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The Mendel Art Gallery is pleased to 
provide you with this education package 
that is designed to supplement your 
tour of James Henderson: Wicite Owapi 
Wicasa: the man who paints the old men. 

Please visit www.mendel.ca/
henderson for supplemental 
material. Portions of the upcoming 
exhibition catalogue are on this site, 
along with printable reproductions, 
historical and contemporary context, 
interviews, and more. The site can easily 
be projected onto a classroom SMART 
Board� as a teaching aide.

Introduction

(Cover Image and Above) Sun Walk - Blackfoot, 
c. 1924, oil on canvas. Collection of the Mendel 
Art Gallery. Purchased with the assistance 
of funds from Price Waterhouse, Chartered 
Accountants, 1986.



� �We recommend that you preview the exhibition to best prepare your students.

� �The Program Guide, assigned to work with your group, will call you a week prior to your visit 
to discuss details. We strive to tailor the content to meet the needs of individual groups and 
welcome your ideas.

� �Age appropriately, touring groups will explore:

	 � �the signi�cance of Henderson as an historical �gure in Saskatchewan

	 �� how artists choose their subject matter

	 � �how an image can evoke multiple memories and associations that vary with each viewer

	 � �landscape and portraiture as art forms

	 � �the importance of land to identity

	 � �the role that artists play in re�ecting individual and community identities

	 � �the interaction of settlers with Indigenous peoples

	 � �the importance of oral histories to understanding our world

We look forward to learning about art with your group. 
Thank you for supporting us in supporting art!

Laura Kinzel
Public Programs Coordinator 

About your Tour



� ��The activities �t into multiple curricula: social studies, language arts, history, media studies, visual 
art, and native studies. Flip to the section that �ts your curriculum needs.

� �Each activity is ready-to-use. Do as many as you like, whatever you have time for.

� �Each activity is relevant to tour content and can be adapted for most age groups. 

� �This guide serves as a general introduction to related themes, from learning the basics of making 
landscapes and portraits to exploring issues around Henderson�s practice. Subjects will be covered 
in greater depth during the tour.

Mendel programs encourage participants to see the world in new ways. Our 
exhibitions are rated OM�Open Minds Required. We help participants to think 
critically about the often-confusing world around them, and deliberately challenge 
preconceived ideas about art. As a contemporary art gallery, the Mendel offers 
a context for art production that is dif�cult to replicate in a school environment, 
therefore providing learners with a unique experience.
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This is a major exhibition of the portraits, 
landscape paintings, and commercial 
work of Scottish-born artist James 
Henderson (1871 to 1951). 

� �Henderson was Saskatchewan�s �rst 
professional artist to make a living solely 
through his artwork. He is also one of 
the �rst nationally and internationally 
famous artists in Saskatchewan.

� �The exhibition presents Henderson�s 
work from the Qu�Appelle Valley where 
he lived, and from Scotland, British 
Columbia, Ontario, and Alberta. 

� ��It introduces oral histories of Cree, Blackfoot, 
and Dakota peoples based on Henderson�s 
portraits of Indigenous peoples. 

� �Documents including family photos, 
samples of his commissioned illuminated 
manuscripts, correspondence, and published 
articles about his career round out the larger 
picture of Henderson�s life and passions. 

� �Photographic source material for 
Henderson�s subjects along with a 
large photo reproduction of his original 
studio reveal his working methods. 

�� �Current video footage of the locations 
for his landscapes in the Qu�Appelle 
Valley is juxtaposed with the 
paintings of the same locations. 

� �The exhibition, which �lls three of four 
main galleries at the Mendel, includes 
a wide variety of two and three-
dimensional objects to explore, and will 
surely intrigue viewers of all ages.

� �With this exhibition the Mendel has launched 
a number of interactive features including 
podcasts, and rich web content to gain in-
depth access to interviews with key people and 
comments on individual artworks on view in the 
gallery space. An interactive SMART Board� 
will be used as a teaching aide during tours. 

The exhibition is co-curated by Mendel Chief 
Curator Dan Ring and Dr. Neal McLeod, 
Associate Professor of Indigenous Studies 
at Trent University. The exhibition catalogue 
contains essays by several scholars and curators.

		�  An extensive web site for the 
		  exhibition can be found at 
		  www.mendel.ca/henderson. 
 

About the Exhibition

By connecting Henderson’s portraits of First Nations people and his landscape paintings of 
the Qu’Appelle Valley and elsewhere to the enduring memories of those who remain and to the 
landscape of our times, we attempt to retrieve memory and connect past and present. 
�Dan Ring, Chief Curator, Mendel Art Gallery

James Henderson, Evening, c. 1930
oil on canvas. Collection of the Mendel Art Gallery.
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Below are selected highlights of Henderson�s 
life (see the web site for more details):

Biography
� �James Henderson was born into a middle 

class family in Glasgow, Scotland in 1871. 

� �The son of a sea captain, he took 
an apprenticeship in lithographic 
printing at age 16. 

� �He enrolled in night courses at the 
Glasgow School of Art, where he was 
in�uenced by the Scottish Impressionist 
School. Visiting galleries and sketching 
from nature nurtured his creative drive. 

� ��In 1900 he married Jean Lang in Glasgow. 

� �Following employment in London as an 
engraver and lithographer, Henderson and 
his wife emigrated to Regina in 1910, where 
he engaged in commercial art assignments. 

� �Periodic visits to the picturesque Qu�Appelle 
Valley appealed to Henderson�s artistic 
sensibilities, and he relocated with his wife 
to Fort Qu�Appelle in 1915 or 1916. The 
environment, rich with lakes, dramatic hills, 
and meandering coulees probably reminded 
them of their Scottish homeland. They lived 
in a house on the Qu�Appelle River, 45 miles 
east of Regina, for the remainder of their lives. 

� �Henderson painted his beloved valley in 
every season and mood, and lived a quiet 
life. Acquaintances described him as a gentle 
man with a keen sense of humour, who loved 
dogs, music, golf, and visiting friends.

� ��Henderson died in Regina in 1951, just short of 
his 80th birthday. He was buried alongside his 
wife, overlooking the valley at Fort Qu�Appelle.

About Henderson�s Life
� �In addition to painting landscapes, Henderson 

also painted portraits. While these include 
portraits of Saskatchewan political and 
business �gures, he more importantly 
established a career as a painter of portraits 
of Indigenous peoples. There is evidence 
that Henderson had a personal relationship 
with the Indigenous people he painted; 
it is thought that a Chief of the Standing 
Buffalo Reserve near Fort Qu�Appelle named 
Henderson as Honorary Chief Wicite Owapi 
Wicasa: the man who paints the old men. 
(Researchers have questions about the origin 
and translation of Henderson�s honorary 
Dakota name. The web site and exhibition 
catalogue explore this subject in greater detail.)

� �Recognizing Henderson�s signi�cant 
achievements, the University of Saskatchewan 
bestowed on him an honorary Doctor of 
Laws degree at its spring convocation in 
1951. Gordon Snelgrove, Head of the Art 
Department, referred to Henderson as the 
�dean of Saskatchewan artists�esteemed 
throughout Canada as a painter of �rst rank.�

Background Information About James Henderson
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Exhibitions and Art Career

Henderson�s exhibition history is 
lengthy. Below are some highlights.

� �His portraits �rst came to national and 
international attention when his work 
was included in the 1924 and 1925 
Canadian arts sections of the British 
Empire Exhibition in London, England. 

� �During the late 1920s and early 1930s he 
exhibited portraits and landscapes in the 
Annual Exhibition of Canadian Art at the 
National Gallery of Canada in Ottawa, alongside 
members of the Group of Seven and Emily Carr. 

� �The National Gallery of Canada purchased 
one portrait and two landscapes 
by him, during this period. 

� ��In 1925 the University of Saskatchewan 
commissioned Henderson to paint twelve 
portraits of Indigenous peoples. 

� �In the 1920s and 1930s he regularly 
exhibited in Montreal, Toronto, Regina, 
and London, England.	

� �Henderson travelled in Western Canada, 
painting portraits of Indigenous peoples and 
exhibiting his works in the principal cities. 	

� �In addition to portraits and Qu�Appelle 
Valley landscapes, his oeuvre contains 
landscapes of British Columbia, Alberta, 
Ontario, and Scotland. 	

� �Henderson sold most of his work directly 
from his studio in Fort Qu�Appelle.

James Henderson when he �rst came to the Fort, 
c. 1915�16. Photographer unknown. Courtesy of 
Diane Morris.
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This is the �rst exploration of this magnitude 
into the life and work of James Henderson. The 
exhibition curators wanted to bring together 
as much of his vast body of work in one 
location as possible. In addition to celebrating 
Henderson�s proli�c career, curators also sought 
to examine the attitudes of the time and the 
impact of his legacy today. This process required 
much research over several years from myriad 
sources. The result of all this research is an 
expansive, inclusive, and remarkable exhibition.

� �Substantial new information was discovered, 
both fascinating and at times contradictory. 
(Touring groups will explore this more fully.)

� �There are some exhibition and 
archival records, and many anecdotal 
remembrances about the man. 

� �No personal journals, diaries, or letters 
were found that could give an impression 
of his thoughts and ambitions. 

� �A few quotes from newspaper articles written 
about him during or after his life offer some 
glimpse into his opinions on art and society. 

� �Owners of Henderson�s paintings were 
sought out. Some readily contributed 
works for the project, and others had to be 
convinced about the merits of parting with 
their treasures for loan to the exhibition.

� �There are many more works known 
to be in existence that could not 
be included in the show.

� �Curators travelled to places that 
Henderson lived and worked, including 
Scotland, to piece together his life. 

� �Family photos were revealed 
after much word-of-mouth. 

� �Longtime residents in the Qu�Appelle 
Valley helped to situate the actual locations 
that Henderson painted in the valley 
and provide a history of the area. 

� �Interviews with surviving family members and 
acquaintances of the subjects in Henderson�s 
portraits of Indigenous peoples clarify their 
names and provide a valuable oral history. 

� �Connections to signi�cant historical �gures 
abound, including portraits of Chief Sitting 
Bull who battled at the Little Big Horn River, 
Chief Crowfoot who was the head chief 
of the Blackfoot Confederacy and had a 
prominent role in Treaty 7 negotiations, 
and Honorable Hugh Richardson who 
presided over the trial of Louis Riel. 

Curators and Researchers as 
Professional Art Detectives


