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In the artistic journey of Norval Morrisseau, the unstoppable progression 
from simple graphic narrative to rich harmonic structures within struc-
tures has given the world a breathtaking libretto of Ojibwa legends and 
sacred imagery, within unsurpassed orchestrations of colour.

For those meeting Morrisseau’s paintings for the first time, the direct, 
flat-shaped compositions appear to be narratives with limited subjects, 
shallow dimensions, and random though responsive colour choices. Lon-
ger acquaintance to this master painter’s work inevitably reveals deep 
complexity in his colour choices and a highly refined sensitivity to colour 
resonances more equal to the intricate chords and sequences associated 
with European symphony. 

The analogy of colour to music is historically comfortable, allowing a 
general way to understand how colour can, like music, operate in chords, 
keys, and harmonies that can be “in” or “out of” tune, sweetly harmonic, 
or terrifyingly, deliberately dissonant – and how, in the hand of a genius 
these nuances of resonating frequencies can create emotional states of 
great power. 

Norval Morrisseau’s use of complex, sometimes dissonant chords and 
colour sequences move us through excitement and quiet, joy and awe. He 
knows how to quicken our visual pathway and how to slow it; to compel 
our eyes to dart from one corner of the canvas to another; to make the 
edges of our teeth tingle with a nails-on-chalkboard yellow against a 
plaintive mauve; to tease with counterpoint; and yet to hold the whole 
in exquisite balance. Refined orchestrations like these are well known to 
the epicure, to the wine connoisseur, to the composer, the choreographer, 
the architect – in short to anyone who has spent a great many hours in 
contemplation of the subtlest nuances of sensory experience.

Morrisseau did not use colour wheels and manuals to direct his choices, 
but like Van Gogh, he had a prodigious natural instinct that, through 
continual exploration and aspiration, developed the ability to feel his 
way unerringly around passages of unusual colour with extraordinary 
sensitivity to the impulses and overtones of each selected hue. Like the 
work of the Dutch artist, Morrisseau’s work should never be considered 
just technical wizardry. These two artists shared a deep drive to express a 
state of being that moved beyond the quotidian: Van Gogh in his intersec-

Norval Morrisseau
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tion of landscape and raw emotional response, Norval in his intersection 
of the spirit world and reverberating storytelling. The truthfulness of 
Morrisseau’s shamanic vision is not to be underestimated. His narrative 
landscapes were as strongly in his sight1 as the French landscape was in 
the plein air observations of Van Gogh. 

Morrisseau’s early wide ranging colour palette was determined by the 
materials he was able to access, “anything he could find”1: pencils or ink 
on paper, etched birch bark, and various qualities of paint, often chalk 
tempera or poster paint. The earthy primary tones and neutral palette of 
the years from ‘59 through the early 60’s were possibly encouraged by 
friend and anthropologist Selwyn Dewdney – perhaps out of a sense that 
these would be more “authentic” to an artist from such a remote back-
ground, following the thinking of a Eurocentric art perspective. This pal-
ette remained a part of Morrisseau’s colour vocabulary into the 1970’s. 

Certainly, the earthy reds, yellows and green support the graphic strength 
in pieces such as Sacred Beaver, 1969, or The Dream of an Indian, 1973, or 
the nestling birds and insects of the Untitled paperwork of 1972-3. But 
any expectation that this unique artist would or should continue on in this 
“natural” palette would have been to confine him to the Native art apart-
heid decried by Carl Beam in 1992.2

Fortunately, Norval Morrisseau’s forceful talent was to absorb the energies 
of his surrounding environment, redefining them through his exceptional 
shamanic lens. Thus the meeting with Toronto gallerist Jack Pollock that 
resulted in his sold-out first exhibition of 1962, provided a significant 
introduction for Toronto to the powerful imagery of this northern visionary, 
and for this visionary Morrisseau, to the broader art scene in Toronto – a 
Toronto flamboyant in the aftermath of the Painter’s 11 and a Canadian 
art scene including colour works as various as Toussignault, Riopelle, 
Bush, Markle, and of course, Michael Snow’s ubiquitous Walking Woman. 
Clearly seen in the evolution of his colour palette, Morrisseau was not 
insensible to the currents surrounding him, nor to the (then) expanding 
spectrum of acrylic paint colours. 

As early as the 60’s Morrisseau was exploring the primaries of clear bright 
colours with particular leaning towards the colour vibrations (now termed 
“luminance”3) that modern acrylics could provide, as seen in the Thunder-
bird (acrylic on paper), 1968. Here as well, were the beginning contrasts of 
transparent colour vs. opaque colour. Later on, transparent colour washes 
would be used to demarcate alternate planes of existence and portals. 

Within five years, his investigations of pairing complementary hues along 
with introducing modern synthetic intermediary hues like the “new” hot 
pink and violets were evident. Sacred Trout, 1973 is a beautiful example 
of the insertion of synthetic magenta, bright orange and clear cyan break-
ing into the simple harmony of the traditional primary palette.

By the time Morrisseau’s work was exhibited in Paris, at Magiciens de la 
terre, the 1989 contemporary art exhibition at Centre Georges Pompidou, 
the surety with which the artist wielded cools and warms, simultaneous 
contrasts4, dissonant resonances5 and chromatic chords6 all structured in 
every conceivable tonal and saturation variation, put the artist in a cat-
egory of colour mastery that has certainly justified the moniker “Picasso 
of the North”.

When we look at Copper Thunderbird | Wabino-Wiin Shaman of 1992, we 
are looking at a mature composition with a highly sophisticated balance 
of unnatural colour placements: rich yellows and heavy reds against light 
blues or light teals; an arresting central red/orange surrounded with 
many focal points including hot pink and luminous yellow punctuations. 
Yellow is the most difficult colour to control on the two-dimensional 
plane, and this composition strides with all manner of yellows, the whole 
business as electric as Mondrian’s Broadway Boogie Woogie. The riot of 
dancing energy however, is held back from fracturing only by the field 
of subdued tempered yellow, and with the finality of the canvas edge. 
That tempered yellow, and the small diluted yellow-green framing Cop-
per Thunderbird’s face are the only quiet voices that ground the eye 
just enough, before it moves off again into the tensions, the explosions 
of power and life. Although harmonic, the work is not flaccid. Although 
balanced, it is not easy. The tensions hold the viewer riveted, but never 
trapped. In this astounding masterpiece, Morrisseau gives us a visceral 
experience of the metaphysical power embodied in the shaman. He gives 
us a glimpse of the raw complex life-energy of an artist/visionary who 
hears the sacred symphony of being. 

Notes
1. Norval Morrisseau, Norval Morrisseau, Travels to the House of Invention, Toronto: Key Porter 
Books Ltd, 1997. p.83
2. John Grande, Balance: Art and Nature, Montreal, NY, London: Black Rose Books, 2004. pp. 
105-6 
3. The ability to heighten the sensation of colour luminosity through deliberate pairings of 
colour, is based on the physiological manner in which the eye responds to light frequen-
cies. This phenomenon has been much studied by such colourists as Chevreul, Itten, Faber-
Birren and Albers, and recently by Harvard neurobiologist Margaret Livingstone.
See: Margaret Livingstone, Vision and Art: the Biology of Seeing, NY: HNA, 2002. pp. 37-
38,152-163.
4. Johannes Itten, edited and forwarded by Faber Birren, trans. By Ernst Van Haagen, The 
Elements of Colour, NY: Van Nostrand Reinhold, 1923 pp. 87-89
5. M.E. Chevreul, trans. C.Martel, The Principles of Harmony and Contrast of Colours, London: 
Longman & Co.,1854.
6. Johannes Itten, (ibid.) pp. 87-89

Sylvia Whitton is Associate Professor in the Drawing and Painting Program and 
former Chair of First Year in the Faculty of Art at OCAD University. Her specialties 
are Colour, Alternative Media and Figuration.
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self-portrait, 1969

Beginning in the 1960s, Norval Morrisseau did numerous portraits of 
himself.  Despite real problems, such as poverty and alcoholism, he represents 
himself with having shamanic power, which he connects to the thunderbird 
Manitou, or demi-god, of the Ojibway people.  More often than not, he 
presents the human and thunderbird merging into one entity through the act 
of transformation.

That’s when you enter the room and 
scare us with your kind of mad genius. 
We can see you’ve been drinking again
— to take the edge off you say.
And from the look of your hands
decorated in yellow and blue and red paint,
you’ve been hard at work again 
breaking every rule.

And with a flourish, another masterpiece
from the maestro, like a rabbit out of a hat,
as we stare in awe, half believing.
You make it look so simple.
But is it?  The question falls flat
as the image you profile
in your own likeness.

All the power of the world wrapped
around you in a sleeping thunderbird
that rides your body like a second skin, 
like second sight.
Do you see something we don’t
with those x-ray eyes of yours?
There you go again flapping your wings
nearly levitating off the ground
as you try to explain.

RIGHT:  picture of Artist Norval Morrisseau, 1969

Thunderbird Poems
Armand Garnet Ruffo
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ojibwa story tree With child, ca. 1994 copper thunderbird | Wabino-Wiin shaman, 1992



Astral thunderbird, 1978.

Here the artist attempts to reconcile traditional Ojibway with “New Age” 
belief systems. The painting is clearly influenced by both modernism and 
the techniques associated with stain glass.  The canvas is dominated by a 
multi-coloured thunderbird, which appears as though inlaid with pieces of tile 
or glass on a background of vibrant turquoise. During this time of painting 
Morrisseau is still reeling from breaking up with his wife.

His Inner Master guides him 
to higher consciousness.  
A spiritual helper,
A dreamtime 
he learns to call upon
as a loon calls in evening.

Beyond the physical universe of objects 
weighted and measured. 
Outside the realm of electrons 
and neurons, 
chemically charged synapses. 

Like a Buddha he sits at the genesis of consciousness
Embodied as a brilliant Thunderbird

He is quick to speak 
with his new vocabulary 
pressed into him like a leaf.  
Of Astral Visions, House of Invention, 
Seventh Plane, Deep Dreaming.

And the unbelievable becomes believable.  
Faith is everything.
Proof in a brush of colour 
that can heal anyone 
but himself.

LEFT:  Astral thunderbird, 1978
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TOP:  Fish, 1980

BOTTOM:  sacred trout, ca. 1973

RIGHT:  image of David on the Astral plane, ca. 1980
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encircling serpent With Ancestors, ca. 1996

Norval Morrisseau spoke often of the importance of his grandfather, Moses 
Potan Nanakonagos, and the teachings of Elders.  He made it clear that 
without his grandfather he could never have created the work he did.  Central 
to Ojibway epistemology is the belief in the “medicine snake,” a Manitou, or 
demi-god, that inhabits the Ojibway pantheon of Manitous. This serpent is 
associated with shamanic power and healing.

By now the tremors from his Parkinson’s disease are beginning 
to recoil through his body like gun shot, and in his confusion 
he goes to a place where he can ask the necessary questions. 
He is a boy again accompanying his beloved grandfather, stopping 
at a beached boat and running his hand up the smooth wood.

What catches his eye is the painted image of a horned snake 
on the prow. Whoever dreams of such a snake will have the power 
to become a great shaman,  a conjurer who has the ability to change 
the shape of things, to take kendaswin, knowledge, outside the way 
of the world,  all for the good of the people.

And although his grandfather is long gone, along with other elders 
who have passed, old Potan explains long into the night. The artist’s ears 
growing like two gourd rattles keeping time to every sacred word. But 
silence eventually overtakes any answer. Medicine Snake coiled and 
radiant in its benevolent smile of sympathy.

NEXT PAGE:  encircling serpent With Ancestors, ca. 1996
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sacred Beaver, 1969

Norval Morrisseau’s grandfather Potan Nanakonagos told him many stories 
that connected the world of animals to the world of humans so that these two 
worlds are inseparable. Much of Morrisseau’s work speaks of this relationship 
and about our interdependence with all living creatures.

Nothing you see is ever what you think it is.
The surface of things reflected by a lake.

You see Ahmik, beaver, hauling a branch
Busy at work preparing for winter.

You see a rock painting as you paddle past
For you there is nothing between the two.

Then you are in your grandfather’s voice
And he is sharing one of his stories with you.

About long ago when giant beaver roamed
The Lake Nipigon area of Great Turtle Island.

One day a thunderbird grabbed Ahmik 
And lifted the squirming creature up into the sky. 

Struggle as it might the beaver could not escape
Thunderbird’s yellow talon hooks.

The more it sought to free itself the more 
Its gashes opened and bled upon the earth below. 

So that all the red ocher we see today
Used by shamans-artists of old 

It is all really beaver blood. 
All really about here plunged into you like a stake.

sacred Beaver, 1969

the Dream of an indian, 1973

18
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two Birds, 1976thunderbird, 1968

Untitled (Birds and insects), ca. 1972-73



transformation, 1970

Among the Ojibway there is what is called “bad medicine” or Jeemshikiiki, and 
one of the forms of this is called “bear walking.”  In this ceremony either a 
shaman or his apprentice literally turns into a bear with the purpose of doing 
harm. Norval Morrisseau often spoke of his shamanic power and often implied 
that he too had the power to transform into a bear. 

He’s up in Red Lake drinking in the Snakepit, 
when he tells them that his people 
knew things they could never fathom.
Enaadziin, he says, ways of being,
and they laugh in his face.
And the first thought that goes through his head 
is to tell them to go to hell. Instead 
he goes home and paints. Paints the feeling 
out of himself. The side of him they don’t dare see.  
The thing that percolates out of him
like black coffee, rises up through his skin, 
drips out of his eyes
and spills on to the canvas. Bear Walk. 
That’s what the painting becomes. 
A shaman with thick bear ears 
and a blunt bear snout 
blowing his bear breath into a new born
wrapped like a present, 
an apprentice who will grow-up on all fours, 
growling. Who will arrive at their door 
when they least expect it, 
when they are snug in their bed, 
one arm around a wife, 
the other already around him.

transformation, 1970

22 23
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child With Flowers, 1980

After Norval Morrisseau left his wife Harriet Kakagamic in Red Lake, he rarely 
saw his seven children, and they were all left to fend for themselves. And 
while Morrisseau’s behaviour and action, or rather inaction, in this regard 
can be considered irresponsible and callous, the artist never once forgot his 
children. Quite the contrary, he constantly painted them in an environment  
of love and happiness. 

When he thinks of his seven children 
he thinks of flowers, a whole field of them,
sunrise red and sunset pink and sky blue
petals shimmering in the painterly light.

And so he paints them as the babies
they once were, Victoria, David, Pierre, 
Eugene, Christian, Michael, Lisa, 
over and over again. 

Each child happy as a butterfly. Each one 
held forever in his arms. Life as fragrant 
and sweet as a flower just beyond 
their reach.

RIGHT:  child With Flowers, 1980



We Are All one, 1981

Since his first solo show at Pollock Gallery in 1962, Norval Morrisseau has 
captured the imagination of Canadians, and his work has never stopped 
selling.  He is one of the most popular painters in the history of Canadian 
art.  Why has there always been such interest in Morrisseau’s work?  
Although Morrisseau paints out of his own Ojibway culture, his work clearly 
demonstrates a universal appeal.

This one he does with you 
in mind. We can all be Indian 
but soon forget, 
he says. Which makes 
you wonder, What can 
he possibly mean?

Bird, bear, fish, 
fashioned like a halo
to a child’s head, 
all growing together
in a garden
where nobody
or anything
is ever expelled.

We Are All one, 1981
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sacred Bear, 1972

together, 1990

child With Headdress, 1972



Apprentice, 1997

Throughout his career Norval Morrisseau was surrounded by an almost con-
stant coterie of followers, whether they be lovers, friends, family, disciples and/
or apprentices. Like a modern-day da Vinci, Michelangelo, or Raphael, with 
an atelier of assistants and apprentices, the artist saw no issue working with 
other painters.  In fact, more often than not there was at least one apprentice 
at his command, and sometimes a whole entourage.

By this time it is not only the work 
but about who does the work.

Who will be the next? 
he announces loud and wide.

Friends, relatives, lovers, children 
lined-up like colourful marbles.

Each apprentice already transformed
into a fish or a rabbit or a bird…

Enmeshed in the net of an unrelenting vision.

LEFT:  Apprentice, 1997
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Natural Balance, 1997

Espousing an environmental ethic in his work, Norval Morrisseau spoke often 
of the natural balance found in nature, and illustrated the intricate bond of 
kinship that links all life.  For Morrisseau the transformation of animals and 
humans indicates that the reality we know is constantly changing and not 
what it ostensibly appears to be. 

Examine the pretty painting:
five birds, possibly loons,
animals emerging 
one out of another, 
Examine the pretty colours: 
rose red, apple green, 
petal purple, sea blue.

Look no further 
It’s what you’ve been waiting for.
Oh, your poor confusion. 

Natural Balance, 1997
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Armand Garnet Ruffo is Associate Professor in the Department of English Lan-
guage and Literature at Queen’s University. He is the author of three books of 
poetry. His latest work includes a creative biography, Norval Morrisseau: Man 
Changing Into Thunderbird (Douglas & McIntyre, 2014), and a companion book 
of poetry, Man Changing Into Thunderbird (Douglas & McIntyre, 2015).
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*Great Horned Rattlesnake, c. 1960
Acrylic on kraft board
32 x 42 1/8 ins., 81.28 x 106.99 cms.
By descent - Collection of Dicken Woodsworth 
(2005); Collection of Kenneth Woodsworth, 
Vancouver (1960) formerly of the Bars of 
Ontario and British Columbia; Acquired from 
the artist (in exchange for legal services - 
through Jack Pollock).

Mythical thunderbird, 1967
Acrylic on kraft board
32.25 x 49.75 ins., 81.92 x 126.37 cms.
Private Collection, Toronto; Collection of Edwin  
A. Goodman (Goodmans LLP), Toronto (hung in 
the law offices since the early 1970s); Acquired 
from the artist.

*thunderbird, 1968
Acrylic on paper
30 x 22 ins., 76.2 x 55.88 cms.
Collection of Mr. & Mrs. Merv Farrow;  
Thunder Bay; Acquired from the artist.

*picture of Artist Norval Morrisseau, 1969
Acrylic on paper
30 x 22 ins., 76.2 x 55.88 cms.
Collection of Mr. & Mrs. Merv Farrow;  
Thunder Bay; Acquired from the artist.

*sacred Beaver, 1969
Acrylic on paper
22 x 30 ins., 55.88 x 76.2 cms.
Collection of Mr. & Mrs. Ralph Neville, Toronto; 
Kinsman Robinson Galleries, Toronto.

*transformation, 1970
Acrylic on kraft paper mounted to board
39 1/2 x 41 ins., 100.33 x 104.14 cms.
Collection of Jerry Latus, Thunder Bay;  
Acquired from the artist.

child With Birds, 1972
Acrylic on artist board
19 1/2 x 30 ins., 49.53 x 76.2 cms.
Private Collection; Acquired from the artist.

*child With Headdress, 1972
Acrylic on artist board
27 x 21 ins., 68.58 x 53.34 cms.
Private collection, BC; Acquired from the artist.

list of Works iN exhibitioN

Please note that the asterisk (*) denotes that the work is illustrated in the catalogue

*sacred Bear, 1972
Acrylic on kraft paper
32 x 56 ins., 81.28 x142.24 cms.
Reproduced p. 87 “The Art of Norval Morrisseau” 
Pollock/Sinclair (Methuen, 1979). Private 
Collection, Toronto; The Pollock Gallery, Toronto; 
Acquired from the artist.

*Untitled (Birds and insects), c. 1972-73
Acrylic on paper
15 x 22 ins., 38.1 x 55.88 cms.
Collection of Phyllis Dupuy, U.K.; Acquired 
from the artist in Red Lake between 1970-73.

*the Dream of an indian, 1973
Acrylic on paper
19 x 24 1/2 ins., 48.26 x 62.23 cms.
Titled and initialed verso by the artist’s hand
Kinsman Robinson Galleries, Toronto; Private 
Collection; Acquired from the artist.

*sacred trout, c. 1973
Acrylic on artist board
32 x 40 ins., 81.28 x 101.6 cms.
Collection of Phyllis Dupuy, U.K.; Acquired 
from the artist in Kenora in 1973.
 
*two Birds, 1976
Acrylic on artist canvas board
18 x 24 ins., 45.72 x 60.96 cms.
Private collection, Sudbury; Collection of 
William Clement, Sudbury; The Pollock Gallery, 
Toronto; Acquired from the artist.

*Astral thunderbird, 1978
Acrylic on canvas
70 x 39 5/8 ins., 177.8 x 100.64 cms.
Reproduced p. 148 “The Art of Norval Morrisseau” 
Pollock/Sinclair (Methuen, 1979). By descent - 
Collection of Kal & Geoffrey Honey; Collection 
of Mr. & Mrs. Peter Honey; The Pollock Gallery, 
Toronto; Acquired from the artist.

*child With Flowers, Woodland Floral Motif, 1980
Acrylic on canvas
18 x 24 ins., 45.72 x 60.96 cms.
Private Collection; Acquired from the artist.

*Fish, 1980
Acrylic on canvas
18 x 24 ins., 45.72 x 60.96 cms.
Collection of Jack Gilbert, Toronto; James P. 
Richards, Agent for Norval Morrisseau; 
Acquired from the artist.

*image of David on the Astral plane, c. 1981
Acrylic on canvas
63 x 24 1/2 ins., 160.02 x 62.23 cms.
Originally purchased at Simpsons Arcadian 
Court (1981). Private Collection, Toronto; Alvo 
Canadian Art/Nexus Art Gallery, Toronto (1981); 
Acquired from the artist. Also reproduced as a 
limited edition silkscreen print (1981).
 
*We Are All one, 1981
Acrylic on canvas
49 x 45 1/2 ins., 124.46 x 115.57 cms.
Private Collection, Minnesota, USA; Gallery of 
Fine Arts, Thunder Bay (1971); Acquired from 
the artist.

*together, 1990
Acrylic on canvas
30 x 56 ins., 76.2 x 142.24 cms.
Private collection; Acquired from the artist.

*copper thunderbird | Wabino-Wiin shaman, 1992
Acrylic on canvas
60 x 48 ins., 
Reproduced p. 69, “Norval Morrisseau: Return 
To The House Of Invention” (Key Porter, 2005). 
Private Collection, Arizona, USA; Kinsman 
Robinson Galleries, Toronto; Acquired from 
the artist.

shaman preaching to All things (4-panel), 1992
Acrylic on canvas
72 x 96 ins., 182.88 x 243.84 cms.
Private Collection, Toronto; Kinsman Robinson 
Galleries, Toronto; Acquired from the artist.

shaman Bear transformation, 1993
Acrylic on canvas
59 x 39 ins., 149.86 x 81.28 cms.
Private Collection, Toronto; Kinsman Robinson 
Galleries, Toronto; Acquired from the artist.

First Nation Young sons With Woodland Floral 
Design in Form of trees And Birds, 1994
Acrylic on canvas
55 x 48 ins., 139.7 x 121.92 cms.
Reproduced p. 30, “Norval Morrisseau: 
Honouring First Nations” (Kinsman Robinson, 
1994). Private Collection, Toronto; Kinsman 
Robinson Galleries, Toronto; Acquired from 
the artist.

*ojibwa story tree With child, c. 1994
Acrylic on canvas
40 x 30 inches
Reproduced p. 103, “Norval Morrisseau: Return 
To The House Of Invention” (Key Porter, 2005). 
Private Collection, Toronto; Kinsman Robinson 
Galleries, Toronto; Acquired from the artist.

two shamans Blessing the creation of Life 
Forms To Benefit The First Nations Peoples, 1994
Acrylic on canvas
54 x 48 ins., 137.16 x 121.92 cms.
Reproduced p. 31, “Norval Morrisseau: 
Honouring First Nations” (Kinsman Robinson, 
1994). Private Collection, Toronto; Kinsman 
Robinson Galleries, Toronto; Acquired from 
the artist.
 
*encircling serpent With Ancestors, c. 1996
Acrylic on canvas
59 1/2 x 103 ins., 151.13 x 261.62 cms.
Exhibited Acuarelas Gallery, Taos, NM (2013); 
Collection of Peter Hayes, Hollywood, CA; 
Coghlan Art Studio, Aldergrove, BC (2012); 
Acquired from the artist.
 
*Apprentice, 1997
Acrylic on paper
22 x 15 ins., 55.88 x 38.1 cms.
Private Collection; Kinsman Robinson 
Galleries, Toronto; Acquired from the artist.
 
*Natural Balance, 1997
Acrylic on paper
22 x 30 ins., 55.88 x 76.2 cms.
Private Collection; Kinsman Robinson 
Galleries, Toronto; Acquired from the artist.
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