
A Group of  One’s Own
A short documentary about the history and legacy of   

the Women’s Art Association of  Canada— 
the nation’s first female art organization.



The Women’s Art Association of  Canada (WAAC) found its roots  
in 1887 when Canadian artist Mary Ella Dignam and several  
other women artists rented a room in Toronto’s Arcade Building at  
137 Yonge Street to meet, talk about art and to paint together. 



Dignam became friends with Lady Aberdeen, the wife of  Canada’s 
seventh governor general. Lady Aberdeen was a champion of  the arts 
and through their friendship the stature of  the group increased. In 1907, 
WAAC was officially incorporated by the Canadian parliament.



Dignam started WAAC in response to the social environment around 
her in which female artists were not taken seriously. The association 
became a place for women art practitioners to come together—away from 
the male-dominated art world, and from their domestic responsibilities.



“No matter what they [women] did to establish themselves in these 
areas, their efforts were marginalized by the predominantly male art 
community around them.”

— Mary Ella Dignam



An early feminist organization, WAAC promoted the work of  rural 
and immigrant women, recognizing domestic craft as a way to make 
an independent income—First Nations women working in beading and 
basketry, Quebec rug makers, and Irish lacemakers, among others.



WAAC commissioned its members to create a hand-painted 204-piece, 
8-course dinner service depicting Canadian history and nature. When 
the Canadian Government showed interest in buying the set, Dignam 
demanded fair market value so that the artists involved could be paid.



On September 19, 1916, the association purchased 23 Prince Arthur 
Avenue in Toronto’s Yorkville neighbourhood and became the first 
Canadian women’s club to own its own home. 



WAAC began holding legendary art exhibitions, including a show of  
Tom Thomson’s paintings in 1923 and in 1935, Emily Carr’s first solo 
show in Toronto. Carr also worked in one of  WAAC’s art studios  
during her visit.



In addition to its art exhibitions, WAAC became a meeting place  
for artists. The association held lavish garden parties and dinners and 
members of  the Group of  Seven were regulars at these events.



Through the decades to the present day, WAAC’s garden parties, 
dinners, and community events continue to make the organization  
a vibrant artistic hub.



Over the years, many artists have donated their work to WAAC. 
The association’s permanent collection includes works by A. Y. Jackson 
and other members of  the Group of  Seven, Mary Pratt, Emily Carr  
and many others.



During its long history, WAAC has accumulated an extensive library  
of  rare art books, collectibles, documents, and memorablia, all of   
which has been digitized and logged in a searchable database for 
scholarly research.



Each year, WAAC presents a diverse calendar of  exhibitions, lectures, 
openings and seasonal events making its Prince Arthur Avenue home  
a much-loved meeting place for artists and art lovers, alike.



WAAC also offers artist residencies. Each resident is provided with 
a studio space for 10 months, a stipend for materials and a WAAC 
membership. During their residency, they prepare an exhibition and  
also lead workshops and other events that benefit WAAC members.



WAAC offers 17 art, music and dance scholarships to students from 
Toronto and area colleges and universities. Since 1948, WAAC’s  
ambitious scholarship program has been making a difference in the  
lives of  young artists.



Past recipients of  WAAC scholarships include prima ballerina  
Karen Kain, soprano Measha Brugerggosemen and internationally 
acclaimed painter, Amanda Clyne.



Combing archival and contemporary materials with interviews 
and comentary, A Group of  One’s Own will shine a light on this 
groundbreaking Canadian institution.



During its 135-year history, WAAC has changed the world for 
many artists, but now the world is changing around WAAC— 
and changing the institution itself.
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