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Fig. 1. Théodule Ribot, The Morning Wash (The Children’s Home), ca. 1863,  
oil on canvas, 73.2 x 61 cm, Montreal Museum of Fine Arts. 

 

 
 

Fig. 2. Prudence Heward, Indian Child, 1936, oil on plywood,  
36 x 30.5 cm, Montreal Museum of Fine Arts. 

 

 
 

Fig. 3. Claire Beaugrand-Champagne, Accueil des réfugiés dans les baraques de l'armée 
canadienne, Longue Pointe, Québec, 16 avril 1980, série « Thien et Hung », 1980, print 2012, 

gelatin silver print, 27.7 x 35.2 cm, Montreal Museum of Fine Arts. 
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Remembering: Multiple Repercussions of Political and Social Structures on Children  

Kristina Parker 

 

Artistic depictions of children’s everyday lives have the potential to reveal the social and 

political forces that have shaped the lives of children throughout history. Representing different 

spatiotemporal contexts, images of children by Théodule Ribot (1823–1891), Prudence Heward 

(1896–1947) and Claire Beaugrand-Champagne (b. 1948) will be explored in this essay to 

uncover how particular historical institutions and political forces have encouraged the removal or 

alienation of socially disadvantaged children from their family and/or culture. The earliest work, 

Ribot’s The Morning Wash (The Children’s Home) (1863) (fig. 1), is ostensibly set in a state-run 

school or orphanage in nineteenth-century France, while Heward’s painting Indian Child (1936) 

(fig. 2) was conceived at a time when Indigenous children were forced to attend residential 

schools in Canada. Finally, Beaugrand-Champagne’s photograph Accueil des réfugiés dans les 

baraques de l'armée canadienne, Longue Pointe, Québec, 16 avril 1980, série « Thien et Hung » 

(1980) (fig. 3) documents the resettlement of Vietnamese refugees in Canada beginning in the 

late 1970s. Despite the unique circumstances of the subjects depicted in each of these works, a 

comparative analysis will allow new connections to be made between children’s experiences 

within different historical and geographical contexts. Departing from conventional notions of an 

innocent and carefree childhood, these works reflect some of the hardships that children have 

historically endured.  

 

As a mainly self-taught artist who moved to Paris from a small village in rural France, Ribot 

produced paintings that were influenced by popular culture—such as folk music and literary 
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subjects—and working-class subjects.1 The Morning Wash is an example of the latter. Although 

it has also been exhibited under the title The Children's Home, this essay follows the 

interpretation of art historians who contend that the painting more likely depicts a state-run 

school for children from poor families than an orphanage.2  

 

 

Fig. 1. Théodule Ribot, The Morning Wash (The Children’s Home), ca. 1863, oil on canvas, 73.2 
x 61 cm, Montreal Museum of Fine Arts.  
 
 

Demonstrating the influence of Spanish painters such as Diego Velázquez (1599–1660) in its use 

of monochromatic and sombre grey tones,3 this oil painting depicts young girls washing their 

hands in a large, reflective copper basin. The young girl peering at the viewer among the group 

of children in the foreground has been identified as the artist’s daughter, Louise, who would have 

been five years old when the painting was exhibited at the Salon.4 Ribot's use of family members 

as subjects for his paintings emerged in part from necessity due to his financial situation, but it 

also reflects their support of his artistic practice.5 Unlike his often overlooked realist and still-life 



 

Family Works: A Multiplicity of Meanings and Contexts | http://www.concordia.ca/familyworks 

paintings, The Morning Wash attracted attention at Salon exhibitions for its sentimental 

narrative.6 However, this work also provides a glimpse into the lives of working-class children in 

state-run schools in nineteenth-century Paris.  

 

A state-run school—known as an asile and later as an école maternelle—was part of a system 

that large cities in France developed to care for children from poor families while their parents 

worked. The 1860s ushered in a series of educational reforms in France.7 Schools for young 

children were supervised by women, who may have taught skills such as drawing, ethics and 

simple reading and writing. The focus on the morning routine of washing in Ribot’s painting—

emphasized by the light reflecting off the basin in the foreground—brings attention to cleanliness 

as a marker of the upper classes. Emerging from the shadows is a stern woman who is looking at 

the viewer. She stands with poise as she supervises the group of young girls, waiting to lead 

them to a classroom. Her stance and clasped hands are imitated by the girl to her right and also 

by the painter’s daughter in the foreground. The setting is austere, and the children appear 

constrained by the emphasis on propriety—evidence of the influence of the Roman Catholic 

Church on French institutions. In an era when concern for abandoned children in metropolitan 

areas of France was growing, resources such as l’Assistance Publique, implemented in 1849, 

marked the allocation of resources towards the care and education of youth outside of juvenile 

penitentiary facilities.8 While the state-run schools provided a base level of education and an 

important service for poor families, the bleakness of Ribot’s painting suggests that they 

suppressed the joy of childhood.  

 

The Roman Catholic Church and other Christian institutions also exerted a great influence on 
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residential schools for Indigenous children in Canada, which were active from the late nineteenth 

to the late twentieth centuries. This is the historical context within which Heward conceived 

Indian Child, which portrays a frowning Indigenous girl in Western clothing seated in front of a 

wall of a log cabin.  

 

 

Fig. 2. Prudence Heward, Indian Child, 1936, oil on plywood, 36 x 30.5 cm, Montreal Museum 
of Fine Arts. 
 

Heward, who was born in Montreal, is known for her role as a founding member of the Canadian 

Group of Painters, formed in 1933, and for her associations with the Beaver Hall Group, founded 

in 1920. Favouring female subjects and landscapes in her work, Heward was attuned to “the 

varied trends of thought but [was] never confused by them ... [C]larity of purpose was an 

outstanding characteristic of her art.”9 Art historian Lynn Pearce argues that the ways in which 

viewers identify with and question the subjects—particularly the female ones—in Heward’s 

paintings change based on racial difference.10 Although recent scholarship on Heward’s work 

has concentrated on her representations of black women, who are disproportionately presented in 



 

Family Works: A Multiplicity of Meanings and Contexts | http://www.concordia.ca/familyworks 

various states of undress in relation to white models in her oeuvre, “almost nothing has been 

written about Heward's depiction of a young indigenous girl.”11 The child in Indian Girl is 

dressed in a blue pinafore over a collared shirt with a ribbon in her hair. Seated in front of a wall 

of a log cabin structure, she appears uncertain or sad. Unlike Heward's typically smooth 

brushwork, this portrait reveals visible brushstrokes and colour mixing on the canvas.  

 

There are few details alluding to the context of the work, and unlike her other works, Heward did 

not include the identity of the child in the work’s title. It is possible that this portrait was 

produced in Georgian Bay: in the exhibition catalogue for the artist’s 1948 memorial exhibition 

at the National Gallery of Canada, a work lent by Arthur Lismer (1885–1969) is listed as Indian 

Child, Georgian Bay, and is dated the same year that Indian Girl was produced.12 Although few 

major sources remark on Heward’s paintings of Indigenous subjects,13 it has been noted that she 

travelled to rural areas throughout Quebec with fellow artists, and it is possible that she also 

travelled to Ontario and the Georgian Bay area. The area around Georgian Bay constitutes the 

traditional territories of Anishnaabek peoples, a cultural group which encompasses Odawa and 

Algonquin peoples, among others.14 Despite the uncertainties surrounding this work, its 

significance may be gleaned from examining its socio-historical context, particularly the forced 

placement of Indigenous children in residential schools. 

 

Systemic racism and violence have been perpetuated against First Nations, Métis and Inuit 

people since the beginning of the European colonization of Canada in the late sixteenth century. 

The establishment of residential schools for Indigenous children has had profound and enduring 

traumatic effects on Indigenous cultures.15 In Canada, “Residential Schools, organized by the 
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federal government with largely Christian missionaries as teaching staff, were in operation 

between 1840 and 1996 [...] [T]he explicit purpose of the schools was assimilation.”16 Heward's 

painting dates to 1936; “by 1930, roughly 75% of all First Nations children between the ages of 7 

and 15 attended [Residential Schools].”17 Although there are no records indicating that Heward 

ever visited such a school, the expression of the child expresses a sadness which may be 

interpreted as either discomfort with the painter, or as a reaction to being removed from her 

family and placed in a residential school or foster care.18 Systems designed for cultural 

assimilation have had long-lasting repercussions within Indigenous communities despite the 

Canadian government’s current attempts to remedy the damage of past federal governments 

through the Truth and Reconciliation Commission.19 

 

Beaugrand-Champagne’s work demonstrates how governmental decisions have also had a great 

impact on the lives of child refugees in Canada. Among the first female press photographers in 

Quebec, Beaugrand-Champagne demonstrates both technical skill in her work and an ability to 

capture emotive and intimate scenes. She has travelled widely for her photojournalism and 

socially engaged photography. In 1980, Beaugrand-Champagne was documenting refugee camps 

in Thailand when she encountered two families who had been granted asylum in Quebec. She 

proceeded to document their lives—including the triumphs and challenges of transitioning to life 

in a new country—over a period of fifteen years, resulting in the series Thien et Hung (1980–

1995). A photograph captured early on in the series, entitled Accueil des réfugiés dans les 

baraques de l'armée canadienne, Longue Pointe, Québec, 16 avril 1980, série « Thien et Hung », 

shows the children and women of the two families in a hallway of the army barracks where they 

stayed temporarily upon their arrival in Quebec.  
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Fig. 3. Claire Beaugrand-Champagne, Accueil des réfugiés dans les baraques de l'armée 
canadienne, Longue Pointe, Québec, 16 avril 1980, série « Thien et Hung », 1980, print 2012, 
gelatin silver print, 27.7 x 35.2 cm, Montreal Museum of Fine Arts.  
 
 

Eight children are crouched or seated on the floor, smiling and engaged in a game while wearing 

matching pyjamas. Three women are seen standing in a doorway, observing, smiling and 

encouraging a child standing to the side to join in on the activities. Beaugrand-Champagne 

captures the carefree nature of the children, who adapt and make the most of their new situation, 

and the joyful relief of their parents in having found refuge from the dangers they were fleeing. 

The definition of family presented here is an extended one: although the two families may not be 

biologically related, they have been united by their similar journeys, and this is conveyed 

through the sense of familiarity between the children playing together in this photograph. 

However, the families’ displacement is implied by the disparity between the playfulness of this 

family-oriented scene and the sterility of the military environment.  

 

Beaugrand-Champagne’s photograph demonstrates Canada’s unprecedented humanitarian 

response to Vietnamese refugees—termed “boat people” in popular media—fleeing the 
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communist regime in unsafe boats in the late 1970s.20 The Thien and Hung families captured in 

Beaugrand-Champagne’s image were among the 70,000 Vietnamese refugees who were 

accepted into Canada. This coincided with legislation changes allowing refugees to apply for 

admission as immigrants under the Immigration Act.21 By 1991, a large percentage of 

Vietnamese immigrants were based in Quebec.22  

 

The photographic series devoted to the Thien and Hung families examines the challenges that 

refugees face as they integrate themselves within Canadian culture. Although Beaugrand-

Champagne’s photograph shows a shared experience between the children and their parents, the 

overall series explores how the process of cultural integration may diverge among different 

generations and thus alter family relations and dependencies. Furthermore, the series examines 

the ways in which the preservation of cultural practices among immigrants is also subject to the 

governmental constraints and structures designed to support the families. 

 

This essay has explored some of the political, social, religious and economic forces that have 

shaped the lives of socioeconomically disadvantaged children in the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries. While governments have attempted to provide various forms of support to these 

children, they have also imposed harm by removing or alienating children from their family 

and/or culture. The works discussed in this essay by Ribot, Heward and Beaugrand-Champagne 

explore these tensions and their consequences, and urge us to advocate for the rights, freedoms 

and reparations of children today.  

 

 
 



 

Family Works: A Multiplicity of Meanings and Contexts | http://www.concordia.ca/familyworks 

NOTES 
                                                
1 Gabriel P. Weisberg, “Théodule Ribot: Popular Imagery and the Little Milkmaid,” The Bulletin 
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2 Janet M. Brooke, Discerning Tastes: Montreal Collectors 1880-1920 (Montreal: Montreal 
Museum of Fine Arts, 1989), 147. 
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(Cleveland: Cleveland Museum of Art, 1980), 119. 
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10 Lynn Pearce, “The Viewer as Producer: British and Canadian Feminists Reading Prudence 
Heward’s ‘Women’,” RACAR: revue d’art canadienne / Canadian Art Review 25, no. 1 (1998): 
96, http://www.jstor.org/stable/42630596. 
11 “Significantly Heward produced very few paintings of white female nudes, whereas she 
produced several paintings that portray black women in various states of undress, such as 
Negress with Flower, n.d., and Negress with Sunflowers, c. 1936 (possibly the same model). Art 
historian Charmaine Nelson has critically examined Heward’s depictions of black women, but 
almost nothing has been written about Heward’s depiction of a young indigenous girl in Indian 
Child, 1936.” See Julia Skelly, Prudence Heward: Life & Work (Toronto: Art Institute of Canada, 
2015), 45, http://www.aci-iac.ca/content/art-books/38/Art-Canada-Institute_Prudence-
Heward.pdf. 
12 A.Y. Jackson and National Gallery of Canada, Memorial Exhibition: Prudence Heward, 1896-
1947 (Ottawa: National Gallery of Canada, 1948), 13. 
13 This painting may have been exhibited at the Montreal Arts Club in 1937. G. Campbell 
McInnes wrote about the show, mentioning: “Heward alone seems to have discovered depth and 
plasticity; her two little Indian portraits are almost as good as anything I recall her to have done.” 
See G. Campbell McInnes, “World of Art,” Toronto Saturday Night, April 17, 1937.  
14 Charles A. Bishop, The Canadian Encyclopedia, “Ojibwa,” last modified August 13, 2008, 
http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/ojibwa/. For a map of First Nations territories 
around Georgian Bay see “First Nations Map,” Union of Ontario Indians, 
http://www.anishinabek.ca/first-nations-map.asp. 
15 Amy Bombay, Kimberly Matheson, and Hymie Anisman, “The Intergenerational Effect of 
Indian Residential Schools: Implication for the Concept of Historical Trauma,” Transcultural 
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16 James D. Brown et al., “Motive of Aboriginal Foster Parents,” Children and Youth Services 
Review 24 (2012): 1298, doi: 10.1016/j.childyouth.2012.03.004. 
17 Bombay, Matheson, and Anisman, 325. 
18 Peaking in the 1960s, the foster care system was overwhelmed with Indigenous children, in 
particular. Worsening following the Second World War, Indigenous children were widely 
subject to Canadian child protection alongside the increase of Indigenous families moving to 
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urban centres. See Veronica Strong-Boag, Fostering Nation? Canada Confronts Its History of 
Childhood Disadvantage (Waterloo: Wilfred Laurier University Press, 2008). 
19 Established in 2008, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (TRCC) completed 
their mandated report in June 2015. The statements, documents and research collected will be 
made available to the public. See “TRC Final Report,” Truth and Reconciliation Commission of 
Canada, http://www.trc.ca/websites/trcinstitution/index.php?p=3. 
20 Irving Abella, The Canadian Encyclopedia, “Refugees,” last modified February 2, 2006, 
http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/refugees/.  
21 Ibid. 
22 “Leaving Vietnam: Arrival in Canada,” Canadian Museum of History, accessed November 30, 
2015, http://www.historymuseum.ca/cmc/exhibitions/cultur/vietnam/vilea06e.shtml. 
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