
Giatvr Kirm lVhcDoNAln Grant Macdonald was born in Montreal on
June 27, 1909. While Grant was still a child, his
father, the Reverend Kenneth Macdonald, moved
the family to Gait. At Galt Collegiate, Grant did
the illustrations for the school paper, and began
painting portraits of classmates. It was a struggle
to get started as an artist in Gait, even with the
help of noted artist Carl Ahrens. At the age of
20, Grant went to Toronto where he studied part
time at the Ontario College of Art and worked
for the Toronto Star.

In 1930, he moved to London, England, and
for the next decade, he travelled back and forth
to New York, sketching such renowned British
actors as Rex Harrison and Laurence Olivier while
studying in New York with George Bridgeman.
The war brought Macdonald home to Canada in
1941 where, as a Lieutenant in the Naval
Reserves, he worked as a war artist, creating
hundreds of portraits of ordinary sailors
performing their regular duties. According to Vice
Admiral G.C. Jones, Chief of Naval Staff “All
received his attention in a manner that has made
it possible to show with admirable insights the
hearts and souls of the men who so valiantly
helped fight and win the Battle of the Atlantic.”

In 1947, he moved to Kingston to care for
his ailing father. He lived from portrait
commissions and freelance work. He drew the
faces of the characters depicted in Stephen
Leacock’s 1948 Sunshine Sketches of a Little
Town; he designed the set for the original

production of Robertson Davies’ first one-act
play, Fortune, My Fool. From 1953, he began a
ten year association with the dew Stratford theatre
by providing a visual record of its leading
players, creating canvasses which hang in the
Festival Theatre. He was a fine technician,
displaying a mannered realism, a meticulous
finish, and a gentle but knowing sense of whimsy.

In Kingston, he continued to paint and teach
at the Summer School of Fine Art while sketching
people wherever he went. He received an
honorary LLD degree from Queen’s (1974), the
Director’s Club Medal (1952), the J.W.L. Foster
Award (1966), and held major exhibitions in
Vancouver in 1960 and Kingston in 1966. In 1967
he became a member of the Royal Canadian
Academy.

After Mr. Macdonald’s death in 1987, his
collection of sketches were purchased by the
Marine Museum of the Great Lakes, the Agnes
Etherington Art Centre, and private collectors.
A book on Grant Macdonald is forthcoming.
Recently the National Film Board has used
Macdonald prints in a movie, Open Secrets, and
his sketches continue to be enjoyed on note cards,
posters, and in periodicals.
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