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THE ONCE & FUTURE INC.

Robert Clark Yates Interviews Himself
About the Birth of Hamilton Artists Inc.

9750 == 1995

ry: This is the year of Hamilton Artists Inc's t
anniversary. i ; een asked to ask you to tell u
the Inc's genes

RIS e s Suncie = Sthesifmpressilon®yeouSswanted o ta ik St oNme
b '

I'm sorry, Mr Yates. b t time. I'm sure your
personal activities would be of interest to a few people, but
we are attempting here to gather facts of the birth of the
Inc, & subject of interest to many Hamilton artists.
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ry: Tell us how the Inc began.

RY: My recollection of events that took place twenty years
ago will be far more personal than talking about my art which
I hope is more universal in nature than any history of an
institution.

ry: Well, personal stories bring history to life, don't you
think? Let's start at the beginning. Tell us about the
official opening in 1975.

To begin with, the opening was not the beginning. It

he birth, but the birth came after a period of intense
ur, which followed at least nine months of active

tion after the initial planting of a seed. Even that
receded by flirtation with the idea, and then courtship.
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Xy: If you could, Mr Yates, would you please limit the
Imagery? We don't have much space and we would rather deal
wilth efficial histerieal facts:

RY: Sorry. But you should know that the opening was the

continuation of a process already begun. It wasn't the

bej?nning but a place where many tributaries joined to make a
ream a river.

ry:  Just the facts please, sir.

RY: The opening was a big party, what you would call a
successful social happening. I designed the flyer announcing
the event---an egg cracking open. Probably dignitaries were
present but I can't recall who they were. The official
history will immortalize them as the movers and shakers
they're destined to be remembered as, but I don't remember
them. W I do recall is a large group show with a

i ly wide range of styles, subject matter and talent.
eased with my Canadlan icon painting of a goalie

hams Responsibility". At one point in the evening
notL cing a young woman who moved beautifully,

th abandcn, sco there must have been music.
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for years the cold fact that a group of
—operatively founa@d che Inc ran 1975 That

Il us very much. Perhaps you could tell us
how and why they got together.

RY: I could name maybe six or seven people I think were
founders of the Inc, but I don't know for sure whether they

founders" or not. The Inc is now grown-up, on
ed of no parents. I was there when wild-oats
ved but I was pretty hard to find as scon as the
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respensibility of an entity which needed lots of attention
and guidance came crying and kicking into the world. There
were requests for alimony, but I had my own off-spring and
art to tend to.

ry: Please, Mr Yates...

ther s a difference between the founding of
7 i They have as much similarity as
making love and

ry: Really, Mr Yates... Now, I understand you were a
founder,; so was Bryce Kanbara...

RY: I don't know for sure whether Bryce was an "off:h'*l
founder" oxr not, but it is my understanding that I was not.
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ry: Oh? Many people I've talked to are under the Iimpression
=

that you were a founding member of the Inc, and in some of
your published writings you make that claim yourself. What's
the story?

RY: I have been actively involved in the Inc very little of
the twenty years it has been going. My involvement ebbs and
flows between long stretches of complete abstinence and short
periods of in’cenmD commitment. I don't like the official
meetings, proper procedures, committees, policies and rules
the Inc seems to thert on. My lack of leadership is
exceeded only by my inability to follow. I can't really

be closely associated with this or any other organization.

LY S Sansar e ner et ounders ar v the N inhc . 2

RYa: I'm sorry

ox may be 1ntc“viewing the wrong person
T el o t

. &. e
u a story anyway. It should make it clear
in riewing the wrong person
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you probably are interv

At the time of the big NOW show of contemporary Hamilton
artists at the old Library building---it was 1986, over ten
yearsiafter the ‘“tn”iﬁg of the Inc---there was a
simultaneous retrospective show of historic Hamilton artists
acxressiicherstreetiat the Axt Gallery of Hamilton. Late one
night Bryce Kanbara and I were up on ladders writing with
chalk on the walls of the Gallery, doing the installation for
that show...
Ty: "Climbing the Cold White Peaks!" I remember that
exhibition. It loeked great:
RY:  Yes. 1It's a good example of Bryece's curatorial
inventiveness and I think it really worked. It was based on
Stuart McCualg's history, an Inc-sponsored book which also
came out at that time. Anyway, an article by me had just
appeared in a Hamilton magazine as part of a co-ordinated
effort of many artists on all fronts in an ambitious

awareness-ralsing for the Hamilton art scene during those
heady days. The by-line Said I was a founding member of the
Inc. In the course of whatever we were talking about, Bryce
said to me, "How come you keep saying you're one of the
founding members of the Inc? You weren't one of the
founders." This surprised me and left me dumbfounded. I had
come through the preceding decade with an apparently false
assumption that I was a founder, since I was there at the
beginning---from the initial conception, as was Bryce---
arranging with real estate people to see prospective gallery
space, trying to bring together as many local artists as we
could, feeling a direction by meeting with artists and
various established organizational representatives---Bill
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owell of the Ebony Knight, Greg Curnoe of CAR, Glenn Cumming
f the Art Gallery of Hamilton, going to Saint Catharines to
e what the Niagara artists were doing---not to mention long
lks with Bryce, Mel Shimoda and Paul Dyment, drinking and
dreaming of how we could get an art scene happening... I had
thought the Inc grew out of that (and I'm sure it did), so I
innocently thought I was one of the founders.
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ry: And Bryce's story is different

RY: I'm reminded of another story: I once heard Barker
Fairley interviewed on CBC Radio. He was a friend of the
Group of Seven and once went on a sketching trip down the
Moon River with A.Y. Jackson. One night they saw a
magnificent tree get struck by lightning. Years later
Fair1ey heard Jackson giving a public talk on the early days.

A pivotal anecdote was his vivid memory of the tree and the
llghtenxng. But he said his companion was Lismer or someone
else. Fairley was hurt that he wasn't remembered. He had
thought the memory of that event was something very special
the two of them shared. But even this anecdote may be
inaccurate if you check my memory against the transcripts of
that particular radio program. We remember things
differently and put different emphasis on them. I would be
curious to hear Bryce's recollection for public consumption
of the pre-Inc days and the Inc's opening.

xy: Would it differ from the official version?

RY: Until the night of the writing on the walls I was
unaware there even was an "official" Inc history. We have a

definition problem here. I don't know what a founding member
is.

By S AWCE S e el dngl Lef ERout, areswe Are you afraid history
issgoing to forget yoeu? mh re

RY: Thank you. It is nice to be understood.

ry: Well, if it is any comfort to you, Tom Thomson was not a
member of the Group of Seven either. Maybe you are like Tom
Thomson.

RY: You are too kind.
ry: Whether you were an official member of the group or not,
You can still talk of the early days since at least you were

there...

RY: Aall I have to offer are Eirst—hand'anecdotes. I kqow
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nothing of any "official histoery!. The gallery's Yofficial
ralison d'etre is probably something you would write on an
application form for a government grant rather than what we
really felt when we got together for a few beers after
working alone pursuing our own individual art.

e AV ghit s Sl Gl This is like pulling teeth. Tell us
the unofficial story of the early days, the Inc's pre-history
ad srouncing. R It donticReamenl AN G s g a s sl e h SRy s DICe
things up a bit. Was there any conflict between any of the
personalities involved?

RY: No, nothing worth mentioning. Things seemed to develop
pretty smoothly.

EVISSE N Ehi nks voulrevexercisy Sedectivesmenory. Lo fact,
your account is less helpful than the "official history”.
FEveryone knows that when you get /

o

et al grouphof people. togetner
there wil] be differences of copinion as to the purpose of
your getiting together. Ifferent agendas develop.
Strategies unfold to support the agendas. There is often
Rt LIt I think we can assume with certainty that there
were conflicts and differences of opinion...

RY =@k ay, "yeoulre right. There were conflicts. But not

profound ones. I must say here that Bryce nobly took most of
the initiative and responulo*11ty for the €o-op and I think
he was a founder no matter what the official record says. So
were Paul Dyment and Mel Shimoda. The gathering of artists
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egan with the four of us in my kitchen or at Mel's parent
ouse. We gradually rounded up the others---Sam Robinson and
Bob Mason, then Frank Zavarella, Wayne Allen, Jim and Peggy
Spencely, Cindy Hill, Marie Laywine to name a few. We met at
Sam and Kate's, at the Westdale Library, at Cindy Hill's
coach house studio. But there were other artists I can't
remember off-hand, and if 2ll this is important, so were
they. Most of the artists were young, in their twenties.
Bob Mason, probably in his late thirties, was the old boy. I
tried to interest oclder-artists . like Bill Kidsten; but he'had
been a hermit-like painter for nearly a gquarter of a century
and didn't want to get involved. He was too independent and
understood too well the dynamics of group tyranny.

1]

ry: Let's hear about the conflicts, the real juicy stuff.
The present active members should know that CUHfIlCtu have
been there from Day One.

RY: Well, my preference for the Inc location was in Dundas
because the Valley School of Art was there, it was in the
west end near Mac art students, and it was my hometown. I
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had my eye on the old Dundas Star building near the Post
Office. It would have been a great space and location. It
was free to let but the rent was too high. Fortunately the
Co-op settled at Bryce's choice on James Street North. I am
now convinced James Street was the best location, not
isolated from common day-to-day street 1life but right in the
midst of things. It had been a Chinese laundry and we had to
convert it to gallery space, repair and paint the walls, etc.
I remember scraping the painted Chinese sign off the window
with a putty knife. Bryce was angry with me because he
thought we could have used the Chinese characters to demark
our gallery. I don't know. Again, he may have been right.
>rhaps because of the mounting tension of our dream of
gallery actually coming to fruition, everything I did ox
said seemed to bug Bryce in those days. Doing physical work
like pulling prints, repairing walls or hanging exhibitions,

4

Bryce and I worked very well together, but policy making
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around formal conference tables was another story. I was
probably very irritating because of my anarchistic ideas of
what a co-operative is. It seems most people don't share my
notions of co-operation. I think it means everybody operates
on their own as 1onj ds they don'trget in the others” way.
That is, when many lone people successfully operate, they
cCo-operate They wo:k toward the same goal but not neces-
sar iy a il teoeing“che 'l inevdetermined by the group.  You'wve
probably noticed that most people who want you to co-operate
really want you to do what they want to do, not what you want
tolderiieme S th attsinotireal Nco—operat ton. "I E IsYoperatiaon
by cne person and assistance from the others. Is that clear?
ry: I think you are just justifying the fact you are hard to

get along with.

11, I can't argue with you on that point. You're
probably right.

1578 L (Elah (el Tell us more.

RY: Do you remember the brick wall near the front window at

the 0ld Inc? The wall nobody liked. I was responsible for
that. I think I drove a nail into that wall and a piece of
plaster the size of a grand piano dropped to the floor. That

wall had cleverly been plavLe:ed about an eighth of an inch
out from the bricks behind it, so I easily removed the
plaster veneer and left the blick I liked the look of it.
Again, Bryce was really pissed off that I would do such a
thing without consu’*atlon. I'm no fan of white walls. I
prefer paintings in & living environment over galleries and I
often think I would like to wallpaper a gallery before
hanging my paintings. I preferred, in most cases, to see my
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stuff hanging on the brick wall rather than the white wall.

rXy: Qkay, we're digressing here, Mr Yates. We're not really
interested in your personal aesthetic judgements. We want
historical anecdotes of the Hamilton art scene.

RY: Not long after the Co-op first opened, Paul Dyment and
myself were.gallery-sitting, lounging on the sofa Dyme had
donated, the Co-op's only piece of furniture. There hadn't
been even one visitor all day. We were talked out and to
ward off boredom we started to sing. Our voices filled the
jallery in the grand manner of opera singers. We improvized
a lengthy opera, really hamming it up, moving all over the
gablery with armt gesturesiandistriking poses: « Thens welbecame
aware of a crowd of people at the window and door, watching
us .

Vit wWhat are you talking about?

RY: I'm telling you one of the most memorable and artistic
S at ever occured at the Inc.

o

ry: Let's return to ter at hand. How did you settle

~
on the name of the ga

Bryce wanted to call it "Fay Wray", the name of the

RY:

Hollywood star who acted in the movie King Kong. It was a
pun---1it also meant something in Japanese; I can't remember
what. I, for one, couldn't make the connection between Fay

el

Wray and a Hamilton art gallery. I guess the ten founders,
whoever they are, couldn't either because the place got
ca‘]ed Hamilton .Atls ' Co-op. It was Bob Mason who painted
those words on the fLont window of the place. The Co-op
became the Inc later.

T I get the distinct feeling you want to add that the name
changed from the Co-op because it stopped being what you call
co-operative.

RY: Acts of definition are acts of war. What things get
called has always been an Inc problem.

ry: Like who the founding members were?

s thinking of the Inc

e t}pe of organization that has to

r or so anyway. Jewell Foster wagn't
S a key person in the Inc'

he day Jewell joined the Inc was a

n Ine history than the day those ten

RY: That's no problem.
pubicationt T e Tine i
be founded anew each ye
there at the beginning bu
presence and survival. T
far more important date i
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people declared themselves founders of the Inc.

ry: Twelv

o

RYGSSEar ciont:
ry: There were twelve founders.

RY: Oh. Anyway, it's not that important. Bryce, Paul
Dyment, Jewell Foster, Sam Robinson, Donna Ibing, Joan
Urguhart, Ray Cinovskis, Doug Carter, Bob Mason, Wayne Allen,
D“lr: Kelly, Sharon Monte, Teri Freeman, Linda Duvall, Ted
ines, Tina Sheed, Brian Johnstone, David Avon, Pat Kozowylk,
cvd Whlt Vitas Benusius, Jocelyn Salem, Dave Martin, Owen
all the Kinsellas, Cees and Annerie Van Gemerden, Jane
70”, Jim Riley, Anne Milne, Peter Karuna, Reinhard
tzenstein, Judi Burgess, Paul Ropel-Morski, Gary Spearin,
“ew Hunter, Dawn Beatty, Mary uboc and many others over
years have all made an imprint on the Inc. These are
a few names that come to me but there are many others.
people would have other names they think of when they
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, Hamilton Artists Inc is now well-
ed not Jjust locally but 'on the national

RY: But no thanks to me, I'm afraid. At one of the early
meetings leor to the opening of the Inc, someone wanted to
elect cfficials and start taking minutes of our meetings.
What? I Lhougnb. Minutes? We were a gang of friends and
artists who had come together to make something happen and I
opposed any sort of hierarchy or the idea of official records
and elected positions and rules. As it turned out, it seems
was wrong. My attitude to this project was nomadic with
he emphasis on the immediate. I figured we would be setting
camp for a while before moving on, leaving no trace of
having been there. Bryce, to his credit, was building a
foundation for a permanent habitation. The Inc would not
have lasted beyond the opening members' show if it followed
my non-existent game plan. But I have little appreciation
for bureaucracies and official happenings. They'll get by
and thrive without my encouragement. My instincts say rebel
against the establlQngd and respectable, which tend more to
the impersonal and rule-bound the more established and
respectable they get.
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ry: You really don't know the official founding members of
























