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A critical examination of the cultural expression of the sky in two-dimensional art by Emily Carr and Paul Nash
4,617 words
Introduction
This essay examines four oil paintings, two by Emily Carr (1871 – 1945) and two by Paul Nash (1889 – 1946), to identify a cultural expression of the sky in the period from 1935 to 1943. The Carr paintings are two of her most famous: Scorned of Timber, Beloved of the Sky (1935) and Above the Gravel Pit (1937); Nash’s are Sunflower and Sun (1942) and Landscape of the Summer Solstice (1943). This essay will consider these late works through the themes that emerge from investigating how they depict their relationship with the sky as a place offering spiritual refuge during, for Nash, the turmoil of World War II, and for Carr, the colonisation of the First Nations people of British Columbia. First, the paper explores the cultural impact on both artists running up to and during 1935 and 1943 and will then focus on their more individual expressions of the sky from their respective female or male perspectives. Next comes a consideration of indigenous knowledge that could be reflected in the images of the sky they created, such as the idea of a spirit of place or the interconnection of all things. The middle section of the paper compares the mystical motifs represented in the paintings and looks at how aspects of the divine belong to the sky. Here, records from the Alister Hardy Trust database from the same period as the paintings will be utilised to ally descriptions of people’s extraordinary experiences linked with the sky with Carr and Nash’s expressions to explore whether their paintings were purely individual responses or could be seen as universal ones embedded in the culture of the time. 
The Artists 
The four paintings were chosen because Carr and Nash were directly and intensely engaged with the sky.[footnoteRef:2] Further, both show an understanding of the concept of a greater power residing in the landscape – ‘a genius loci.’[footnoteRef:3] It is important to note that these are late works for both artists – indeed, Paul Nash died two years after painting Landscape of the Summer Solstice – and are the culmination of their respective experiences and creative abilities. [2:  Paul Nash, Paul Nash, ed. by Emma Chambers (London: Tate Publishing, 2016), p. 20.]  [3:  Nash, p. 21.] 

Carr showed a commitment to art from an early age. She left Canada when she was seventeen to attend the San Francisco School of Art, followed by a period at the Westminster School of Art when she was twenty-seven.[footnoteRef:4] Eleven years later, in 1910, she went to Paris to study with the avant-garde artists Harry Phelan Gibb, J.D. Fergusson and Frances Hodgkins.[footnoteRef:5] During the breaks in her study, she travelled extensively around British Columbia, visiting the indigenous people to document their disappearing culture through her art. They accepted her, and at the Indian mission at Ucluelet, Vancouver Island, she was even given the name ‘Klee Wyck’ (meaning Laughing One).[footnoteRef:6] After the age of fifty-seven, she entered her most prolific and potent years, during which she applied everything she had learned from her teachers in America, England and Paris and blended in indigenous knowledge.[footnoteRef:7]  [4:  ‘Carr-Large-Print-Guide.Pdf’, p. 2 <https://www.dulwichpicturegallery.org.uk/media/5772/carr-large-print-guide.pdf> [accessed 28 April 2024].]  [5:  ‘Carr-Large-Print-Guide.Pdf’, p. 2.]  [6:  Flora Hamilton Burns, ‘Emily Carr: 1871-1945’, in The Clear Spirit, ed. by Mary Quayle Innis, Twenty Canadian Women and Their Times (University of Toronto Press, 1966), pp. 221–41 (p. 224) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.3138/j.ctt1vxmbch.17> [accessed 2 April 2024].]  [7:  Burns, p. 234.] 

Carr's later work focused on what Vancouver Art Gallery called the ‘vitality of the natural world’ to paint ‘a profoundly personal vision’.[footnoteRef:8] In contrast to this, what could be classed as a down-to-earth attitude to landscape, The Dulwich Picture Gallery guide describes Carr’s paintings of the sky, in particular, as ‘ecstatic images’ that surge with ‘cosmic energy’.[footnoteRef:9] The first of these sky paintings to be discussed is Scorned of Timber, Beloved of the Sky (figure 1); the second is Above the Gravel Pit (figure 2), described in Carr’s journal as ‘a skyscape,’ being ‘free and jubilant.’[footnoteRef:10] These two key paintings also revealed her ‘horror and fascination’ with the impact of mining and forestry on the landscape.[footnoteRef:11]  [8:  ‘Emily Carr’ <https://www.vanartgallery.bc.ca/exhibitions/emily-carr> [accessed 21 April 2024].]  [9:  ‘Carr-Large-Print-Guide.Pdf’, pp. 34 and 35.]  [10:  ‘Emily Carr’, Art Canada Institute - Institut de l’art Canadien <https://www.aci-iac.ca/art-books/emily-carr/significance-and-critical-issues> [accessed 19 April 2024].]  [11:  ‘Emily Carr’.. https://www.vanartgallery.bc.ca/exhibitions/scorned-emily-carr
] 
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Figure 1 - Emily Carr, Scorned by Timber, Beloved of the Sky, 1935, oil on canvas, 111.8cm x 68.4cm. Location and image: Vancouver Art Gallery.

   
[image: Emily Carr Above the Gravel Pit]
Figure 2 - Emily Carr, Above the Gravel Pit, 1937. oil on canvas, 77.2cm x 102.3cm. Location and image: Vancouver Art Gallery.

Nash was an abstract and surrealist artist, most notably a war artist documenting WWI and WWII. In 1942, he was in Oxford, where he regularly visited his friend, Hilda Harrison, at her house, Sandlands, at Boars Hill.[footnoteRef:12] The house had a view towards the Wittenham Clumps and Bagley Woods, and these hills, trees and sky inspired him to create twenty-six versions of the same landscape, exploring cycles of nature.[footnoteRef:13] In a letter to his art dealer, Dudley Tooth, in 1943, he wrote, ‘I have become increasingly absorbed in the study of light and the drama of the great luminaries.’[footnoteRef:14] The two works to be discussed are from this series: Sunflower and Sun (figure 3) concerning the relationship of the two elements, flower and sun, which Nash said ‘implies [their] mystical association’; and Landscape of the Summer Solstice (figure 4).[footnoteRef:15] Charles Hall describes the Boars Hill series as the ‘most technically demanding, aesthetically adventurous abstract paintings of his [Nash’s] career.’[footnoteRef:16] [12:  Simon Bishop, ‘The Spirit of Place: Paul Nash, a Painter in Wartime Oxford’, Oxford Art Journal, 1.1 (1978), 41–45 (p. 43).]  [13:  ‘The Later Works of Paul Nash’ <https://www.nashclumps.org/later.html> [accessed 26 April 2024].]  [14:  ‘Tb_exb_0039_paul_nash_largeprintguide_v1.Pdf’, p. 168 <https://www.tate.org.uk/documents/1182/tb_exb_0039_paul_nash_largeprintguide_v1.pdf> [accessed 17 April 2024].]  [15:  ‘Sunflower and Sun, 1942 by Paul Nash’ <https://www.artgallery.nsw.gov.au/collection/works/7435/> [accessed 21 April 2024].]  [16:  Paul Nash - Aerial Creatures: 3 October 1996 - 26 January 1997, Imperial War Museum; 15 February - 3 April 1997, Oriel Mostyn, Llandudno, ed. by Paul Nash, Charles Hall, and IWM London (London, 1996), p. 48.] 
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Figure 3 - Paul Nash, Sunflower and Sun, 1942, oil on canvas, 51.1cm x 76.5cm. Art Gallery of NSW. Image C Tate London.
[image: Summer Solstice Wittenham Clumps, Paul Nash print in 11 x 14  mount ready SUPERB - Picture 1 of 1]
Figure 4 - Paul Nash, Landscape of the Summer Solstice, 1943, oil on canvas, 71.8cm x 91.6cm. Location and image: National Gallery of Victoria.
Literature Review
The secondary sources referred to in this essay derive from the online guide of Carr’s first European exhibition at Dulwich Picture Gallery in 2014, books such as Tate Britain’s Paul Nash and the Imperial War Museum’s Aerial Creatures, edited by Charles Hall, as well as a variety of journal articles, most notably work by Lily Iona Mackenzie, Simon Bishop, Flora Hamilton Burns, Lisa Baldissera and Robert Linsley. [footnoteRef:17] Mackenzie’s article in the Jung Journal describing Carr’s evolution towards ‘other worldly quality’ is used to explore the mystical symbolism in the two paintings.[footnoteRef:18] The Spirit of Place is Bishop’s article exploring Nash’s relationship with the landscape. [footnoteRef:19] Floral Hamilton Burns was Carr’s friend, a critic of her writing, and the editor of Carr’s autobiographical book about her travels to indigenous peoples, Klee Wick.[footnoteRef:20] Her chapter in The Clear Spirit: Twenty Canadian Women and Their Times provides insight into Carr’s experience and motivations and supplies commentary on passages from Carr’s journals. Linsley’s article in the Oxford Art Journal describes movement in Carr’s work, how it is expressed and what it means to her. [footnoteRef:21] The academic rationale for this exploration comes from Christopher Tilley and Kate Cameron Daum’s book chapter, “Art in and From the Landscape.”[footnoteRef:22] Discussion of these four images will be focused on ‘the essence’ of the work to uncover ‘unfolding relations between the agency of the landscape, that which the artist brings to the landscape,  and the agency of the artwork itself.’[footnoteRef:23]   [17:  Nash, Hall, and IWM London, p. 21.]  [18:  Lily Iona MacKenzie, ‘Emily Carr: An Artist’s Evolution: December 13, 1871–March 2, 1945’, Jung Journal, 13.3 (2019), 119–34 (p. 133) <https://doi.org/10.1080/19342039.2019.1637187>.]  [19:  Bishop, p. 41.]  [20:  Burns, p. 221.]  [21:  Robert Linsley, ‘Landscapes in Motion: Lawren Harris, Emily Carr and the Heterogenous Modern Nation’, Oxford Art Journal, 19.1 (1996), 80–95 (p. 91) <https://doi.org/10.1093/oxartj/19.1.80>.]  [22:  Christopher Tilley and Kate Cameron-Daum, ‘Art in and from the Landscape’, in Anthropology of Landscape, The Extraordinary in the Ordinary (UCL Press, 2017), pp. 234–61 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1mtz542.15> [accessed 7 April 2024].]  [23:  Tilley and Cameron-Daum, p. 234.] 

To explore the notion that Carr and Nash were not alone in their responses to the sky (shown in the paintings), records from Alister Hardy’s Religious Experience Research Centre (known as the RERC) are utilised to support the idea of a universal, thus cultural expression of the sky.[footnoteRef:24] The RERC archive holds over six thousand responses to the question: ‘Have you been aware of or influenced by a presence or power, whether you call it god or not, which is different from your everyday self?’ The records used in this paper are derived from a database search using the word sky with the date range of actual events from January 1935 to December 1943 (corresponding with the time frame of the creation of the four paintings being discussed). These twenty records (eleven written by men and nine by women) describe people's extraordinary or mystical encounters with the sky, seemingly revealing universal elements even though geographical places and years are different, and these elements are reflected in the four images. [24:  ‘AHRERC Version 2.0 - Record Details’ <https://alisterhardytrust.uwtsd.ac.uk/details.aspx?showrec=741> [accessed 17 April 2024].] 

Cultural Influences
[bookmark: _Hlk165120525]Clive Ruggles argues that ‘the practice of observing and making sense of celestial phenomena is as much a cultural activity as any other’; therefore, discussing artworks of the sky is valid to uncover a cultural expression. However, observations about the sky should be grounded in understanding the influences affecting the artists. Although not framed as such during the years observed, it is well documented that both artists were Modernist and were influenced by the Surrealists and Avant-Garde developments such as impressionism in Europe, especially Paris.[footnoteRef:25] Renee Riese Hubert argued that the surrealists rejected naturalism in favour of the ‘inner eye’, dissolving the boundary between inner and exterior worlds.[footnoteRef:26] Nash founded Unit One, a small group of artists promoting modern art, architecture and design.[footnoteRef:27]  Unit One ‘opposed… the dominant naturalist tendency… and [was] instead interested in the imagination.’[footnoteRef:28] Carr claimed her paintings were ‘of my body, my mind, my innermost being.’[footnoteRef:29] Carr’s ‘new way of seeing’ in her later work was part impressionist in her use of ‘light, colour and simplification of form’ and partly due to the influence the Group of 7 was to have on her work.[footnoteRef:30]  [25:  Nash.]  [26:  Renee Riese Hubert, ‘Miró and Breton’, Yale French Studies, 31, 1964, 52–59 (p. 53) <https://doi.org/10.2307/2929721>.]  [27:  Tate, ‘Unit One’, Tate <https://www.tate.org.uk/art/art-terms/u/unit-one> [accessed 23 April 2024].]  [28:  Nash, p. 15.]  [29:  Burns, p. 230.]  [30:  Burns, p. 229.] 

No discussion can be complete without referencing the world wars of the 20th Century. Nash’s artwork was profoundly influenced by his experience as an official WWI war artist. Sunflower and Sun and Landscape of the Summer Solstice were painted when the Luftwaffe air raids actively targeted England. Although these Nash images are not ones that would be associated with war, Hall posits that his unrelated works need ‘to be considered in the context of war.’[footnoteRef:31] For Carr, however, wars were where the ‘great and strong killed to give shrivelled weaklings their chance.’[footnoteRef:32] This pragmatic attitude could be represented in Scorned of Timber, Beloved of the Sky, where the weak-trunked tree stands alone amongst a graveyard of wider tree stumps in the clear-cut forest.  [31:  Nash, Hall, and IWM London, p. 21.]  [32:  Bishop, p. 93.] 

There is a connection between Nash and Carr that is related to WWI. Nash was commissioned as an official war artist in 1917 and documented active service in the trenches.[footnoteRef:33] The Group of 7 was another Modernist movement (like Unit One) based in Canada. The group existed to paint the Canadian wilderness and made Carr one of their honorary members, and she learned much from Lawren Harris’s work.[footnoteRef:34]  Laura Brandon argued that Alexander Young Jackson, who founded the group and was visiting France in 1918, had been following Nash’s experimental work; Nash was an ‘enormous influence’ on Jackson and the other members[footnoteRef:35]. Therefore, it could be argued that Nash’s influence on the Group of 7 ultimately impacted Carr’s later works and could be why, side by side, the four artworks have a resonance with each other in terms of unnaturalistic settings hinting at a hidden power, colouring, the mirroring of land and sky and a relationship with central symbols with the sky. [33:  ‘The Powerful Western Front Paintings Of The Nash Brothers’, Imperial War Museums <https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/the-powerful-western-front-paintings-of-the-nash-brothers> [accessed 21 April 2024].]  [34:  MacKenzie, p. 127.]  [35:  Laura Brandon, ‘Shattered Landscape: The Great War and the Art of the Group of Seven’, 10 (2001), p. 59.] 

Female and Male Perspectives 
Landscape is the subject of the four images, and each pair will be discussed in relation to female and male perspectives. The fact Carr was a woman artist at this time is significant: Lisa Baldissera argues that Carr rejected the usual ‘pastoral… and domestic scenes’ that women painted and instead engaged with political and ecological subjects of ‘cultural significance.’ [footnoteRef:36] Although Carr was an honorary member of the all-male Group of 7, she had to fight constant criticism about her choice of subjects, and she was relegated to teaching drawing classes for children (she lost her women’s art class after outrage at her exhibition depicting indigenous culture).[footnoteRef:37] Thus, Carr was not respected as an artist for much of her life, even though she chose to dedicate her life to her work. [36:  ‘Emily Carr’. Lisa Baldissera]  [37:  Burns.] 

Scorned of Timber, Beloved of the Sky and Above the Gravel Pit show the devastation caused by logging. A 2022 report revealed that of the 8,550 square kilometres of British Columbia’s coastal forests cut between 1860 and 2016, 87% occurred in old-growth forests where the veteran trees were targeted as high value.[footnoteRef:38] In Scorned of Timber, Beloved of the Sky, three tall, spindly trees remain above the stumps of cut trees below, worthless to the logging industry; however, Carr made a tree the central symbol stretching from the bottom of the painting to almost the top showing that it is of value or beloved of the sky as the light frames it as much as it is to Carr who is painting it. In Above the Gravel Pit, two tree stumps jut out from the barren earth, remnants of a clear-cut forest perhaps; from the title, one can discern the mining of gravel, so in this painting, she captures man's impact on the environment without having to paint a human man in it. As a woman, Carr expressed the damage done by men and in doing so, ‘she stepped outside the traditional boundaries for women’.[footnoteRef:39] Her comment regarding the war dead allowing ‘shrivelled weaklings’ to rise is sinister, given the horror and death encountered during the wars, however against a background of Carr's experience as a woman artist in a man’s world, where she could be considered one of these ‘weaklings’, the spindly trees in Scorned of Timber, Beloved of the Sky could represent her own ‘striving, singular spirit’ and tenuous growth as an artist.[footnoteRef:40] [38:  Brenna Owen, ‘Logging Industry Targeted B.C. Old-Growth Forests for More than a Century, SFU Study Finds’, CBC News, 3 October 2022 <https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/sfu-old-growth-forest-cut-paper-1.6604830> [accessed 23 April 2024].]  [39:  , p. 132.]  [40:  ‘Carr-Large-Print-Guide.Pdf’, p. 35.] 

Nash’s male perspective of the landscape and sky, at first glance, shows no evidence of war (it is man-made only through the use of his brushes), suggesting his two images reflect a more personal response, romantic or sentimental, in their expression of the English countryside. However, they show a profound metaphysical conception of the nature of death connected with war. Where Carr concentrated on trees and the movement of the atmosphere, Nash infused the landscape with symbolic flowers such as the sunflower, making it more of what he called a ‘transcendental conception’ than Carr’s. Bishop suggested the flowers represent personal symbols of Nash’s ‘own deteriorating health’ and contemplation of death. The three phases of the dandelion flower, which mirror the sun in Landscape of the Summer Solstice, can be seen to show life’s stages, particularly the last seed head poised to be blown into the sky. If Nash’s two images show an interior contemplation of his suffering, they also show an exterior vision of the relationship between his earthly being and the sky. 
Artist as Student to Indigenous Ways of Being in Relation to the Sky
This section discusses Carr and Nash’s expression of non-western themes relating to the interconnectedness of all things, particularly both artists’ ideas about the spirit of place linking to Tilley and Cameron Daum’s idea of ‘the essence.’ Burns wrote that as well as documenting indigenous culture, their ways ‘inspired and stimulated’ Carr’s creativity.[footnoteRef:41] She suggested that what Carr was trying her best to capture in her work was what the indigenous artists called ‘the hidden thing which is felt rather than seen.’ [footnoteRef:42]  In her two works, there is a feeling of the sky being connected to the earth – the wave-like curves of the hills, forest, cliffs and road in Above the Gravel Pit are reflected in the pattern of the clouds in the sky, suggesting that there is one emanating vibration through the whole. Hoakley named these ‘echoing patterns’; they suggest energy that unifies and can be seen in the grey clouds mirroring the line of trees and hills in the bottom quarter of Scorned of Timber, Beloved of the Sky.[footnoteRef:43] Further, the technique Carr uses is itself ‘a unifying force’ pulling together sky and land with the energy of her broad brushstrokes.[footnoteRef:44] Carr’s journal, Hundreds and Thousands, describes her thoughts that an artist has to experience what they paint – she wrote the subject ‘rests between God and your own soul’.[footnoteRef:45] Mackenzie cites Carr’s pantheism, in which ‘everything in the world seemed alive with Great Spirit’ flows through her later works.[footnoteRef:46] This spirit can be seen in the movement of paint across the canvas, the quality and position of the shimmering light and the unity of shapes.[footnoteRef:47] [41:  Burns, p. 227.]  [42:  Burns, p. 227.]  [43:  hoakley, ‘Totems and Trees: Emily Carr’s Paintings, 1937-1945’, The Eclectic Light Company, 2017 <https://eclecticlight.co/2017/06/28/totems-and-trees-emily-carrs-paintings-1937-1945/> [accessed 17 April 2024].]  [44:  ‘Emily Carr’.]  [45:  MacKenzie, p. 127.]  [46:  MacKenzie, p. 127.]  [47:  ‘From the Forest to the Sea: Emily Carr in British Columbia Review – Canada’s Very Own Van Gogh | Art | The Guardian’ <https://amp.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2014/nov/02/emily-carr-dulwich-picture-gallery-review-canadas-van-gogh> [accessed 7 April 2024].] 

David Mellor argued that Nash shared his wife’s belief in Christian Socialism where ‘theories of immanence… or spirit [flowed] through the material world’ linking the four artworks; Nash’s two works can be understood in light of this belief.[footnoteRef:48] Sunflower and Sun depicts a sunflower with its head bowed toward the sun; a sunbeam connects the two elements. Additionally, the sun, as a disc coming through the clouds, and its beam mirrors the shape of the flower head and its stalk: they are connected in what could be an as above, so below motif and are in a direct relationship. Nash wrote of the ‘drama of the event’ of ‘two opposing ellipses.’[footnoteRef:49] This is the central image of the painting, and the pink and salmon colours in the surrounding hills and trees are in harmony with it. The dandelion globes mirror the sun's entire sphere in Landscape of the Summer Solstice, and the light rays from the sun extend out to touch the hills in the same westerly direction as they do in Sunflower and Sun. Thus, the two paintings can be seen to reflect the other, and perhaps the harmony in colour and shape captures the spirit of the Wittenham Clumps. In summary, all four images reference the idea of a ’Living Universe’ by showing, in Carr’s case, an energy that flows through all things and by connecting celestial objects to earthly ones in symbol, shape and colour, in Nash’s.[footnoteRef:50] [48:  Nash, p. 26.]  [49:  Bishop, p. 45.]  [50:  Burns, p. 235.] 

Mystical Sky Motifs
Carr and Nash situate the spirit of the living universe in the sky, and this section explores whether they locate mystical relevance and hope in the sky, too.  Happold wrote that mysticism is anything unexplainable, supernatural or magical, and he describes it as ‘a break through the world of time and history into one of eternity and timelessness’.[footnoteRef:51] Studying the images alone, there is a sense of what Burns describes as a ‘mystic sought… ultimate reality.’[footnoteRef:52] This section will reference the dataset of twenty RERC records (resulting in the search focused on the word sky and the date range 1935 – 1943) to support the suggestion that these four paintings show the sky as having mystical significance. The first impression is that these twenty people experienced a divine quality in the sky that served as a source of reassurance during turbulent or violent times. Words such as ‘deep calm’, ‘peace’, ‘an absence of fear,’ and ‘security’ describe the effects of contemplating the sky (with observations ranging from supernatural visions to gentle but revelationary deep knowing). These feelings of calmness could be expressed in the artists’ visual response to the sky by using a harmonious and natural colour palette and the uplifting and flowing energy of a bright sunny day (as opposed to the symbolic dark days of war or colonialism). [51:  F. Crossfield Happold, Mysticism: A Study and an Anthology, Pelican Books, Revised ed (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1970).]  [52:  Burns, p. 240.] 

The RERC responses reveal a sense of the divine located in the sky. For example, a man described his revelation that the sky contained ‘a marvellous power that is always there’, while a woman wrote that she understood that hidden in the sky was ‘a non-visible world’ full of meaning.[footnoteRef:53] Again, reference can be made to the artists’ work – it was what Carr was searching for and can be seen in Scorned of Timber, Beloved of the Sky as the cloud formation around the lone spindly tree – framing and supporting it lovingly. It is the unseen power directing the sun’s rays to connect to a particular place to give it meaning in Nash’s.  [53:  ‘AHRERC Version 2.0 - Record Details’. Numbers 000741 and 001407] 

The idea of a meaningful relationship runs through all the art, such as the lonely tree and the sky and the sunflower and sun and is supported by the records. For example, one woman remembered being bitterly cold and crying on a walk home from school as a young child; she ‘looked skyward and rays of light and warmth came’ and enveloped her so she was no longer cold. This depicts a caring sky.  Records show that it was not just a feeling or an awareness, as there are also descriptions of visions. A woman in a hospital in 1939 describes seeing a ‘large eye of fire in the sky’ which helped her conquer her fear of dying; a man saw his dead mother’s face materialise in the sky and felt a ‘perfect unity with God’ and another witnessed an apparition of ‘the saviour and an angel with folded wings in the clouds’.[footnoteRef:54] Nash himself reported ‘visions of unearthly beings inhabiting the sky’.[footnoteRef:55] Indeed, the Tate book describes the Wittenham Clump series as a ‘cycle of visionary paintings’ of ‘powerful symbolic presences’ of the sun.[footnoteRef:56] A soldier looking up to the night sky describes the overwhelming peace to the point that he ‘could not believe that on the same planet, men were engaged in mutual annihilation.’[footnoteRef:57] The sentiment could explain why Nash found such solace in the sky. This section has conveyed that the artists’ expressions of the sky as divine can also be universal and culturally significant. [54:  ‘AHRERC Version 2.0 - Record Details’. Numbers 001751, 002496 and 002979]  [55:  Nash, Hall, and IWM London, p. 22.]  [56:  Nash, p. 21.]  [57:  ‘AHRERC Version 2.0 - Record Details’. Number 002518] 

Movement of the Sky
There are some phrases in the selected RERC records that evoke the movement of Carr’s paintings: one man remembers a cycle ride through idyllic English woodland, recalling himself as ‘vibrating… in sunlight’; another experienced the ‘quivering and throbbing of the whole physical universe’.[footnoteRef:58] Carr’s journal entry about Above the Gravel Pits shows that she intended to create a piece that was ‘free… jubilant, not crucified to one spot’ (almost as if she were speaking of her own needs as an artist).[footnoteRef:59] Nash also wanted to show movement; he did so by reflecting the shapes of the land in the sky and vice versa in ‘echoing forms… which retaliate.’[footnoteRef:60] Linsely wrote about Carr’s use of movement in her later works where ‘moving swirls of paint’ express ‘energies… passing through’, which describes the flow of the clouds and sky in these two particular artworks beautifully.[footnoteRef:61] He also clarifies for the viewer that she is, herself, an inner moving consciousness wanting to connect with the outer moving world of the atmosphere.[footnoteRef:62] In Above the Gravel Pit, the dark forest flows into the sky amid waves of light and mid-blue strokes, seeming to ride upwards and manifest as darker lines near the top left of the canvas. The light in the sky has an eerie quality in that one is unsure of where the sun is located as there is no globe as in Nash’s two works – it is hidden and could just as easily be behind a cloud in the righthand patch of light, as a sunrise or sunset in the centre of the painting or behind the minor patch of white in the left. In effect, Carr has captured the sun’s movement throughout one day. It is ‘one continuous movement’ of rocks and sky.[footnoteRef:63] [58:  ‘AHRERC Version 2.0 - Record Details’. Numbers 003353 and 003401]  [59:  ‘Emily Carr’.]  [60:  ‘Sunflower and Sun, 1942 by Paul Nash’.]  [61:  Linsley, p. 92.]  [62:  Linsley, p. 93.]  [63:  Linsley, p. 92.] 

Nash depicts movement by painting the sky in relation to time and the passing seasons. The sunflower tracks the sun across the sky, and the dandelion is pulled from the ground to pass through the three stages all living beings recognise: that of being young, mature and old (then dead). St John’s Wort traditionally flowers in June, and the most potent time to harvest the medicine is at the Summer solstice, mirroring the sun at its most powerful position in the sky. However, reference to the autumnal brown of the trees on the clump heralds the turning of the seasons and is a reminder, along with the seed-headed dandelion, that time does not stand still for anyone living on earth. 
Carr wrote that ‘a picture equals a movement in space’, and this is manifest in each of the four artworks.[footnoteRef:64] In this, it can be said that the cultural expression of the sky is to remind people that the sky is eternal and people are not and that the landscape has the exact energy source as humans, being the sun and its light. There is, however, a magical and mystic quality to the idea of the cycle of life and death in which people can find peace.[footnoteRef:65] [64:  MacKenzie, p. 130.]  [65:  MacKenzie, p. 128.] 

The Sky as a Place of Refuge
Two years before painting Sunflower and Sun, Nash wrote, ‘I get very wretched and pray for death’. [footnoteRef:66] Bishop suggests that at this time, ‘echoes… of spiritual want’ made Nash look at alternative subjects rather than his usual study of war.[footnoteRef:67] He took to the sky in his mind the way his body could not, plus he had the idea that the soul was a ‘floating presence in the sky’.[footnoteRef:68] Thus, these two of his works can be seen as explorations of the mystical sky and his coming to terms with his impending death. He chooses to paint the same landscape over twenty times, albeit not in a completely naturalistic way; however, he seems to be exploring different perspectives, conditions, time and relationships as one may do looking back on a life lived. The colours and harmony in the pieces suggest he has found a certain peace. It is not just an individual meditation: Hall remarks that these paintings are a testament to Western culture being ‘wrested away from the forces of darkness.’[footnoteRef:69]  [66:  Bishop, p. 41.]  [67:  Bishop, p. 41.]  [68:  Nash, p. 21.]  [69:  Nash, Hall, and IWM London, p. 48.] 

Carr also found solace in her later work. She was finally recognised as an artist, and Burns reports that when Carr had more health issues, she ‘received an outpouring of spiritual power.’[footnoteRef:70] Indeed, the light expressed in the sky in Above the Gravel Pit and Scorned of Timber, Beloved of the Sky has a ‘dramatic quality’, which Mackenzie calls ‘liquid, living light,’ as one might describe an encounter with the divine.[footnoteRef:71] Indeed, she argued that Carr captured ‘a divine quality.’[footnoteRef:72]Lastly, when thinking about Carr’s connection to the hidden universal spirit she learnt about from Indigenous culture, this recent image of the Central Molecular Zone (CMZ) of the Milky Way (figure 5) taken in 2022 suggests that Carr was closer in revealing a unifying cosmic energy in her later paintings than Nash. Pare and others found evidence that ‘compression from stellar winds and shear from tidal forces’ influenced the magnetic fields within the clouds. [footnoteRef:73] The morphology is reminiscent of the movement seen in the sky of ‘Above the Gravel Pit’ (figure 6); perhaps Carr did render the invisible visible with the swirling movement of her brushes. [70:  Burns, p. 236.]  [71:  MacKenzie, p. 131.]  [72:  MacKenzie, p. 128.]  [73:  Dylan Paré and others, ‘SOFIA/HAWC+ Far-Infrared Polarimetric Large-Area CMZ Exploration (FIREPLACE) Survey III: Full Survey Data Set’ (arXiv, 2024) <http://arxiv.org/abs/2401.05317> [accessed 9 April 2024].] 
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Figure 5 - Dylan Pare and others, 'SOFIA/HAWC+ Far-Infrared Large-Area CMZ Exploration (FIREPLACE) Survey III: Full Survey Set, accessed 9th April 2024
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Figure 6 Detail from Above the Gravel Pit and close-ups of the magnetic fields in the clouds around the Milky Way

Conclusion
In conclusion, this essay has critically explored the cultural expression of the sky in four pieces of two-dimensional art by the artists Emily Carr and Paul Nash, completed from 1935 to 1943. The paper has discussed whether making sense of their worlds through their imagination led Carr and Nash into a spiritual relationship with the sky in their later years, where the sky stood for a link to refuge or hope – set apart or in contrast to violent upheaval. The exploration has focused on what Tilley and Cameron Daum called ‘the essence’ inside the paintings and found a personal and universal relationship between humans and the sky embedded in all four images. Even though they are representations, the artworks have revealed the agency of the sky to bestow spiritual reassurance on Carr and Nash. All four works are eternal and timeless as, at first glance, there are no real clues to tie them to a particular era except perhaps for the tree stumps in Carr’s work. However, they resonate with the mystical and extraordinary experiences of everyday people living at the time. There is agency in the artworks – they document the history of who painted them, and they become meaningful in the context of the war or colonialism. Yet, the meanings revealed in this small collection of artworks extend beyond each of the artists’ interior responses to the exterior world to be of cultural significance for us living today, and they have the potential to project even further to provide reassurance to those who may find themselves in a turbulent future. Still, Nash and Carr’s depictions of the sky break through ‘the world of time and history’ to a place where magic resides. 

References
‘AHRERC Version 2.0 - Record Details’ <https://alisterhardytrust.uwtsd.ac.uk/details.aspx?showrec=741> [accessed 17 April 2024]
Bishop, Simon, ‘The Spirit of Place: Paul Nash, a Painter in Wartime Oxford’, Oxford Art Journal, 1.1 (1978), 41–45
Brandon, Laura, ‘Shattered Landscape: The Great War and the Art of the Group of Seven’, 10 (2001)
Burns, Flora Hamilton, ‘Emily Carr: 1871-1945’, in The Clear Spirit, ed. by Mary Quayle Innis, Twenty Canadian Women and Their Times (University of Toronto Press, 1966), pp. 221–41 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.3138/j.ctt1vxmbch.17> [accessed 2 April 2024]
‘Carr-Large-Print-Guide.Pdf’ <https://www.dulwichpicturegallery.org.uk/media/5772/carr-large-print-guide.pdf> [accessed 28 April 2024]
‘Emily Carr’ <https://www.vanartgallery.bc.ca/exhibitions/emily-carr> [accessed 21 April 2024]
‘———’, Art Canada Institute - Institut de l’art Canadien <https://www.aci-iac.ca/art-books/emily-carr/significance-and-critical-issues> [accessed 19 April 2024]
‘From the Forest to the Sea: Emily Carr in British Columbia Review – Canada’s Very Own Van Gogh | Art | The Guardian’ <https://amp.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2014/nov/02/emily-carr-dulwich-picture-gallery-review-canadas-van-gogh> [accessed 7 April 2024]
Happold, F. Crossfield, Mysticism: A Study and an Anthology, Pelican Books, Revised ed (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1970)
hoakley, ‘Totems and Trees: Emily Carr’s Paintings, 1937-1945’, The Eclectic Light Company, 2017 <https://eclecticlight.co/2017/06/28/totems-and-trees-emily-carrs-paintings-1937-1945/> [accessed 17 April 2024]
Hubert, Renee Riese, ‘Miró and Breton’, Yale French Studies, 31, 1964, 52–59 <https://doi.org/10.2307/2929721>
Linsley, Robert, ‘Landscapes in Motion: Lawren Harris, Emily Carr and the Heterogenous Modern Nation’, Oxford Art Journal, 19.1 (1996), 80–95 <https://doi.org/10.1093/oxartj/19.1.80>
MacKenzie, Lily Iona, ‘Emily Carr: An Artist’s Evolution: December 13, 1871–March 2, 1945’, Jung Journal, 13.3 (2019), 119–34 <https://doi.org/10.1080/19342039.2019.1637187>
Nash, Paul, Paul Nash, ed. by Emma Chambers (London: Tate Publishing, 2016)
Nash, Paul, Charles Hall, and IWM London, eds., Paul Nash - Aerial Creatures: 3 October 1996 - 26 January 1997, Imperial War Museum; 15 February - 3 April 1997, Oriel Mostyn, Llandudno (London, 1996)
Owen, Brenna, ‘Logging Industry Targeted B.C. Old-Growth Forests for More than a Century, SFU Study Finds’, CBC News, 3 October 2022 <https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/sfu-old-growth-forest-cut-paper-1.6604830> [accessed 23 April 2024]
Paré, Dylan, Natalie O. Butterfield, David T. Chuss, Jordan A. Guerra, Jeffrey I. Iuliano, Kaitlyn Karpovich, and others, ‘SOFIA/HAWC+ Far-Infrared Polarimetric Large-Area CMZ Exploration (FIREPLACE) Survey III: Full Survey Data Set’ (arXiv, 2024) <http://arxiv.org/abs/2401.05317> [accessed 9 April 2024]
‘Sunflower and Sun, 1942 by Paul Nash’ <https://www.artgallery.nsw.gov.au/collection/works/7435/> [accessed 21 April 2024]
Tate, ‘Unit One’, Tate <https://www.tate.org.uk/art/art-terms/u/unit-one> [accessed 23 April 2024]
‘Tb_exb_0039_paul_nash_largeprintguide_v1.Pdf’ <https://www.tate.org.uk/documents/1182/tb_exb_0039_paul_nash_largeprintguide_v1.pdf> [accessed 17 April 2024]
‘The Later Works of Paul Nash’ <https://www.nashclumps.org/later.html> [accessed 26 April 2024]
‘The Powerful Western Front Paintings Of The Nash Brothers’, Imperial War Museums <https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/the-powerful-western-front-paintings-of-the-nash-brothers> [accessed 21 April 2024]
Tilley, Christopher, and Kate Cameron-Daum, ‘Art in and from the Landscape’, in Anthropology of Landscape, The Extraordinary in the Ordinary (UCL Press, 2017), pp. 234–61 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1mtz542.15> [accessed 7 April 2024]





image1.png
PRIFYSGOL CYMRU ——
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David





image2.png




image3.jpeg




image4.jpeg




image5.jpeg




image6.png
033° o
20 km s cloud Galactic Longitude





image7.png




image8.jpeg
20 km s cloud Galactic Longitude





