
SOME NOTES ON ELSA MARJORIE MAY 
 
The information on Elsa May comes from various sources such as: Francois Lareau, Brian Doucette,  
Guy St-Denis and others.  
 
Elsa / Elsie Marjorie May was born on 11th April 1890 and baptized on 15th June 1890 at St. John the 
Evangelist Anglican church in Montreal, Canada. She was the daughter of Frank Wolf and Mary 
Elizabeth (VanKoughnet) May. 
 

 
 
Elsa Marjorie died, unmarried, on 13th October 1968 and her death notice appeared on October 14th: 
 

 

 
 
She was buried at Cimetière Mont-Royal. She appears to have spent much of her adult life at Westmount 
in Quebec, Canada. There were a number of unrelated May families living in Montreal and surrounds at 
the same time, including that of Henrietta Mabel May who was not related to Elsa although both were 
painters.  There was also a chanteuse / actress by the same name who was not “our” Elsa.  
 
Elsa May studied at King's Hall, Compton, Eastern Townships, QC. King’s Hall was founded by the 
reverend Joseph Dinzey in 1874.  In 1902, Gena Smith, then Headmistress, organized the school on the 
model of British ladies' schools and had its name changed to King's Hall to mark the coronation of King 
Edward VII of England, which took place on the 9th of August of that year. Elsa, who would have been 
twelve years old, probably joined the school at this time. 
 



 
King's Hall 

 
Elsa May was rewarded the Victory Medal for her service as a nurse from December 1916 to November 
1918: 
 

 
 
 
Her Paintings: 
 
Elsa was a student of William Brymner (1855-1925) at the Art Association of Montreal. An early 
reference to her appeared in The Quebec Chronicle, 24th June, 1907, when she would have been just 18. 
 



 
 
 
She is mentioned in The Montreal Gazette, March, 1915, at an art exhibition: 
 

 
 
Her painting - The Outcast - is said to be “… a rare political painting, expressing the subjugation of 
women”. The painting was part of the 39th Spring Exhibition of the Art Association of Montreal held in 
March 1922 at the Art Gallery on Sherbrooke Street, Montreal. The painting sold for five hundred dollars 
that same year.  
 



 
The Outcast 

 
The original label is still on the back of the painting: 
 

 
 

The paragraph below is from a much longer article titled: "Exhibits Drawn from Wide Area. Growing 
Importance of Spring Art Exhibition More Generally Recognized", Gazette (Montreal) March 21, 1922.  
p.5, and mentions The Outcast: 
 



 
 
In the article: "A Final Glance Around: The Art Exhibition Here", Montreal Daily Star, 12 April 1922, 
the author also writes about Elsa May’s painting "The Outcast" at the Spring Exhibition: 
 

 
 
Below, Elsa’s portrait of Hon. Margaret (Peg) Helena Graham Shaughnessy, (private collection of Guy 
St-Denis). The painting is an oil on canvas, 24 x 18 " -- 56 x 48 cm, " faint stamps indicating the source of 
the canvas as having been the Art Emporium, 23 [street name illegible], Montreal.  
 

 
Margaret (Peg) Helena Graham Shaughnessy 



Margaret (Peg), born in 1912, was the daughter of William James Shaughnessy, 2nd Baron Shaughnessy, 
K.C., (1883-1938) and Marion Graham. She died, unmarried, on 24 September 1966. 
 
Below, a self-portrait: 

 
Elsa May  

 
Elsa’s art teacher, William Brymner, retired from teaching at the Art Association of Montreal in 1921 and 
was replaced by Randolph Stanley Hewton (1888 - 1960), as the new director from 1921 to 1924.  
 
Below left is William Brymner with his students in 1918. Perhaps Elsa is among them? In 1921, when 
Brymner retired, the Art Association of Montreal held a special afternoon tea in his honour. His students 
presented him with a celebratory scroll (below right) inscribed: " … with affection and appreciation from 
those whom he has taught and inspired." Among the signatories was Elsa.  
 



  
 
On 26th April, 1913, Miss Elsa May attended the wedding of Miss Nora Prentice with Arnold Wainright 
at Christ Church Cathedral, see The Saturday Mirror, Montreal, 3 May 1913. Also present at the wedding 
was a Mr. A. T. Shaughnessy who may have been Alfred Thomas Shaughnessy, the uncle of the Hon. 
Margaret (Peg) Helena Graham Shaughnessy, whose oil portrait appears above. He was killed in battle 
during the First World War.  
 

 
Nora Prentice 

 
Elsa May was mentioned as a bridesmaid in The Canadian Gazette, November 13th, 1913 



 
 
During the Second World War, Elsa raised money for the Canadian Red Cross, at least enough for the 
purchase of an ambulance: 
 

 
 

Elsa May was reported as a speaker at a large meeting of the Oxford Group by the Sherbrooke Daily 
Record on 10th October, 1933: 
 



 
 
Elsa May wrote a letter to the Editor of the Sherbrooke Daily Record which was published on 16th 
January, 1942: 

 



 
 

Above, a photo of Princess Alice, left, with Elsa May at the Allied Post, La Presse, Montréal, Wednesday 
11th February 1942 at p. 4 recovered by Francois Lareau.  
 
Elsa is reported (below) as having high tea with Princess Alice Countess of Athlone whose husband was 
Governor General of Canada during World War Two:  
 

 
 



It maybe that Elsa turned from painting to interior ship design as there are some references to her being 
employed by the Canada Steamship Lines (CSL), such as the following found in her old school’s 
magazine -the Kings Hall Magazine for 1929: 
 

 
 

Below, Manor Richelieu headquarters of the CSL where Elsa worked: 
 

 
 
Below two of the ships that Elsa helped decorate: 
 

  
SS Tadousac SS Quebec 

 
The Porteous connection: 
 



 
 

In the Women’s Canadian Club of Montreal list of members (1913-14), Elsa is listed living with her 
mother at 278 Stanley Street. The street now consists of just modern office blocks.  
 
She worked for a number of charities such as the SPCA 
 

 
 
 
Brian Doucette has written two articles on Elsa that have appeared in the Westmount Independent 
 



 
 
 

 



The 1901 Census  
 

 
 

 
 
My father Frank Man was named after Frank May,   


