
 

FINDING WILLIAM RAPHAEL      
PORTRAITIST, ILLUSTRATOR, VISIONARY      

Once a fixture of nineteenth-century Montreal, William Raphael ’s  
little-known story is an overlooked chapter in Canadian art history.     

In 1855, before leaving his native Prussia for Montreal, William Raphael (1833–
1914) anglicized his name from Israel Rafalsky. For an unknown painter to assume 
the moniker of a famed Renaissance genius was a startling act of chutzpah—one 
that foreshadowed his noteworthy career as the first Jewish professional artist in 
Canada and a painter whose work would end up in museums across his adopted 
country. 

Not long after arriving in Canada-East, 
Raphael became a sought-after teacher 
and celebrated artist. Still, it would take 
more than a century for major attention to 
be focused on him. His work came under 
renewed consideration in 2015, when a 
vigorous bidding war took place at Christie’s 
in London over Raphael’s painting Bonsecours 
Market, Montreal, 1880 (above right). The 
National Gallery of Canada purchased it for a record-setting $400,000 (hammer 
price), an amount that quadrupled its modest estimate of $37,400 to $56,100.  

While it took an auction in England to spark a Canadian resurgence of interest 
in Raphael, over fifty years ago, a flame was ignited by Jonathan Wener, the 
artist’s great-great-grandson. He started collecting the painter’s work, captivated 
by what Raphael revealed about the people, origins, and identity of Canada. 
Wener’s tenacity and the outstanding scholarship of art historian Dr. Pierre-
Olivier Ouellet laid the foundation for William Raphael: Life & Work, which the 
Art Canada Institute proudly publishes today as an open-access online art book 
available in English and French. Read on for excerpts from this landmark title 
about the remarkable story of an artist who had the tremendous confidence to 
voyage to a new continent, where he made a major contribution to Canada’s 
history and its cultural vibrancy.   
 
Sara Angel 
Founder and Executive Director, Art Canada Institute

DOCUMENTING A  
GROWING NATION   

Influenced by the intimacy and realism of the German Biedermeier movement, 
Raphael brought a painter’s empathy and precision to urban scenes. In Behind 
Bonsecours Market, Montreal, 1866, he turned his portraitist’s eye toward the 
streets of Montreal, capturing a moment alive with vendors, mothers, sailors, 
and children. Into the right-hand side of the crowd, he painted a figure that 

some art historians believe to be a self-portrait. Rather than celebrating elites, 
Raphael found dignity in ordinary people—their gestures, conversations, and 

daily routines. The result is a collective portrait of Canada in its formative years: 
diverse, hard-working, and in motion. Through works like this, Raphael reveals 

how the story of a nation can be traced through the faces of its people.  

Read more in ACI’s  
William Raphael: Life & Work by Pierre-Olivier Ouellet    

CANADA’S FIRST JEWISH ARTIST

When Raphael arrived in Montreal in 1857, he became the first Jewish artist to 
establish a professional practice in Canada. His journey—from an Orthodox 

upbringing in Nakel, Prussia, to a flourishing career in British North America—
mirrored the broader story of Jewish emancipation and migration in the 

nineteenth century. Educated in Berlin during a time of newfound religious 
freedoms, Raphael carried with him the promise of integration and artistic 

possibility. In his portraits and genre scenes, he balanced tradition and 
modernity. Though Raphael never created works explicitly about Judaism, subtle 
references to his faith appear in works such as Portrait of an Orthodox Jew, 1861 
(above left), and With the Current, 1892 (above right). Raphael’s art bridges the 
worlds he inhabited (Old Europe and the new Canada), marking an important 

chapter in the history of Jewish life and artistic innovation in this country.   

Read more in ACI’s  
William Raphael: Life & Work by Pierre-Olivier Ouellet   

A MEDICAL ILLUSTRATOR 

After establishing a name for himself in Montreal through his work in the studio 
of the city’s leading portrait photographer, William Notman (1826–1891), Raphael 

began receiving commissions from the medical community. In the late 1870s, 
Dr. William Osler at McGill University enlisted him to illustrate organs and 

pathological specimens for research and teaching. Though this venture was 
brief, it highlighted Raphael’s exceptional precision and technical skill—abilities 
first refined during his Berlin training in anatomical drawing. His finely observed 

renderings of human skulls and leg muscles, for example, revealed both scientific 
accuracy and artistic sensitivity, qualities that would continue to shape his 

approach to portraiture and beyond.    

Read more in ACI’s  
William Raphael: Life & Work by Pierre-Olivier Ouellet 

CAPTURING EVERYDAY LIFE   

In Haymarket Square / Victoria Square, 1861, Raphael captures a vivid cross-
section of nineteenth-century Montreal: vendors and townspeople animatedly 
fill the square, a child drinks from the “fountain of health,” and horses haul hay 
through the bustling scene. Through his meticulous attention to architecture, 
gesture, and light, Raphael transforms an ordinary marketplace into a living 
portrait of community life. A landmark in his career, this work signaled his 

mastery of urban realism and his commitment to portraying the social fabric  
of his adopted city, establishing him as one of the first Canadian artists to 

celebrate everyday life with such clarity and care.  

 
Read more in ACI’s  

William Raphael: Life & Work by Pierre-Olivier Ouellet 

TEACHING THE ART  
OF OBSERVATION 

Alongside his studio practice, Raphael helped lay the groundwork for Canada’s 
early art education. At the Art Association of Montreal, he taught drawing and 

painting with an emphasis on close observation and the artistic value of everyday 
life. Among the first to offer plein air instruction, which is captured in his work 
An Amateur, 1886, showing a student painting outdoors, Raphael fostered an 

approach that joined discipline with curiosity. His teaching shaped a generation 
of artists and helped define the foundations of formal art training in a young  

and evolving Canada.   

Read more in ACI’s  
William Raphael: Life & Work by Pierre-Olivier Ouellet

HABITANT IDENTITY AND THE 
RURAL IMAGINATION 

In Habitant (or Preparing to Smoke), c.1872–1910, Raphael turns his attention to a 
lone French-Canadian farmer in a modest domestic interior, a moment of stillness 
that speaks volumes about community, work, and place. Departing from romantic 
tropes, Raphael presents the habitant not as a caricature but as a quietly dignified 

individual whose labour, faith, and endurance define his identity. Through this 
work and others picturing scenes of rural Quebec, Raphael contributes to a richer 

visual imagination of the Canadian countryside, its people, and their worth. 

Read more in ACI’s  
William Raphael: Life & Work by Pierre-Olivier Ouellet 

TENSIONS AND CLASHING VISIONS 

By the late nineteenth century, Raphael—once a cornerstone of Montreal’s art 
community and a founding instructor at the Art Association of Montreal—saw 
his influence wane. As Impressionism and modern aesthetics reshaped artistic 
values, his academic realism fell out of step with the times. Raphael’s decline 

also reflected deeper social barriers: as a Jewish artist in a predominantly 
Christian art world, he faced limits to institutional recognition even as his 
contributions to Canadian art were foundational. His fading prominence  

mirrors a wider shift from disciplined realism to the  
freer experimentation of modernism.   

Read more in ACI’s  
William Raphael: Life & Work by Pierre-Olivier Ouellet 

A LEGACY REDISCOVERED  

Although Raphael is seldom mentioned in broad surveys of Canadian art, his 
impact is still felt. A central figure in Montreal’s cultural life, Raphael played a 

dynamic role in the artistic community of his time. He was one of the few people 
in Montreal who saw the value in organizations capable of professionalizing the 

visual arts, exhibiting works, and training future generations of artists. He further 
created a vision of life in the North, best embodied by his painting Tandem, 

1878, that continues to resonate with Canadians. With its careful observation of 
light, weather, and movement, Tandem transforms a simple winter outing into 

a meditation on endurance, adaptation, and belonging—all virtues Raphael 
himself embodied as an immigrant artist forging a place in Canada’s 

 emerging cultural landscape.     

Read more in ACI’s  
William Raphael: Life & Work by Pierre-Olivier Ouellet  

PRE-ORDER THE PRINT EDITION   

In March 2026, the print edition of William Raphael: Life & Work will be released, 
bringing the story of one of Canada’s most talented portraitists and genre 

painters to new audiences in a beautifully designed volume.       

Pre-order ACI’s 
William Raphael: Life & Work by Pierre-Olivier Ouellet   

About the Author of William Raphael: Life & Work

Pierre-Olivier Ouellet is a professor at Cégep du Vieux 
Montréal. He holds a PhD from Université Rennes 2 in France, 
and his research touches on various themes linked to artistic 
production in Quebec and Canada before 1900. Author of 
several scholarly essays, he has published in Quebec and 

Europe, notably in exhibition catalogues and books, including 
François-Marc Gagnon et l’art au Québec : Hommage et 

parcours (Montreal: Presses de l’Université de Montréal, 2021) 
and Trading Paintings and Painters’ Materials 1550–1800 (London: Archetype 
Publications, 2019). Ouellet continues to explore lesser-known or less-
appreciated works of art in Quebec and Canadian history. 
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