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There is one city church which is not afraid of
innovation [...] When the present St. Anne's
was built in Byzantine style instead of the
conventional Gothic, there was surprise and
to this day its unusual lines [,..] stand out
for their suggestion of the Moslem waorld
(The Globe, December 15, 1923).

y the time St. Anne’'s Anglican

Church was completed in 1925, it was
certainly the oddest Anglican church in
Toronto, and arguably in the country
(fig. 1). Designed in 1907 by Ford Howland,
St. Anne's is Byzantine in style, with inte-
rior murals and sculptures by such artists as
J.E.H. MacDonald, Frederick Varley, Frank
Carmichael, Frances Loring, and Florence
Wyle. It remains a singular monument
to a wilful, visionary, and singularly
determined patron, the Rev. Lawrence
Skey.

At the time St. Anne’s was built, Gothic
had for several decades been the accepted
and expected style for Anglican churches.
That had come about largely through the
zeal of the Cambridge Camden Society,
which held an iron grip on matters of An-
glican architectural propriety in the mid-
dle and later nineteenth century.? Since
the 1850s, their model church had been
William Butterfield's All Saints, in London
(fig. 2).? Later christened "The Ecclesiolo-
gical Society,” the Camdenians aired their
views, praised “"good” church architects,
admonished "bad” ones, and generally
bullied the architectural community into
submission in the pages of their jour-
nal, The Ecclesiologist. The influence of
the Society was enormous, and their
judgements had a profound effect on the
careers of many Victorian architects.*

Ecclesiological Gothic arrived in British
North America via the east coast. Christ-
church Cathedral in Fredericton (begun
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1845), designed mostly by Frank Wills (the
east end was completed by Butterfield),
was one of the most ecclesiologically up
to date buildings of its day.® That was clo-
sely followed by the Anglican Cathedral of
St. John's, Newfoundland, begun in 1847
to the designs of the most prolific and fa-
mous of all Victorian architects, Sir George
Gilbert Scott.® Through the second half of
the nineteenth century, Ecclesiological Go-
thic established itself in Toronto’ through
such monuments as St. James' Cathedral by
Frederick Cumberland and Thomas Ridout
in 1849 (fig. 3), St. James's Cemetery Cha-
pel (Cumberland and Storm, 1857-1861),°
St. Paul's Church (G.K. and E. Radford,
1861),' All Saints Church (Richard Win-
deyer, 1874), and the Church of St. Alban
the Martyr (Richard Windeyer and John
Falloon, 1885-1891). The identification of
Gothic with the Established Church even
extended to academia, where Bishop John
Strachan'’s Trinity College, founded in 1851,
was housed in an appropriately “Pointed”
building on Queen Street West designed
by Kivas Tulley."

Thus, by the time St. Anne’s was built,
Gothic utterly dominated Anglican church
building in British North America. It did
not matter that Gothic had originated in
medieval France,” nor did it matter that
the Gothic Revival's first great champion
as a serious church style had been a zea-
lous Catholic convert, A.W.N. Pugin.” To
the eyes of a century ago, Gothic was as
English, and as Anglican, as architecture
could be.” That is reflected in St. Anne’s
very near contemporary, St. Paul’'s Angli-
can Church (the successor to the Radford
brothers’ building), designed by E.J. Len-
nox in 1913 (fig. 4).” With its size, rectili-
near apse, delicate arch mouldings, and
cliff-like transept facades complete with
rose windows, St. Paul’'s looks to such
monumental English medieval models
as Lincoln Cathedral and Westminster
Abbey.'"® By that time, the triumph of

Gothic was complete. No other style,
it seemed, was as beautiful, as prac-
tical, as adaptable, as rational-in short,
as English.

Seven years after the completion of All
Saints, London, in 1867, Lawrence Edward
Skey was born to a good Anglican family
in Toronto. In 1902, Lawrence Skey-by
then the Rev. Lawrence Skey-became Rec-
tor of St. Anne’s Anglican Church, whose
congregation worshipped in a respectable
Gothic Revival church in Toronto’s west
end that had been designed by Kivas
Tully (fig. 5). That church, built in 1862,
had been enlarged by the addition of a
south aisle in 1879, a north aisle in 1881,
and by the addition of transepts and a
new chancel in 1888."7 Skey soon realized
that his flock had yet again outgrown its
space, and a special meeting of the con-
gregation was called on April 17, 1906, to
discuss the building of a new church.” By
1907, Skey was ready to act.

It is not known whether, by 1907, the
Anglican authorities in Toronto already
knew that Lawrence Skey was born to be
a square peg in a round hole. If not, then
they would know by 1908, when Skey held
the first service in his newly built (but not
yet decorated) church (fig. 6). The unsus-
pecting Toronto Anglicans of 1908, familiar
with the traditions of Anglican architec-
ture, must have thought that a dreadful
mistake had occurred. The architect, Ford
Howland, produced a Byzantine design
that would have looked quite at home in
Athens, but was completely anomalous in
Anglican Canada.”

Whose idea was it to build a Byzantine
Anglican church in Toronto? In the opinion
of Catherine Mastin, whose M.A. thesis is
the most ambitious piece of scholarship
on St. Anne’s, the credit (or blame) for
the choice of Byzantine is due to the
patron, Lawrence Skey.?° Like many
Anglicans of his day, Skey was very

FIG. 2. ALL SAINTS, MARGARET STREET, LONDON, BY WILLIAM
BUTTERFIELD (1850-59) | PeTen corrman

FIG. 3. 5T. JAMES’ ANGLICAN CATHEDRAL, TORONTO,
BY CUMBERLAND AND RIDOUT (1849-53) | PeTer corrpman

FIG. 4. ST. PAUL'S ANGLICAN CHURCH, TORONTO,
BY E.J. LENNOX (1913) | peven corrman
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concerned with church union. Exceedingly
resistant to the idea of papal supremacy,
he had written off the Roman Catho-
lics, and had, by his own admission, no
sympathy at all for the Anglo-Catholics.
Skey’s hope was for union with the Pro-
testant denominations and, according to
Mastin, his choice of Byzantine was a de-
liberate attempt to evoke an early era of
church history not blighted by inter-
denominational schisms and bickering.

If that was his motivation, however, it is
not clear why Byzantine would have see-
med the right choice. An early Christian
Basilica, being the style spread by Cons-
tantine himself when there was only one
Christian Church, would have done just as
well. Romanesque, a style which flourished
centuries before the Reformation, was
already well established in Toronto, both
in sacred and secular contexts.?' Indeed
Gothic, which also pre-dates the Reforma-
tion, would offer a distinctly English idiom
within which to work, and enjoyed the
wholehearted approval of the Anglican
establishment as well as a solid grounding
in Anglican theology. Moreover, anyone
familiar enough with church history and
architecture to have been concerned with
that question in the first place would
surely have known that, in choosing
Byzantine, he was erecting a potent re-
minder not of church unity, but of the
great and ancient schism in church history
between Rome and Constantinople.?

More recently, Marilyn MacKay has sugges-
ted that Skey’'s architect, Ford Howland,
was the driving choice behind the selec-
tion of Byzantine.” Howland, she argues,
is far more likely than his patron to have
been up to date with current architectu-
ral trends, and by the time he began desi-
gning St. Anne's, the Byzantine Revival was
a significant, though not widespread,
trend. James Cubitt had recommended
Byzantine for Protestant worship in his
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FIG. 5. 'OLD" 5T. ANNE'S, TORONTO, BY KIVAS TULLEY (1862)

Church Designs for Congregations in
1870.?* Whether either Howland or Skey
owned a copy of that book is unfortuna-
tely not known. John Oldrid Scott and
Beresford Pite had each designed one
Byzantine Anglican church in London.?*
The best-known example of the Byzantine
Revival, however, was the Roman Catholic
Cathedral in Westminster-hardly a model
likely to have been emulated by an anti-
Catholic low-churchman like Skey. A letter
in the Anglican archive in Toronto, writ-
ten in 1960 by one P. Douglas Knowles,
muddles things further.?®* According to
Knowles, who identified himself as a
friend and neighbour of Ford Howland's
from 1907-1910, the architect had intended
St. Anne's to be a miniature version of the
Roman Catholic Cathedral at Manila, Phi-
lippines. If that is true, then one can only
suppose that Howland had kept it a secret
from his patron-like Westminster Cathe-
dral, this is hardly a model that would
have impressed Skey. And therein lies the

FIG. 6. ST. ANNE'S ANGLICAN CHURCH, TORONTO;
INTERIOR BEFORE DECORATION
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FIG. 7. WALMER ROAD BAPTIST CHURCH, TORONTO, BY LANGLEY AND BURKE (BEGUN 1889 | ecren coreman

main problem with attributing too much
credit to Howland: whatever his wishes
and inspirations, nothing was going to
happen unless Lawrence Skey agreed that
it was a good idea. And, as we shall see,
Skey was no pushover.

A simpler explanation may suffice. Skey
was a Low Church Anglican, deeply com-
mitted to both halves of that label. Gothic
had been revived in large part to facilitate
the Anglo-Catholic liturgy; thus, it was
the style of the High Church, and would
have been undesirable to Skey. Byzantine,
on the other hand, was emphatically not
High Church in appearance, as well as
being spatially well suited to Low Church,
sermon-centred services. Nor could it
be confused with non-Anglican spaces

built by Protestant denominations like
the Baptists and Methodists, whose am-
phitheatrical plans (for example, Walmer
Road Baptist Church, 1888-1992, fig. 7)
were by that time a frequent feature of
the Canadian architectural landscape. In
Byzantine, Skey had a style that was prac-
tical, unique, beautiful, and free of ideo-
logical baggage that would play into the
hands of the feuding Protestants of early
twentieth-century Toronto.

Those considerations may have justified
the choice of Byzantine in Skey's mind,
but the choice remained an extremely
unconventional one for Canadian Angli-
cans. In order to execute a highly origi-
nal and expensive project within a highly
conservative institution, it helps to have a

dynamic, charismatic, slightly bull-headed
instigator pushing it along. By all accounts,
that describes Lawrence Skey quite accu-
rately (fig. 8). A newspaper profile of 1917
characterized him as follows:
Slight of build, but well-knit, fresh of face,
hair slightly gray, mind alert and exceptionally
well-informed, quick and enthusiastic in
speech, strong in his opinions, shrewd,
warm-hearted, and wholly devoted to his

work-there you have an impressionistic
picture of Reverend Lawrence Skey, M.A.?7

His popularity among his parishioners
seems to have been unbounded. Skey ser-
ved as an army chaplain in the First World
War, and his flock welcomed him back from
the front with an elaborate celebration on
December 5, 1918. The musical program
leaves no doubt about the feelings of the

JSSAC | JSEAC 30> N*1 > 2005



i)
=
(=]
=
2
&

COURTESY OF THE DIOCESE

FIG. ®. REV. LAWRENCE SKEY

congregation for the Reverend Captain
Lawrence Skey. To the tune of “Marching
Through Georgia,” they sang of how Skey
had single-handedly won the war:

Don't you all remember when he went
to do his bit

We all prophesied the huns would
surely have a fit

Hindy and the Kaiser, Little Willy
all have quit

Let’s give a cheer for the Rector.®®
Later, this verse rang out (to the tune of
"When Johnny Comes Marching Home"):

They say that when he got to France,

They do, Hurrah!

The Kaiser said: "We haven't a chance.”

He did. Hurrah!

If he is only a chaplain, Gee!

What must the regular soldiers be-

Ach himmel! Donnervetter! It's all
off mjt me. 22

Had Skey suggested that they worship in
an outhouse, he would probably have won
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the instant, wholehearted agreement of
his flock. One doesn’t generally win that
kind of following by being an indecisive
ditherer, so it comes as no surprise that
Skey was not. Another newspaper clipping
in the Anglican archive, unfortunately
undated, tells of an occasion when Skey
learned that a man in his church neighbour-
hood was in the habit of beating his wife.
Skey paid the man a visit, and, finding
him obstinate in the face of reasonable
persuasion, determined to settle the
matter once and for all:
"Take off your coat,” cried Mr. Skey, removing
his own. Dumbly, the husband obeyed, and
the fighting parson started at him. It was a
fair fight, with no one to interfere. It lasted
several minutes, but in the end the minister
had "licked" his man. Mr. Skey came out of

the fight with a black eye, but that worried
him nothing at all.*®

Whether that anecdote is true is less
important than the fact that it was
circulated. Moreover, Skey's feisty streak
did not extend only to the weak and the
drunk. In 1923, he held a special service to
celebrate the completion of the decoration

FIG. 9. ST, GEORGE'S ANGLICAN CATHEDRAL, KINGSTON, BY VARIOUS ARCHITECTS (1825-1899) | PETER COFFMAN
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of St. Anne’s. To mark the occasion, he in-
vited one Rev. Pidgeon (a Methodist) and
one Rev. MacNeill (a Baptist) to share his
pulpit. Skey’s bishop (Sweeney), in turn,
marked the occasion by informing Skey
that under no circumstances was he to
share his pulpit with such company. Skey
being Skey, he followed his convictions
and ignored his boss. “l was glad,” he re-
flected later, "that | stood by my principles
in the matter.” He then added a thought
that could serve as his epitaph: “One must
learn to defy opposition.”*

Such lack of regard for the approval of
others—even of one’s own superiors—was
doubtless a useful trait for anyone plan-
ning to build a Byzantine Anglican church
in Toronto in 1907. After the opening ser-
vice of 1908, the Canadian Churchman
summarized the resistance to Skey’s new
church:

When this church was in the course of

erection many and various were the remarks

made upon it, and many of them were far

from flattering. Mosque, cyclorama and
synagogue were among the most common

19
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and frequent epithets used, and, judged
from the exterior view, having a dome as the
main feature, it has of necessity a certain
outward resemblance to the synagogue
of the Jew, and no one is blamed for not
altogether liking the external appearance.®

The writer does, however, make an

attempt to defend Skey's church:
The objections that have been made that
it is contrary to church architecture are,
of course, only made by the ignorant, for
there is no rule or law that Gothic is the only
type for Anglican churches. St. George's
Cathedral, Kingston, is of the same [Greek or
Byzantine] type, and though, like St. Anne's,
many do not admire it from without, there
are few who would not admit that when you
enter in you find one of the most beautiful
churches in our country.®

Several architectural and historical facts
are muddled in that account: St. Anne’s is
Byzantine, not Greek; and Byzantine had,
for 1300 years, been a Christian style only
recently used in synagogues. The St. Geor-
ge's Cathedral referred to is not Byzantine
(fig. 9), and has, in Wren's St. Paul’s Ca-
thedral, London (begun 1675), as mains-
tream a lineage as one can wish for in the
Anglican Church.?® The claim that there
was “no rule or law” that Anglican chur-
ches had to be Gothic, while technically
true, displays remarkable ignorance the
Ecclesiological Society and the very long

FIG. 10. ST. ANNE'S ANGLICAN CHURCH, J.E.H. MACDONALD'S ORIGINAL

shadow they had
cast on Anglican
church building.
But perhaps more
revealing than
the art historical
mistakes is the as-
sumption that identifying an architectu-
ral precedent somehow made St. Anne’s
acceptable. The need to find authority in
historical precedent is a distinctly ecclesio-
logical way of thinking, and one probably
not shared by Skey. Despite the efforts
of the Canadian Churchman, St. Anne’s
remains, as the Toronto Star proclaimed
in 1924, “Skey’'s Byzantine Defiance.”®

That predilection for independent thought
makes it easier to understand Skey's other,
more famous, unconventional decision
regarding St. Anne’s. For the first fifteen
years of its life, the interior of St. Anne’s
remained undecorated. When, in 1923, the
necessary funds to carry out the decora-
tion became available, Skey hired neither
an established liturgical artist, nor an
authority on Byzantine icons, nor even a
good Anglican-but a landscape painter
whom he had met at the Arts and Letters
Club, named J.E.H. MacDonald.

FIG. 11. ST. ANNE'S ANGLICAN CHURCH, INTERIOR | PETER COFFMAN

J.E.H. MacDonald is famed as a founding
member of the Group of Seven. On the fa-
ce of it, a more unlikely candidate for the
most ambitious programme of Anglican
liturgical art in Canadian history would
be difficult to find. MacDonald had never
undertaken a large decoration job, and,
as he himself admitted, his selection was
“an act of faith on Mr. Skey’s part.”* Yet,
the more deeply one probes, the more
appropriate the choice seems. Although
resistance to the work of the Group of
Seven was not as universal as they would
later have had the world believe, the
battle was not yet won in 1923.3 However,
some of the qualities that their critics most
disliked might actually have helped them
when it came to decorating a Byzantine
interior. The boldly graphic sense of design
and lack of academic painterly qualities
gives the Group’s work a broad kinship
to Byzantine work. Moreover, the visual
and symbolic languages of the Group of
Seven and of Christian art are arguably
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not as far apart as might be assumed. The
tree, for example, plays a central role in
both: in Christian iconography, the tree
participates in the Fall in the Garden of
Eden, then reappears in association with
redemption through the Tree of Jesse (see,
for example, the stained glass of St-Denis
and Chartres); the tree also resonates in
Canadian painting, presenting an image
of the human soul in a variety of states.
Tom Thomson's The West Wind is arguably
the most famous tree in Canada and, to
many, the quintessential Group of Seven
image (notwithstanding the fact that it
was, technically, not painted by a Group
member). Thomson's tree is vibrant, wild,
and teeming with life; by comparison, Carl
Schaeffer, painting in the middle of the
Great depression, featured a dead tree in
Summer Harvest (1935). In the immediate
aftermath of World War I, Charles Com-
fort painted a poignantly uprooted tree in
Early June, Albion Country (1949).%* When
Skey and MacDonald began discussion of

SEAC 30> N*1 > 2005
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FIG. 12. ST. ANNE'S ANGL!CN CHURCH, CHANCEL | PETER COFEMAN
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FIG. 13. ST. ANNE'S ANGLICAN CHURCH, CHANCEL CEILING | PETER COFFMAN

the programme at St. Anne’s, they would
have found at least some common ground
in their respective lexicons. Finally, the
project of St. Anne’s must be seen in the
context of the MacDonald's experience as
a commercial designer.” Neither he nor
other members of the Group of Seven
were strangers to commissioned work.

MacDonald’s original plan for 5t. Anne’s
had been to design the whole program
himself and execute it with the help of so-
me of his students at the Ontario College
of Art.*® Unfortunately for him (if not for
posterity), by the time he was ready to be-
gin, his students had left for the summer
break. He did what anyone would do in
such circumstances: he called on his friends
for help-including friends named Frede-
rick Varley, Frank Carmichael, Frances Lo-
ring, and Florence Wyle. The participation
of these artists—a who's who of Canadian
art in the 1920s-accounts for whatever
fame the building now enjoys.

FIG. 14. ST. ANNE'S ANGLICAN CHURCH, EVANGELIST SYMBOL
(JOHN) BY LORING AND WYLE | PETER COFFMAN

As seen in MacDonald's cross-sectional
sketch (fig. 10), the major areas for deco-
ration were the dome (now re-done in a
manner that does not show great sensi-
tivity to MacDonald's vision-see fig. 11),
the base of the dome, the pendentives
(fig. 11), and the chancel ceiling (figs. 12
and 13). Loring and Wyle provided low-
relief sculptures of the four evangelists’

21
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FIG. 15. ST. ANNE'S ANGLICAN CHURCH, NATIVITY
BY FH. VARLEY | peren corrman

FIG. 16. ST. ANNE'S ANGLICAN CHURCH, CRUCIFIXION
BY JLEH. MACDONALD | PeTen coFFMAN

symbols (fig. 14), while between them are
portraits of prophets, painted by Varley.
Dominating the central space are the huge
pendentive paintings: the Nativity, by Var-
ley (fig. 15); the Crucifixion, by MacDonald
(fig. 16); with the Resurrection by H.S. Pal-
mer and the Ascension by H.S. Stansfield
on the other two pendentives.

The artists’ acceptance of the highly dia-
grammatic and flat Byzantine style is
striking, as is the architectural solidity of
the paintings. If architecture is the art of
composition in mass, void, and light, these
paintings unequivocally and unashamedly
affirm that they are part of the mass. The
same sensibility continues into the most
elaborately decorated part of the church,
the chancel (fig. 12). As well as a wealth of
non-figural decoration, the chancel inclu-
des paintings by Frank Carmichael, Arthur
Martin, Neil Mackechnie, J.E.H. MacDo-
nald, and MacDonald’s son Thoreau.

The decoration of St. Anne’s represents
a remarkable collective effort, rendered
perhaps even more remarkable by the
fact that individual egos were, apparently,
subordinated to the group project. Or,
to use a distinctly Canadian metaphor,
MacDonald and Skey assembled a group
of first-team all-stars of Canadian art, got
them to play as a team, and scored a stun-
ning and unequivocal team victory. It is a
unique, and uniquely Canadian, success.

Works of striking originality often stand
out more dramatically in relief, and the
comparison between St. Anne's and
St. Paul’s, mentioned above (fig. 4), is ins-
tructive. Architecturally, St. Paul’s defines
itself entirely by reference to the English,
Anglican, Gothic past. At St. Anne's, Skey
proceeds as if the traditions of the An-
glican Church didn’t even exist. The two
churches are of the same denomination,
in the same city, and were built within
five years of each other. Yet they could

hardly be more different. They stand not
side-by-side, but back-to-back, their gazes
fixed in opposite directions.
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