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Two Boys Playing is a small and intimate painting. Its reserve 
and modesty are typical of Alex Colville’s philosophy of art and of 
his life; this approach is in part responsible for the enduring power 
of this image and for his remarkable success as an artist. Colville 
wanted to make important observations quietly. He habitually 
used family members as models. Here, we see two of Alex and 
Rhoda Colville’s three sons—Graham was born in 1944, John in 
1946, and Charles in 1948—completely absorbed in their game. 
Colville is careful to let their young bodies convey purpose and 
emotion; we do not see their faces. They are too busy to acknowl-
edge us as viewers. Characteristic, too, is Colville’s taciturn title. 
He does not record which of his sons we see, but instead universal-
izes both the children and their activity. There is no doubt that the 
picture is based on close personal observation; we have Colville’s 
masterly, precisely dated sketch as evidence that he was there, 
watching and recording his children’s movements. Yet how differ-
ent this view is from a typical family snapshot.

Two Boys Playing is paradigmatic of Colville’s art in that it is both 
highly personal and yet universal. The art historian and art dealer 
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David Burnett, who knew Colville well, claims, “It is a mark of a 
special creative talent when, in reviewing the career of an artist, 
it is wrong to separate the work he has produced from the life 
he has led.” Certainly Colville fashioned both his life and his 
art with the utmost care, and these strands are intertwined. But 
in important ways he was not concerned to show us his life but 
rather life in general—what was important, how people behave, 
what they value. What he cared most about was what he called 
the “grace” in everyday domestic existence. 

Colville remains one of the most celebrated artists in Canada. 
During his life, and since his death at age 92 in 2013, hundreds of 
thousands of people have attended his exhibitions. Many more 
have seen reproductions of his paintings. Two Boys Playing is one 
of several Colville paintings that inspired a book of poems by 
Carol Malyon titled Colville’s People. The Art Gallery of Ontario’s 
large Colville retrospective in 2014 to 2015 hosted more than 
166,000 visitors, at that time the largest attendance for a Cana-
dian artist recorded at the AGO. One outcome of this popularity 
is that we know a lot about Colville and his work. He happily 
embraced the role of public figure; he was forthcoming about his 
own work and readily expressed views on topics from politics 
to philosophy. Even as an early Colville painting, however, Two 
Boys Playing transcends biographical details. Rather than mak-
ing us wonder what beach the Colvilles visited, for example, the 
exacting composition and precise delineation of Two Boys Playing 
draws us into more important questions.

A small but tellingly Colvillesque detail speaks to the quality 
of this painting. The boys are paired with two model boats, which 
Colville carved himself, that they guide along pools of water at 
the beach. We may assume that these toys are the same, but the 
boys are two years apart and quite different in stature. Colville 
skilfully employs foreshortening to make the smaller boy’s boat 
smaller too, since it is slightly further away in the depth of the 
composition. The boats are therefore like the boys—stand-ins 
perhaps—but not, too. The children are acutely conscious as they 
actively “sail” their models. Though they are relaxed, everything 
about their bodies suggests their rapt enjoyment of the moment. 
In contrast to the boats, the boys are mentally and physically 
absorbed, traits that we think of as essentially human.

Colville’s highly finished preparatory study for this painting 
shows the composition fully achieved. In the final work, however, 
he has further distanced himself—and thus us as viewers—from 
the moment-to-moment dynamism of the boys. In the drawing, 
his younger son’s arms and legs are cross-hatched in a bright 
white tempera, suggesting highlights of sun on his body. But this 
visual vibrancy gives way in the final painting to a much stiller 
surface, both on the children’s forms and in the landscape, where 
the sky, water and beach are almost unnaturally uniform. Colville 
steps back from the personal to have us think about the scene 
more generally.

As a professor of art at Mount Allison University in Sack-
ville, NB, from 1946—when he returned from service in 
World War II—until 1963, Colville’s duties included teaching 
art history. He found this assignment more helpful to his own 
work than the art classes he also taught: “I was learning from 
[art history] as a painter,” he reported. The pervasive stillness of 
Two Boys Playing chimes with the characteristic look of paintings 
from one of his favourite periods in the history of art, the early 
Renaissance in Italy. Early in his long career though this paint-
ing is, it comes from and exemplifies the strengths of a crucial 
period in Colville’s life. On his first trip to New York City, in May 
1952, Colville secured commercial representation at the Hewitt 
Gallery. He held successful exhibitions there in 1953 and 1955. 
He produced some of his most memorable paintings at this time, 
including Nude and Dummy (1950), Child and Dog (1952), Soldier 
and Girl at Station and Man on Verandah (both 1953). Although 
Two Boys Playing and other gems from this time are not religious, 
they are deeply contemplative and respectful. They are secular 
homages to what lies beyond the immediate surfaces of life  
and art.

We thank Mark Cheetham, Professor of Art History at the 
University of Toronto and author of Alex Colville: The Observer 
Observed, for contributing the above essay.
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