirty years, Yuxweluptun has dedicated his practice to 
confronting Canada’s colonial history and advocating for Indigenous rights,  
land, and sovereignty.

Learn more about Lawrence Paul Yuxweluptun

CHARLOTTETOWN REVISITED 
(CHARLOTTETOWN REVISITÉE)

by Jean Paul Lemieux

Jean Paul Lemieux, Charlottetown Revisited (Charlottetown revisitée), 1964,  
Confederation Centre of the Arts, Charlottetown. 

The Confederation Centre of the Arts in Charlottetown, Prince 
Edward Island, commissioned Quebec City-based artist 
Jean Paul Lemieux (1904–1990) to produce this striking 
mural a century after the 1864 Charlottetown Conference, a 
pivotal event in the nation’s history. At the historic gathering 

delegates from the Province of Canada (now Ontario and 
Quebec), Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, and PEI first seriously 

discussed seeking independence from Britain and becoming a 
united country. Internationally renowned for his stark horizontal landscapes, 
Lemieux depicts three monumental Fathers of Confederation in shadow against 
an expansive orange sky. This harmonious yet enigmatic mural was the artist’s 
last, although he continued to paint in his signature style—which first emerged 
in 1956 and elevated him to international acclaim—until 1970.

Read more in ACI’s Jean Paul Lemieux: Life & Work  
by Michèle Grandbois 

 
This book was made possible thanks to the  

Title Sponsorship of The McLean Foundation.

LA RAISON AVANT LA PASSION
by Joyce Wieland

Joyce Wieland, La raison avant la passion, 1968, Pierre Elliott Trudeau Estate. 

In 1968 Joyce Wieland (1930–1998) saw Pierre Elliott Trudeau 
as the champion of a strong Canada, capable of countering 
American cultural and ideological expansion. In honour of 
the country’s fifteenth prime minister she created two works, 
Reason over Passion and La raison avant la passion (shown 

above), both 1968, that take the form of quilts stitched with 
appliqué quotations from Trudeau’s assertion, “Reason over 

passion—that is the theme of all my writing.” The genius of 
these pieces is that they pay homage to aspects of traditional quilt-making—a 
practice that had historically been devalued because it was categorized as craft, 
or “women’s work”—while still engaging with the contemporary movements of 
Pop, Conceptual, and other neo-avant-garde art. 

Read more in ACI’s Joyce Wieland: Life & Work  
by Johanne Sloan 

 
This book was made possible thanks to the  
Title Sponsorship of Phyllis Lambert and the  

Toronto Friends of the Visual Arts.

BURNING OF THE PARLIAMENT 
BUILDINGS IN MONTREAL

by Joseph Légaré

Joseph Légaré, Burning of the Parliament Buildings in Montreal, c.1849,  
McCord Museum, Montreal. 

With this painting, Quebec-born artist and politician Joseph 
Légaré (1795–1855) documents the destruction of the 
Parliament building in Montreal on April 25, 1849 after  
rioters set it on fire. Their anger was sparked by the 
passing of the Rebellion Losses Bill, created by the Reform 

government to compensate individuals who had suffered 
property losses during the Rebellions of 1837–1838. Strongly 

opposed to this legislation, thousands of Tory rioters damaged 
the private properties of Reform leaders in addition to burning down the 
Parliament building. Légaré heightens the drama by depicting the bright, raging 
fire against a pitch-black sky while riveted crowds observe the scene from afar. 
Shortly after these events, the capital of the Province of Canada was moved 
to Toronto. In 1857, Queen Victoria chose Ottawa as the capital of the United 
Province of Canada.

Learn more about Joseph Légaré  

Our entire collection of newsletters can be found on the ACI website,  
for you to read, share, and enjoy. 

 
 
 

THANK YOU TO OUR BENEFACTORS
 

The ACI is a not-for-profit educational charity that receives no  
government financing or public support. Our work is made possible  

by an important circle of friends, patrons, and benefactors.  
 

If you would like to support our important work,  
please see this page.
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