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Abstract 

Myfanwy Spencer Pavelic (1916–2007) was one of Canada’s most accomplished portrait 
painters. Largely self-taught, mentored early by Emily Carr, and later internationally recognised 
for her portraits of figures including Yehudi Menuhin, Pierre Trudeau, and Katharine Hepburn, 
Pavelic’s oeuvre spans more than six decades. Her distinctive humanistic style, intuitive 
sensibility, and philanthropic commitment earned her membership in the Royal Canadian 
Academy of Arts, the Order of Canada, and the Order of British Columbia. Her work remains 
housed in major Canadian and international collections and continues to attract scholarly and 
collector interest. 

 

1. Introduction 

Myfanwy Pavelic inhabits a singular space in the Canadian artistic tradition: a portraitist whose 
empathy and psychological insight transcend conventional likeness to reveal emotional depth. 
Born into Victoria’s prominent Spencer family—which endowed the city with the Art Gallery of 
Greater Victoria—Pavelic was privileged from childhood to move within vibrant artistic circles. 
Meeting and being mentored by Emily Carr at age eight set the direction for her life-long 
devotion to figurative representation.^1 Rather than follow prevalent abstract trends, she 
remained steadfastly committed to capturing the human figure and spirit across media and 
continents. Her portraits not only honor eminent sitters—ranging from world leaders to 
artists—but also resonate with universal emotional presence, making her work technically 
accomplished, culturally significant, and deeply affecting. From national honours to inclusion in 
distinguished museum collections, Pavelic’s reputation blends aesthetic refinement and civic 
prominence with a generosity of spirit that continues to inspire. 

 

2. Early Life and Artistic Formation 

Born in Victoria, British Columbia, on April 27, 1916, Myfanwy Spencer grew up amid civic 
artists and patrons. Her grandfather, David Spencer, founded the Spencer’s department store 



empire, and her aunt Sarah Spencer donated the family mansion to house the Greater Victoria 
Art Gallery in 1951—a formative institutional environment for Pavelic’s early inspiration.^2 At 
age eight she met renowned artist Emily Carr, who became mentor and champion—exhibiting 
Pavelic’s early drawings at Carr’s People’s Gallery when Pavelic was just fifteen.^3 

Initially pursuing music, Pavelic studied piano in Montreal at Miss Edgar’s and Miss Cramp’s 
School before discovering health limitations that redirected her focus to painting.^4 A brief 
period of study with Yugoslav artist Augustin Booth in London, England, preceded her decision 
to devote herself to portraiture—a path defined by empathy, intuition, and perceptive 
realism.^5 

 

3. Emergence as a Portrait Artist 

During World War II, Pavelic toured Canada exhibiting early figurative portraits, donating the 
proceeds to the Canadian Red Cross—a gesture highlighting her early fusion of art and civic 
purpose.^6 Returning to Victoria after resettlements between New York and Sidney, she built 
her dream studio on Spencerwood in 1969 and joined the influential Limners group in the early 
1970s—a circle of Victoria artists exploring figurative and poetic styles in dialogue.^7 

In 1971, she became a founding member of the Society of Limners, and her reputation 
expanded with portraits of figures such as Yehudi Menuhin, Katharine Hepburn, and Prime 
Minister Pierre Elliott Trudeau.^8 Notably, her portrait of Menuhin was accepted into London’s 
National Portrait Gallery in 1983, making her the first Canadian-born artist represented in its 
permanent collection.^9 Within Canada, her works entered major collections including the Art 
Gallery of Greater Victoria, National Gallery of Canada, and the Maltwood Art Museum at 
University of Victoria.^10 

 

4. Signature Portraits: Depth, Dignity, Presence 

Pavelic’s portrait paintings are characterized by delicate modulation of flesh tone, expressive 
brushwork, and subtle evocations of personality—not simply likeness. Her portrait of Pierre 
Trudeau (commissioned by the House of Commons) displays a thoughtful repose; preliminary 
charcoal studies for this work are preserved in her fonds at Library & Archives Canada.^11 Her 
Yehudi Menuhin portrait captures the musician’s introspective presence with a serene palette 
and contemplative gaze.^12 Another such work, her portrait of Katharine Hepburn, reveals 
strength tempered by vulnerability—deploying shifting tonal layers and soft edges to evoke 
quiet power.^13 

Her self-portraits—many produced in later life—are profoundly introspective, revealing aging, 
isolation, and artistic reflection. Works like Raincoat (Self-Portrait) (1987) highlight her 



psychological reserves and empathetic intelligence.^14 These portraits helped to define her 
legacy as an artist who painted others and herself with equal honesty. 

 

5. Artistic Style and Humanistic Vision 

Pavelic’s approach to portraiture merges anatomical accuracy with emotional resonance. Her 
lightly applied brushstrokes, soft transitions, and controlled palette emphasize presence over 
theatricality. She believed abstraction lacked human immediacy: “Abstraction was too empty 
for me; it didn’t say anything.”^15 Consistent throughout her career is a meditative 
humanism—she painted to understand others and herself. 

In addition to oils and charcoal, she explored collages from about 1968 to 1976—a quieter, 
more symbolic exploration of identity and memory.^16 Her collages, featured in significant 
exhibitions at the Art Gallery of Greater Victoria (1976) and Utley Gallery (1977), reveal her 
willingness to use different media while preserving her figurative focus.^17 

 

6. Institutional Recognition and Awards 

Pavelic received some of Canada’s highest honours, cementing her cultural stature: 

• Order of Canada (1984): Awarded for lifetime service to Canadian culture through 
portraiture and institutional support.^18 

• Honorary Doctorate, University of Victoria (1984): Recognizing her role in enriching 
Victoria’s cultural heritage and mentoring younger artists.^19 

• Order of British Columbia (2001): Acknowledging her provincial impact and leadership 
in the arts community.^20 

• Royal Canadian Academy of Arts membership (1975): Affirming her status within 
Canada’s national artistic elite.^21 

• F.H. Varley Medal (1998): For best portrait painting (Trudeau), awarded by Canadian 
Portrait Academy—a peer-recognised honour.^22 

These honours reflect both her individual artistic merit and her civic contributions to Canadian 
arts. 

 

7. Philanthropy and Advocacy 

Pavelic’s generosity extended beyond her painting. In 2000 she donated fifty of her paintings to 
support the construction of the Mary Winspear Community Centre in Sidney, with several 



works purchased and returned to form a dedicated gallery within the centre. This initiative 
supported both local performance arts and cultural infrastructure.^23 She also supported the 
Victoria Symphony, the Greater Victoria Art Gallery, the Metchosin Summer School of the 
Arts, and the University of Victoria with financial gifts and mentorship.^24 Through these acts 
she demonstrated a holistic vision of art as community and collective heritage. 

 

8. Career Retrospectives and Posthumous Legacy 

Retrospectives such as Inner Explorations: Myfanwy Pavelic (Art Gallery of Greater Victoria, 
1994) and Mirrored Selves Within and Without (2019, University of Victoria Legacy Art Galleries) 
highlight her emotional depth, empathic style, and contributions to Canadian portraiture.^25 
These exhibitions, supported by catalogues and talks by guest curators like Patricia Bovey, 
reaffirm her intellectual and artistic importance.^26 Her works remain studied by scholars of 
Canadian feminism, portraiture, and regional art movements. 

 

9. Appeal to Collectors and General Audiences 

Collectors: 

Pavelic’s works offer collectors both cultural prestige and rarity. Key portraits of Trudeau, 
Menuhin, and Hepburn are rarely on the private market, with institutional holdings enhancing 
their historiographic value.^27 Alongside these, smaller portraits and self-portraits circulate, 
ranging in value from CAD 2,000 to 20,000 depending on medium and significance. 

General Viewers: 

For museum-goers and art lovers, Pavelic’s paintings resonate emotionally and intellectually. 
Her empathetic vision invites identification; her technical skill engages visually; her civic 
generosity enriches cultural heritage. Her humanistic portrayal of icons and ordinary people 
alike speaks across generations. 

 

10. Conclusion 

Myfanwy Spencer Pavelic stands among Canada’s finest portrait artists—not only for her 
refined technique and luminous human insight, but for her synthesis of art, empathy, and 
public service. Recognized by national and provincial honours, sustained by institutional 
collections, and celebrated by retrospectives, Pavelic’s work represents a distinctive voice in 



Canadian art that bridges emotion, intellect, and cultural commemoration. Her legacy endures 
in paintings that capture presence, belonging, and the reflective dignity of the human face. 
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