
Internationally-renowned artist Peter 
Doig is a painter’s painter. And his 
exhibition at the Montreal Museum 
of Fine Arts was a blockbuster’s 
blockbuster: Peter Doig. No Foreign 
Lands is fabulous. It showcased works 
created in the past 10 years. Not only 
did his massive works hang in rooms 
that showed them to advantage, but 
they were supported by his inspirations 
– masters such as Henri Matisse, Paul 
Gaugin and Tom Thomson – and 
archives of photographs, which suggest 
his path of discovery. Paintings and 
their preparatory works are often 
shown together, offering insight into 

Peter Doig, 100 Years Ago (Carrera), 2001, oil on linen, 229 x 359 cm. Centre Pompidou, MNAM-CC. Photo Jochen Littkemann
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the way the artist works. In many 
cases, his preparatory sketches and 
adaptations are on view for the first 
time. Comprised of over a hundred 
works, the exhibition included forty 
major paintings, studies, personal 
documents, and an extensive selection 
of film club posters.
 ‘’To be exhibiting in Montreal 
where I have lived, worked, and have 
great fondness for, means a lot to 
me. I know the museum’s room from 
childhood, so to be exhibiting in them 
now is a great privilege,’’ commented 
Peter Doig, whose love of Montreal’s 
hockey team was honoured at the 

press conference. He was awarded a 
Canadiens’ hockey sweater.
 Born in Edinburgh, Scotland, in 
1962, Peter Doig moved to Trinidad, 
where his father worked with a trading 
firm, and in 1966 to Canada. In 1979, 
he moved to London to study fine art 
at the Wimbledon School of Art, Saint 
Martin’s School of art, and Chelsea 
School of Art, where he received his 
MA. In the mid 80s, he lived and 
worked in Montreal. He was nominated 
for the prestigious Turner Prize in 1994, 
and since then has acted as a trustee 
for the Tate Gallery, London. No Foreign 
Lands is the first major exhibition of 
the artist’s work since his mid career 
retrospective shown at Tate Britain, 
London; Musée d’art Moderne de la 
Ville de Paris and Schirm Kunsthalle, 
Frankfurt in 2008. It is the first 



exhibition of its kind to be presented in 
North America.
 ‘‘When asked what I paint, I 
say ‘landscapes’,’’ commented Doig. 
His scenes are also landscapes of the 
mind. It is ‘‘an image that is not about 
a reality but one that is somehow 
in between the actuality of a scene 
and something that is in your head.’’  
Many hark back to the snowy scenes 
of his childhood in Canada. His 
landscapes draw on assorted historical 
artists including Claude Monet, and 
Klimt. While he often used found 
photographs as a source, but he used 
them only for reference, and noted 
that his paintings ‘‘made no attempt to 
reflect setting.’’
 Themes of magic realism 
abound capturing timeless moments 
of tranquillity. Cricket players twist 
gracefully against a simple colour 
field. Travellers move across water into 
a beckoning tropical forest. People 
play ping pong. Moments colorfully 
transfixed. ‘‘I am always looking for 
unusual color situations in the usual.’’ 
Peter Doig is a master colorist. His 
monumental works boast intense 
hues. His tones are bold as well as 
softly diffused. Moods are lush and 
sensous. His reds are memorable. 
Figures in a Red Boat (2005-2007) 
shows men dressed in white floating 
in a scarlet motor boat whose form 
drips into its own reflection. In Paragon 
(2006), orangey red resonates against 
complementary greens. In House of 
Flowers (See You There), a  2007-
09 work in which the patterned 
background plays a strong role, colors 
are used as a point counterpoint. In 
this image, his linear lines balance the 
central figure and verdant hanging 
leaves from a somewhat disturbing 
black branch that lurches into the 
frame.100 Years Ago (Carrera) 2001, 
shows a crimson canoe, whose bright 
image is reflected in lapis water. This 
composition is particularly horizontal. 
Only the strange bearded man’s upright 
image takes the eye to the dark blue 
horizon, where a magical mound of 
green awaits. Doig’s approach of using 
strong horizontals that add depth to 
the sense of two-dimensionality, can 

Peter Doig, Figures in Red Boat, 2005–07, oil on linen, 250 x 200 cm, private collection, New York. Courtesy 
Michael Werner Gallery, New York and London. Photo Marcus Leith
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be noted in Walking Figure by Pool, 
2011. Resembling flamingos in color 
and style, pink palm trees  drag the eye 
upward from the horizontal bands of 
colour. Straight strips of blues, purples, 
a bright green and black act echo the 
decisive lines of a diving board, which 
thrusts into the scene, enigmatically 
facing a walking bather.
 Other scenes show interesting 
patterning, recalling artists such as 
Bonnard and Matisse. In one work, 

Painting for Wall Painters (Prosperity 
P.o.S.), 2010-12, the entire painting 
is made up of foreign flags, their 
composition forming a geometric 
design. The artist also introduces 
screening devices, for example placing 
tree trunks or snow in front of the 
main image, creating a form of pattern 
on top of the subject matter. (The 
Architect’s House in the Ravine, 1991) 
‘‘Things change when it is snowing.’’
 Doig is perhaps most famous 



Above: Installation view. Right: Peter Doig, Walking 
Figure by Pool, 2011, Oil on linen, 260 x 200 cm, 
Private Collection, New York. Courtesy Michael 
Werner Gallery, New York and London
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for his iconic images of a canoe. They 
have become a seminal image in his 
work. Their reflection in the water, like 
a double life, is a fantasy mirror to the 
unknown. In many of these, a seated 
person stares out at the viewer. But the 
figure is indistinct. In the stillness of 
the unmoving water, there is a sense 
of mystery, a prevalent theme. For 
example, The Strange Dark Girl (2007) 
was inspired by a local Trinidadian 
legend of forest-dwelling spirits. 
Many of his ambiguous figures, often 
blurry and unclear, convey a spiritual 
sense. Like the thinking of mythologist 
Joseph Campbell, Doig’s people 
could be interpreted as subconscious 
guides. They convey a sense of the 
unknown while showing a way. In 
2007, his White Canoe, 1990-91 sold 
at Sotheby’s for $11.3 million, then an 
auction record for a living European 
artist.
 The Montreal Museum of 
Fine Arts and the National Galleries 
of Scotland, Edinburgh organized 
the exhibition. The co-curators 
were Stéphane Aquin, Curator of 
Contemporary Art, MMFA, and Keith 
Hartley, Chief Curator at the Scottish 
National Gallery of Modern Art.


