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S h i r l e y  A n n  B r o w n

H e n r y  H o l i d a y ’ s  s t a i n e d 
g l a s s  i n  C a n a d a :
A  c o n t i n u e d  p r o t e s t  a g a i n s t  m e d i e v a l i s m

M alcolm has been a valued colleague of mine in York University’s art history 
program for the many years since his arrival in Toronto. We are both 
medievalists who chose to “recycle” our academic selves and to work in two 

time periods. My study of post-medieval stained glass serves a complementary role to 
Malcom’s work in medieval revival ecclesiastical architecture. This article on Henry 
Holiday’s Canadian stained glass commissions stems from my interest in Canada’s 
heritage of architectural art glass, whether it was made in this country or imported. 
The study highlights the fact that not all nineteenth-century stained glass was truly 
“revivalist,” nor did it serve simply as an adaptation of medieval aesthetic choices. 
Holiday argued that stained glass should be approached as a “modern” art by its 
practitioners and that medievalism should be left behind. Paradoxically, his work was 
installed primarily in either medieval churches or revivalist architecture.
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Henry Holiday related in his reminiscences 
for 1868-1869 how, in discussion about 
some artistic point, Walter Pater had 

called him “such a thorough-going medievalist,” 
presumably because he designed stained glass 
windows. To which Holiday replied, “My dear 
Pater, my life has been a continued protest against 
medievalism.”1 

Henry Holiday was one of the most success-
ful and productive stained glass artists in England 
during the nineteenth and early-twentieth centur-
ies. Born in 1839 and active almost up to his death 
in 1927, his artistic career covered an amazing 
70-year span, during which time he designed win-
dows, painted pictorial frescoes and canvasses, fur-
nished illustrations for books, and worked in opus 
sectile and enamelled copper. In addition, he had 
time and energy to actively support Irish Home 
Rule and Women’s Suffrage. It is fortunate that 
Holiday also enjoyed writing. In his Stained Glass 
as an Art of 1896, he explained his aesthetic prin-
ciples for the medium.2 His anecdotal, but never-
theless very informative, Reminiscences of my Life 
appeared in 1914. An active lecturer, several of his 
talks were printed or summarized in publications 
such as The Builder3 and The Architect.4

Holiday was born in London and spent 
almost all his working life in that city, travelling 
extensively to expand his knowledge and to solicit 
business. The greater part of his artistic training 
was undertaken at the Royal Academy Schools, 
which he entered at age 15. An adherent of the 
pre-Raphaelite style, his paintings were hung at 
the Academy from 1858 onwards. One of his great 
strengths was anatomical drawing, a talent which 
was to stand him in good stead for the rest of his 

1 . Holiday, Henry, 1914, Reminiscences of my life, London, William Heinemann, p. 164.
2 . Holiday, Henry, 1896, Stained glass as an art, London and New York, Macmillan and Co. Ltd.
3 . Holiday, Henry, 1871, “Stained glass with reference to modern art,” The Builder, vol. 29, p. 243-244. Paper read by Holiday at the London Institute, 
March 15, 1871.
4 . Holiday, Henry, 1871, “Stained glass aesthetically considered,” The Architect, March 25, p. 159-161.

career. In 1862, he was offered the opportunity to 
join the well-established London stained glass firm 
of James Powell & Sons, also known as Whitefriars 
Glass, as a designer. His close friend, Edward 
Burne-Jones, was leaving the firm to join William 
Morris in his new venture, the Morris, Marshall & 
Faulkner Company, and his position was available. 
Eager to establish himself in a secure job so that 
he could get married, Holiday embarked upon his 
life-long career and a business relationship which 
was to last almost 30 years. In addition to his con-
tinuous work for Powell’s, he furnished designs for 
many of the other stained glass firms in England 
including Lavers & Barraud; Heaton, Butler & 
Bayne; Saunders & Co.; Shrigley & Hunt.

Never the medievalist

Holiday was very much against the principle that 
had evolved around the question of what kind of 
stained glass was suitable for placement in exis-
ting medieval churches and the new churches 
built in the neo-medieval style. His complaint 
centred on the dominant principle that stained 
glass must depend on the architectural style of its 
setting: the simple rule was that new stained glass 
designed for a church built in the thirteenth cen-
tury, or in a modern church built in the same style, 
must be like that of the thirteenth century; if the 
building is later, the glass must be designed in the 
corresponding later style. 

In explaining his opposition to this dictum, 
he argued,

the 14th century style grew naturally and 
gradually out of that which preceded it …  
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A 14th century artist always worked in the style 
of his own age, wherever his window was to 
be fixed …. He did not design in the manner 
of an artist of the previous century. Still less 
could a 15th century artist have forced him-
self into the style of 200 years earlier. Then 
how can you ask a 19th century artist to take 
up all three styles?  

He continued,
The styles when they existed were the spon-
taneous growth of the ages and were fraught 
with intense meaning; let us not degrade our-
selves by caricaturing them, it must all be 
false and hollow if we do. Their drawing is not 
natural to us; their ideas are not ours; that 
which is impressive in them would be foolish 
to us.

He developed his own personal principle: 
Our work is to discover that which is truest and 
best in our age, to cultivate and perfect this, 
and to give free expression to it in our works. 
We should neglect no lesson which can be 
learnt from the art of past ages. But … we must 
remember their most important lesson, and 
that is never to destroy the vitality of our art by 
aping the peculiarities of ages to which we do 
not belong.5 

Henry Holiday’s figural style is often 
described as “Pre-Raphaelite” but within that gen-
eral descriptive appellation, it is apparent that he 
evolved an individual, easily recognizable personal 
approach to figure drawing. His very early works 
have the unprepossessing quality of early William 
Morris. Indeed, he was close friends with Morris, 
Burne-Jones, and Holman Hunt. But he was never 
a formal member of the group, and once he had 

5 . Holiday, “Stained glass with reference to modern art,” p. 243-244.

turned his attention from painting to stained 
glass, he quickly realized that the rather simpli-
fied figure type did not read well from a distance. 
Nor did it fulfil his aesthetic urges. Several trips 
to Italy from 1867 on fostered in him a love for 
Italian Renaissance classicism and a grander, more 
statuesque figure type. His figures and poses from 
his mature period were most often based on his 
appreciation of Raphael and Michelangelo. 

Canada calls

Although the bulk of his work was created for 
locations in Great Britain and Ireland, Holiday 
received many commissions in the United States 
from 1878 on. He never achieved a comparable 
popularity in Canada, although he received four 
major commissions here. Three of these date from 
1892 and one from 1912.

The 1892 Canadian commissions com-
prise the Christ Healing the Sick Child and Angels 
window for the Hospital for Sick Children in 
Toronto (fig.  1), the Pilgrims to the Heavenly 
Jerusalem window for Christ’s Church Anglican 
Cathedral in Hamilton (fig. 2), and the Theology 
window for the Manitoba Theological College, 
now the University of Winnipeg (fig. 3). The 1912 
triple window featuring the Domestic Arts of 
Ancient Egypt was commissioned for the School 
of Household Sciences at the University of Toronto 
(fig. 4).

These windows were among the first pro-
duced in Holiday’s own self-contained studio in 
Hampstead, a bold venture which he opened in 
December 1890, when he was already 61 years old. 
By then he had become thoroughly disillusioned 
with the working methods of the large commercial 
stained glass firms. For years, he had lamented the 
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fact that there was an ever-widening gap between 
the artist who created the designs for stained glass 
and the final product. He had seen his own designs 
used and reused without his control. Often the 
finished window was a travesty of what he had 
intended, as a result of the intervention of less-
than-skillful draftsmen and painters and the use of 

inferior glass. Frustrated by the division of labour 
imposed upon the workshop for the sake of econ-
omy, Holiday finally decided to strike out on his 
own. He opened his studio at the end of the year, 
in suitable premises on Church Row, Hampstead, 
in a house which had a large outbuilding, not far 
from where he lived. He invited William Glasby, 

~ �Fig. 1. Christ Healing the Sick Child with Angels, 1892, 
Sketch, Toronto: Hospital for Sick Children.  
PHOTO: S.A. BROWN

~ �Fig. 2. Pilgrims to the Holy Jerusalem, 1892-93.  
Hamilton, Christ’s Church Anglican Cathedral.  
PHOTO: S.A. BROWN
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Powell’s chief painter, to join him. Other mem-
bers of Powell’s staff offered their services and he 
soon had a very competent group of people with 
whom to work. The quality of the finished work 
improved noticeably once Holiday could oversee 
the complete process from design to shipping. The 
studio stayed at this location until 1906 when it 
was transferred to Lowndes & Drury’s newly built 
Glasshouse in Fulham, which provided facili-
ties for independent stained glass workers. Mary 
Lowndes had worked with him since she arrived in 
London in 1883, while he was still associated with 
Powell’s, and remained for several years until she 
set out on her own.6 

The windows from 1892 illustrate Holiday’s 
stained glass aesthetics at the high point in his 
career. By this time, he normally had control over 
the iconographical details of his commissions. 
Once the general subject had been agreed upon, it 
was usual for him to suggest how best to elucidate 

6 . Hadley, Dennis and Joan Hadley, 1989-1990, “Henry Holiday 1839-1927,” The Journal of Stained Glass, vol. 19, no. 1, p. 66.

that subject. If the subject called for a straight-
forward simplicity, he would produce something 
like the Christ Healing the Sick Child, which pre-
sents little iconographical challenge to the viewer.

The large window, at slightly more than two 
metres wide by three metres high, was installed in 
November 1892 in the hospital’s neo-Romanesque 
building on College Street, on a landing part way 
up the monumental staircase leading from the 
street-level foyer to the main floor (fig. 5). It con-
sisted of two sections, as shown in the preliminary 
sketch (fig. 1): a lower half which depicted Christ 
healing the sick child held in his mother’s lap 
(fig. 6), and an upper half which featured a group of 
angels gently wafting heavenward with three babes 
in their arms, accompanied by the inscription, “He 
shall gather the lambs in his arms” (fig. 7). The sur-
rounding border contained a band of white acan-
thus leaves enlivened by four deep red poppies, a 
flower chosen for its healing powers, and inhabited 

~ �Fig. 3. Theology, 1892-93, Winnipeg, Bryce Hall, Univer-
sity of Winnipeg. PHOTO: CANDACE IRON

~ �Fig. 4. Domestic Arts of Ancient Egypt, 1912-15,  
Toronto, Lillian Massey Building, University of Toronto. 
PHOTOS: S.A. BROWN
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by nude male children.7 The fleshy acanthus leaf 
design was one of Holiday’s hallmark ornaments. 
It was rare, however, for Holiday to combine this 
foliage with wingless figures of children. This 
combi nation was a variation on the inhabited 
vine or scroll designs, found first in the art of Late 
Antiquity, that can be seen in the mosaics and sar-
cophagi exhibited in the museums and churches 
in Italy, which the artist would have seen during 
his travels. In its original form, the window was a 
masterpiece that made a statement contrary to the 
Gothicizing tendency of much nineteenth-century 
stained glass in Toronto, as well as in England.

John Ross Robertson (1841-1918), the 
founder-owner of the Toronto Telegram, was first 
attracted to the Hospital for Sick Children after his 
only daughter, 11-month-old Helen, died of scarlet 
fever in March 1881, the same day as her young 
cousin Grace. The Robertsons were in England at 

7 . The window was divided in half when the hospital moved to the current site on University Avenue in 1951. The lower half is now installed in a light 
box outside the hospital’s chapel while the upper half is housed in the medical library behind the copy machines. 
8 . Brown, Shirley Ann, 1990, “Christ Healing the Sick Child. A treasure in stained glass,” Rotunda, vol. 23, no. 3, Winter, p. 11-17.

the time. Tragedy struck again when Robertson’s 
39-year-old wife, Maria, died in August 1886 while 
still grieving the loss of her child. The window was 
donated six years later in memory of the mother 
and infant daughter.8 Its simple, sympathetic 
message was a salve for the wounds of separation.

On the other hand, in a commission such 
as the Theology window for what was then the 
Manitoba Theological College, Holiday could 
allow his erudition to shine forth. He described the 

~ �Fig. 5. Toronto, Hospital for Sick Children, College 
Street. The Holiday window was installed in the large 
opening to the left of the entrance. PHOTO: S.A. BROWN

~ �Fig. 6. Christ Healing the Sick Child, 1892, Toronto,  
Hospital for Sick Children. PHOTO: S.A. BROWN
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treatment for the three-metre diameter window 
as follows: 

The subject given was simply “Theology” ... 
and the comprehensiveness of the theme 
demanded some complexity of treatment .... 
Taking Theology to mean the study of God’s 
ways, so far as these are accessible to the finite 
spiritual and intellectual faculties of man, my 
first desire was to express the universality of 
the thing symbolized, and its domination over 
all other knowledge. Theology is therefore 
represented as enthroned on a sphere repre-
senting the universe; seraphs bow before the 
mysteries she teaches, and across this cen-
tral division are inscribed the words, “As the 
heavens are higher than the earth, so are My 

9 . Holiday, Stained glass, p. 51-53.
10 . Idem, p. 54.

ways higher than your ways”. In the lower 
panel Humility leads a child, with the words, 
‘He shall teach the humble His ways’. On either 
side are History and Philosophy, Science and 
Art. History has a prominent place, because 
through it we learn God’s dealings with man, 
and all the best that the seers have been able 
to divine and tell us.9

He then explains why science and theology 
are not antagonistic to each other, in spite of the 
new concentration on natural physical laws as 
determined by Newton, Darwin and Spencer. He 
must have felt that the value of philosophy and art 
are apparent to everyone, since he does not see the 
need to explain their inclusion. He concludes:

By Faith, Hope, and Love, we understand, we 
see, we know, and these are exalted above His-
tory, Philosophy, Science, and Art, in a scheme 
which deals with the Knowledge of God, but all 
contribute to that knowledge.10

For good academic measure, Holiday wrote 
all of his banners in Latin.

Another problem which Holiday had to 
tackle constantly was whether the situation called 
for the representation of objects or the represen-
tation of ideas. Obviously, this particular case 
involved ideas, and he in fact used Theology to 
elucidate one of his principles of design. Holiday 
believed that decorative art had many advantages 
over pictorial and imitative art when it came to 
the representation of ideas, and that a theme such 
as “theology” or “love” would be impossible to 
treat in a realistic picture in stained glass. When 
the element of realism is once introduced, the eye 
demands intelligible perspectival relationships 
among figures and a coherent disposition of light 

~ �Fig. 7. Angels and Babes, 1892, Toronto, Hospital for 
Sick Children. PHOTO: S.A. BROWN
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and shade. But if realistic effect can be put aside, 
the artist has unlimited scope, not only in form, 
colour, and design, but also in the expression of 
ideas. Holiday believed that where perspective is 
required in stained glass, it should always be of 
a very simple kind, keeping the figures as far as 
possible on one plane.11  

The effects of Holiday’s conviction that spa-
tial perspective has no place in stained glass can 
be clearly seen in the Winnipeg Theology oculus as 
well as in all the other windows in his Canadian 
oeuvre. Where an architectural background is 
used, as in the window in Toronto’s Hospital for 
Sick Children, it is truly a background motif, 
existing well behind the figures which are lined 
up close to the picture plane. Where figures are 
placed within an architectural setting, as in the 
later Egyptian panels, the architectural com-
ponents are brought forward, so that everything 
exists at approximately the same distance from the 
frontal plane. Never does he place figures within 
a landscape setting nor within a full Renaissance 
perspectival stage.

The delicacy of the painting and lines in his 
compositions often seem to owe much to the deli-
cacy and grace of Botticelli. This holds true whether 
the painting was by his own hand or by William 
Glasby. The Glasby angels in the Theology panel in 
particular echo Botticelli, as does the disposition 
of the figures in the central roundel (fig. 8). The 
blondeness of Holiday’s figures is the result of his 
limiting the paint he used to the traditional matte 
and silver stain.

The Canadian windows reflect the standard 
practice of a busy workshop to “recycle” designs. 
Once a satisfying figure, group of figures, or even 
a composition had been worked out, it would be 
used repeatedly, with varying degrees of alteration. 
Since stained glass cartoons remain the property of 

11 . Idem, p. 54-55.

~ �Fig. 8. Theology, 1892, Detail, Winnipeg, Bryce Hall,  
University of Winnipeg. PHOTO: CANDACE IRON

~ �Fig. 9. Angels ascending to the Heavenly Jerusalem, 
1892-93, Hamilton, Christ’s Church Anglican Cathedral. 
PHOTO: S.A. BROWN
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the designer or the firm, large collections could be 
built up. By 1890, Holiday had gathered well over 
1000 of his own cartoons, employing first, Alice 
Scott, and then her sister Florence, to catalogue 
and keep track of them.12  

The Theology panel in Winnipeg duplicates 
almost identically a window created in 1890 for 
the Drew Theological Seminary in Madison, New 
Jersey.13 The angels in the upper sections of the 
Pilgrim window in the Anglican Cathedral in 
Hamilton (fig. 9) make use of the design Holiday 
created for a window in Christ Church, Brooklyn 
(NY) in 188514 (fig. 10). He split the angels from the 
Jacob’s Ladder design into two groups, reversed 
the top three and used that for the left light. The 
bottom three angels appear in the right light. The 
Brooklyn design is itself a reworking of the 1881 
design for Wolsingham Church in Co. Durham, 
England.

Equally successful in the artist’s opinion was 
the design for the angels which appear in the top 
panel from the Hospital for Sick Children. Holiday 
first worked out the generic design for his group of 
ascending angels several years earlier in 1883-1884, 
when he created a large ten-light window for the 
east wall of the parish church at Up Holland in 
northwest England (fig. 11). Holiday had worked 
very hard to arrive at his design for this angelic 
group. He wrote:

Having spent much time and thought on the 
ascending angels of this work, I hoped for an 
opportunity of making use of them again and 
found more than one occasion.15 

12 . Hadley and Hadley, p. 66.
13 . Raguin, Virginia, 1983, “Henry Holiday’s Theology Window: Varia-
tions on a theme,” Stained Glass, vol. 78, no. 2, Summer, p. 144-145.
14 . Holiday’s window was replaced by Tiffany in 1914. I thank George 
Bryant for this information.
15 . Holiday, Stained glass, p. 64-65.

~ �Fig. 10. Jacob’s Ladder, 1885, Sketch, Brooklyn, NY, 
Christ Church. PHOTO: S.A. BROWN
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And that he certainly did, using variants on 
both the groups of angels and individual figures 
many times over.

Holiday mentions the Toronto hospital 
window in conjunction with another one for 
Salisbury Cathedral, also produced in 1892. Both 
made use of the same Mother and Sick Child group, 
as well as the angels. There are variations of this 
composition in several other Holiday windows. 
This multiple use and adaptation of designs might 
be seen today as reflecting a poverty of artistic ori-
ginality and integrity, and a rip-off of the patron. 
But the practice was universal in stained glass and 
the repetition of pleasing compositions was often 
deliberately requested by patrons.

How Holiday received the 1892 Canadian 
commissions is a difficult question to answer. 
Although he had been filling American orders 

since 1878 and had built up quite a following in the 
United States, there are absolutely no Canadian 
commissions before 1892. From April 12 to June 9, 
1890, the artist toured the eastern United States 
and Canada, but when he wrote his autobiog-
raphy in 1912, Holiday did not dwell on his stay in 
Toronto, nor even give his impression of southern 
Ontario. Instead, Niagara Falls and Toronto are 
very quickly passed over, since he found Quebec 
and Montreal much more interesting and excit-
ing. He described Quebec as the most “picturesque 
town” he saw on the trip. After New York, he found 
it looked like an “old-world town” and considered 
it quaint to hear French spoken everywhere and 
to see French signage on the shops, yet to have 
the Queen’s head appear on stamps and coinage. 
Whereas in the U.S.A. where English only was 

~ �Fig. 11. Ascension of Christ, 1883-84, Detail, Up Holland, Lancashire, Church of St. Thomas the Martyr.  
PHOTO: PETER CORMACK
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spoken, he had to use foreign coinage and stamps 
and felt very much a foreigner.16

Holiday says absolutely nothing about the 
people he met in Ontario. John Ross Robertson, 
the patron for the window in the Hospital for 
Sick Children, is not mentioned. The Hamilton 
window was commissioned by the three daughters 
of John and Sarah Winer, in commemoration of 
their parents, who had been prominent members 
of the congregation and Hamilton business com-
munity.17 No correspondence from any of these 
people with Holiday has been unearthed so far. The 
patron for the Theology window in Winnipeg was 
Principal John Mark King (1829-1899) of Manitoba 
College, who did have some correspondence with 
Holiday about the pace of the production of his 
window. Existing letters from Holiday to King 
are preserved, but do not indicate how the initial 
contact was made.18 The window was originally 
installed in 1893 in Convocation Hall of what was 
then Manitoba College, in memory of King’s wife, 
Janet Skinner King, who had died in 1886. In 1951, 
it was relocated above the main entrance to the 
newly constructed Bryce Hall. The window was 
restored in 2015 and reset into a new mahogany 
framework.19

Egypt in Toronto

The most interesting and fullest relationship 
between Holiday and a Canadian patron led to his 
receiving the commission for the three Egyptian 
Windows in 1912 (fig. 4). The windows were paid 

16 . Holiday, Stained glass, p. 355.
17 . Darling, Alexander, “The stained glass windows of Christ’s Church Cathedral,” <http://cathedralhamilton.ca/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/Art-
Stained-Glass-Windows.pdf>, consulted February 23, 2019.
18 . The six existing letters, all very brief, are kept in the University of Manitoba Archives and Special Collections: John M. King: An inventory of his 
papers. Correspondence 1822-1899, box 4, folder 2.
19 . Theology stained glass window restoration, <https://www.uwinnipeg.ca/art-gallery/art-collection/theology-stained-glass-window-restoration.html>, 
consulted February 23, 2019.

for by Lillian Massey Treble (1854-1915) but were 
arranged for by her cousin-in-law, Charles Trick 
Currelly (1876-1957), the Director of the Royal 
Archaeological Museum, now the Royal Ontario 
Museum. Currelly had met Holiday in England 
several years earlier when he, Currelly, was 
first working with Flinders Petrie, the Edwards 
Professor of Egyptology at University College in 
London. Currelly had been introduced into the 
circle of Holman Hunt who was one of Holiday’s 
close friends. Holiday had been keenly interested 
in Egyptian things for many years and had under-
taken to learn Arabic in preparation for a trip to 
visit the Egyptian archaeological sites. In 1906, 
when Currelly was in charge of the excavations 
at Deir-el-Bahari, he encouraged Holiday to visit 
Egypt and invited him to spend some time at the 
site. Pleased with the invitation, Holiday did just 
that. 

Six years later when Lillian Massey Treble 
wished to have stained glass windows for the new 
School for Household Sciences Building at the 
University of Toronto, it was Holiday who received 
the commission. Since the local McCausland firm 
was also being considered for the commission, it 
seems clear that Currelly was the voice who tipped 
the scales in favour of Holiday. Mrs. Treble was 
the wife of Currelly’s first cousin, John Treble, 
and it was Currelly who first raised the question 
of a stained glass window for the new building. 
Mrs. Treble wanted subjects on a Classical Greek 
theme because the building was classical in design. 
But Holiday, who eschewed the principle that 
stained glass had to be co-ordinated with the style 
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of the building in which it was inserted, argued 
for the suitability of an Egyptian subject matter 
for which there was an existing pictorial trad-
ition. He noted that Greek themes could include 
“Tantalus cooking his son Pelops for the gods, or 
the Daughters of Peleas boiling their father” and 
that “I have ventured to hint that perhaps the boil-
ing of fathers may not form a part of the general 
curriculum.”20 In the end, more acceptable house-
hold activities were agreed upon: the left (north) 
panel shows the culinary arts, the central panel 
represents the textile manufacture arts, and the 
right (south) panel features the clothing care arts, 
all presented as ancient Egyptian activities.21 The 
glass panels were produced in Holiday’s Hampstead 
studio and shipped across the Atlantic in 1915, 
after War had broken out, landing in Montreal on 
August 3. The 1 metre by 2.5 metre windows were 
installed in a commanding position on the landing 
of the marble staircase opposite the main entrance 
to the building across from the now Royal Ontario 
Museum, in October 1915. When she died shortly 
afterwards in California on November 3, Mrs. 
Massey Treble had never seen the windows, for 
which she paid £539, and had never been informed 
that the Egyptian scenes had supplanted the ori-
ginal Greek schema. The arrangements had been 
made between Holiday and Currelly.22 

Holiday’s first foray into designing an 
Egyptian theme was for a memorial window featur-
ing Joseph and Benjamin for Grace Church in New 
York City, installed in 1880. The Toronto windows 
followed three decades later. The Egyptian win-
dows reflect Holiday’s attitude toward archaeology 

20 . Hamilton, Alice and Keeble, K. Corey, 1977, “Scenes from Egyptian life. Three stained glass windows by Henry Holiday,” Rotunda, vol. 10, no. 1, 
spring, p. 16-19.
21 . Shubert, Steven Blake, 2014, “Egyptianizing stained glass in Toronto,” KMT, vol. 25, no. 1, p. 67-77.
22 . The three watercolour and gouache models for the windows, drawn to a one-inch scale, are in the European Collection of the Royal Ontario Museum. 
The correspondence between Holiday and Currelly is in the Registration Dept. The Holiday material was given to the ROM by the artist’s daughter, 
Winifred, in 1927. The modelli were published in Lochnan, Katharine A., Douglas E. Schoenherr, and Carole Silver (eds.), 1993, The earthly paradise. 
Arts and Crafts by William Morris and his circle from Canadian collections, Toronto, Key Porter Books, p. 55-57.

and toward the question of how to create and attire 
figures in stained glass. He wrote: 

The question of archaeology in relation to art 
is much discussed and little understood ….  

~ �Fig. 12. Culinary Arts, 1912-15, Toronto, Lillian Massey 
Building, University of Toronto. PHOTO: S.A. BROWN
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The rule is perfectly simple ... if an artist is 
familiar with the costumes, architecture, fur-
niture, &c., of the ancient Egyptians, it would 
be puerile affectation to reject that which 
comes naturally into his mind, and to paint 
them as if they were Turks, or Romans, or 
early Flemish, or some nondescript people 
whom he artificially invents.23 

23 . Holiday, Reminiscences, p. 430-431.

Holiday had a decades-long attraction to 
ancient Egypt, starting in his boyhood. By 1890 
he had a personal library containing 170 volumes 
related to Egyptology, and an early sketch book of 
drawings made from the British Museum’s Egypt 
collection. Through his friendship with Flinders 
Petrie, he had access to the publications of Lepsius, 
Rosellini, and Prisse d’Avennes in the Edwards 

~ �Fig. 13. Spinning and Weaving, 1912-1915, Toronto, 
Lillian Massey Building, University of Toronto.  
PHOTO: S.A. BROWN 

~ �Fig. 14. Washing and storing linens, 1912-1915,  
Toronto, Lillian Massey Building, University of Toronto. 
PHOTO: S.A. BROWN
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Library at University College, London, from which 
he drew details for scenes and costumes.24 Their 
drawings of the images found in the tombs at Beni 
Hasan, the Valley of the Kings, and Luxor, fur-
nished the inspiration for the scenes of spinning, 
weaving, and making bread.25 

Each scene in the Egyptian windows carries 
a hieroglyphic text invented by Holiday, who had 
studied the ancient language and writing system, 
to lend authenticity to the depictions and although 
not normally decipherable by the general public, 
they describe the actions envisioned. Holiday dis-
plays his erudition by including the three direc-
tions by which an ancient Egyptian text could 
be read: left to right, right to left, or from top to 
bottom, as well as the principle that human and 
animal figures always face the start of the sentence 
or phrase. 

In the north panel, (fig. 12), the vertical text 
reads: “they are being provided with bread,” while 
the left to right horizontal text explains: “one is 
cooking the goose.” The scene is actually more 
complex, with other culinary activities included: 
in the upper section the figures are grinding grain, 
a woman descends a staircase carrying a bowl of 
flour on her head, to the cooking area where two 
men in the background are kneading dough with 
their feet and baking bread, while the goose and a 
joint of meat are being prepared in the foreground. 
The square top panel in the vertical text, which 
includes the feather and spiral glyphs which begin 
the text, was broken in transit, and the replacement 
was unfortunately inserted upside down. 

On the central panel, to the left of the cen-
tral winged sun disk, the text reads: “weaving 
thread,” and to the right: “spinning” (fig. 13). In 
the bottom half of the window, three female figures 

24 . Idem, p. 412.
25 . Shubert, p. 70-76.
26 . Idem, p. 72-76. I thank Steven Shubert for personally verifying the hieroglyphic readings for me.

reminiscent of the Three Graces, spin their spin-
dles to turn flax fibres into linen thread while in 
the upper section, three other women operate a 
vertical loom. 

In the south window, the text reads right 
to left: “washing clothes…linen” and “they are 
washing the bedding” (fig. 14). In the lower part, 
a man and a woman standing in a pool of water 
are washing or rinsing cloth, and two men are 
wringing out the cloth by twisting it with the aid 
of a wooden pole. The dried and folded linens are 
carried upstairs to be stored in a chest.26 

In his depictions of themes from ancient 
Egypt, Holiday very carefully researched the dress 
of the period and draped his figures in robes as 
close to the originals as possible, inspired by what 
had been revealed in archaeological excavations, 
but adapted to a sensibility of the body shaped by 
the Renaissance (fig. 15). The sheer linen clothing 

~ �Fig. 15. Spinning Thread, 1912-15, Toronto: Lillian Massey 
Building, University of Toronto. PHOTO: S.A. BROWN
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for women, which clearly, even provocatively, 
reveals the body beneath, is attested in ancient 
Egyptian tomb painting and in sculpture. But as a 
modern artist, Holiday could not copy the archaic 
two-dimensionality of the original paintings, the 
formalized movements, nor the graphic manner 
in which folds were represented. His solution was 
to drape his female figures in realistically repre-
sented versions of the ancient prototypes in which 
folds both follow and reveal the natural contours 
of the body. Holiday also carefully adapted the 
jewellery and wigs from his sources to fill out the 
details in his compositions. He adds red, green, 
and blue accents to bring out the jewel-light qual-
ities of stained glass revealed by natural light. 
He followed the ancient Egyptian convention of 
showing men with brown skin and women with a 
paler skin. Although the end result might look a 
bit like modern Englishwomen in one of the Living 
Pictures the artist was fond of designing, the effect 
is to bring ancient Egypt to life. 

Angels and Men

Holiday liked to point out that during earlier 
periods, it was common for artists to represent 
figures as they saw them, in contemporary garb, 
without regard to the country or period of the sub-
ject represented. The exceptions were Christ, the 
Apostles, and Mary, who were always represented 
in timeless tunics and cloaks. The anachronism 
of placing these holiest of figures in conjunction 
with contemporary-looking figures didn’t disturb 
people one bit. But, wrote Holiday, since many of 
the people at the end of the nineteenth century 
knew a great deal about archaeology and the cor-
rect appearance of dress from various periods 

27 . Holiday, Stained glass, p. 130-131.
28 . Idem, p. 141-142.

and places, it was not acceptable to continue the 
earlier practice. This was exacerbated by the fact 
that, in his opinion, in men’s clothing at least, the 
modern style had become so ugly that he could not 
bring himself to represent anybody in a “jumble 
of battered black tubes” which had no element of 
beauty whatsoever. Modern dress was particularly 
unsuitable in a treatment of ancient history.27  

Nor could he sanction the use of anachron-
istic dress from earlier historical periods, dress 
which had appeared so often in extant stained 
glass, merely so that the style might coincide with 
the date of the architecture. So, if you could not 
use modern dress, and accurate historical dress 
was suitable only for “history pictures,” such as 
the Egyptian windows, Holiday felt free to choose 
the attire that he felt best served his quest for 
beauty. For him, the human form was the most 
beautiful and perfectible object in God’s creation. 
Holiday’s early academic training of drawing from 
live models led him to sketch his figures nude and 
then clothe them afterwards, so that the beauty 
and mobility of the human form were paramount. 
In order to have the human body remain visible 
through robes, Holiday adapted the thin, clinging, 
wet-fold drapery of Antiquity. Whenever it was 
possible, he draped his figures in this diaphanous 
sheathing. 

The rule was also applied to his representa-
tion of angels, as can be seen in the window in 
Christ’s Church, Hamilton (fig. 9), and in the upper 
section of the Hospital for Sick Children (fig. 7). 
According to Holiday, all angels are necessarily 
symbolic since they are usually anthropomorphic 
figures drawn with wings, which are anatomically 
impossible on a human form. They are celestial 
beings and expressive symbols of free movement 
as God’s messengers and agents.28 During the late 
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Middle Ages and Renaissance in northern Europe, 
angels were represented as wearing the garments 
of the time in which their images were created. 
They were outfitted with the elaborately bejew-
elled ecclesiastical robes worn by the Church hier-
archy, and Michael, the militant archangel, often 
appeared in armour as he vanquished the Devil 
or drove sinners into Hell at the Last Judgment. 
Holiday argues that since it is no longer custom-
ary to represent figures of all epochs and coun-
tries dressed in the costumes of the time of artistic 
creation, why should angels still be represented as 
14th-century beings: 

To clothe archangels, who are supposed to 
have existed long before the Creation, in an 
elaborate costume, which never came into 
use till many centuries after Christ, appears 
to be such an extreme strain of the medieval 
way of looking at things that when it had once 
disappeared, it was a pity to revive it.29 

This was an obvious jab at the work of the 
C. E. Kempe Studio, one of the most popular of his 
London competitors, and their usual method of 
depicting angels in elaborate ecclesiastical robes. 
(fig. 16) 

Moreover, these heavy garments weigh 
down their bearers and restrict the free movement 
of the angels, which Holiday saw as their essen-
tial attribute. He sought to expunge aggressively 
material symbolism associated with the imagining 
of angels. Holiday’s solution was to create angelic 
figures based on an ideal of physical human beauty, 
giving them a refined androgynous appearance 
in accord with their supposed asexual nature, but 
which in many cases verges on the feminine. But 
angels cannot be nude. Holiday saw a solution:

If we must yield to the long-established 
tradition which represents angels as wearing 

29 . Idem, p. 142.

~ �Fig. 16. Angel of the Annunciation, 1898, C.E. Kempe 
Studio, London. St John’s, Anglican Cathedral of St John 
the Baptist. PHOTO: S.A. BROWN
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garments, these should at least suggest as 
little as possible materials bought at a shop 
and made up.30 

He was enchanted by William Blake’s rep-
resentation of angels in his Illustrations on the 
Book of Job, particularly the group on print 14, 
(fig. 17), which he described as a truly noble con-
ception. He adapted the diaphanous drapery for 
his own celestial creatures, so they could freely 
float about, defying gravity when necessary as 
they wafted heavenward bearing the souls of the 
deceased babes in their arms, in the window in the 
Hospital for Sick Children. 

Henry Holiday, who created literally thou-
sands of windows during his long career, only 
received four commissions in this country. Why 
he was not more popular in English Canada 
is hard to say. It may have been those beautiful 
angels in their clinging, diaphanous robes, exuding 
a frankly unangelic sexuality, and those voluptu-
ous Egyptian women, which were not generally 
appreciated in Victorian and Edwardian Canada’s 
cold climate. 

A modern stained glass artist

Never a medievalist, Holiday felt all along that 
stained glass, that ultimate expression of medie-
val architectural design, could and should be 
regarded as a modern art. In his mind, good art 
was always modern when it was produced, in the 
sense that it was not backward-looking nor reflec-
tive of artistic “fashion,” but built upon universal 
qualities of beauty and truth which he discerned in 
“classicism.”31 He also believed that good art always 
went hand in hand with a full understanding of the 

30 . Idem, p. 145.
31 . Cormack, Peter, 1989, Henry Holiday, 1839-1927, London, William Morris Gallery.

nature of the material being worked and the ability 
of the artist to realize its full potential. As a result, 
he used the new slab glass in his later windows, 
bringing added depth and sparkle, in particular 
to the Egyptian windows. Holiday’s stained glass 
art was the antithesis of the sterile imitation of his-
torical styles perpetuated by the hack cartoonists 
employed by many of the neo-Gothic stained glass 

~ �Fig. 17. William Blake, Illustrations for the Book of Job, 
1826, Print 14. “When the Morning Stars sang Together.” 
FROM: HOLIDAY, STAINED GLASS AS AN ART, P. 146
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manufacturers. Once he was established, he never 
incorporated pseudo-architectural canopies in 
imitation of earlier stained glass into his designs. 
His figures stand in front of lush gardens or 
reduced-perspective architectural settings rather 
than before diaper-patterned backdrops or flat bro-
caded hangings. He advocated for a pictorialism 
that centred the human form as the most expres-
sive realization of truth and beauty. Rejecting 
derivative medievalism and, in his later years also 
rejecting the avant-garde Post-Impressionists and 
Futurists, Holiday stuck to his aesthetic principles 
to the very end. Walter Pater misjudged him.

Addendum 

It has recently been confirmed that the St. Priscilla 
Window in Christ Church Anglican Cathedral 
in Montreal is, in fact, a Henry Holiday window 
from 1889. It is order #4076 in the list of cash and 
order books of Powell & Sons, transcribed by 
Denis Hadley. The design was a reuse of  the car-
toon for the 1886 Peace window designed for Saint 
Michael’s and All Angels Church in Abbeyleix, 
Ireland. I thank George Bryant and Joan Hadley 
for this information.
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