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Charles R. Lee GTE Corporation

Chairman and GTE

Chief Executive Officer
One Stamford Forum
Stamford, CT 06904
203 965-2000

GTE is honored to be underwriting the exhibition Winslow Homer at the
National Gallery of Art and The Metropolitan Museum of Art. Visitors from
across the nation and around the world will enjoy the most comprehensive
presentation in more than thirty years of the work of this great nineteenth-
century American painter.

Our involvement in presenting this exhibition is a corollary to our role in
communications and reflects our desire to enhance people’s ability to enjoy the
product of creative genius.

Visual art is one of mankind’s oldest means of communication, while
complex telecommunications networks are among the most contemporary.
These different forms of communications share an identical purpose, for
each enhances human understanding and challenges human imagination and
creativity.

By supporting this exhibition, GTE affirms its belief in art as a powerful
and wonderful means of communication.

We hope you enjoy this catalogue as a lasting reminder of the exhibition.

Sincerely,

Charles R. Lee
Chairman and Chief Executive Officer
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Foreword

As the steady stream of exhibitions and publications that followed his death eighty-five years
ago clearly demonstrates, it is not possible to see too much of Winslow Homer, or to see
too much in him. It is fitting that two of those exhibitions (one in 1958, the other in 1986) of
America’s greatest and most national painter were arranged by the National Gallery, as the pre-
sent one, the grandest of them all, has been. It is also fitting that the exhibition will be seen in
the capital of the nation whose life and finest values Homer’s art enduringly expresses, as well as
in the two places that nurtured and shaped his artistic being: Boston, where he was born and
raised, and New York, where he was formed as an artist and achieved fame.

Since the last comprehensive Winslow Homer exhibition, organized by the late Lloyd
Goodrich for the Whitney Museum of American Art almost twenty-five years ago, many scholars
and curators have examined Homer and his art from almost every angle and available method in a
succession of books, articles, exhibitions, and exhibition catalogues. We now know much, much
more about Homer than we did twenty-five years ago, and if it is possible because of that to ad-
mire him more, we do. Clearly the time has come to take another large and serious look at this
artist who holds such a towering position in our artistic heritage, and, as the great contemporary
of Degas, Manet, and Whistler, in the art of the nineteenth century as a whole.

The challenging task of organizing an exhibition that would do justice to the scope and scale
of Winslow Homer’s achievement has been eagerly taken on and splendidly carried out by the
Gallery’s gifted curators of American art, Nicolai Cikovsky, Jr., and Franklin Kelly, as has the
writing of this comprehensive catalogue. At the institutions sharing the exhibition, Philippe de
Montebello, director of The Metropolitan Museum of Art, and Malcolm Rogers, director of the
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, have been models of helpful cooperation.

Exhibitions of the scale and importance of Winslow Homer are becoming increasingly difficult
to mount without the assistance of corporate and foundation funding. We offer special thanks to
GTE Corporation for so generously supporting the exhibition at the National Gallery of Art in
Washington and The Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. GTE Corporation has distin-
guished itself as one of the Gallery’s most loyal corporate patrons. With Winslow Homer, GTE
celebrates its ninth exhibition sponsorship, and we are deeply grateful to Charles R. Lee, chair-
man and chief executive officer, for his steadfast commitment to the Gallery’s exhibition pro-
grams. The Metropolitan Museum of Art is proud and honored to welcome GTE Corporation
to New York and is delighted that the Winslow Homer exhibition will inaugurate its association
with this museum.

The Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, wishes to thank BayBank and its chairman, William
Crozier, Jr., for generously supporting the presentation in Boston.

The three exhibiting institutions would also like to thank The Henry Luce Foundation,
which has supported the catalogue and brochure for the exhibition. The Luce Foundation is the
only major foundation whose arts program is devoted exclusively to American art, and its support
has made possible the important scholarly and educational components for Winslow Homer. We
are especially grateful to Henry Luce III, the foundation’s chairman and chief executive officer,
for his continued encouragement of the project.

Finally, we are deeply thankful to the many lenders, public and private, in this country and
abroad, without whose trust and generosity neither this nor any exhibition like it would be possible.

Earl A. Powell I1I
Director, National Gallery of Art
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Introduction

his publication does two things that many recent exhibition publications in American art

have tended not to do. First, it functions as a catalogue, not a book, which means simply
that it is attentive to particular objects of art. Its organization and its rationale are inextricably
linked to and shaped by the works that constitute the exhibition it accompanies. And second, it is
monographic, not thematic, which means that it is attentive principally to its subject, Winslow
Homer and his art. What it endeavors to say about Homer has in large measure been determined
by considering him through what he created. Because what he created gathered into its wide em-
brace so much of nearly every issue and aspect of his times—historical, social, political, intellec-
tual, and, of course, artistic—and revealed so much of his psychological and sexual natures in
spite of the barriers he erected to hide and protect them, it is quite simply impossible to view his
achievement, and him, in isolation or out of context.

This is the first comprehensive monographic exhibition of Winslow Homer in more than
twenty years. The last such gathering, organized by Lloyd Goodrich for the Whitney Museum of
American Art in 1973, stood at the end of a tradition of Homer scholarship—to which Goodrich
himself was the chief contributor—which in largely synonymous terms regarded Homer as a'
purely American and purely realist artist, and found little reason to say much more about him.
That view of Homer had been challenged a number of years earlier by Albert Ten Eyck Gardner,
who pointed out the many French, English, and Japanese influences on Homer. But since
Goodrich’s exhibition the study of Homer has been even more thoroughly revised and reinvigo-
rated, deepened and enlarged. John Wilmerding’s monograph, published the year before it, repre-
sented the beginnings of that process. By also considering Homer’s work in the larger context of
American, European, and Japanese art, and, for the first time, its relationship to photography, he
signaled a willingness to examine Homer in different and more subtle terms.

Gordon Hendricks’ lengthy and profusely illustrated (but somewhat ramshackle) The Life and
Waork of Winslow Homer of 1979 in some ways continued the process of seeking a new and richer
understanding of the artist, but in other ways proposed readings that were, at the very least, idio-
syncratic. Hendricks did, however, make extensive use of primary sources—especially letters to
and from Homer, and notices and reviews in contemporary newspapers and journals—and also
documented more thoroughly Homer’s movements than had previous scholars.

Since Hendricks’ monograph Homer studies have tended more toward the analytical than the
synthetic, with close scrutiny of individual works, objects in specific media, closely related sub-
jects, and series of pictures. Employing a variety of methods, scholars have attempted to disinter
precisely the kind of personal and cultural meanings that Homer himself always refused to dis-
cuss. A rich interpretative constellation has formed around Homer and his art, one so elastic that
it allows a diversity of opinion perhaps unequaled in the study of any American painter. From
David Park Curry’s investigations of the croquet paintings, to Jules Prown’s exploration of unin-
tentional meanings in The Life Line and other works, to Albert Boime’ examinations of “en-
coded” racism in The Guif Stream, and many other valuable studies, Homer scholars have identi-
fied more precisely the internal and external, conscious and unconscious forces that shaped
Homers art.

At the same time, important documentary work, especially in museum catalogues, has also
been accomplished. Exhibition catalogues devoted to specific aspects of Homer’s output—such as
Winslow Homer Watercolors by Helen Cooper, Winslow Homer’s Paintings of the Civil War by Marc
Simpson and others, and Winslow Homer in the 1890s: Prout’s Neck Observed by Philip Beam and
others, to name just three—have shed light on many key works with admirable clarity. Collection
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catalogues from major repositories of Homer’s art—notably The Metropolitan Museum of Art
and the Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute—have described in detail the history and phys-
ical state of individual works. The major project in this regard—the “Lloyd Goodrich and Edith
Havens Goodrich, Whitney Museum of American Art, Record of Works by Winslow Homer,”
under the direction of Abigail Booth Gerdts at the Graduate Center of the City University of
New York—will, when completed, provide scholars with a much-needed catalogue raisonne,
bringing to fruition at long last the work to which Goodrich devoted much of his life. The ap-
pearance of this vast material will undoubtedly serve as a fresh catalyst for Homer studies.

The present exhibition and catalogue would not, and indeed could not, have taken shape
without benefit of the work that has already been done. At the same time, by gathering works
from his entire career and providing a full account of his life, they strive to do what has not been
done since Goodrich’s 1973 exhibition and Hendricks’ 1979 monograph. That is, quite simply, to
put Homer back together in a synthetic way and to reaffirm his primacy and centrality in all the
questions we want to pose about him and his art, and in all the answers we might offer. We are
under no illusions that this in any measure represents a definitive statement on Homer. If any-
thing, it may prove most useful in pointing to new connections and possibilities in considering
his art, even if we do not always manage to conclude precisely where they lead.

If the practical limitations of a museum exhibition and a published catalogue did not apply; a
great many more works by Homer would have been selected for display and discussion, because
over the course of five decades Homer created a truly extraordinary number of superb and com-
pelling prints, drawings, watercolors, and paintings. Nevertheless, every important aspect of
Homer’s career is addressed: the Civil War paintings, which first attracted public attention; the
works of the late 1860s and the 1870s, in which Homer assessed key issues of national life; the
heroic, classically formed paintings of the 1880os; the Adirondack watercolors and oils; the color-
ful watercolors of the Tropics; the monumental Prout’s Neck seascapes; and the tragic, almost vi-
sionary paintings of his final years. The majority of the works are oils and watercolors, the two
mediums that Homer most often used for his exhibited works and through which he most fully
expressed his artistic intentions. Still, his work as a draftsman and printmaker is not ignored, for
such objects are included in several cases throughout where they particularly shed light on his
creative process. Homer was never simply a “realist” artist who constructed his art on a frame-
work received directly from the external world. On the contrary, his practice of recombining and
exchanging figures and groups and settings across several mediums, and his lifelong fondness for
revising (often through deletions and repainting) the actual appearance of his images in ways that
revised their meanings as well, speak of an artist who consciously manipulated his subject matter
for greater clarity and profundity. This point is so central to a complete understanding of
Homer’s art that a separate section in the exhibition has been devoted to examining his working
methods. In the catalogue, drawings and other works related to or in some way associated with a
specific painting are discussed with the work itself.

Homer once said of his picture The Guif Stream: “Don’t let the public poke its nose into my
picture.” Yet he said this as he sent it off to an exhibition where he knew that it would be, quite
literally; on public display. Here we come to the heart of what is most challenging about under-
standing Homer and his art. Reticent almost to the point of secretiveness about the meanings of
his creations, and protective of his privacy almost to the point of reclusiveness, Homer neverthe-
less did not stop showing himself to the public through his works. If this catalogue and exhibition
manage to help explain why he did so and to aid in understanding why his beautiful and moving
works are also so profoundly meaningful, then we will have been justified in poking our noses
into his pictures after all.

N.C.Jr.and E K.
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fig. 1. “Prize Old Man” (detail), 1897. Ink. Bowdoin College
Museum of Art, Brunswick, Maine, 1964.69.79, Gift of the
Homer Family

Nicolai Cikovsky, Jr.

Winslow Homer was never properly taught to be an artist. He learned to become one, as
nineteenth-century Americans often had to do, largely by inventing and improvising for
himself. In the 1850s, when he was in his twenties, there were in his native city of Boston no art
schools, few exhibitions, and only a small, undistinguished community of artists.' In view of the
aridity of Boston’ artistic culture, it is remarkable that Homer not only determined to become
an artist but acted upon that determination to become —by any measure—the greatest America
produced in the nineteenth century:

He did not, at the same time, lack advantages and opportunities. His artistic inclinations were
nourished by his family, who set standards of professional achievement of which their son Winslow
was not the only product; his older brother Charles— Harvard graduate, chemist, and successful
businessman—was, in financial terms, even more successful. Their mother, Henrietta Benson
Homer, a moderately accomplished painter in watercolor to whom Winslow was deeply attached,
was an important influence on him, artistically and otherwise. Despite his fecklessness, his father,
Charles Savage Homer, was equally instrumental in his son Winslow’s achievement. A business-
man—an importer of hardware—he had an artistic streak expressed by a certain stylishness of
dress and, in later life, eccentricity of behavior and appearance (fig. 1). He also encouraged his
son’s “leaning towards art”* by acquiring for him, on a business trip to England, such resources
for artistic self-help as “a complete set of lithographs by Julian [sic] —representations of heads,
ears, noses, eyes, faces, trees, houses, everything that a young draftsman might fancy trying his
hand at—and also lithographs of animals by Victor Adam which the son hastened to make
profitable use of " (fig. 2). He also arranged for him one of the few opportunities for artistic
education that Boston afforded, an apprenticeship with the commercial lithographer John H. Buf-
ford (1810-1870), an acquaintance of his.’

Although well intended, Homer recollected his two years at Bufford’s with deep and undis-
guised distaste. He described it later as “bondage” and “slavery;”* by which he meant working ten
hours a day for five dollars a week, and the repression of creative independence and artistic iden-
tity that apprenticeship entailed. More than drudgery and exploitation, however, by bondage and
slavery he surely meant something more dreadful still: the uninspired dreariness, hopelessness,
and lifelong sameness of commercial work—its “treadmill existence,” as he called it.” That pros-
pect was more acutely appalling, because Homer had an alternative clearly in view: for, knowing
that it represented both a different and a higher calling, he had “determined to be an artist.”®

He declared the force of his determination and the degree of his ambition when, in a Boston
picture gallery, he announced, “I am going to paint,” and when asked the sort of thing he was
going to paint, said confidently (and, it turned out, correctly), pointing to a picture by Edouard
Frere (perhaps such as fig. 3), “Something like that, only a damn sight better.”® Very early on he
had an almost sensuous love of paint, at once tactile, ductile, and olfactory, and utterly different
from the unappealing hardness and coldness of the lithographic stone (which must be why he
hated it so): what he remembered best about a picture gallery, he said, was “the smell of paint; T
used to love it in a picture-gallery.”*

Exactly what Homer learned during his apprenticeship is unknown. The work he produced
for Bufford—sheet-music covers and the like (fig. 4)—betrays no discernible signs of individual-
ity or special artistic promise.” But in the illustrations he began contributing to magazines such
as Ballows Pictorial immediately after his apprenticeship ended in 1857, he appears as a maturely
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fig. 2. Bernard-Romain Julien. Lithograph for Léon
Cogniet, Cours de Desin, Library of Congress

fig. 3. Edouard Frére. The Cold Day. Oil on
panel. The Walters Art Gallery, Baltimore

accomplished draftsman, capable of producing work completely different in the currency of its
subjects from the conventional subject matter (often imitated from earlier models) that he had
made for Bufford, more ambitious in the challenging complexity of its compositions, and more
perspicuously individual in style. Whether all of this had been pent up during his “bondage”
under Bufford, or resulted from what he learned or had been taught by that experience, no mat-
ter how unpleasant, is impossible to determine.

When Homer left Bufford’s in 1857, at any rate, he was sufficiently confident and accomplished
to begin contributing regularly to Ballows Pictorial. Ballow's was one of a number of illustrated mag-
azines that began appearing in America about 1850, which included also Gleasor’s Pictorial (Ballows
predecessor in Boston), Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, and the greatest and hardiest of them all,
to which Homer would soon be a major contributor, Harper’s Weekly in New York. Ballows recog-
nized Homer’s ability immediately. His first illustration, “Corner of Winter, Washington, and
Summer Streets, Boston” (fig. 5), which appeared on the front page of the 13 June 1857 issue—
like most of those that followed it at regular intervals for the next year or so—and, like all of
Homer’s work for Ballow, was credited to him in the accompanying text, usually in the form,
“our artist, Mr. Homer.”

In 1857 Homer began contributing illustrations to Harper’s Weekly, and in 1859 he moved to
New York to be closer to the publishing houses, like Harper’s, that for the next decade and a half
would be his most reliable source of income. But with more art, more artists, and more artistic
institutions (dealers, collectors, studios, and the National Academy of Design, which offered for-
mal instruction and held annual exhibitions), New York’s biggest attraction was that by the mid-
dle of the century it had become, without serious rival, America’s most vital and stimulating
artistic community—and simply, as another Bostonian, Charles Eliot Norton admitted, Ameri-
ca’s most vibrant city: “This is a wonderful city,” Norton wrote his friend James Russell Lowell.
“There is a special fitness in the first syllable of its name, for it is essentially New....A few years
hence and Boston will be a place of the past, with a good history no doubt, but New York will be
alive.”” By the summer of 1860, when he had taken a studio in “a fortress of art,” the New York
University Building on Washington Square, Homer situated himself in one of the chief centers of
that community.”

Homer’s move to New York did not, in his mind, mark the end of his training and the com-
mencement of his professional life. On the contrary, in New York he had access to disciplined
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fig. 4. “Minnie Clyde, Kitty Clyde’s Sister.” Lithograph.
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Harris Brisbane Dick
Fund, 1936 (36.51)

fig. 5. Charles F. Damoreau, after Winslow Homer. “Corner
of Winter, Washington, and Summer Streets, Boston.”
Wood engraving. In Ballow’s Pictorial, 13 June 1857

academic instruction that was not available in Boston, and his enrollment in the life class of the
National Academy of Design in October 1859—a class described by its teacher as “well attended —
the order perfect, the improvement good”'*—shows that he took advantage of that resource
soon after he arrived, and again in 1860 and 1863. And in New York, too, Homer learned to be

a painter. Sometime early in 1861 he took a month of lessons from Frederick Rondel (a Boston
artist whom he may already have known), “who, once a week, on Saturdays, taught him how to
handle his brush, set his palette, &c.” That summer, following the type of national artistic peda-
gogy frequently prescribed for American artists, “he bought a tin box containing brushes, colours,
oils, and various equipments, and started out into the country to paint from Nature.”* The
orderly, graduated course of study that Homer had apparently embarked upon during his first
year or so in New York was derailed by an event that would have the greatest impact on his for-
mation: the Civil War.

The war’s effect on him was not immediate. More than six months after it began in April 1867,
following the bombardment of Fort Sumter, Homier was hoping to continue his artistic education
at an even higher level. Because, as his mother said, “he so desires to go for improvement,” in
December 1861, she tried to raise money to send him to Europe, and several days later his father
indicated the intensity of his son’s desire when he wrote emphatically, “Win must go to
Europe.”"® But that was not to be. Instead, the war became his school; more than any other expe-
rience, it was instrumental in determining what kind of artist Homer became. And when it was
over, though Homer had the opportunity to study in Europe, he no longer had the interest or
the need. The war called upon Homer’s powers of innovation and interpretation in more ways
and to a greater degree than more ordinary events and pedagogical procedures would have done.
An event less unprecedented, less intensely and inescapably modern, could not have exerted the
same challenging demands on his inventiveness and artistic intelligence; an event less historically
momentous and nationally traumatic would not have as fully aroused his consciousness and con-
victions and made of him a moral and political being.

Homer first experienced the war directly in mid-October 1861, when Harper’s Weekly sent him
to the front as a “special artist” to “go with the skirmishers in the next battle,” as he wrote his
father (and where, his father thought, he had a good chance of being shot).” At the time, the Union
Army under General McClellan was deployed in the defense of the capital, and the front did not
extend much beyond Washington; Homer was in Arlington, Virginia, across the Potomac River.
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fig. 6. After Winslow Homer. “The War for the Union,
1862—A Cavalry Charge.” Wood engraving. In Harper’s
Weekly, 5 July 1862

fig. 7. After Winslow Homer. “The War for the Union,
1862—A Bayonet Charge.” Wood engraving. In Harper’s
Weekly, 12 July 1862

It was a largely uneventful time in the war, and Homer first wood engraving, “A Night Recon-
naissance,” published in Harper’s Weekly on 26 October 1861, depicts the sort of action he saw—
and shows he was in very little danger. His next visit to the front, about six months later, lasted
two months. Much or all of that visit was spent with Lieutenant Colonel Francis Channing Bar-
low of the 61st New York Volunteer Infantry, part of the 2d Corps of the Army of the Potomac
at the siege of Yorktown, Virginia. Barlow reported on 18 April that Homer did the cooking and
that they had a jolly time: “I have not laughed so much since I left home.”*® When Homer returned
to New York, though, his mother gave a very different version of his time at the front: “He suffered
much, was without food 3 days at a time & all in camp either died or were carried away with typhoid
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fever —plug tobacco & coffee was the Staples.... He came home so changed that his best friends
did not know him.”"

Homer’s second visit to the front, not surprisingly, opened a floodgate of Civil War subjects.
All of his Harper’s Weekly illustrations for the next two years were war-related or war subjects, and
many were based on sketches made at Yorktown. His most prolific year was 1862, with twelve
illustrations, and it was pivotal in terms of Homer’s understanding of the war, and of both his
mode and medium of representing it.

His illustrations were made in a variety of ways. In some, Homer’ sketches were translated
more or less directly into engravings.™ In others, his sketches, supplemented by other passages
added specifically for the image either by Homer or the engraver, were used to create narratively
(though not always stylistically) unified scenes.” In still others, Homer’ sketches were in effect
collaged together, by Homer or the engraver, into composite illustrations.” But in the case of two
other illustrations that appeared in successive issues of Harper’s Weekly, “The War for the Union,
1862 —A Cavalry Charge” (5 July 1862) and “The War for the Union, 1862 —A Bayonet Charge”
(12 July 1862) (figs. 6—7), both images appeared to have been wholly invented; they were based
not on Homer’s sketches or even his own war experiences, but derived instead largely from con-
ventions of military art that originated half a century earlier in the Napoleonic wars and were still
alive at mid-century” Finally, and uniquely, there was “The Army of the Potomac—A Sharp-
shooter on Picket Duty,” which appeared in Harper’s Weekly late in 1862 (15 November), bearing
the epochal attribution, “From a Painting by W. Homer, Esq.” (fig. 8). This is the first evidence of
Homer as a painter, and this engraving is the first of many that would be based upon or directly
related to his paintings. As if that were not momentous enough, it is the first evidence also, in both
its subject and its form, of Homer’s keen intelligence manifested in his suddenly clarified and deep-
ened understanding of the essential modernity of the American Civil War. No pictorial precedent,
Homer quickly perceived, could provide an adequate model for its depiction, just as he perceived
with the same quickness the difference in its depiction between what was allowed in illustration,
and what was allowed in painting. It accounts for the emphatic discontinuity between “Sharp-
shooter” and everything that preceded it in his work, particularly the two earlier “Army of the
Potomac” illustrations. It is the difference between images conceived according to conventional
rules of military art and ones that are not; between pictorial modes that are, on one hand, discur-
sive (having the formality, copiousness, and digressiveness of discourse), and, on the other, diges-

fig. 8. After Winslow Homer. “The Army of the Potomac— * Sl
A Sharp-shooter on Picket Duty.” Wood engraving. In Nl o
Harper’s Weekly, 15 November 1862
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tive (condensed, summary, synoptic); and between a misunderstanding of the nature of modern
warfare (which, at a time when the special nature of that war had not yet fully revealed itself,
Homer shared with most Americans, even military ones), and total, almost epiphanically sudden,
understanding.

The writer Nathaniel Hawthorne understood the war’s special character after the epochal bat-
tle between the Monitor and Merrimack in March 1862. The contest between the two ironclad
ships meant the end of naval warfare as it had been known for centuries: “...Old Ironsides and
all, and Trafalgar and a thousand other fights became only a memory, never to be acted over
again; and thus our brave countrymen come last in the long procession of heroic sailors. .. whose
renown is our native inheritance.” And he saw precisely what brought that heroic tradition to its
abrupt end: “The Millennium is certainly approaching, because human strife is to be transferred
from the heart and personality of man into cunning contrivances of machinery, which by and by
will fight out our wars with only the clank and smash of iron....Such is the tendency of modern
improvement.”** That is precisely what Homer perceived, as registered in the difference between
the paraphernalia of heroism in “A Cavalry Charge” and “A Bayonet Charge,” and the single fig-
ure of the modern sharpshooter that succeeded them just four months later, with its “machinery”
of the rifled musket and telescopic sight, the range and accuracy of which made the strife of war
unheroically heartless and mechanically impersonal (the writer who described the sharpshooter
“California Joe” in 1862 as “one of the best shots and most efficient men in that most efficient
and admirable corps, Berdan’s Sharpshooters,” did so in almost mechanical terms.)*

Homer’s image of the sharpshooter is all the more forceful and meaningful because of the extra-
ordinary visual and symbolic compactness of its form that makes the subject not an incident or
episode of the war, but an emblem of what is essential in and special to it. This emblematic suc-
cinctness had appeared in none of Homer’s other images of the Civil War, most of which had
been assembled from his sketches, so it is as if the peculiar property of this image in the context
of Homer’ other illustrations was somehow peculiarly the property of the medium in which it
alone among them had been conceived, namely; oil paint.

Throughout his life Homer understood the difference between the mediums of art, not in the
sense of what was technically possible in each, but in the sense of what was expressively appropri-
ate to them, what meanings each could best convey. Even at this early stage of his career, when his
technical arsenal included printmaking and painting, and later when it included the mediums of
watercolor and oil, Homer considered oil, on the whole, as the medium most suitable for express-
ing larger, summary; serious, and symbolic meanings, and less so for more narrative ones. That was
not a hard and fast distinction, particularly in his early work. While some of the first paintings
he exhibited had narrative subjects that they shared with his prints, others were distinctly more
complexly layered and more compactly expressive in meaning.

In 1863, in his professional debut as a painter, Homer sent two paintings to the annual exhibi-
tion of the National Academy of Design: The Last Goose at Yorktown™ and Home, Sweet Home (cat. 2).
It was an auspicious beginning. Both paintings were sold and received abundantly favorable criti-
cism. Home, Sweet Home was particularly admired. “[A] strong and assured piece of painting,” said
the New York Commercial Advertiser; which noted Homer’s compositional skill and the painting’s
truth; the picture is “inspired by a fact of to-day, and bears evidence of thought.” And, “The pic-
ture is a promise of a worthy art future.”” The Evening Post was more lavish and unambiguous in
its praise: “Winslow Homer is one of those few young artists who make a decided impression of
their power with their very first contributions to the Academy,” its critic wrote. “He at this moment
wields a better pencil, models better, colors better, than many whom, were it not improper, we
could mention as regular contributors to the Academy during the last six years.... The delicacy and
strength of emotion which reign throughout [Home, Sweet Home] are not surpassed in the whole
exhibition.”® The critic for the New York Leader wrote, “Winslow Homer is a new name in the
catalogue of the Academy pictures, but—if I may found a judgment from the works from his easel
now in the exhibition— one that must do honor to any collection.” Of Horme, Sweet Home he wrote:
“There is no clap-trap about it. Whatever of force is in the picture is not the result of trickery,
and is not merely surface work, not admitting of examination, but painstaking labor directed by
thought.””® “There is no strained effect in it, no sentimentality,” Harper’s Weekly said, “but a
hearty, homely actuality, broadly, freely, and simply worked out.”



fig. 9. Victor Nehlig. An Episode of the War—The Cavalry
Charge of Lieutenant Harry B. Hidden, c. 1862. Oil on canvas.
Collection of The New-York Historical Society

Horme, Sweet Home, the criticism suggests, was the greater of Homer’s first two exhibited paint-
ings—executed with more authority and more serious in its meaning. In the painting, two Union
soldiers (infantrymen, as the precisely recorded insignia on their caps show) listen as the regi-
mental band in the distance plays “Home, Sweet Home.”* This happened frequently in the early
years of the war as the two armies drilled, feinted, and battled as much with music as anything
else. The Union General Nelson Miles, for example, described an occurrence in the valley of the
Rappahannock when the two armies were within hailing distance:

Late in the afternoon our bands were accustomed to play the most spirited martial and national airs, as
“Columbia,” “America,” “E Pluribus Unum,” “The Star-spangled Banner,” etc., to be answered along the
Confederate lines by bands playing, with equal enthusiasm, “The Bonny Blue Flag,” “Southern Rights,”
and “Dixie.” These demonstrations frequently aroused the hostile sentiments of the two armies, yet the
animosity disappeared when at the close some band would strike up that melody which comes nearest the
hearts of all true men, “Home, Sweet Home,” and every band within hearing would join in that sacred
anthem with unbroken accord and enthusiasm.”

The painting’s title both names the song to which the soldiers are listening and sympatheti-
cally evokes the “bitter moment of home-sickness and love-longing” that it inspires in them (with
special poignancy in the seated soldier who, it seems, pauses to listen while writing a letter home).
If it does so without the sentimentality with which the subject is dangerously fraught, that is
because, as one critic put it, delicacy of emotion (sentiment) is balanced by strength—strength
of technique and of form; strength of actuality; and, by something apparent in this, one of Homer’s
earliest paintings, that would ever after be perhaps the most important trait of Homer’s creative
posture, ironic distance. The title not only names the melody played, it refers also to the soldiers’
“home,” given in all the domestic details— the small pot on a smoky fire, the tin plate holding
a single meager piece of hardtack—with which Homer, who was responsible for the domestic
arrangements when in camp with Colonel Barlow, was personally and no doubt painfully familiar
(he described himself as a “camp-follower™).* In its hardship, loneliness, and comfortlessness, this
“home” is ironically far, in every way, from “sweet.”

Homer’s paintings stood out in the Academy exhibition because of their comparatively greater
quality— their technical strength and assurance; color, modeling, and drawing; truthfulness; and
lack of sentimentality. But they stood out, too, because of the transparent novelty of their subject
and form. Landscapes dominated the Academy exhibition as they had done for years, and although
it was two full years into the war when the exhibition opened in April 1863, war subjects were
still a rarity** Homer’s paintings struck a new and different note in two respects: in the compara-
tive candor of their subjects, and, as figure paintings (as virtually all of Homer early paintings
would be), in their conspicuous departure from landscape to which most American artists had an
unwavering allegiance. Even among military paintings in that year’s exhibition they were distin-
guished by distinct and surely deliberate innovation. Another war subject in the exhibition, Victor
Nehlig’s six-foot Cavalry Charge of Lieutenant Harry B. Hidden (fig. ¢), had “that conventionalized
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fig. 10. Napoleon Sarony. Portrait of Winslow Homer, c. 1880.

Photograph. Bowdoin College Museum of Art, Brunswick,
Maine, 1964.69.179.4, Gift of the Homer Family
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kind [of color] generally accepted by French battle painters...muddy and earthy;” wrote the Corz-
mercial Advertiser, but “considered simply as a representation in black and white of a strong episode,
[it] is far above anything that has been painted of the war, with the single exception,” the writer

added tellingly, “of a little work in the small gallery, by Mr. Homer, entitled ‘Home, Sweet Home.”*

A fierce independence marked Homer’s character virtually from the beginning. It fueled his
intense hatred of his apprenticeship, his ambition to paint “a damn sight better” than others, and
what not a few of his contemporaries would come to regard as an almost perverse originality and
impatience with convention that was from the first stamped on his style. Nothing revealed Homer’s
independence as clearly as his emergence in his first paintings as a fully formed and clearly marked
artist. This was to some degree, perhaps, a matter of contrivance, of a consciously individual styl-
istic dress worn, so to speak, like his almost dandyish clothes (fig. 10). But it was necessitated more
by the special conditions that the representation of the Civil War demanded of anyone who
understood what they were and felt bound to conform to them. Homer saw that it was a mechanized
war and adjusted his imagery accordingly. And he adjusted it, too, to fit its uniquely American—
that is to say, its democratic—character.

It was a war'fought by citizen soldiers, a war in which, Walt Whitman said, “the brunt of its
labor of death was, to all essential purposes, volunteered”;* a war fought not for territorial con-
quest but for the ideals of American democracy and the still new and untested federal Union. The
Civil War made traditional martial pageantry— “long lines advancing and manoeuvering, led on
by generals in cocked hats and by bands of music,” as a contemporary described them —very
quickly obsolete.’” Hence the ordinary individual soldier, in conditions far from heroic and cere-
monial, that figured repeatedly, and almost from the first, in Homer’s paintings. In 1866, John
Burroughs wrote of his friend Walt Whitman’s poetry in terms that also apply to Homer art:
“[]n obedience to the true democratic spirit, which is the spirit of the times, the attention of the
poet is not drawn to the army as a unit...but to the private soldier, the man in the ranks, from the
farm, the shop, the mill, the mine, still a citizen engaged in the sacred warfare of peace. Always
and always the individual, this is the modern doctrine, as opposed to slavery and caste and the
results of the feudal world.”**

Two critics remarked on the thoughtfulness of Homze, Sweet Home. Although they were probably
referring to the care with which it had been painted and its sympathetic subject, this and other of
Homer’s Civil War paintings are thoughtful because of the discernible presence in them, as a cru-
cial element of their content and quality and as another property of Homer’s intellectual aware-
ness, of such “doctrines” as democracy and modernity. Homer’s Civil War paintings, as his critics
noticed at once, were so much better than any others because they were painted with more skill,
perception, and truth, and were invested with conviction that was to a great extent ideological and
doctrinal. That is seen most clearly in two paintings made shortly after the end of the war. One,
The Veteran in a New Field (cat. 8), was painted in the summer of 1865.% It depicts a recently dis-
banded soldier (so recently that his uniform jacket and canteen are thrown aside at the lower right)
solemnly absorbed in a canonical event of peace, the harvest.* It is a remarkable painting in many
ways, and, more than any of those that preceded it, is richly informative about Homer’s artistic
mentality and procedures. It represents an astonishing formal and expressive change in which, in
just two years, Homer moved from the comparative loquaciousness of Hore, Sweet Home to a terse,
emblematic minimalism, a simplicity of statement that would be the pictorial goal for which ever
after he always aimed, though he seldom reached it with such purity. And the method by which
he often obtained that simplicity, one of refinement by a process of self-critical reductiveness, is
first fully apparent in this painting as well. A critic who saw the painting when it was exhibited in
the fall of 1865 complained (as many other critics would complain about Homer’s style over the
next decade or so) about its “slap-dash execution,” particularly “in the cornfield and suggested
trees,” and also that the veteran forgot, “in his four or five years of campaigning, that it is with a
cradle and not with a scythe alone, that he should attack standing grain.”* As we see it today, the
painting contains no trees. The critic did not imagine them, however; in an engraving made after
the painting in 1867 (fig. 11), branches of a tree are clearly visible in the upper right. And as we see
it today also, pigment that has become transparent over time reveals the cradled scythe that Homer
deleted before the painting was exhibited. In two important ways, in other words, Homer changed
his painting by removing things originally present in it, in one case soon after completing it in



1865, and in the other some time after 1867 but before his death about fifty years later (it hung in
his studio in its present state at the time of his death). This process of reconsideration and emen-
dation is characteristic of Homer’s artistic method (or, to the extent that it was a consequence of
his largely improvised training and his inability because of it to compose except, in effect, by trial
and error, his lack of it). The usual formal result, as is radically the case in The Veteran in a New
Field, is simplification. But the reductive dismantling of pictorial parts diminishes and even
defeats the completeness and conclusiveness of narrative, which depends more or less directly upon
visual incident and factual detail, as it is present, for example, in Home, Sweet Home. The usual
result of that retreat from narrative explicitness is, in turn, a rich ambiguity or terse symbolism.

The Veteran in a New Field is the clearest example, certainly the earliest, of this revisionary pro-
cess. It is the first painting in which Homer deliberately undid what he knew to be literally—or
merely—true in favor of a larger meaning expressed by symbolic distillation. Homer knew just as
well as his critic did that by the 1860s a cradled scythe would have been used to harvest a large
field of grain; that, after all, is what he originally depicted. But he saw, or soon concluded, that the
image of the harvesting veteran could express something very much greater if he did not insist on
that fact of agricultural technology: by the single-bladed scythe he made the veteran into a symbol
of Death the reaper. And, by invoking an image that reminds us that the veteran peacefully har-
vesting grain was not very long before, in a familiar metaphor of war, a harvester of men, Homer
charges his painting with vibrancies of meaning that fact alone could not possibly convey.

The painting in its revised form resounds with other references as well. One is to the famous
text from Isaiah 2:4: “they shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruning
hooks.” Another is to the republican exeznplum, particularly popular in republican America, of the
legendary Cincinnatus who left his farm to assume the dictatorship of Rome and fight against its
enemies, and, that accomplished, relinquished power and office to return to the occupations of
peace and private life. Both were cited in the summer of 1865, when Homer was painting the Féz-
eran, at a time when the issue of the peaceful disbandment of the large volunteer army was dis-
turbingly unsettled: “Rome took her great man from the plow, and made him a dictator—we must
now take our soldiers from the camp and make them farmers,” The New York Weekly Tribune wrote.
“We know that thousands upon thousands of our brave soldiers will return gladly to the pruning-
hooks and plowshares.”* Two years later, the text that accompanied the engraving of The Veteran in
a New Field in Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper drew the political lesson of disbandment: “One
of the most conclusive evidences of the strength of a republican form of government is the way

fig. 11. After Winslow Homer. “The Veteran in a New
Field.” Wood engraving. In Frank Leslie’s Illustrated
Newspaper, 13 July 1867
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in which our army has disbanded, each man seeking again the sphere of usefulness which he left
only temporarily, to aid the government in its need.” That “veterans returned to the old fields,
or sought new ones, [is] one of the surest proofs of our political system.”* Walt Whitman put

it most eloquently: “The peaceful and harmonious disbanding of the armies in the summer of
1865,” he wrote, was one of the “immortal proofs of democracy, unequall’d in all the history of
the past.”* In the summer of 1865, Homer painted the emblem of that great proof of democracy:.

There is yet another level of meaning in this remarkable painting. Nothing touched Northern
Americans as profoundly in the summer of 1865, when it was painted, as the assassination of
Abraham Lincoln on 15 April; they were plunged into national mourning and moved to universal
expressions of grief. Homer shared it: The Veteran in a New Field is his elegy on the death of Lin-
coln. By mimicking the reaper as Death, he invokes such biblical associations as Isaiah's “flesh is
grass” (40:6) and Job’s “[man] cometh forth like a flower and is cut down” (14:1-2). The latter
was a passage that inspired images for, and was often used as an epigraph on, American funerary
monuments, just as sheaves of wheat functioned as symbolic devices, and actual sheaves of wheat
were placed on coffins before interment. Altogether, by its form and its inescapable biblical and
funerary references, it is a moving lamentation on the death of Lincoln, cut down like mown
grain by an assassin’s bullet.

The Veteran in a New Field is a purposely symbolic painting. Homer changed the cradled to a
single-bladed scythe for one reason only: not to make his painting more beautiful or more truth-
ful (just the reverse), but to make it symbolic. In no earlier painting by Homer, indeed in no other
painting by him at all, is it quite as certain that Homer made a symbol; and in no other, because
of the transparency of the paint, can one see him making it. At almost the beginning of his career
as a painter, therefore, Homer had the intention and the intelligence to speak in a pictorially sym-
bolic language. Not every painting by him that followed The Veteran was as richly symbolic, or
even symbolic at all; few, after all, were made in such momentous circumstances. But Homer’s
capacity, at the threshold of his career, to invent symbols and manipulate complicated symbolic
meanings, and to engage with the events and culture of his time, signifies the operation of an
acutely keen consciousness, and in its ideological and political dimensions, a developed conscience
as well. Any account of his artistic mentality and practice must reckon with them, all the more
as it has not been customary to regard Homer’ intellectual and moral equipment as significant
aspects of his artistic enterprise.

Prisoners from the Front (cat. 10), painted the year following The Veteran in a New Field, is yet
another painting in which these properties are visibly at work.* To contemporary viewers, Prisoners
from the Front was Homer’s greatest work and the one that established his reputation; it became
for at least a decade the benchmark of his achievement—a level of attainment that many critics
believed he failed again to reach. No other Civil War painting assessed its causes and character as
compactly, comprehensively, and compellingly, and with such analytical intelligence. It depicts a
Union officer receiving a group of three Confederate prisoners. The Union officer is (now) Gen-
eral Francis Channing Barlow, whom Homer had visited at the front early in the war, and almost
surely (though it is not documented) again in 1864, when he found subjects for this and such other
paintings as Skirmish in the Wilderness and Defiance: Inviting a Shot Before Petersburg (cats. 4~5). One
of Barlow’s most celebrated accomplishments was the capture, by the 1st Division of the 2d Corps
of the Army of the Potomac under his command, of a division of Confederate soldiers and two
generals at the battle of Spotsylvania in 1864. Described as “perhaps the most brilliant single feat
of the war,” it made Barlow “one of the most conspicuous soldiers of the war—one of its most
heroic and romantic figures.”* That is the event to which Prisoners from the Front refers, although
it does not precisely depict it. To the extent that it alludes to a celebrated event that occurred two
years earlier, it is a history painting. But Homer’ historical vision is not bound to a single event.
It is larger, more epic, “A truly Homeric reminiscence of the war,” one writer said.?” As the critic
for the New York Evening Post put it (he was Homer’s friend, Eugene Benson, whose interpretation
of the painting may have been clarified by Homer), the figures are “representative and at the same
time local types of men,” and he went on to explain what they represented and typified: “On one
side the hard, firm-faced New England man, without bluster, and with the dignity of a life ani-
mated by principle, confronting the audacious, reckless, impudent young Virginian...; next to him
the poor, bewildered old man,...scarcely able to realize the new order of things about to sweep



away the associations of his life; back of him the ‘poor white, stupid, stolid, helpless, yielding to
the magnetism of superior natures and incapable of resisting authority.”* It is precisely in these
contrasts between dignity and audacity, principle and impudence, and in the irreconcilable differ-
ence, expressed by physical distance, between caste and culture that the meaning of the painting
and its interpretive sweep lie. Homer’s interpretation makes no pretense at impartiality—it is
“frankly expressive of the elements in our Southern society that fomented and fed the rebellion
against a beneficent and unaggressive Government,” Benson wrote*—and Prisoners is in its way
every bit as ideological, as much inhabited by political belief, as The Veteran had been: Barlow is as
much a symbol of republican virtue as the nameless veteran, and the painting as much in its way
a deliberately formed “proof” of democracy.

What Homer did in his earliest art he did not, despite his individuality, do entirely alone. He
was intellectually stimulated and emotionally charged by an artistic climate in New York during
the war years that was almost as passionate, partisan, and even political, as the climate of the war
itself. “Our painters have worked in the midst of great events, and therefore subjected to the most
tumultuous, shattering and ennobling experiences,” a critic wrote in 1865, and never before in
America had artistic positions been as clearly drawn, as militantly held, or as acrimoniously debat-
ed as they were in New York in the 1860s: “Discussion is the necessity of our times,” a critic wrote
in 1866, and he described the contentiousness of its pitch and tone as a “battle.”" Others used
words such as “strife” and “stress” and “struggle” to describe the antagonism of this climate. And
in 1866, indicating its range and force and inescapability, a critic wrote that “it is almost impossible
to maintain a position of lofty neutrality.”**

The city was divided into two hostile artistic camps. One, organized in 1863 as the Association
for the Advancement of Truth in Art and composed of the American followers of John Ruskin
and the English Pre-Raphaelite painters, insisted on truth to nature enacted stylistically (though
they would insist that truth was not a matter merely of style) by rigorously detailed imitation. The
association published its own organ, The New Path, the title an indication of its revisionary mis-
sion, in which it savagely attacked artistic falsity whenever it was found, which was often and
almost everywhere. But the reach and volume of its voice was made all the greater because Clarence
Cook, president of the association and editor of The New Puth, was also the undisguisedly partisan
art critic of one of New York’s most important newspapers, the Tribune.”* The other camp, less stri-
dently militant and less highly organized, showed in the artists it included and the critics friendly
to them and to their cause an artistic affiliation with modern French art, and on the whole prac-
ticed a broadly painted style that aimed for deeper and more allusive forms of truth.

However violently they disagreed, the two groups had one essential thing in common: each
was alarmed by what they perceived to be the inertial complacency and anemic if not sclerotic
condition of American art in the early 1860s, and each, with a sense of urgency made acute by
the crisis of the Civil War, dedicated itself to a policy of artistic renovation and reform. By about
1860, landscape painting—its subjects codified, its style formularized, its institutional power
(centered on the National Academy of Design) almost absolute—was deeply entrenched as the
official form of American art. Nothing indicated that as clearly as the overwhelming numbers of
landscapes, to the exclusion of nearly every other subject, in annual exhibitions of the Academy—
“myriad of summer days,...cool green lanes that wind in and out; and groves of trees; so vivid
and distinct do these stand out that one listens with uplifted ear, half expecting to hear the susur-
rus and murmur of the boughling pines, or the shivering of the maples that bend to the soft
south wind,” as The Scientific American, with a touch of sarcasm, described the preponderance of
landscape subjects in the 1863 exhibition.’*

For the American Pre-Raphaelites, themselves mostly landscape painters, the quarrel with offi-
cial landscape was principally about what they considered to be its untruthful mannerisms and
conventionality of style. But for the others it went deeper, to the fundamental inadequacy of land-
scape painting to address human values, particularly at a time when the unprecedented butchery
of the war and emancipation at once threatened and redeemed those values, and in both cases made
them of special concern. In the most penetrating examination of American art written during the
war, The Art-Idea, published in 1864, James Jackson Jarves delivered one of the first challenges to
landscape. “(I]t is the French school that mainly determines the character of our growing art,” he
wrote, and the chief evidence of it “is shown in the development of a taste for something beside
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landscape.” Because of their descriptive literalness of style, Jarves believed, American landscapes
were especially “divested of human association. ‘No admittance’ for the spirit of man is written all
over them.” But thanks to what he termed the “incitement” of French art, “the dawn of a respect-
able school of genre and home painting is nigh at hand” as an alternative to its moral muteness.”
While “Imperialism in France will not permit art to become the language of social and political
hopes and aspirations,” there was no reason, Jarves believed, “why the art of democratic America
shall not,” all the more so at a time when the war (“the present struggle of the powers of light
against the powers of darkness”) forced a “wider view of the duties of humanity... to the surface of
men’s conscience.”* Jarves’ was not a solitary voice. Others in the 1860s recognized that landscape
was incapable of expressing the “duties of humanity.” “Painting,” a critic in the New York World
wrote in 1865, “especially in America, has so tended of late years toward a pantheistic worship of
inanimate things, that we are anxiously on the watch for the coming man who shall ‘rehabilitate’
human life.”” Two years later, the World’s critic wrote, “As we live in the age, not of Wordsworth,
but of Browning, we may properly give precedence to the painters of men and women over the
painters of poultry and sweet peas, of mountains and of waves.” The reformation of American art
—“a new life and movement among our painters”—was, he said, “more likely to be found in the
direction of humanity than in the direction of sands and shores and desert wildernesses.”® “Is
there nothing but landscape to be painted?” the critic for the New York Tribune asked with exasper-
ation in 1869. “Does not social life offer subjects for the easel?”* And a writer in The Independent
wrote, “[L]andscapes without figures can never be regarded as much higher than decorative art.”*

Nor was Jarves alone in seeking genre and home painters capable of addressing in “a language
of social and political hopes and aspirations” —though no one put that ideological requirement
quite as plainly as he did— “human associations” and the “duties of humanity.” Someone else who
did was Benson (see Chronology 1866). Benson was an artist who exhibited regularly in the
1860s, but he was also, writing under the nom de plume of “Sordello” (taken from Browning to
show, perhaps, that he was on the side of humanity, not of Wordsworth and landscape),” the art
critic of the New York Evening Post and a prolific essayist.” In those capacities Benson was an
important and insistent critical voice in New York in the 1860s. In writing approvingly of “the
modern or democratic form of art [that depicts] the actual life of men and women in the nine-
teenth century,”® of “The gospel of modern art as it must be developed in America, ... free from
tradition, [and] based wholly on the common life of the democratic man, who develops his own
being on a free soil, and in the midst of a vast country,” and, perhaps borrowing the term from
Jarves, of “the idea of producing purely American pictures from home subjects alone,”* Benson’s
critical views were clearly congruent with those of Jarves. Like him, he recognized that in Ameri-
can art in the 1860s, the issue of moment, unique to America, was its adjustment to democratic
society. Like Jarves, Benson was an admirer of French art and, more aggressively than Jarves, took
its side against the American Pre-Raphaelites, inspired by English art and art theory, in the artis-
tic debate of the 1860s.%

What makes Benson especially significant is that he was Homer friend, apparently a rather
close one, in the 1860s.* That is particularly important because when it came to speaking about
his ideas and ideals, of art or anything else, Homer was the most reticent of men. But if it was true,
as it was said in 1866 (possibly by Benson himself), that “their thoughts...glided one into the
other,”” then in Benson’s thoughts, perhaps, one can get glimpses of Homer.

If so, it is possible to think some things about Homer that it would be impossible to do with the
same assurance otherwise. It is possible to think, for example, that he shared Benson’s (and Jarves’)
preference for French art well before he went to France in 1866. And if Benson was correct in
saying of Veteran in a New Field that its style was “an effective protest against a belittling and igno-
ble manner in art” and “a sign of that large, simple and expressive style which has made the names
of Couture and Millet....so justly honored,” we may know not only what sort of French art Homer
preferred, but what he preferred in it, namely; its largeness of style—“the touch, the sweep, the
dash of the brush,” Benson said, without which “No man can be called a great painter.”® But also
by that preference aligning himself against the “belittling” manner of Pre-Raphaelitism, he took
sides, as Benson did, in the artistic controversy of the 1860s.”

Benson preferred the older art of Thomas Couture and Jean-Frangois Millet (as well as the
still older art of Théodore Géricault and Eugéne Delacroix) to that of such recent French artists
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as Gérome, Meissonier, or Baugniet, because of what he believed—and what he expressed often
with affective and affecting rhetoric—was a deep and passionate commitment to the moral and
political ideals of its time that newer French art conspicuously lacked. Delacroix, who dedicated
his art “to the suffering of humanity,” “was the artistic child of modern France, and he represented
the passionate aspiration and the unformed spirit of his time. Like France itself, he dared to love
ideas and hoped to realize ideals.”” Benson wished that Thomas Couture might come to America
because here he could express, as he could not in imperial France, “the great principles of repub-
lican liberty.”” But the artists of the Second Empire—the likes of Gérome, Meissonier, Cabanel,
Baudry, and Hamon— “illustrate art detached from the moral,—the artistic emancipated from
ideas of morality and ideas of democracy.””

Exactly what of this Homer might have shared or sympathized with is not known, but it is
intensely interesting to suppose that moral and political questions such as these were, perhaps vehe-
mently, aired in Homer’s presence, and solicited and even compelled his consent. And pictures
like Veteran in a New Field and Prisoners from the Front, painted just at the time he and Benson were
closest, suggest by their clear concern for the “facts of his own epoch” (for which, Benson believed,
Meissonier had no concern), and by the dimensions of political meaning and moral attitude they
seem evidently and deliberately to contain, that some of it, to put it more passively than may be
necessary, rubbed off on Homer.

Homer might also have been more than a passive participant in the program for American art
that Benson outlined (but never more than that) in his critical writings. He did, in any event, exem-
plify for Benson the essential principles of that program: that American art should depict subjects
from American life, and do so in a visibly American language of style. In Prisoners from the Front,
Benson wrote, Homer enacted “the idea of producing purely American pictures from home sub-
jects alone.””* And as one of those American painters cited by Benson “who would rather stutter
in a language of their own that admits of great development than impose upon themselves
the fetters of what is acquired and foreign,” he enacted for Benson the essential properties of
a national style.™

Style was one of the most important issues in the artistic controversy of the 1860s, raised by it,
indeed, to a level of conscious consideration and concern that it had not held before in America.
Nothing separated the two artistic camps more decisively and divisively than the issue of stylistic
allegiance, to English art on one side, and to French on the other. More important, however, was
the subtle and sophisticated matter of what style in itself, considered separately from the subjects
or objects it was employed to depict, could be understood to mean and to express. That was
implicit, of course, in what allegiances of style signified with such divisive effect. For the Pre-
Raphaelites, stylistic affiliation was not a matter of taste or of influence, and most definitely not
a matter of habit or convention, but a deliberate, principled choice heavily weighted with moral
responsibility.” For Benson, too, style could in itself be so articulate a “means of expression” that
he thought and spoke of it as “language.”” And, for Benson, one of the things the language of
style could—indeed, more imperatively, should —contain and express, however stutteringly, as he
said, was nationality.

Homer style was virtually from the beginning of his career consistently the subject of critical
scrutiny and of comments that concerned not only its technical merit but its expressive effective-
ness. In 1863, one critic admired the “strength and boldness in execution” of Home, Sweet Home,
and another said it was “broadly; freely, and simply worked out.” Still another said the paintings he
saw in Homer’ studio were “strong and broad.”” But by 1864, assuming the tone and attitude
that the criticism of Homer style would routinely take for more than a decade, a writer for The
Round Tible, rather than commending its breadth and strength, complained about the “roughness
of execution” and “want of delicate painting” in the Brierwood Pipe in the annual Academy exhibi-
tion;” two years later a critic said of Pitching Quoits (cat. 7) in the Academy exhibition that Homer
“lacks refinement of color and expression and is a little rude in his execution,”” and another, of
Veteran in a New Field, that it is “a very insufficient and headlong piece of work.”® Again and again
Homer style was criticized in this way, by those who otherwise—and it is important to stress
this, because it indicates that their quarrel was with his style and not with other aspects of his
work— generally admired and often lavishly praised Homer’s paintings, as did the critics both
of the Veteran and Pitching Quoits.”



It may well be that the roughness, rudeness, and incompleteness of Homer’s style, particularly
in his earliest paintings, was a matter of technical inadequacy, and the reflection in that respect of
Homer lack of rigorous training as a painter. Even so, there is little to show that he heeded his
critics, or that greater experience made him more accomplished in their eyes: his paintings of the
1870s were for all intents and purposes as rough, rude, and incomplete as his first ones had been.
It is possible that something else, therefore, something more positive than mere technical inade-
quacy, was actively and purposely at work in the formation of Homer’s style. And his like-minded
friend Benson may have indicated what it was. For it is possible, in view of their closeness, and in
the larger view, too, of the agitation for discernible nationality of subject matter and style that was
a central thrust of the artistic debate of the 1860s that Homer could not escape, and of the spe-
cial awareness it gave to the expressive an'd ideological properties of style, that that awareness, that
consciousness, more than technical incapacity, determined the character of Homer’ style. When
Benson spoke of American artists “stuttering in a language of their own” free from what was
“foreign and acquired,” Homer was one of the artists he had in mind, just as, by the same token,
the roughness, rudeness, and incompleteness of Homer’s style, a manner from which no amount
of well-intended critical advice or outright censure could deflect him, was the deliberate enact-
ment on his part of that national stylistic stuttering.

Someone else who conceived that possibility beyond any doubt was the poet Walt Whitman.
Whitman deliberately fashioned a similarly rough and incomplete poetic language as a mode of
national literary style. His own description of it—in, to locate it ideologically, Denocratic Vistas
(1871)—as a style not “correct, regular, familiar with precedents, made for matters of outside pro-
priety, fine words, thoughts definitely told out,” but a style rather that “tallies life and character,
and seldomer tells a thing than suggests it,” could serve as well as a description of Homer’s (nation-
al and democratic) style. Like Whitman, Homer rejected artistic precedent, propriety, correctness,
and fineness, and instead of objects and their compositional arrangements being “definitely told
out” in his paintings, Homer purposely kept an openness and suggestiveness of form to “tally” the
shifting, unresolved, and perhaps never resolvable configurations of American national life, or as
Benson described it, “the hybrid and half-developed but virile civilization of our own land.” If it
is somehow difficult to imagine Homer as a close reader of Whitman,” it is not unthinkable that he
knew of his example and might have taken him at least as a model. And Benson—who knew of
Whitman and what he represented, and who, in the late 1860s when the desirability of a national
literature was, like national art, a subject of public discussion, was even associated directly with
Whitman as one of those “persons who declare that they crave a literature that shall be truly Amer-
ican”—could have served as his interpreter.** Writers who “would face and report the myriad life
of this most complicated age, ...who aim to express life, who are most modern,” Benson wrote in
1866, in language much like Whitman’s and as applicable, too, to a description of Homer’s artistic
posture, “are flexible, varied, individual, independent....”*

The simplest prescription for obtaining a national style was what Jarves, borrowing a term
from American nativist politics, called “art-knownothingism.” “There is a set of men among us,”
he wrote, “who talk loftily of the independent, indigenous growth of American art; of its freedom
of obligation to the rest of the world;... of the spoiling of those minds whose instincts prompt
them to study art where it is best understood and most worthily followed,” that is, in Europe.”
Benson, who wrote that American artists should avoid “the fetters of what is acquired and foreign,”
was apparently of that set. And so, apparently; although he did not talk about it loftily or in any
other way, was Homer. For what is remarkable about Homer’s early art is how very little it resem-
bles the work of any other artist, American or foreign.

That is not because he could not know the work of other artists. There was no shortage of art
to be seen' in New York; on the contrary, during Homer’s formative years it was richer in that re-
source than it had ever been before. In addition to the work of American artists that could be seen
in studios, galleries, and annual exhibitions of the National Academy of Design, there was in the
1860s an unprecedented amount of foreign art to be seen as well. At picture dealers, in auctions,
exhibitions, and a number of private collections, and frequently discussed in the press, was the
work, often very recent, of every important European artist of the time (as the time itself reck-
oned their importance): Bonheur, Bouguereau, Breton, Corot, Couture, Daubigny, Decamps,
Delaroche, Detaille, Diaz, Dupré, Frére, Gérome, Meissonier, Millet, Rousseau, Troyon, and
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many others. As Benson said at the end of the decade, “we have nourished, if we have not satiated
ourselves with. ..the unstinted importation of our best picture dealers...and, without crossing the
ocean, have been able to see the elegant and correct and spirited work of men who are masters of
the best methods of painting.” None of it, however, registered on Homer’s art, even in the early
stages of its development when, like any young artist and especially one, like Homer, who largely
taught himself, he would have been most sensitive and susceptible to outside influence. Nothing
in the character of his style or the nature of his subject matter requires one to suppose that the
influence of other art or other artists affected either. This may result from an almost innate inde-
pendence—toward the end of his life it was said of him, with his endorsement, that “He works...
in utter independence of schools and masters”®—but however strongly Homer was temperamen-
tally disposed to such stylistic independence, it could only have been fortified in the 1860s by the
policies of artistic reform that Jarves and particularly Benson called for, policies that encouraged
precisely such a position of independence in American artists.

The most severe test of that position was direct experience of European art and culture. For
approximately the first decade of his artistic life it was not, though more by circumstance than
desire, a test Homer had to face. But on the §th of December 1866, Homer sailed for France. Two
of his Civil War paintings, Prisoners from the Front and The Bright Side (cats. 10, 6), were among
the paintings chosen to represent, as his two paintings were chosen deliberately to show, the newly
restored, reaffirmed, and reconstituted United States in the 1867 Universal Exposition in Paris,
and, almost as though he needed it as a pretext or an excuse, he made that the occasion for a
long-deferred trip to Europe.

It was generally understood that he was going to France “for further study and improvement.
One critic was “sorry to hear it,” because, as he explained, “although [his work] may well be
improved in many respects by study and residence abroad, it is much more likely to be injured.
Mr. Homer can trust himself further than most of our young painters, but the mere fact of his
desiring to go to France and study shows that he will put himself under the influence of surround-
ings and teachings of which we have a great dread”;* another said he “has gone to Paris, where,
we are sure, he did not need to go.””" And still another, putting a better face on it by hoping that
he would continue to depict in Europe “national and distinctive costume” as he had done in
America with “volunteers’ uniforms and young ladies’ dresses and hats, in Virginia camps and
among New England hills,” told by the nature of his hope how deeply, by the time Homer went
abroad, he had become implicated in that aspect of the nationalist project of “home painting.””

Although people believed —perhaps because they were led to believe it by Homer, who may
have believed it himself until he got there—that he was going to France to study, there is no indi-
cation that he did. Nor is there evidence, either, that he had any particular curiosity about cur-
rent developments in French art. In 1867, he not only could have seen the art at the Universal
Exposition, he surely would have seen it if only because his own work was represented in it. He
also could have seen the special exhibitions that Gustave Courbet and Edouard Manet erected
just outside the exposition grounds, as well as the Japanese art included in the exposition and
visible elsewhere in Paris, and even something, perhaps, of the early impressionist paintings of
Claude Monet and others.” It has seemed unthinkable to a number of scholars that Homer could
be in France and not be profoundly influenced by that experience; Albert Ten Eyck Gardner, who
argued the case for it most strenuously, thought it was improbable that Homer “would be able to
spend such a long time in the center of the art world and yet remain completely blind to and
completely unaffected by the exciting new currents of the day.”** But it is not improbable at all.
Homer, as usual, said nothing about what he saw or did in France. But another American artist,
Homer’s younger contemporary Thomas Eakins, who also went to Paris in 1866, who spent a
great deal longer in France than Homer did, who studied there as Homer did not, and who spoke
French as Homer also did not,” wrote detailed letters to his family in Philadelphia, in which he
said nothing whatsoever about Courbet, Manet, impressionism, Japanese art, or any other “new
currents of the day” that Gardner and those of like mind believed were irresistible to young
American artists.” And when, in 1877, the much younger American artist, J. Alden Weir, actually
went to an impressionist exhibition, he said “it was worse than the Chamber of Horrors” and left
with a headache after fifteen minutes.”’

In Homer’ art, what is more, there is no apparent evidence of any lasting perturbation of influ-
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ence— “lasting” because in the paintings he made in France, of which there are very few and all
of them small, one influence can easily be seen. It is not the influence of Courbet, Manet, impres-
sionism, or Japan, however, but of the kind of French art that Homer seems already to have
known and to have been affiliated with (at least by Benson) in America and which he surely would
have seen in France at the Universal Exposition, where it was heavily represented and highly hon-
ored (and where Benson admired it): the older art of the Barbizon school, “the profound and sim-
ple pictures of Francoise [sic] Millet, ...the landscapes of Corot, Rousseau, Daubigney [sic], and
Dupres [sic],” as Benson wrote from Paris.” There is no mistaking the presence of the “profound
and simple” rural classicism of Jean-Francois Millet (fig. 12) in Homer’s French paintings (fig. 13)
— but, perhaps more significantly, little trace of it in his later American ones.”

In 1869 Benson wrote a story called “Substance and Shadow,” published in Putnam’s Magazine,
that may contain a description of Homer in France. If it does, it describes an artist of such unwa-
vering certainty of conviction that he could easily remain undeflected by the temptations of influ-
ence. Benson subtitled his story “A Fantasy,” but it is too flavored with reality to be an invention.
In it he described an American artist friend named Lawrence, who, like Homer, was visiting France
at the same time as Benson. The author visited Lawrence in the country; at a place that could
easily be the village of Cernay-la-Ville, in Picardy (a well-established artists’ colony near Paris
almost as popular as Barbizon, though not as celebrated), where Homer lived and painted most
of his French pictures. Benson told how Lawrence was “hopeful about painting a certain peasant-
girl he had noticed raking hay,” which was a subject Homer painted more than once (figs. 13~14).
Lawrence, who like Homer was a man of few words, “used his eyes, his feet, and his hands,” Ben-

SCHOOL OF WAR 33



fig. 15. Photographer unknown. Winslow Homer and Albert
Kelsey in Paris, 1867. Bowdoin College Museum of Art,
Brunswick, Maine, 1964.69.185A, Gift of the Homer Family
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son wrote. “I respected him as I respected the Multiplication Table, in which there was no shadow
of uncertainty or any possibility of caprice.”*

One sign of French influence on Homer, it has been said, is the greater freshness and brilliance
of light in paintings done after his trip to France than in those done before it (cats. 20, 27), a
change that allegedly resulted from Homer’s acquaintance in France with the impressionist prac-
tice of painting out-of-doors in natural light. Whether or not there is any such difference between
his pre-European and post-European work may be a barely arguable point. What is not arguable
is that Homer was painting out-of-doors well before he went to France, and, indeed, from virtu-
ally the beginning of his career as a painter: “If you wish to see him work you must go out upon
the roof [of the University Building] and find him painting what he sees,” the critic George
Arnold reported in April 1865, and those of his early paintings set out-of-doors are, as the result
of that practice, Arnold wrote, “warm with the glory of God’s sunshine.”*"

The long and short of it is that we know almost nothing about what Homer did in France,
either from what he himself said or from the unimpeachable evidence of his art. He painted very
little in France (only nineteen paintings are known, all of them small, and some of them at least
finished in America after his return).”* And if French art influenced Homer, it was the influence
of the Barbizon school, and chiefly of Millet, that he surely already knew before he went to France.
He did visit the art colony of Cernay-la-Ville, but the subjects of the engravings he designed for
Harper’s Weekly in 1867 and 1868, to which may be added the Gargoyles of Notre Dame (private col-
lection), trace a path through Paris that is more the conventional one of a tourist than of an alert
and inquisitive artist: they depict the Grand Galerie of the Louvre, and dancing at the Mabile
and the Casino, all standard tourist sites—and all illustrated a few years later in James D. McCabe’s
guidebook, Paris by Sunlight and Gaslight."* The photograph taken in Paris of Homer and his friend
Albert Kelsey (fig. 15) is an almost ageless image of two American tourists abroad. And most tell-
ing of all, with the exception of a few French subjects that Homer completed and exhibited in
America during the first several months after his return (probably because he did not have the
time or the materials to paint American ones), he continued without divergence, and almost even
with a vengeance, on the artistic course he had embarked upon before he left.
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1. The series of letters published in the Boston Evening
Transcript in January, February, and March 1855 that debat-
ed questions of the education and proper subject of the
American artist is, in its conventionality, symptomatic of
the tenor of artistic life in Boston. It is notable also for
being one of the few discussions of artistic matters in the
city’s leading newspaper.

2. See Beam 1947, 51-74.

3. Sheldon 1879, 26.

4. Bernard-Romain Julien (1802~1871), lithographs for
Léon Cogniet’s Cours de Desin, and Victor Adam
(1801-1867), lithographic studies for animals. Both were
published by about 1850. I am grateful to Judy Walsh for
sharing this information, which she was the first to gather.

5. See David Tatham, Jobn Henry Bufford: American Lithog-
rapher (Worcester, 1976). Tatham described Bufford’s
shop as “the barebones equivalent of a school of art” (p. 47).

6. Sheldon 1878, 226.
7. Sheldon 1878, 226.
8. Sheldon 1878, 226.
9. Goodrich 1944a, 6.
10. Sheldon 1878, 225.

11. Pace Wilmerding 1972, 28, who sees signs of develop-
ment and individuality in Homer’ lithographic work.

12. In 1864 James Jackson Jarves wrote, “Owing to the
concentration of our most promising artists at New York,
it has grown to be the representative of America in art,
and indeed for the present so overshadows all others that
we should be justified in speaking of American painting,
in its present stage, as the New York school, in the same
light that the school of Paris represents the art of France”
(The Art-ldea [Boston and New York, 1864], 218). Norton
to Lowell, quoted in Eric Homberger, The Historical Atlas
of New York City (New York, 1994), 9o.

13. “The already-venerable New-York University, a castel-
lated edifice fronting on Washington Park, has become,
by some strange chance, quite a fortress of art. A consid-
erable force, with mahl-stick for spear, palette for shield,
paint-tube for cartridge, and easel for scaling-ladder, must
have taken the northern wing of the building by assault,
in some unguarded hour” (“Studios of American Artists.
Third Sketch,” The Home Fournal, 16 February 1856).

14. Thomas S. Cummings, Historic Annals of the National
Academy of Design (New York, 1865), 276. The class usually
began in October and lasted until March.

15. Sheldon 1878, 227. In 1855, Asher B. Durand advised
aspiring American artists to “go first to Nature to learn
to paint landscapes...” (“Letters on Landscape Painting,”
The Crayon 1 [3 January 1855], 2). About 1850, the land-
scape painters Sanford Gifford, Jasper Cropsey, and David
Johnson all learned to paint by going directly to nature, as
Durand would recommend.

16. Letters to Arthur Patch Homer, 17 December 1861
and 1 January 1862, quoted in Hendricks 1979, 45, 46.

17. Hendricks 1979, 43, 45, 46. Permission to pass “with-
in the line of main guards one week” was granted on 15
October 1861. On 21 October he was with his family in
Belmont, Massachusetts, for Thanksgiving. Sally Mills,
“A Chronology of Homer’s Early Career, 1859-1866,” in
Simpson et al. 1988, 18-19.

18. Letter to Edward Barlow, 18 April 1862, in Tatham
1979b, 87. Hendricks 1979 said Barlow was “a distant
relative” of Homer’, but without providing any evidence
of such a relationship.

19. Letter to Arthur Benson Homer, 7 June 1862, in
Hendricks 1979, 50.

20. As in “The Union Cavalry and Artillery Starting in
Pursuit of the Rebels Up the Yorktown Turnpike” and
“Charge of the First Massachusetts Regiment on a Rebel
Rifle Pit Near Yorktown,” both published in Harpers
Weekly (17 May 1862).

21. As in “Christmas Boxes in Camp—Christmas 1861,”
Harper’s Weekly (4 January 1862) and “The Surgeon at
Work at the Rear During an Engagement,” Harper’s
Weekly (12 July 1862).

22. As in “News from the War,” Harper’s Weekly (14 June
1862) and “Our Women and the War,” Harper’s Weekly (6
September 1862).

23. “An Elaborate and Artistic Illustration of the Famous
and Decisive Battle of Waterloo, Fought on the 18th of
June, 1815,” for example, appeared as a double-page illus-
tration in Gleason’s Pictorial and Drawing Room Companion,
published in Boston, on 11 December 1852. Emanuel
Leutze’s painting Washington Rallying the Troops at Mon-
mouth, 1853-1854 (University Art Museum, University
of California at Berkeley), applies the Napoleonic mode
to an American historical subject (and is very close in
conception to Homer’s “Cavalry Charge”). Victor Nehlig’s
Cavalry Charge of Lieutenant Hidden, c. 1862 (New-York
Historical Society), applied it to a Civil War subject (fig. o).

24. “Chiefly About War Matters. By a Peaceable Man,”
Atlantic Monthly 10 (July 1862), 59. Of the Monitor, Haw-
thorne wrote, “All the pomp and splendor of naval war-
fare are gone by. Henceforth there must come up a race
of enginemen and smoke-blackened cannoneers...; and
even heroism—so deadly a gripe [sic] is Science laying
on our noble possibilities—will become a quality of very
minor importance...” (pp. 57~58). The Monitor, he wrote,
“could not be called a vessel at all; it was a machine...”
(- 58).

25. “California Joe,” Harper’s Weekly 6 (2 August 1862),
492.

26. See Simpson et al. 1988, 136.

27. “Proteus,” “Thirty-Eighth Exhibition of the National
Academy of Design. Third Article,” New York Commercial
Advertiser, 24 April 1863.

28. “The National Academy of Design. Its Thirty-Eighth
Annual Exhibition. Fifth Article,” New York Evening Post,

12 June 1863.

29. “Atticus,” “Art Feuilleton,” New York Leader, 9 May
1863.
30. “The Lounger. The National Academy of Design,”
Harper’s Weekly 7 (2 May 1863), 274.
31. Nelson A. Miles, Serving the Republic (New York, 1911),
50. John R. Thompson’s poem, “Music in Camp,” is also
set on the Rappahannock, and describes a similar event:

The sad, slow stream, its noiseless flood

Poured o’er the glistening pebbles;

All silent now the Yankees stood,

All silent stood the Rebels.

No unresponsive soul had heard

That plaintive note’s appealing

So deeply ‘Home, Sweet Home’ bad stirved

The bidden founts of feeling.
In Bugle Echoes: A Collection of the Poetry of the Civil War,
Northern and Southern, ed. Francis Fisher Browne (New
York, 1886).

32. New York Evening Post, 12 June 1863.

33. Letter to George G. Briggs, 19 February 1896
(Archives of American Art).
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34. And as they still were a year later: “One of the most
remarkable circumstances connected with the existing war
is the very remote and trifling influence it seems to have
exerted upon American art” (“Art. Painting and the War,”
The Round Table 2 [23 July 1864], 9o).

35. New York Commercial Advertiser, 24 April 1863.
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ed. Mark Van Doren (New York, 1977), 332.
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41. “Fine Arts. The Sixth Annual Exhibition of the
Artists’ Fund Society,” The Nation 1 (23 November 1865),
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47. “National Academy of Design. Forty-first Annual
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1. The Sharpshooter on Picket Duty, 1863

oil on canvas, 31.1 x 41.9 (127, X 16)

Portland Museum of Art, Portland, Maine, Gift of
Barbro and Bernard Osher, 3.1993.3

Provenance: Charles S. Homer; Samuel Barlow, Law-
rence, Massachusetts; his daughter, Josephine Barlow,
in 1892 until at least 1941; her daughter, Mrs. J. Alex-
ander McWilliams, by 1948 until 1982; (Sotheby’s,
New York, 22 October 1982, no. 37); (Schweitzer
Gallery, New York); Barbro and Bernard Osher.

1

In addition to its title, the caption of the wood
engraving The Army of the Potomac—A Sharp-
Shooter on Picket Duty, published in Harper’s
Weekly on 15 November 1862, also read, From a
Puainting by W, Homer Esq. (fig. 8). After Homer’s
death, his friend Roswell Shurtleff recalled that
it was “His very first picture in oils,” and that he
“sat with him many days while he worked on it”
in his studio in the University Building." The
painting itself was not exhibited until January
1864 at the Atheneum Club in New York (when
it was described as “a very characteristic pic-
ture”),” and the following month at a benefit
exhibition for the Brooklyn and Long Island Fair
(on that occasion described as “a striking, truth-
ful picture, the most interesting, on the whole,
that we have seen of this artist’s very individual
work”).}

The two most elite units in the Union army
at the beginning of the war were its regiments of
sharpshooters and Zouaves, both with special uni-
formsand, in the case of sharpshooters, special
privileges.* Homer depicted both sharpshooters
and Zouaves, less for their eliteness than for their
novelty and modernity (both were new to war-
fare), and because the most important of those
units, Berdan’s Sharpshooters and Duryea’s and
Hawkins’ Zouaves, were from New York, where
Homer’s paintings were chiefly shown and seen.

Colonel Hiram Berdan organized two regi-
ments of sharpshooters in the summer of 1861.

A review of “the Berdan Rifle Regiments” in the

October issue of Les/ie’s explained sharpshooting
and its role in modern warfare: “It is only with
the last few years that the rifle has been brought
to play its part en masse in war; a rifle, twenty
years ago, was like a Toledo blade—too expen-
sive for common use—and it is only within

the last eight years that mechanical science has
manufactured thousands to the one formerly
made. ... From the very commencement of the
present war we have felt the want of that most
necessary of all adjuncts to an invading army—
sharpshooters—what the whiskers are to a cat,
and the antennae to an insect, sharpshooters are
to an advancing corps. They are at once life and
safety to the advance, and death and danger to
the foe. Like all great commercial nations, the
United States found herself terribly deficient in
this most necessary arm....”° Another pressing
reason for raising units of sharpshooters was the
high toll of Union officers lost to Confederate
sharpshooters: “[OJur loss of officers in late bat-
tles has been awfully disproportioned, and in-
deed entirely unprecedented; and it may be attri-
buted wholly to the presence of sharpshooters,
who, by the brilliant uniforms which our gener-
als wore, were enabled to pick them off like so
many partridges.”® Sharpshooters were in action
on both sides during the Peninsular Campaign
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fig. 16. Letter from Winslow Homer to George G. Briggs,
19 February 1896. Archives of American Art
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and the siege of Yorktown in 1862, though
Union sharpshooters had the early advantage.
It was there and then that Homer saw them in
action.

With telescopic sights, like the one in Ho-
mer’s painting, sharpshooters could hit targets
more than a mile away, but even at closer range
their victims were killed without a warning shot:
“Some of those Yankee sharpshooters. .. had lit-
tle telescopes on their rifles that would fetch a
man up close until he seemed to be only about a
100 yards away from the muzzle,” a Confederate
lieutenant said. “I’ve seen them pick a man off
who was a mile away. They could hit so far you
couldn’t hear the report of the gun. You would-
n't have any idea anybody was in sight of you,
and all of a sudden, with everything as silent as
the grave and not a sound of a gun, here would
come...one of those ‘forced’ [rifled] balls and
cut a hole clear through you.”” The chief tacti-
cal value of sharpshooters was in pinning enemy
infantry to its trenches and artillery crews to
their emplacements. A Confederate major at
Yorktown said “Federal sharpshooters were as
audacious and deadly as I ever saw them. For the
most part they were [like Homer’s] concealed in
the tops of tall pine trees and had down shots
upon us, against which it was almost impossible
to protect ourselves.”® Despite their public cele-
brity and the admiration for their skill and dar-
ing, ordinary soldiers hated sharpshooters,
looking upon them as cold-blooded, calculating,
mechanical killers, as hunters stalking their prey.
(“Your duties will be simple,” Captain Drew of
Vermont coldly promised future sharpshooters,
“‘watch and kill.”)® Homer shared that feeling.
Many years after the war he wrote an old friend,
“I looked through one of their [sharpshooters’]
rifles once when they were in a peach orchard in
front of Yorktown in April 1862....the above
impression [fig. 16] struck me as being as near
murder as anything I could think of in connec-
tion with the army & I always had a horror of
that branch of the service.””

NOTES

1. “Correspondence. Shurtleft Recalls Homer,” American
Art News 9 (29 October 1910), 4.

2. “Atheneum Club and Our Artists,” The Round Table 1
(30 January 1864), 107.
3. “Artists’ Reception for the Benefit of the Brooklyn and

Long Island Fair,” New York Tribune, 19 February 1864.

4. A circular issued by a Captain Drew of Vermont to
raise five companies of sharpshooters promised, “You will
have no digging, no working; no ‘camp duty; no standing
guard, but will be kept to the front on picket duty or sent
forward as scouts and skirmishers” (“Sharpshooters,”

The Scientific American 7 [22 November 1862], 330).

5. “Review of the Berdan Rifle Regiment,” Lesiie’ 12 (5
October 1861), 325, 326.
6. “Sharpshooters,” 330.

7. Quoted by Christopher Kent Wilson, “Marks of
Honor and Death,” in Simpson et al. 1988, 36 n. 51.

8. Quoted by Wilson in Simpson et al. 1988, 34 n. g0.
9. “Sharpshooters,” 330.

10. Letter to George G. Briggs, 19 February 1896
(Archives of American Art).
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Horme, Sweet Home was shown at the annual exhi-
bition of the National Academy of Design in
1863, marking Homer’s professional debut. Crit-
ics, who had never seen anything by him, were
able in this very early painting not only to take
remarkable measure of his exceptional gifts, but
of his artistic mentality and probity as well. “It is
a little work of real feeling. ... There is no strained
effect in it, no sentimentality, but a hearty, home-
ly actuality, broadly, freely, and simply worked
out.”" It “shows a strength and boldness in exe-
cution truly admirable. We hail it as a promise;
we accept it as a worthy achievement.... There
is no clap-trap about it. Whatever of force is in
the picture is not the result of trickery, and

is not merely surface work, not admitting of
examination, but painstaking labor directed by
thought”* “The delicacy and strength of emo-
tion which reign throughout this little picture
are not surpassed in the whole exhibition. Mr.
Homer needs not our welcoming to the honor-
able rank which he took from the night of the

private view.”?

NOTES

1. “The Lounger. The National Academy of Design,”
Harper’s Weekly 7 (2 May 1863), 274.

2. “Atticus,” “Art Feuilleton,” The New York Leader; 9 May
1863.

3. “National Academy of Design. Its Thirty-eighth
Annual Exhibition. Fifth Article,” New York Evening Post,
12 June 1863.



2. Home, Sweet Home, c. 1863

oil on canvas, 54.6 x 41.9 (217 x 16 /)

Private Collection

Provenance: Samuel P. Avery, possibly 1863 until 1867;
(Leeds Art Gallery, New York, 5 February 1867, no.
59); Mrs. Alex H. Shepherd; (Howard Young Galler-
ies, New York); (M. Knoedler & Co., New York);
George M. L. LaBranche, New York and New
Rochelle, by 1944; Mr. and Mrs. Nathan Shaye,
Detroit, by 1958 until 1984; (Sotheby’s, New York,
30 May 1984, no. 19); (Hirschl & Adler Galleries,
New York, 1984).
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fig. 17. Army Encampment, 1862. Pencil. Cooper-Hewitt,
National Design Museum, Smithsonian Institution, Gift of
Charles Savage Homer, Jr. (1912—12-124). Art Resource,
New York
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In 1855, during the Crimean War, General
George B. McClellan, commander of the Army
of the Potomac in 1862, was sent to Europe to
collect information “on military subjects.” Among
the subjects he reported on were Zouaves:

The dress of the Zouaves is of the Arab pattern; the
cap is a loose fez, or skull-cap, of scarlet felt, with a
tassel; a turban is worn over this in full dress; a cloth
vest and loose jacket, which leave the neck unencum-
bered by collar, stock, or cravat, cover the upper por-
tion of the body; and allow the movement of the arms;
the scarlet pants are of loose oriental pattern, and are
tucked under garters.... The men say that this dress

is the most convenient possible, and prefer it to any
other.

The Zouaves...are selected from amongst the old
campaigners for their fine physique and tried courage,
and have certainly proved what their appearance would
indicate—the most reckless, self-reliant, and complete
infantry that Europe can produce. With his graceful
dress, soldierly-bearing, and vigilant attitude, the
Zouave at an outpost is the beau-ideal of a soldier.’

“The great European fame of the Zouaves
commenced in the Crimean War,” a writer said
in 1861. “So far as the United States are con-
cerned, the first great impulse given to this
peculiarly attractive arrangement was the visit
made last year by Colonel Ellsworth, of the Chi-
cago Zouaves, to this city. The keen instinct of
New York recognized their value, and at once
set to work. The result has been the finest body
of soldiers in the world; for it is an undoubted
military fact that never before has the philoso-
phy of physique been so admirably brought into
play as during the last ten months.”

Today, when Zouave uniforms resemble noth-
ing quite as much as the costumes of certain fra-
ternal organizations, it is perhaps something of
a surprise to learn that the “beau-ideal” upon
which American Zouave units were modeled at
the beginning of the Civil War was one of phys-
ical perfection, that their appearance signified
toughness and fearless courage, and particularly
that they actually liked their uniforms and con-
sidered them “convenient.” But in the Civil War
that is precisely what Zouaves were meant to sig-
nify; in The Brier-Wood Pipe, a poem by Charles
Dawson Shanly, a New York Zouave says, “...I'm
but a rough at best—bred up to the row / and
the riot.”’

He also said of his pipe: “...it’s only a knot
from the root of the brier-wood tree; / but it
turns my heart to the northward,” indicating,
if Homer’s Zouaves can be understood to share
that sentiment, that the mood of The Brierwood
Pipe is like that of Home, Sweet Home, painted the
year before, and very possibly intended in its sim-
ilarity to capitalize on that painting’s great suc-
cess. Like Home, Sweet Home, which it closely
resembles in form (and which it probably resem-
bled even more closely before he repainted it;
see below, this entry), it too was probably based
on Homer’ experiences at the front during the
Peninsular Campaign of 1862, and on drawings
by which he preserved them (fig. 17).

If Homer hoped to trade on the success of
Home, Sweet Home, he would, on the whole, have
had reason to be pleased with the reception of
The Brierwood Pipe. o be sure, one critic, after
complimenting it for being “naturally com-
posed” and for its “considerable truth of expres-
sion,” also wrote that it “showed a sad falling off
in the study and care that went to the execution
of the last pictures, which we noticed”—but he




3. The Brierwood Pipe, 1864

oil on canvas, 42.9 x 37.5 (167 x 14%4)

The Cleveland Museum of Art, Mr. and Mrs.
William H. Marlatt Fund

Provenance: James Thomas Fields; his wife, Mrs. James
Thomas Fields; her nephew, Z. Boylston Adams; his
wife, Mrs. Z. Boylston Adams, by 1944.

Washington only

was the Pre-Raphaelite, Clarence Cook, a fanatic
about “study and care.”* Others were astonished
that a work by “a new beginner” was so accom-
plished and promising, and, trying to account
for it, they described the two essential compo-
nents of Homer’s precocious artistic success.
“Few if any of our young painters,” one of them
wrote, “have displayed in their first works so
much that belongs to the painter as Mr. Homer.
His pictures indicate a hand formed to use the
brush.” The other traced his success to a differ-
ent skill, one more acquired than innate: “...he
did something that very few of our young artists
do; learned to draw with the point before he
attempted color. I hope not to be thought flip-
pant if I say that too few of our students ‘see the
point.” They want to feel the gracious weight

of the palette upon their thumbs too early, and

they bear animosity to the crayon.”®

One of them particularly admired the sky of
The Brierwood Pipe,“a sky,” he said, “of much del-
icacy in execution and color, and which would
do credit to our best landscapists.”” The other
described the method by which Homer obtained
that admirable effect of luminosity: “Mr. Homer
studies his figures from realities, in the sun-
shine. If you wish to see him work you must go
out upon the roof [of his studio in the Univer-
sity Building], and find him painting what he
sees,...real things, instinct with life and warm
with the glory of God’s sunshine.”®

It is often thought and sometimes said that
Homer first learned to paint out-of-doors from
some experience of French impressionism dur-
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ing his visit to France in 1866—1867.° It is clear,
however, that he painted in “the glory of God’s
sunshine” well before that. Homer said later, “I
prefer every time...a picture composed and
painted out-doors,”* but that is an excessively
and misleadingly impressionist characterization
of a method far less disciplined, one that in
practice was more pragmatic than principled —
and in that respect, of course, more American
than French. For it is perfectly clear that The
Brierwood Pipe was not in its entirety composed
and painted out-of-doors (as, at just about this
time, Claude Monet insisted despite great and
even insuperable difficulties on painting every
part of such large and unwieldy canvases as
Women in the Garden and the unfinished Déjeuner
sur Pberbe [Musée d’Orsay, Paris] completely
out-of-doors). Homer did not arrange a camp
scene on the roof of his New York studio and
rigorously paint from it. He posed and painted
the costumed models and perhaps the sky out-
doors, but the rest was confected in the studio
from sketches (see below, cats. 10—-16). It was
there, too, that he reconsidered and significantly

changed the painting by deleting certain details
such as the leafless trees, which surely did not
grow on his studio roof, that originally rose up
behind the seated Zouaves.”

NOTES

1. “Those Terrible Zouaves,” The Scientific American 1 (9
July 18509), 18.

2. “The Zouaves,” Frank Leslie’s llustrated Newspaper 11
(11 May 1861), 406.

3. Frank Moore, Anecdotes, Poetry, and Incidents of the War:
North and South 1860-1865 (New York, 1866), 381.

4. “Fourth Artist’s Reception,” New York Tribune, 26
March 1864.

5. “Exhibition of the National Academy of Design. IIL,”
The Round Table 1 (7 May 1864), 326.

6. George Arnold, “The Academy Exhibition. Second
Article,” The New York Leader; 30 April 1864.

7. The Round Table 1 (7 May 1864), 326.
8. Arnold, “The Academy Exhibition.”
9. See Adams 199ob, n. 13, for an excellent summary.

10. “Sketches and Studies—II. From the Portfolios of
A. H. Thayer, William M. Chase, Winslow Homer, and
Peter Moran,” The Art Journal 6 (April 1880), 107.

11. See Simpson et al. 1988, fig. 8.1.



4. Skirmish in the Wilderness, 1864

oil on canvas, 45.7 x 66 (18 x 26)

The New Britain Museum of American Art, Harriet
Russell Stanley Fund

Provenance: William Parsons Winchester Dana, possi-
bly from 1864; (Somerville Gallery, New York, 17
May 1870, no. 121); Union League Club, New York,
1870-1938; (Parke-Bernet Galleries, New York, 24
March 1938, no. 76); (E. Schnittzer, New York); (Vose
Galleries, Boston, 1943).

" 4 this “battle which no man saw”? thrust friend
and foe together with deadly intimacy, jumbled
Skirmish in the Wilderness is as close as Homer the hierarchy of leaders and led, and muddled acts
ever came to the sort of conventional battle of individual heroism. It was fought in conditions
painting that depicted large bodies of soldiers so utterly foreign to conventional images of war
deployed in orderly combat—“long lines advanc- and so repugnant to the customary tactical
ing and manoeuvering, led on by generals in requirements of warfare that it illustrated, a par-
cocked hats,” as a contemporary (who experi- ticipant wrote, “the tactics of savages rather than
enced the Battle of the Wilderness) described the science of modern war.”* In other words, it
the type that still had currency in military art.’ suited Homer’s revisionary mentality perfectly.
But the Battle of the Wilderness— “the strang- The Battle of the Wilderness of 5 and 6 May
est and most indescribable battle in history”*— 1864 was Ulysses S. Grant’s first battle as lieuten-
did not fit it. Occurring in a densely tangled ant general in command of all the Union armies,
undergrowth that made maneuvering impossible, and the first move in his campaign on Richmond

fig. 18. Studies of Soldiers Tuking Aim, 1862. Pencil. Cooper- piey = S ik e
Hewitt, National Design Museum, Smithsonian Institution, =54 Vs
Gift of Charles Savage Homer, Jr. (1912-12-171). Art s
Resource, New York

RIGHT: fig. 19. Studies of Soldiers in Action, 1864. Charcoal and
white chalk. Cooper-Hewitt, National Design Museum,
Smithsonian Institution, Gift of Charles Savage Homer, Jr.
(1912—12-108). Art Resource, New York
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that would end in Robert E. Lee’s surrender at
Appomattox Courthouse a little less than a year
later. It exemplified Grant’s fiercely stubborn
determination (“I propose to fight it out on this
line if it takes all summer,” he wrote shortly
after the battle in perhaps his most famous utter-
ance),’ but also his tolerance of frightful casual-
ties as the price of victory. (The total casualties
suffered by the more than 100,000 federal sol-
diers at the Battle of the Wilderness was 17,666,
of which 2,246 were killed.)’

While there is no “hard evidence” to prove
that Homer was a witness,” he said that Skirmish
in the Wilderness “was painted from sketches made
on the spot at the time of the battle,”® and the
surviving sketches, by their abbreviation, sug-
gest that they were executed quickly in tumul-
tuous and even dangerous circumstances (figs.
18, 19). Also, Francis Channing Barlow (now
Brigadier General) commanded the 1st Division,
2d Corps, Army of the Potomac, in the Battle of
the Wilderness, and Homer may have been with
him then as he had been eatlier at the siege of
Yorktown. The officer leading a column of sol-
diers at the right of the painting, carrying a long
cavalry sword of the kind Barlow favored and
wearing a cap with a red dot—perhaps the red
cloverleaf insignia of the 2d Corps—may be
Barlow. The greatest feat of the 1st Division
under Barlow’s command at the Battle of the

Wilderness was the capture of a division of
Confederate soldiers and two generals; it may be
the event Homer memorialized ceremonially
two years later in Prisoners from the Front, of
which Barlow, at the right, with his long sword,
is the principal figure (cat. 10).

NOTES

1. Meade’s Headgquarters 1863-1865. Letters of Colonel Theo-
dore Lyman, from the Wilderness to Appomattox, ed. George
R. Agassiz (Boston, 1922), letter of 8 May 1864, 101.
Homer “does not choose for his motives, as a rule, the
customary battle scenes, with long lines of troops advanc-
ing or retreating, clouds of gun-powder smoke, heroic
officers waving their swords and calling upon their men
to ‘Come on!”—and all the rest of the stock material of
the school of Versailles.” Downes 1911, 42.

2. Quoted in Simpson et al. 1988, 175.

3. Simpson et al. 1988, 175.

4. Quoted in Simpson et al. 1988.

5. Simpson et al. 1988, 176.

6. Simpson et al. 1988, 178 n. 6

7. Of the sort Hendricks 1979, 54, required to be con-
vinced that Homer was at the front in 1864.

8. Goodrich 19443, 230.



5. Defiance: Inviting a Shot Befove Petersburg, 1864
oil on panel, 30.5 x 45.7 (12 x 18)

The Detroit Institute of Arts, Gift of Dexter M.
Ferry, Jr.

Provenance: Frederick S. Gibbs, New York, before 1899
until 1903; (American Art Galleries, New York, 25
February 1904, no. 157); Thomas R. Ball, 1go4-1919;
(American Art Association, New York, 4 March 1919,
no. 96); (M. Knoedler & Co., 1919-1927); (American
Art Association, New York, 6 January 1927, no. 152);
Edward Ward McMahon, 1927-1929; (American Art
Association, New York, 24 January 1929, no. 79); Pas-
cal M. Gatterdam; (Macbeth Gallery, New York, 1931);
Whitney Museum of American Art, 1931-1950;

(M. Knoedler & Co., New York, 1951).

5

“One of the Union marksmen saw by means of
his telescopic rifle a man upon the ramparts of
Yorktown, who amused his companions by mak-
ing significant gestures towards the lines, and
performed queer flourishes with his fingers,
thumbs, and nose. The distance between them
was so great, that the buffoon supposed he was
safe; but the unerring ball pierced his heart, and
he fell inside the works.”"

“It was almost certain death to show one’s
head above the works, and yet a sort of dare-devil
tellow; belonging to one of the guns, mounted
the works, and catching his red cap from his
head, swung it defiantly at the enemy: Just then
a bullet struck him squarely in the forehead, and
he toppled over.”

These eyewitness accounts of the siege of
Yorktown indicate what Homer also must have
heard, and seen, at that time. They report, too,
on the certain outcome of the Confederate sol-
dier’s rash act of defiance, which, the distant
flash and puff of rifle smoke indicate, was a split-
second away from coming about in Homer’s

painting. Whether his was an act of foolish dar-
ing or buffoonery, or a result of the unbearable
psychological stress that many soldiers in the
trenches suffered from the relentless threat of
sharpshooters, is not clear.* The result, in any
case, was the same.

It is not clear either whether Homer was at
the front during the ten-month siege of Peters-
burg from June 1864 to April 1865, as he seems
to have been at the Battle of the Wilderness in
the spring of 1864 (cats. 4, 10) and at Yorktown
in 1862. There can be no doubt that the large
drawing of a war-devastated landscape— heavily
used, as its stains and folds indicate, and entirely
characteristic of Homer’s sense of drawing as a
useful tool rather than an aesthetic object, though
it is extremely beautiful nonetheless—was taken
from nature, and no doubt either that it resem-
bles the landscape in Defuance very closely. There
is no certainty, however, that it was made at
Petersburg; that sort of landscape was all too
common, and Homer could as easily have seen
it at Yorktown.

NOTES
1. Quoted by Christopher Kent Wilson, “Marks of
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fig. z0. Adrien Lavieille, after original drawings by Jean-

Frangois Millet. Les Quatres Heures du four: Le Midi, c. 1860.

Engraving. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Harris
Brisbane Dick Fund, 1926 (26.84.2)
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Honor and Death,” in Simpson et al. 1988, 36.
2. Quoted by Wilson in Simpson et al. 1988, 36, n. 50.

3. “[TThe pressure of the Federal sharpshooters became
intolerable [and] one of our detachments broke down
utterly from nervous tension and lack of rest,” a Confed-
erate officer said of the siege at Yorktown. Quoted by
Wilson in Simpson et al. 1988, 36-37, n. 54.

6

The Bright Side was greeted with universal appro-
val by critics— “it was altogether the best thing
he has painted, and that is saying much,” one
wrote—and was crowned by the public “with
smiling eye and silent applause.”” They admired
its bold and direct style and its truthful observa-
tion of nature, but above all its “vigorous empha-
sis of character,”* which most of them understood
in racial terms. “It expresses...an accurate
knowledge of African habits and peculiarities.”
“The African seems just beginning to assume
a prominent place in our art, as he has for some
time in our politics; and it is a natural conse-
quence of the late war that the characteristics of
the negro race in America should become a sub-
ject of study for the artist as well as the political
philosopher,” wrote a critic in 1867. “Still our
artists have been slow in turning the new sub-
jects offered to them to account; so that it has
been a common remark that but few works of any
value as illustrating the war have yet been pro-
duced, and only a small number of them relate
to the part taken by negroes, and the phases
of character developed in them by the circum-
stances amid which they have lately been
thrown.”* Considered socially and culturally,
rather than individually, black subjects, thrust
into the consciousness of the North by the
Civil War and more forcefully still by Emanci-

pation, were indeed new to American artistic
examination. Homer, surely understanding the
subject as a “modern and national” one emi-
nently entitled to a place in his project of “home
painting,” was in The Bright Side one of the first
artists to give it serious attention.

“The peasant of France...is a careless and
unambitious being, much like the negro of our
Southern plantations.” Setting aside carelessness
and lack of ambition, the equation of the Amer-
ican Negro with the French peasant that Homer’s
friend Eugene Benson makes here is one that
others also began to make in the 1860s. That he
made it in an article on the French peasant
painter Jean-Francois Millet is particularly inter-
esting, because Homer’s The Bright Side— though
two critics compared it to another French artist,
Géréme—seems instead clearly to have been
translated from Millet.’ Not only does it resem-
ble Adrien Lavieille’s engraving after Millet’s
drawing Noonday Rest (fig. 20), thematically
and—with haystacks as tents, cattle as mules, a
hayrack as army wagons—almost categorically
in every aspect of pose and composition, but more
profoundly; it incorporates Millet’s meaning into
its own. “The peasant, on Millet’s canvases,” as
Benson wrote and as Homer knew, “is often a
figure as impressive, and sometimes as grand, as
the figures and martyrs in the frescoes of the
Italian painters.”®And it is in terms of the nobil-
ity, dignity, and simplicity of character with which
Millet endowed the peasant’s life of endless toil
that Homer understood and represented the
“character” of the black teamsters in The Bright
Side (just as in 1867 Edna Cheney saw in Millet’s
Man with a Hoe “the unpaid slave of our own
country”).’

If The Bright Side were hung beside Prisoners
from the Front (cat. 10), Benson believed, “the two
would make a comprehensive epitome of the lead-




6. The Bright Side, 1865

oil on canvas, 33.7 x 44.5 (13% x 177%)

The Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco, Gift of Mr.
and Mrs. John D. Rockefeller 3d

Provenance: William H. Hamilton, from 1865; Thomas
B. Clarke, by 1886 until 1899; (American Art Associ-
ation, New York, 15 February 1899, no. 123); Samuel P.
Avery, Jr., 1899. William Augustus White, Brooklyn,
New York, by 1911 until 1917; (Macbeth Gallery, New
York, 1917-1918); Julia E. Peck, Port Huron, Michigan,
1918-1959; Mrs. Richard Andrae, Port Huron, Michi-
gan, 1959. (Du Mouchelle Art Galleries, Detroit,
Michigan, 1971); (Schweitzer Gallery, New York,
1971-1972); Mr. and Mrs. John D. Rockefeller 3d,

1972-1979.

ing facts of our war.”® Perhaps that is why Homer
sent them both to represent the United States
in the Exposition Universelle in Paris in 1867.

Homer painted a second and somewhat larger
and more complicated version of The Bright Side
in 1866 for the collector John H. Sherwood
(Army Teamsters, Virginia Museum of Art, Gift
of Paul Mellon).” He based the mules and wag-
ons on his own drawings.” A drawing study and
an oil sketch exist for the figure group,” which
was done from a model or models posed, per-
haps, on the roof of Homer’s studio.” A wood
engraving was published in Our Young Folks in
July 1866.

NOTES

1. “National Academy of Design,” New York Tribune, 3
July 1865.

2. “National Academy of Design. Fortieth Annual Exhi-

bition. Concluding Article,” New York Evening Post, 31
May 1865.

3. “National Academy of Design. North Room,” New
York Times, 29 May 1865.

4. “National Academy of Design. Forty-second Annual
Exhibition. Third Article. The Artist and the African,”
New York Evening Post, 2 May 1867.

5. I am indebted for this perceptive insight to Charles
Brock.

6. Eugene Benson, “The Peasant-Painter—Jean-Francois
Millet,” Appletor’s Journal 8 (12 October 1872), 404.

7. The Radical 2 (July 1867), 668.

8. Sordello, “National Academy of Design. Forty-first
Annual Exhibition. First Article,” New York Evening Post,
28 April 1866.

9. Docherty 1993, 37, 40.

10. Simpson et al. 1988, figs. 13¢, 13d, 13g, and 13.1.
11. Simpson et al. 1988, figs. 132 and 13b.

12. For his use of a model, see Aldrich 1866, 396-397.
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7. Pitching Quoits [Pitching Horseshoes, Quoit
Players], 1865

oil on canvas, 67.9 x 136.5 (26%, x 53%)

Harvard University Art Museums, Fogg Art Museum,
Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Frederic Haines Curtiss,
1040.298

Provenance: (Somerville Art Gallery, New York, 19
April 1866, no. 61, as The Quoit Players); Abijah Cur-
tiss, Yonkers-on-Hudson, New York, by 1870 or
1873; his son, Frederic H. Curtiss, Boston, by 1911.
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Pitching Quoits, “a scene from the war” depicting
“a party of Zouaves,” was “in progress” in Feb-
ruary 1865." “Mr. Homer has...in progress...a
scene in a camp of Zouaves, where a group of
sunburned stalwart veterans are pitching quoits,
a favorite camp amusement,” a visitor to his stu-
dio reported in March. “It is difficult to judge a
work so little advanced as this, but from what
can be seen of the foreground figures, it will be
tull of action, life and power.”*

Although “little advanced” in March, it was
complete by the time of the National Academy
of Design exhibition in May, where it was gen-
erally much admired for its strength of drawing
and color, its energy and action, and the improve-
ment that it marked in Homer’s development.

Homer “has again given the Academy exhi-
bition some of the most vigorous and healthful
art work that finds place among hundreds of
paintings that would be better if they manifested
just a little of the life and energy of Homer’s
effective picture of ‘Quoit Players’ in the large
gallery. Observe those figures! Are they not
hearty and positive in effect? I might tell you
that Homer lacks refinement of color and expres-
sion, and is a little rude in his execution; but
then I would assure you that he is no weak
draughtsman, but that he is true, and fails of

refinement only because of inexperience in the

”3

management of pigments.

“[A] company of red-breeched Zouaves, with
broad and bumpy heads and Henri-Quatre
beards, are playing at the ancient and respectable
game of quoits, but with horse-shoes instead of
the well-known rings. The action and drawing
are good, and the picture tells its little story
plainly and forcibly.”*

“It is a camp scene, with a party of Zouaves
playing at quoits with horseshoes—army fash-
ion. The drawing of the figures, and the charac-
ter, varied and forcible, expressed in the faces,
are remarkably fine. The coloring...errs in the
right direction— that of strength—and seems
to call for study and experience only. Moreover,
the subject demands much of the flaming scarlet
and blue with which some departmental lunacy
has clothed a large portion of our heroes. And it
is a thankless task to search for errors in a work
so sincerely; so honestly and healthfully fancied.
You may go far, through many exhibition gal-
leries, without seeing a human figure so full of
real life and action as the Zouave in the fore-
ground who is just delivering his quoit; and Mr.
Homer cannot draw many such without finding
himself famous.”*

“Pitching Quoits’...is a large picture of
Zouaves, apparently of the Fifth New York Vol-
unteers [Duryea’s Zouaves], some in the fore-



LEFT: fig. 21. Zouave, 1864. Black and white chalk. National
Gallery of Art, Washington. John Davis Hatch Collection,
Avalon Fund

RIGHT: fig. 22. Zouave, 1864. Black and white chalk. Cooper-
Hewitt, National Design Museum, Smithsonian Institution,
Gift of Charles Savage Homer, Jr. (1912-12-109). Art
Resource, New York

ground engaged in the standard amusement of
which gives name to the picture, with horse-
shoes for their missiles, others looking on, keep-
ing tally of the game, smoking, and, in the back-
ground, cooking and lounging. The improve-
ment in Homer’s work is, from year to year, very
noticeable. He promises to retain the position,
which we think he has already won, of our first
[best] painter of the human figure in action.”’

Pitching Quoits is significantly larger and com-
positionally more intricate than any painting
Homer had painted to that point in his still
short career.” But all the while that he was paint-
ing small and (speaking only of their form) sim-
ply conceived paintings such as Sharpshooter,
Home, Sweet Home, and The Brierwood Pipe that
were so purposely different from conventional
military art, he apparently harbored the ambi-
tion of making just that type of picture. The
principal evidence for that ambition is a group
of large chalk drawings that are, in their size
and medium, in both those respects completely
unlike Homer’s other Civil War drawings. They
differ from them in two other respects as well:
figures in action, riding, shooting, and dying,
which they depict, are not subjects that appear
in Homer’s other drawings; and none of them
were used for any of Homer’s Civil War paint-
ings, as, of course, many of his other drawings
were (cat. 10, for example).

Or rather, there is one painting for which
such drawings were used, Pitching Quoits; two
of them (figs. 21—22) appear in the distance at
the left.” What their presence strongly suggests
is that this many figured, elaborately composed
picture, significantly larger than any Homer had
previously painted, was an attempt—on the
whole successful, though not, perhaps because
of the comments it provoked on his lack of
experience, one he would attempt again—to
work in the mode of conventional, academic
military art. A critic said of a figure in The Bright
Side (cat. 6), shown in the same exhibition as
Pitching Quoits, that it was “as true and full of
expression as if Mr. Homer could paint like Gé-
rome.”? Jean Léon Gérdme was one of the most
celebrated French academic artists in the 1860s
and greatly admired in America (Eugene Ben-
son wrote about him and Thomas Eakins stud-
ied with him). If there is a resemblance between
Homer and Géréme, however, it resides less in
the way he painted a single figure in The Bright
Side—a painting in which the presence of ano-
ther quite different French artist, Jean-Francois
Millet, figures more largely—than in the way he
conceived of pictorial management, spatial, com-
positional, and expressional, in Pitching Quoits.
The Death of Caesar (fig. 23), one of Géréme’s
most celebrated paintings (of which, as a mea-
sure of its celebrity, he painted more than one
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fig. 23. Jean Léon Gérome. Death of Caesar, 1859. Oil on
canvas. The Walters Art Gallery, Baltimore

fig. 24. The Borghese Warrior. Hellenistic sculpture.
Alinari/Art Resource, New York
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version) was exhibited in New York in the early
1860s,” and it is to its narrative and dramatic
contrasts of large forms and small, near ones
and far, and empty and filled space, that Pitching
Quoits bears a very considerable emulative (but
not imitative) relationship.”

The figure in the right foreground, “so full,”
one critic thought, “of real life and action,” is
another manifestation of Homer’s suddenly
enlarged and elevated artistic ambition. It is his
first depiction of “the human figure in action.”
And it is at the same time the first of his figures
in which the practice, canonical in academic
method and central to academic instruction (as
it was in the National Academy of Design), of
studying and imitating classical models is evi-
dent. For its resemblance to the famous Borghese
Warrior (fig. 24) is too remarkably close to be
unintended.

NOTES
1. “A Visit to the Studios. What the Artists are Doing,”
New York Evening Post, 16 February 1865.

2. George Arnold, “Art Matters,” New York Leader, 11
March 1865.

3. “Proteus,” “National Academy of Design. Fortieth
Annual Exhibition,” New York Commercial Advertiser, 22
May 1865.

4. “National Academy of Design, North Room,” New
York Times, 29 May 1865.

5. George Arnold, “Art Matters,” New York Leader, 3 June
1865.

6. “Fine Arts. The Fortieth Annual Exhibition of the Na-
tional Academy of Design,” The Nation 1 (13 July 1865), 58.

7. See Sally Mills in Simpson et al. 1988, 209, and pas-
sim; and Cikovsky 1990¢, 95-98.
8. The figure between them was based on an oil sketch;
see Simpson et al. 1988, fig. 14.c.

9. The Nation 1 (13 July 1865), 59.

10. The sculptor Augustus Saint-Gaudens saw the 1859
version at Goupil’s Gallery in New York early in the
Civil War. Fanny Field Hering, The Life and Works of Jean
Léon Gérome (New York, 1892), introduction. Benson
wrote that “The Death of Caesar’ is a superb and classic
composition...” (“Jean Léon Gérome,” The Galaxy 1
[August 1866], 522).

11. Mills in Simpson et. al 1988, 210, fig. 14.1, has very
acutely noticed the similarity of Pitching Quoits to Homer’s
own “Cricket Players on Boston Common,” published in
Ballou's Pictorial, 4 June 1859.



8. The Veteran in a New Field, 1865

oil on canvas, 61.3 x 96.8 cm (247% x 384)

"The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Bequest of
Adelaide Milton de Groot (1876-1967), 1967
Provenance: (Henry H. Leeds & Miner, New York,
17 November 1866). The artist, until 1910; Adelaide
Milton de Groot, New York, by 1936 until 1967.

8

“The bodies of once living and brave men, slowly
moldering to dust in this sanctified soil [Gettys-
burg],” someone was moved to reflect in 1865,
at the same time that the governing symbolic
image of The Veteran in a New Field was taking
shape in Homer’s mind, “form but a small, a
single sheaf from that great recent harvest reaped
by Death with the sickle of war.”'

From that harvest of war Homer’s veteran,
still mimicking Death as a reaper, has only
recently returned.

NOTES

1. J. T. Trowbridge, The South: A Tour of its Battlefields and
Ruined Cities, A Journey Through the Desolated States, and
Talks with the People (Hartford, 1866), 20. Trowbridge vis-
ited the south in the summer and winter of 1865.

53



9. The Brush Harrow, 1865

oil on canvas, 58.4x 95.3 (23 x37%)

Harvard University Art Museums, Fogg Art Museum,
Anonymous Gift, 1939.229

Provenance: William W. Goodrich; his son, H. W.
Goodrich; (M. Knoedler & Co., New York, 1921);
Horace D. Chapin, Boston; private collection, Boston.
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9

The Brush Harrow is not usually included among
Homer’ Civil War paintings,’ but it was exhib-
ited at the National Academy of Design in 1866
as the companion to Prisoners from the Front (cat.
10). The more easy legibility of the latter paint-
ing generated a torrent of critical commentary
that overwhelmed the tenderly subtle and poign-
ant meanings of The Brush Harrow. Only a single
critic bothered to notice it. But in writing that
“The horse is used up, or was never meant to be
used, although marked US.,” he indicated that
it belongs exactly to the group of postwar paint-
ings that includes Prisoners and especially The
Veteran in a New Field (cat. 8), with which The
Brush Harrow is contemporary. For the horse is
another kind of veteran just recently returned,
like the reaper, to peaceful agrarian occupations.
Nor is it too great or too difficult an imaginative
leap to think, despite its comparatively greater
modesty and reticence, that the army horse pull-
ing a harrow to smooth the ground for planting,
who once pulled instruments of warfare as the

veteran with the scythe cutting wheat had once
not too distantly cut down men, performs,
attended by representations of youthful inno-
cence, a deeply symbolic act of national healing
and erasure— one, indeed, that is almost an enact-
ment of Abraham Lincoln’s summons, delivered
in his second inaugural address only months
before the war’s end and made tragically imper-
ative by his martyrdom that came soon after it,
to, “with malice toward none; with charity for
all,...bind up the nation’s wounds.” The Brush
Hurrow is perhaps the most tenderly sensitive
and perceptive of all of Homer’s paintings of the
Civil War.

NOTES
1. It is neither in Grossman 1974 nor Simpson et al. 1988.

2. “National Academy of Design. Forty-first Annual Exhi-
bition,” New York Leader, 21 April 1866. That the initials
US. branded on the horse are not now visible, even by
technical examination does not mean that they were not
once there; see below, “Something More than Meets the
Eye,” n. 15, in which technical examination could also not
detect what was unquestionably present in the painting.



10. Prisoners from the Front, 1866

oil on canvas, 61 x 96.5 (24 x 38)

The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Gift of Mrs. Frank
B. Porter, 1922

Provenance: Samuel P. Avery, New York, 1866; John
Taylor Johnston, 1866-1876; (Robert Somerville,
New York, 20 December 1876, no. 181); Robert Lenox
Kennedy, New York, 1876~1887; his sister, Mary
Lenox Kennedy, 1887-1917; her great-grandniece,
Rachel Lenox Kennedy Porter, 1917-1922.

10-16

Prisoners from the Front was painted in Homer’s
studio in the University Building. In an “Art
Feuilleton” in the New York Commercial Advertiser
in February 1866, someone who saw the work
in progress said Homer’ studio “walls are
crowded with drawings and sketches in oil of
incidents and episodes of war...”;’ someone else,
who visited the studio the next day, described
“walls covered with drawings of soldiers and
girls, and battles, and episodes of the camp and
march.”” Thomas Bailey Aldrich’s inventory of
the contents of Homer’s studio (which, it is
worth noting, like the others made no mention
of photographs) listed “A crayon sketch of camp-
life here and there on rough walls, a soldier’s
over-coat dangling from a wooden peg, and sug-
gesting a military execution, and a rusty regula-
tion musket in one corner.”’

From this material Homer assembled Prison-
ers from the Front. The “regulation musket” lies
in its foreground. He used a drawing of officer’s
boots for those of General Barlow, on the right
(cat. 15). The head of the Union guard to Bar-
low’s left he took from a drawing of six soldiers’
heads (changing the number of the regiment

from 28 to 61, for the 61st New York Volunteer
Infantry, which Barlow commanded earlier in
the war) (cat. 16). Escort of a General (cat. 11) was
made in the late 1880s, but it was based upon an
earlier drawing from which Homer took the fig-
ures in the background of Prisoners. The land-
scape resembles the drawing now called “Sketches
for Defiance,” but which would have served as
well for Prisoners, and upon the verso of which,
making the connection more direct, is a sketch
of the head of General Barlow Homer used for
the painting (cats. 14, 13). Below Barlow’ head
on that sheet is a schematic sketch of the insignia
(which tantalizingly awaits identification) on the
right sleeve of the Confederate officer. It appears
also on the sleeve of a Confederate officer in
Homer’s frontispiece illustration to John Esten
Cooke’s novel Surrey of Eagle’s Nest (cat. 12), 2
figure virtually the same as that in Prisoners from
the Front, and like it derived, it seems clear, from
a drawing that does not otherwise survive—vir-
tually, but not in its present form exactly, for he
wears a different hat.

Originally, however, as infrared reflectogra-
phy shows, he wore a broad-brimmed hat like
the one in the illustration (fig. 25). This is only
one of several important changes revealed by
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fig. 25

figs. 25—28. Prisoners from the Front.
Infrared reflectograms

11. Escort of a General, 1887

ink on paper, 22.9 x 38.1 (9 x 15)

The Carnegie Museum of Art, Pittsburgh, Andrew
Carnegie Fund, 1906

Provenance: Century Company, New York.
Washington and New York only
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infrared reflectographic examination: at first,
Barlow’s right hand was inserted in his coat front,
as it is in Homer’s drawing (fig. 26). Perhaps
Homer found it too Napoleonic and removed it.
And, in two changes that may be related to each
other, the shape of the flag or guidon at the far
right, now square, was originally forked (fig. 27);
Barlow’s head, because parts of it (nose, mouth,
and chin, fig. 28) were painted over the back-
ground and uniform, seems to have been added
after those passages had already been painted.
This might confirm the story told by Barlow’s
son, which has never been taken very seriously,
that someone other than Barlow posed for the
figure (he said it was General Nelson A. Miles,
who was with Barlow at the battle of Spotsylva-
nia, and who Barlow appointed to a lieutenant-

fig. 28



12. The Autumn Woods (frontispiece for John Esten
Cooke’s Surrey of Eagle’s Nest), 1866

12.1x 8.9 (4% x 3'%)

Portland Museum of Art, Portland, Maine, Gift of
Peggy and Harold Osher

Provenance: Peggy and Harold Osher

Washington only

13. Profile of a Man’s Head (General Francis
Channing Barlow), 1864

black chalk on paper, 32.9 x 23.8 (12% x 9 %)
verso of cat. 14

14. Studies of a Battlefield with Tiee Stumps and
Blasted Tree Trunks (study for Defiance), 1864
pencil on paper, 23.8 x 32.9 (9% x 127%)

recto of cat. 13

Cooper-Hewitt, National Design Museum, Smith-
sonian Institution, Gift of Charles Savage Homer, Jr.
Provenance: Estate of the artist; Charles S. Homer, Jr.;
gift to the Cooper Union Museum for the Arts of
Decoration, 1912.

Washington only

cat. 13 (verso)

cat. 12

cat. 14 (recto)

colonelcy of the 61st New York regiment, which
he commanded, and to the command of which
he succeeded).* In that light, it is suggestive that
apart from Homer’s drawings of Barlow’s head
and of his (or a) pair of boots, there are no other
drawings for the figure. And in contrast to the
large and sturdy body to which his head was
attached (General Miles was described as “erect”
and “strongly built”),’ Barlow had “a slight,
almost delicate form,”® “la figure d’un gamin de
Paris,” as a French officer described it;’ the result
of that attachment, consequently, is a slightly
grotesque mismatch.

It appears, therefore, that Prisoners from the
Front was nearing completion before Homer had
settled on the identity of its principal figure:
those who saw it in progress described it as an
officer;* someone who saw it at the opening of
the National Academy exhibition about two
months later, however, recognized it easily as
“an excellent portrait of General Barlow”? (see
Chronology 1862). That he was preparing it for
someone other than Barlow seems indicated by
another important change in the painting that
the addition of Barlow required. At first, the flag
at the right was the forked-shaped headquarters
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15. Study of a Cavalry Officer’s Boot (for Prisoners
from the Front), probably 1864

pencil on paper, 17.2 x 11.8 (6 %, x 4%)
Cooper-Hewitt, National Design Museum, Smith-
sonian Institution, Gift of Charles Savage Homer, Jr.
Provenance: Estate of the artist; Charles S. Homer, Jr.;
gift to the Cooper Union Museum for the Arts of
Decoration, 1912.

Washington and New York only

16. Six Studies of Soldiers’ Heads (preliminary sketch
for Prisoners from the Front), 1862

pencil on paper, 24.3 x 29 (9%s x 11 %)
Cooper-Hewitt, National Design Museum, Smith-
sonian Institution, Gift of Charles Savage Homer, Jr.
Provenance: Estate of the artist; Charles S. Homer, Jr.;
gift to the Cooper Union Museum for the Arts of
Decoration, 1912.

Washington and New York only
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flag of the 2d Army Corps; at some point Homer
changed it to the rectangular white flag with

red cloverleaf that was in 1864 the flag of the

1st Division of the 2d Corps—which Barlow
commanded.

Why Prisoners from the Front did not include
Barlow from the start is a mystery. He was not
only a friend whom Homer had visited at the
front at least once and probably more often than
that, but was also “one of the most eminent” offi-
cers to survive the war.” Barlow had a record of
valorous military service in which, particularly,
“he distinguished himself at the Wilderness by
leading his division in the grand charge which
resulted in the capture of the rebel General Ed.
Johnson’s entire division” "—an incident of
which Homer’s painting can easily be considered
a symbolic representation.

NOTES

1. “Art Feuilleton,” New York Commercial Advertiser, 20
February 1866.

2. “About New York Painters. Works Now on their
Easels,” New York Evening Post, 21 February 1866.

3. Aldrich 1866, 574.

4. See Spassky 1985, 2: 443.

5. George E. Pond, “Major-General Nelson A. Miles,”
McClure’s Magazine 5 (November 1895), 562.

6. Life Sketches of the Government Officers and Members of
the Legislature of the State of New York (Albany, 1867), 23.
7. Meade’s Headquarters 1863—-1865. Letters of Colonel Theo-

dore Lyman, from the Wilderness to Appomattox, ed. George
R. Agassiz (Boston, 1922), letter of 7 July 1864, 186.

8. New York Commercial Advertiser, 20 February 1866; New
York Evening Post, 21 February 1866.

9. “Fine Arts. Opening of the National Academy of
Design,” New York Evening Post, 17 April 1866.

10. “New Publications,” New York Herald 1865.

11. “The New Men. Sketches of the Republican Candi-
dates,” New York Herald, 22 September 1865. Barlow was

nominated by the Republican Party of New York for sec-
retary of state.

17

A ““‘Camp near Yorktown’ during a rainstorm,
with soldiers grouped around a smoldering camp
fire and the prominent figure of a donkey tied
to a stake in the foreground” was first exhibited
at the Century Association early in 1871." Usu-
ally called A Rainy Day in Camp, after the title it
bore in the 1872 Academy exhibition, the earlier
title indicates that the painting was based on
Homer’s first real experiences of the war, when,
in April and May 1862, he spent two months at
the front during the siege of Yorktown. Some or
all of that time he was in camp with Colonel
Francis Channing Barlow, in command of the
61st New York Infantry in the 2d Army Corps.
Describing himself later as a “camp follower,”
Homer was cook and scullion for himself and
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17. A Rainy Day in Camp [Camp near Yorktown],
1871

oil on canvas, 50.8 x 91.4 (20 x 36)

The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Gift of Mrs.
William E. Milton, 1923

Provenance: William F. Milton, New York and Pitts-
burgh, 1871-1905; his wife, Mrs. William F. Milton,
1005-1923.

fig. 29. Tivo Studies of Mules Resting, 1862. Pencil.
Collection of Lois Homer Graham

fig. 30. Soldiers Around a Campfire, 1862. Pencil and gray
wash. Cooper-Hewitt, National Design Museum,
Smithsonian Institution, Gift of Charles Savage Homer, Jr.

(r912-12-115V). Art Resource, New York

Barlow, and was, therefore, thoroughly familiar
with the subject he depicted. According to his
mother, he “suffered much” from disease, lack of
food, and the miserable conditions of unrelenting
and unrelieved cold and damp— the weather at
Yorktown being so rainy that soldiers’ letters
home were datelined “Camp Muddy” and “Camp
Misery”*—that, with his memory still uncom-
fortably fresh, he depicted in this painting.

The painting’s most affecting detail is the pit-
eously forlorn and bedraggled mule at the right,

which, as one critic put it, “tells the whole
story.”? Later, Homer would almost routinely
use the expressive tactic of investing animals
with human feelings, usually his own. Earlier, in
his 1870 Harper’s wood engraving “Tenth Com-
mandment,” in a very direct case of ironic self-
expressiveness, he identified with a fabled animal
symbol of obstinacy and stupidity by placing his
initials on an ass (fig. 180). Given this practice,
the mule in A Rainy Day in Camp, especially in
view of its almost caricatured expression and
the fact that it was one of the last things added
to the painting, is likely Homer’s expressive
surrogate.

In addition to what his keen memory sup-
plied, Homer also used his Civil War sketches for
the mule (fig. 29) and camp fire group (fig. 30).

NOTES

1. “Art at the Century Club,” New York Evening Post, 6
February 1871. It was described also in ““The Century’
Its Art Gallery and the Exhibitors,” New York Evening
Mail, 6 February 1871.

2. Stephen W. Sears, To the Gates of Richmond: The Penin-
sular Campaign (New York, 1992), 49.

3. “The Realm of Art. Some Notes on the Academy
Spring Exhibition, New York Evening Telegram, 20 April
1872.
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Modern and National

LEFT: fig. 31. Croguet Player, c. 1865. Oil on canvas. National
Academy of Design, New York

RIGHT: fig. 32. Croquet Match, 1867-1869. Oil on millboard.
Daniel J. Terra Collection, 32.1985. Photograph © 1995,
Courtesy Terra Museum of American Art, Chicago

Nicolai Cikovsky, Jr.

oon after returning to America in December 1867, Homer resumed a practice, begun before

he went to France, of painting in series. This practice, which would become a central part of
his artistic method for the next decade and longer, involved the creation over a period of two or
three years of a number of pictures (and sometimes related prints) on the same subject. Croquet
was the subject of his first true series. Homer had made four croquet paintings in 1865 and 1866
(cats. 18—20 and fig. 31), before going to France, and after he returned added another painting to
the series in 1867~186¢ (fig. 32) and two engravings in 1869 (figs. 33—34). In their collective sub-
ject and in his method of treating it, Homer’s series represent something that his friend Eugene
Benson often talked about, something, indeed, that was the organizing principle of his artistic
belief and his chief critical criterion, and something that lay similarly close to the core of Homer’s
artistic enterprise at the beginning of his career: modernity, that is, the responsibility of an artist
to express the life of his own time." Benson’s fictional artist Lawrence (Homer) embodied the pos-
itivism of what Benson elsewhere called “the contemporary method in art,—in which,” he said,
“the observation is everything and the dream nothing.”” And echoing both the substance and
cadence of Baudelaire’s famous definition of modernity; in “The Painter of Modern Life,” as “the
ephemeral, the fugitive, the contingent,”* Benson wrote that “the modern painter relies upon
the occasional, the customary, and the characteristic.”*

Seriality itself, as Homer practiced it, is essentially a modern method. It regards a subject not
as knowable in any fixed and permanent way or, in its entirety, as a single configuration of form,
and is therefore not liable to depiction by a single comprehensive, summary image. He under-
stood that early in the Civil War, when he rejected the conventional battle picture that attempted
to describe the war by just such comprehensive images; the closest his modernity allowed him to
approach comprehensiveness was Prisoners from the Front—and that, in its array of discernibly
separate types, was not very closely at all.
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LErT: fig. 33. John Karst, after Winslow Homer. “Summer in
the Country.” Wood engraving. In Appleton’s Journal, 10 July
1869

RIGHT: fig. 34. After Winslow Homer. “What Shall We Do
Next?” Wood engraving. In Harper’s Bazar, 31 July 1869

fig. 35. “Godey’s Fashions for April 1866.” In Godey’s Ladies
Book, April 1866

fig. 36. Edouard Manet. La Musique awx Tuilleries, 1862. Oil
on canvas. Reproduced by courtesy of the Trustees, The
National Gallery, London
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A form of seriality had an important role in American art into the decade of the 1860s. It was
the artistic device employed by the most influential artist in the first half of the nineteenth cen-
tury, the landscape painter Thomas Cole, in such works as the five-part Course of Empire of 1836
and the even more famous Foyage of Life, of which he painted two versions in 1840 and 1842 (one
of which was in the collection of John Taylor Johnston in New York, which also included Homer’s
Prisoners from the Front), and which was widely disseminated through engravings. As late as 1867,
George Inness’ three-part Triumph of the Cross, unmistakably indebted to Cole’s example, was wide-
ly noticed when it was exhibited in New York that year. If Homer, too, was aware of that example
(though not through Inness’ series, which was shown while Homer was still in France), it was not
one he chose to follow. His form of seriality; in another facet of its modernity; shows not a trace
of the literary ambition that was central to Cole’; it also avoids the fixed narrative relationship
between the parts of the series— Childhood, Youth, Manhood, and Old Age, in the Voyage of Life—
that was wholly the point and purpose of Cole’ serial ordering. There is none of it in Homer’s
croquet series, or in the series that followed, either in the chronological order in which they were
painted, or in the arrangement of their parts.

The modernity of the croquet series lies not only in its narrative irresolution, but more overt-
ly in its subject. Although the origins of croquet can be traced (somewhat murkily) to fourteenth-
century France, the form in which it was known in America was imported from England in the
1860s, and by the middle of the decade, when Homer began depicting it, it had become suddenly
and ubiquitously fashionable in America. American rule books were being published by the mid-
1860s; an American croquet set had been patented by Milton Bradley in Springfield, Massachu-
setts, by 1866; croquet clubs, like the one in Newport, Rhode Island, had been founded by the
same time;* and periodical literature was filled with articles on the rules and social rituals of cro-
quet, complete with illustrations.® “Of all the epidemics that have swept over our land, the swiftest
and most infectious is croquet,” The Nation wrote in 1866, by which time it had already found its
way into Homer’s art.”

Two other issues of modernity were closely bound up with croquet: dress and sex. Women's
dress is the most conspicuous part of Homer’s croquet paintings. The women depicted (cats. 19—
20) pose in the somewhat stiff and stilted manner of fashion plates (fig. 3 5)* If, as he seems to have
done, Homer courted that resemblance (but surely did not copy it), it was to trade on the insepa-
rable association between fashion and recentness. But modern dress was also an issue of modern
art.’ It was central to what has been called “the earliest true example of modern painting,” Edouard
Manet’s La Musique aux Tuilleries of 1862 (fig. 36), and to all art like Homer’ that aimed to depict,
as Emile Zola put it in 1868, the “costumes and customs” of modern life.”

The most striking thing about Homer’s post-Civil War paintings, like the croquet series, is the
prominent role women have in them. That, too, is an explicit aspect of their modernity. Benson



fig. 37. “Women’s Rights.” Wood engraving. In Harper’s S il 1 W T

Bazar, 19 December 1868 SN \ | e NN 3 E

(who included an article on “The ‘Woman Question’” among what might be called the inventory
of modern subjects on which he wrote in the 1860s) was careful to say that the “modern or demo-
cratic form of art” depicted “the actual life of men and women [emphasis added] in the nineteenth
century,”" and the most serious fault of Meissonier’s art, he believed, and fatal to its modernity;
was the absence from it of women.” But Homer’s women are more pointedly modern, clearly to
be understood as Modern Women: active, independent, and self-assured, the products, Benson
said, of the age of emancipation. Matthias Pardon, in Henry James’ The Bostonians, said the eman-
cipation of women “is the great modern question.” In a Harper’s Bazar cartoon of 1868 (fig. 37), a
“Young Lady” asks her father, much to the alarm of her unemancipated mother, “have you ever
heard a lecture on Women’s Rights?” (his reply: “Well, yes, I may say I have; and it has lasted for
twenty years”); she is the distinctly modern type of woman who, without caricature or conde-
scension and often in almost monumental form, populated Homer’s paintings and prints begin-
ning in the late 1860s.” She is the type of woman, too, that Whitman described in Leaves of Grass:

»i

They know how to swim, row, wrestle, shoot, run...
They are ultimate in their own right—they are calm,
clear, well possess'd of themselves.™

They are the “robust equals” of men, who, in other serial paintings by Homer around 1870, ride
to the summit of Mount Washington (cats. 22 —23); swim at Manchester, Massachusetts (cat. 31);
and, in a game at which they were the equals if not the betters of men, play croquet.®

Homer was utterly silent about almost every aspect of his artistic practice—about how he
painted, and why he painted what he did. He did allow one thing to be known: he let George Ar-
nold watch him paint on his studio roof and report about it in 1864, and it was surely Homer
himself, in 1878, who told another critic, George W. Sheldon, that “many of his finished works,”
in contrast to “open-air sketches,” were “painted out-doors in the sunlight, in the immediate
presence of Nature.”® Why he wanted it known that he painted out of doors, when, in fact, not
all of his paintings or even all of their parts were painted in that way, is not clear. One reason may
be that he knew it to be a modern method of painting. Modern in the sense that it was a novelty,
a method not employed in making finished pictures before the 1860s, and unusual, as Sheldon
suggested, well after that; and in the deeper sense that it was identified with the mission of mod-
ern painting: the French poet Mallarmé, writing about Manet in 1876, said “the open air...
influences all modern artistic thought.””
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fig. 38. The Country School, 1871. Oil on canvas. The Saint
Louis Art Museum, Museum Purchase
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At about the time Homer began the croquet series, another important subject, childhood,
entered his art. It appeared hesitantly at first, in engravings and a few related paintings in the late
1860s, but by the early 1870s, particularly in the watercolors he began to paint in 1873, childhood
had become his principal subject. After the Civil War there was something of a cult of childhood
in America (it did not escape Benson; he wrote an article on “Childhood in Modern Literature”
in 1869)."” Homer’s interest in the subject was an important reflection of it, although it was more
fully the province of writers such as Louisa May Alcott, Thomas Bailey Aldrich, and, somewhat
later, Charles Dudley Warner and Mark Twain. Perhaps its popularity stemmed from a shared sense
of a lost past, or from a yearning for simplicity and innocence intensified by the moral and spiri-
tual vacuum that followed the war;" or perhaps it reflected Homer’s nostalgia, as he approached
middle age, for his own childhood.** The one-room schoolhouse that he depicted, inside and out,
in a series of paintings and engravings in the early 1870s (cats. 35-38; figs. 38—40), captures the
longing for what was, by that time, an irrecoverable childhood. For when Homer painted them,
such schools were becoming rapidly extinct, and what they stood for was in the process of preser-
vation for future generations of Americans as the icon of the Little Red Schoolhouse: “many a
boy, after years of absence from his native hills, look[ed] back to the little red schoolhouse at the
forks of the road, and recall[ed] the days of his tutelage therein, with a degree of reverence,” said
a writer in 1873.”

For Homer and other American artists in the late 1860s, however, childhood was something
more than an object of nostalgic longing. By the middle of the nineteenth century the condition
of childhood became, as it would remain well into the twentieth century, a chief figuration of
modernist inspiration and renewal. The American Pre-Raphaelite Clarence Cook wrote in 1863,
“Childish simplicity and ignorance in matters of Art,...and perceptions naturally direct and true”
were most pure in American art.” “Genius,” Baudelaire wrote a little earlier, was “childhood
recovered at will.”* Following a long discussion of Homer’s paintings in the 1870 Academy exhi-
bition, a critic observed, “An artist is a being in whom the primitive man is not wholly dead” and
“the child of nature lives in the artist,” endowing him with the fresh, unpracticed touch of the
child and its visual innocence— “the power,” as another critic wrote of Homer two years later,
“of looking at objects as if they had never been painted before.”** And the boy who, in a kind of
creative act, carves some letters in the schoolhouse wall in School Time (fig. 39), is Homer’ child
surrogate: the letters he carves are W. H., Homer’s initials.”

There is another feature of Homer’ early art in which it is possible to recognize a form of
modernist practice. David Tatham has observed that “More than any other major American artist
of his generation Winslow Homer...was a product of the Industrial Age.” He meant that “a major
influence in Homer’s career was the mechanization of pictorial printing in the 1850s.... [It] deter-



fig. 39. School Time, 1874. Oil on canvas. Collection of Mr.
and Mrs. Paul Mellon, Upperville, Virginia

fig. 40. After Winslow Homer. “The Noon Recess.”
Wood engraving. In Harper’s Weekly, 28 June 1873

mined his way of seeing and his way of recording what he saw. It gave him his first employment
and it remained an essential element of his genius as a painter.”* As the making of mechanically
printed illustrations was among Homer’s earliest artistic experiences, it may have affected Homer’s
vision and style as a graphic artist and painter, as Tatham believes. But there is another and larger
sense, one more to do with the pictorial products of mechanized printing than with Homer’s par-
ticular contribution to it, in which mechanized pictorial printing informed Homer artistic prac-
tice. For Homer worked, borrowing the title of Walter Benjamin’s seminal essay; in the first age
of mechanical reproduction.” Beginning in the 1850s, steam presses and electrotyped wood engrav-
ings fostered an explosive proliferation of mechanically reproduced images, particularly in the pop-
ular illustrated weeklies—the American ones, such as Harper’s Weekly and Frank Leslie’s lustrated
Newspaper; to which Homer was an important contributor, and their English and French counter-
parts, The lllustrated London News and L'lllustration, which were also known in America (and to
Homer). This new technology was followed not much later by chromolithography and photogra-
phy as viable modes of pictorial distribution and dissemination. By the later 1860s the products of
this image industry were so ubiquitously available that they became a mode of experience nearly
equivalent to reality itself. Indeed, ranging in their imagery over the entire world, they were
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LEFT: fig. 41. After Winslow Homer. “Croquet.” Wood
engraving. In Harper’s Bazar, 24 October 1868

CENTER: fig. 42. After Winslow Homer. “On the Look-out.”
Wood engraving. In Harper’s Bazar, 2 October 1869

RIGHT: fig. 43. Jennie Brownscombe. “The New School
Mistress.” Wood engraving. In Harper’s Weekly,
20 September 1873

fig. 44. Currier & Ives. Tempted, 1874. Lithograph. Museum
of the City of New York, 57.300.484, The Harry T. Peters
Collection

LEFT: fig. 45. Army Wagon with Mules, 1862. Pencil. Cooper-
Hewitt, National Design Museum, Smithsonian Institution,
Gift of Charles Savage Homer, Jr. (1912—12-1462). Art
Resource, New York

RIGHT: fig. 46. Side View of a Mounted Officer, 1862. Pencil.
Cooper-Hewitt, National Design Museum, Smithsonian

Institution, Gift of Charles Savage Homer, Jr. (1912—12-118).

Art Resource, New York
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broader, more varied, and in some respects more vivid than reality. It would take a half a century
or so for “high art,” with the appropriations of cubist collage in the first decade of the twentieth
century, to acknowledge openly the artistic equivalency of this form of pictorial surrogate reality
to reality itself. Yet a distinctive property of Homer art, beginning sometime around 1870, is
the correspondence between his subjects and subjects that appear concurrently in the domain
of contemporary popular illustration. The correspondence is never so close to be considered an
influence, but consists rather of the recurrent inclusion in Homer’s high—or, in its aspiration,
higher—art of subjects he and his audience knew as much through mechanically produced surro-
gate images as through their own immediate and private experience. Putting it simply, when
Homer depicted croquet, depictions of croquet are found at the same time in the popular press
(fig. 41); when he depicted Long Branch, Long Branch subjects are found there too (fig. 42); when
his subject was schools, school subjects occur (fig. 43); and so on throughout the 1870s. This dia-
logue between high and low art is not confined to Homer’s early work, nor to the subject matter it
shared with popular imagery. His fishing and hunting watercolors of the 18gos are often matched
in the popular lithographic prints of Currier & Ives (cat. 165 and fig. 44, and cat. 161 and fig. 184)
and in chromolithographs such as those published by his friend Louis Prang (which reproduced
some of Homer’s works).” And Homer’s last important painting, Right and Left (cat. 235), is, what-
ever else it might be or mean, a popular sporting image. In this connection, it is interesting that
some of Homer’s “high” paintings, exhibited in the formal settings of Academy exhibitions, were
compared to types of popular art: in 1870, some were described as “omnibus panels and sign-
boards,” and in 1878 he was criticized for “a rawness of color that can only suggest the chromo.
Mechanization touched Homer artistic enterprise in another rather different way. By about
1870 Homer made his painted and particularly his printed images by a procedure that is remark-
ably akin to the distinctly American—indeed, like Homer himself, in origin specifically New
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LEFT: fig. 47. John Filmer after Winslow Homer. “The Last
Load.” Wood engraving. In Appleton’s Fournal, 7 August 1869

CENTER: fig. 48. Man with Scythe, 18697 Pencil and white
gouache. Cooper-Hewitt, National Design Museum,
Smithsonian Institution, Gift of Charles Savage Homer, Jr.
(r912-12-258). Art Resource, New York

RIGHT: fig. 49. After Winslow Homer. “Surgeon at Work at
the Rear During an Engagement.” Wood engraving. In
Harper’s Weekly, 12 July 1862

BELOW LEFT: fig. 50. After Winslow Homer. “George Blake’s
Letter.” Wood engraving. In The Galaxy, January 1870, fron-
tispiece

BELOW RIGHT: fig. 51. After Winslow Homer. “1860-1870.”
Wood engraving. In Harper’s Weekly, 8 January 1870

England —method of mechanical industrial production. Called by its inventor, Eli Whitney; the
Interchangeable System and known to Europeans as the “American system,” it replaced the skilled
artisan who made the entire product (gun, clock, lock, or shoe) with less experienced and less high-
ly trained workers, or machines, that made only a particular part. Whitney described it as “a plan
which is unknown in Europe & the great leading object of which is to substitute correct & effective
operations of machinery for that skill of the artist [artisan] which is acquired only by long practice
& experience, a species of skill not possessed in this country to any considerable extent.”** What
is suggestive in this is that Homer, who similarly lacked artistic skills “acquired only by long prac-
tice & experience,” produced many of his early works by an improvised procedure more mechani-
cal in its methods than conventionally artistic, and distinctively American, of assembling parts,
often interchangeably; into larger pictorial wholes—a method less like pictorial composition than
of mechanical compositing.

Examples of this interchangeability in Homer’s work of the 1860s and early 1870s are many: It
is found in his practice of using drawings, sometimes the same ones, in varying combinations in
the production of his early prints and paintings. The state in which many of his early drawings
survive, cut from larger sheets and clearly often handled, indicate their use in exactly that mechan-
ically interchangeable way (figs. 45-46). A drawing might serve for a painting, and, with the addi-
tion of pieces that were not originally a part of it (and sometimes did not fit very precisely), for an
engraving as well (cats. 24-26). Or for another engraving, he took one part from an unfinished
painting, another from one of his French paintings, with the third part fashioned, it seems, for the
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LEFT: fig. 52. After Winslow Homer. “Thanksgiving Day in
the Army—After Dinner—The Wish-Bone.” Wood engrav-
ing. In Harper’s Weekly, 3 December 1864

RIGHT: fig. §3. Captain W, F. Bartlett and Lieutenant-Colonel F.
W. Palfrey at Camp Benton, Maryland, November, 1861, 1881.
Oil on canvas. By Courtesy of the Trustees of the Boston
Public Library
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occasion (figs. 47, 48, 14). The clear stylistic discontinuity of many of his prints, because it reveals
more than one hand at work in their making, is perhaps a truer—that is, less figurative—example
of their manufacture (fig. 49, cat. 26). In January 1870, the figure in the illustration for “George
Blake’s Letter” was reinstalled with a different function in the engraving “1860-1870” (which was
assembled from many other interchangeable parts as well, such as the figure of Father Time taken
from The Veteran in a New Field) (figs. 50—51; cat. 8). An indication of how complicated the mech-
anism could be, and how prolonged its operation, is seen in the reuse of the central figure in the
engraving “Thanksgiving-Day in the Army— After Dinner—The Wish-Bone,” published in
Harper’s Weekly on 3 December 1864 (fig. 52)—in itself a refitted and, in terms of the changes in
costume, reoutfitted version of The Brierwood Pipe exhibited earlier that same year, and, as its awk-
wardness suggests, a composite of different parts. Many years later, its arm reconfigured, it served
for the upper part of the righthand soldier in Officers at Camp Benton, Maryland of 1881 (fig. 53),
and shortly after that for the illustration entitled “Whaiting for Breakfast. From a War-Time Sketch”
(fig. 54, which used figures as well from three earlier paintings, Sunday Morning in Virginia, The
Carnival, and Upland Cotton [cats. 81-82; and fig. 81]).

fig. 54. “Waiting for Breakfast.” Wood engraving. In Century Magazine, 1887



NOTES

1. “His scene of negro women picking cotton is both
fresh and modern as well as national in subject” (“Pre-
paring the Pictures. The Artists’ Varnishing Day,” New
York Times, 30 March 1879). “Against him the complaint
cannot be urged that he does not choose modern and
American subjects” (scrapbook, Bowdoin, review of the
1879 exhibition of the National Academy of Design).

2. “Modern French Painting,” Atlantic Montbly 22 (July
1868), go.

3. The Puinter of Modern Life and Other Essays, ed. and
trans. Jonathan Mayne (Greenwich, Connecticut, 1964),
13. Baudelaire’s essay, written in 1859—1860, was first
published in Figaro in November and December 1863.

4. “Pictures in the Private Galleries of New York. II.
Gallery of John Taylor Johnston,” Putnam’s Magazine 6
(July 1870), 81.

5. Homer visited Newport in 1865 and again in 1866.

6. For an excellent discussion of this subject, see Curry
1984b.

7. “American Croquet,” The Nation 3 (9 August 1866),
113.

8. American women’s dresses, Benson wrote, “make our
hotel parlors, hall, and streets, like living illustrations of
Paris fashion-plates” (“Our Social Paradise,” Appleton’s
Journal 3 (8 January 1870], 51). Baudelaire wrote about
fashion plates at the beginning of “The Painter of Mod-
ern Life.”

9. It was made an issue by lingering classicism that drew
a sharp distinction between classical (historical) drapery
and modern costume: “Costume varies according to place
and time; it is often an affair of caprice or fashion [empha-
sis added],” as Charles Blanc explained in 1867, but
“drapery...is eternal” (Charles Blanc, The Grammar of
Puinting and Engraving [1867], trans. Kate Newell Doggett
[New York, 1874], 228). Homer’s contemporary, James
McNeill Whistler, played with the distinction as late as
1883, in his portrait of the critic Théodore Duret (sup-
porter of such painters of modern life as Manet, Degas,
and the impressionists): though he is clothed in thorough-
ly modern black evening dress, the pink dominoe draped
over his left arm, while part of it also alludes to the clas-
sical drapery often deployed to mitigate the harshness of
modern costume (as in, for example, the American sculp-
tor William Rimmer’s Alexander Hamilton of 1865, or
Auguste Rodin’s famous Balzac).

10. Frangoise Cachin, Manet [exh. cat., Galeries nationales
du Grand Palais; Metropolitan Museum of Art] (Paris,
1983), 126. Zola, quoted by Henri Loyrette, “Modern
Life,” in Origins of Impressionism [exh. cat., Galeries
nationales du Grand Palais; Metropolitan Museum of
Art] (New York, 1994), 269. One of Benson’s subjects was
“About Women and Dress,” Appleton’s Fournal 1 (3 April
1869), 20—22. The famous scandal surrounding Manet’s
Déjeuner sur P’berbe (1863) was caused as much by the mod-
ern dress of the men as by the nakedness of the women.

11. “Modern French Painting,” 95. Modern pictures are
“a comment on the ideas, the tastes, the sentiments, the
manners and customs, of the men and women of our
epoch” (“Private Galleries,” 81).

12. “Meissonier,” Appleton’s Journal 2 (11 September
1869), 119.

13. “Women’s Rights,” Harper’s Bazar 1 (19 December
1868), 960.

14. “A Woman Waits for Me” (1856), The Portable Walt
Whitman, 168. Among depictions of “The Girls of the
Period” in Harper’s Bazar in 1869 were those of swim-

ming, rowing, fishing, and playing ball (2 [28 August
1869], 557); two months later Homer’s “The Fishing
Party” appeared in Appleton’s Fournal 2 (2 October 1869).

15. In a Harper’s Bazar cartoon entitled “An Energetic
Croquet Party Meet to Prepare Their Ground,” a
woman pulls a heavy roller while a frail man stands idly
in the distance (Harper’s Bazar 1 [18 July 1868], 608).
Among the caricatured types of “Girls of the Period” in
May 1869 is “The Croquet Girl.” The accompanying
poem reads: “No mortal man could €’er refuse / This maid
her meed of adoration— / But humbly owns Lz Belle
Croqueteuse / As good at croquet as flirtation” (2 [1 May
1869], 281). In the group of “The Graces of the Period”
on the same page, the central “grace” plays croquet.

16. Sheldon 1878, 227.

17. Stéphane Mallarmé, “The Impressionists and Edouard
Manet [1876],” in The New Painting: Impressionism, 1874~
1886 [exh. cat., Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco]
(San Francisco, 1986), 32.

18. Appleton’s Journal 1 (24 April 1869), 118-119.

19. “We are tired of the moral agitations of slavery and of
the physical disorders of war; we wish for rest, we want
comfort, and we are without enthusiasm...” (Eugene
Benson, “To-day,” The Galaxy 4 [November 1867], 815).

20. See Cooper 1986a, 25-27.

21. “The Little Red Schoolhouse,” Boston Evening Tran-
seript, 17 January 1873. “Every person from the country
knows the powerful associations lingering around the old
red school house....no spot in the whole world is so full
of histories and memories” (“School-Children,” The
Aldine 5 [October 1872], 198). See also Fred E. H.
Schroeder, “The Little Red School House,” in Icons of
America (Bowling Green, Ohio, 1978), 139-160.

22. “Introductory,” The New Path 1 (May 1863), 1—2.
23. “The Painter of Modern Life,” 8.

24. “The Annual Exhibition of the Academy,” Putnam’s
Magazine 5 (June 1870), 703; “Fine Arts. Close of the
Academy Exhibition. The Last Sunday,” New York Eve-
ning Post, 6 July 1872. When the fastidious Henry James,
in his famous review of the 1875 National Academy of
Design exhibition, called Homer “almost barbarously
simple,” he was very possibly thinking of the same blend
of the childish and the primitive (“On Some Pictures
Lately Exhibited,” The Galaxy 20 [July 1875], 93).

25. See Cikovsky 1986, 66-67.
26. Tatham 1992, 1.

27. “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Repro-
duction,” in Iluminations (New York, 1988).

28. See Katherine Morrison McClinton, The Chromolith-
ographs of Louis Prang (New York, 1973).

29. “National Academy of Design,” New York World, 24
April 1870; “Fine Arts. The National Academy Exhibi-
tion. Final Notice,” The Nation 21 (30 May 1878), 363. If
the World’s critic unwittingly linked Homer with pop art,
in the same breath he also linked him, just as unwittingly
of course, to pop art’s historical predecessor, abstract
expressionism: “If there is any new revelation in art to be
obtained by a man’s shutting his eyes and rubbing all his
pencils and pigments at once over a canvas in a conglom-
erate frenzy, Mr. Homer bids fair to revolutionize the pic-
torial business.” Unfortunately; the paintings he referred
to have not been identified or have not survived.

30. Quoted in Daniel J. Boorstin, The Americans: The
National Experience (New York, 1965), 33.
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18. Croquet Players, 1865

oil on canvas, 40.6 x 66 (16 x 26)

Albright-Knox Art Gallery, Buffalo, New York,
Charles Clifton and James G. Forsyth Funds, 1941
Provenance: Clarence Stephens, Brooklyn and Pitts-
field, Massachusetts, by 1893 until 1920; his son, John
U. Stephens, 1920-1940; Robert W. Modaff, New
York, 1940; (M. Knoedler & Co., New York, 1940).
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18-20

“This new game, played in the open air upon 2
closely cut lawn, bids fair to become the most
fashionable as it is the most attractive and entic-
ing amusement of the day. The point wherein it
differs the most specially from other out-door
games is that it can be played with equal facility
by ladies and gentlemen, skill and ingenuity
being much more important to success than
mere physical strength.””

Croquet was part of a regimen of outdoor
exercise so often recommended about 1870 (see
below, An Adirondack Lake, cat. 57, and Bridle
FPath, cat. 22) that it resembles a program for
national physical renewal and rebirth: “It is
delightful to know how the charms of out-of-
doors increase in favor with women...,” a writer
for Appletor’s Fournal said in 186¢9. “It means the
walk, the mountain-ascent, the sail, the row, the
free scamper on sure-footed nags; it means
berrying, fishing, riding, romping, and merry-
making in fields and woods....It is important
that sometimes the sun should shine upon us,
the rains beat upon us, the winds get at us....
[Clroquet has, during the last few years, done

more than anything else to promote with young
ladies a liking for open-air games, and this is a
service in the cause of health and beauty that

»2

deserves our unreserved approbation.
When a “croquet study” (perhaps the Yale
version, cat. 19) was exhibited at Samuel P.
Avery’s gallery in New York in 1866, a critic,
who thought he detected an error of drawing in
one of the figures, remarked, nevertheless, on
“how well the same figure is drawn, how power-
fully—how much the body is recognized inside
the preposterous and unmanageable dress!” He
made a special point, both as a matter of fashion
and as a subject of art, of the modernity of the
women’s dress: “[Al]s regards costume alone,
these pictures [he was also speaking of Waverly
Ouks, Thyssen-Bornemisza Collection] ought to
be taken care of, that our descendents may see
how the incredible female dress of the present
day actually did look, when worn by active young
women. And for the beauty of the pictures, it
could hardly have been supposed that the out-
door dress of fashionable young ladies could
have been made to ‘look so well in a picture.
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19. A Game of Croquet, 1866

oil on canvas, 48.3 x 76.2 (19 x 30)

Yale University Art Gallery, Bequest of Stephen
Carlton Clark, B.A. 1903

Provenance: Stephen Carlton Clark.

20. Croquet Scene, 1866

oil on canvas, 40.3 x 66.2 (15 % x 26 /i)

The Art Institute of Chicago, Friends of American
Art Collection, 1942.35

Provenance: William Sumner Appleton, Boston, 1871;
William Sumner Appleton, Jr., Boston, 1903; (C. D.
Childs Gallery, Boston, 1941); (M. Knoedler & Co.,
New York, after summer 19471).

NOTES

1. “Amusements. Croquet,” The Round Tible 2 (2 July
1864), 42.

2. “Summer in the Country,” Appleton’s Journal 2

(10 May 1869), 465, illustration by Homer.

3. “Fine Arts. Pictures Elsewhere,” The Nation 3

(15 November 1866), 395-396.

18

At some point, the figure of the man in the top
hat at the left was painted out and replaced by
an archery target. The outdoor sports of archery
and croquet were frequently linked.
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fig. 55. After Winslow Homer. “On the Road to Lake
George.” Wood engraving. In Appleton’s Journal, 24 July 1869

72

21-24

Homer’s generation was the vanguard of funda-
mental change in American art. It was the gen-
eration (with critics like James Jackson Jarves
and Eugene Benson to encourage and guide it)
that challenged and eventually displaced land-
scape as the canonical subject of American art—
the Great American Subject that had by about
1860 virtually expelled all others from the seri-
ous attention of American artists: “[I]t is hardly
an exaggeration to say that rocks and stones, trees
and waterfalls, have been presented to us for sev-
eral years past by our artists and critics as the
great moral exemplars of mankind,” someone
wrote in 1865. “We have heard and seen so much
about the ‘truth of trees,’ the ‘purity of pump-
kin vines,’ and the ‘serenity of stones, that the
human in art has subsided to a secondary and
insignificant position.”*

Landscape had for years been the repository
of American nationality. It was the emblem of na-
tional newness and innocence, the field of nation-
al enterprise, the historical reminder of “nation-
al infancy;”* and the setting of those temple-groves
in which at least two generations of Americans
approached the deity and learned, almost oracu-
larly, of their national purpose and destiny. The
ravaged and devastated landscape Homer depict-
ed in such Civil War paintings as Defiance and
Prisoners from the Front was a sad fact of war. But
its devastation was the emblematic representa-
tion, as the Civil War was its historical one, of
the damaged and crippled certainties (and pieties)
of national belief that, as its principal and most
perspicuous natural correlative, Americans had
trustingly invested in their landscape.

There was a sense, too, that the war and its
aftermath required a vehicle of artistic expression
more humanistically articulate and capacious
than landscape, in its very nature as Nature, was
capable of being. “But composed of trees,” as
someone put its essential inadequacy a century
earlier, there was a sense of the intellectual pov-
erty and moral muteness of landscape art, and
even of landscape itself—what Homer’ witty
contemporary Whistler meant, with complete
seriousness, when, writing from the country, he
spoke of “the blank condition of mind brought
about by the continued contemplation of land-
scape”’—that made it inadequate to the expres-
sion of the values of a humanized and socialized
(and simply more populated and urbanized) post-
war America. One reason American artists
responded so slowly to the war was that the
form of art most of them cherished and prac-
ticed, landscape, could neither effectively nor
affectively contain the physical and emotional
feelings that war made most intense, and still

less (as Homer could do in Defiance, Veteran in a
New Field, and Prisoners from the Front) their
many shadings of conflict and complexity.

Landscape—Homer’ landscape—in the years
following the Civil War, the landscape he expe-
rienced and the one he depicted, unlike the unpop-
ulated wilderness landscape that once had served
as the idealized version of American nationality,
was intensely populated and socialized, always
filled (by their numbers, or, as in Bridle Path, White
Mountains, by their size) with people, engaged
almost always in some form of organized social
behavior (games, sports, tourism). It was also a
thoroughly democratized landscape, one acces-
sible no longer only to privileged admission and
private communion (fig. 57), but one that was,
through “the levelling influence of railroads and
carriage roads”* and other means of transporta-
tion (like bridle paths),’ easily available to large
numbers of visitors of wide social variety. Many
people commented, not always approvingly, on
the democratic social mixture of Long Branch,
New Jersey, made possible largely by easy access
by train and boat from Philadelphia and New
York (cat. 27).% Accessibility, the very method of
getting places, was itself Homer’s subject, as in
Bridle Path, “The Picnic Excursion” (Appletor’s
Journal, 14 August 1869), or “On the Road to
Lake George” (Appleton’s Fournal, 24 July 1869)
(fig. 55), and the White Mountain Wagon that he
exhibited at the National Academy in 1870.

This, then—the cultural and sociological
aspect and the intellectual climate (rife with
ideological beliefs and theoretical explanations)
of a distinctly new, if not as yet so distinctly
formed America—was what Homer’s postwar
paintings did not merely reflect, but actively,
positively, and with almost programmatic pur-
pose described.

NOTES

1. “The National Academy of Design,” New York World,
16 May 1865.

2. The Literary World 1 (15 May 1847), 348.

3. In Richard Dorment and Margaret F. MacDonald et
al., fames McNeill Whistler [exh. cat., Tate Gallery] (Lon-
don, 1994), 172.

4. “Mount Washington,” New York Evening Post, 15 Sep-
tember 1873.

5.“The triumphs of modern civilization—railroads, steam-
boats,...those marvellous inventions which have effected
such a revolution in the world’s intercourse...” (“The
Age of Surface,” The Round Tible 7 [2 May 1868], 277).

6. “Boats...leave Pier 8, foot of Rector street, at 9:25 a.M.
and 4 p.m., returning from Long Branch at 7:45 a.m. and
2:40 p.M. An increase of service will be made before the
1st of July, when four boats and trains will be run each
way, leaving New York at 7, 9:40 A.M., 3:30 and 4:30 .M.,
and Long Branch at 7:15, 8:15, and 11 A.M., and 2:45 and
4:15 AM....” (“Gossip from the Summer Resorts,” New
York Evening Post, 3 June 1874).



21. Artists Sketching in the White Mountains, 1868
oil on panel, 24.1 x 40.3 (9 x 15 %)

Portland Museum of Art, Portland, Maine, Bequest
of Charles Shipman Payson, 1988.55.4

Provenance: John Fitch; his daughters, Elsie and Eliza-
beth Fitch, New York; (M. Knoedler & Co., New
York, by 1954); Mr. and Mrs. Charles Shipman
Payson, 1954.

fig. 56. “Artist Sketching in the Mountains,” 1869.
Wood engraving. In Appleton’s Journal, 19 June 1869

fig. 57. Jasper Francis Cropsey. Janetta Falls, Passaic County,
New Fersey, 1846. Oil on canvas. The Baltimore Museum of
Art, W. Clagget Emory Bequest Fund, in Memory of his
Parents, William H. Emory of A, and Martha B. Emory,
BMA 1958.14
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Like most of Homer’s White Mountain paint-
ings, the core of this one was derived from a
drawing (fig. 56). To it a figure was added at the
right, and, at the left, what may be attributes of
Homer—a knapsack in the foreground bearing
his name, and a bottle, which looks to be uncork-
ed, on a stump at the far left. Though with char-
acteristic deviousness he portrays himself from
behind, the central figure, with its porkpie hat
and moustache, closely resembles Homer (as in
a contemporary photograph, fig. 71).

If, as he seems clearly to have done, Homer,
like other artists and critics of his generation,
deliberately rejected landscape for figure and
genre painting, his image of landscape painters
at work in one of the sacred sites of American
landscape art, the White Mountains of New
Hampshire, may be understood as a satirical cri-
tique of that enterprise. Homers first years as an
artist, his first moments of artistic consciousness
at about the middle of the 1850s, coincided with
the consolidation of the American landscape
school —with Frederic Churchs first great, iconi-
cally national landscape, Niagara of 1857 (Corco-
ran Gallery of Art), and with the first canonization
of its principles into a national theory of art in
Asher B. Durand’s eight “Letters on Landscape
Painting,” published in 1855 in America’s first
national art journal, The Crayon. Even in Boston,
Homer knew about it. When he said “If a man
wants to be an artist, he should never look at
pictures,” he was echoing one of the central prin-
ciples of American landscape theory; he surely

knew others. The cardinal tenet was that the

American artist should with religious devotion
study, and with faithfulness and humility depict,
“the virgin charms” of his native land (such as
“unshorn mountains”) unpolluted by civiliza-
tion." It is a principle figured in a painting like
Jasper Cropsey’s Janetta Fulls (fig. 57), in which
the artist is embedded in nature and engrossed
in its study. But in Homer’s painting the three
artists seated one on top of the other on a heav-
ily shorn, stump-filled mountainside, polluting
themselves and nature by the bottle and its con-
tents, by showing how landscape paintings were
actually made and where, subversively mock and
call into question the sacred and solemn enter-
prise that Durand enjoined upon American
artists, and that landscape painters like Cropsey
piously obeyed.

NOTES

1. Asher B. Durand, “Letters on Landscape Painting.
Letter IL.,” The Crayon 1 (17 January 1855), 34-35.
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22. Bridle Path, White Mountains, 1868

oil on canvas, 61.3 x 96.5 (247 x 38)

Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute, Williams-
town, Massachusetts

Provenance: Martha Bennett Phelps; William George
Phelps, Binghamton, New York; by descent, Esther
Phelps Pumpelly, Oswego, New York. (Macbeth
Gallery, New York, 1937); (Milch Gallery, New York);
(Macbeth Gallery, New York); Whitney Museum of
Art, 1938; (M. Knoedler & Co., New York, 1950);
Robert Sterling Clark, 1 May 1950.
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In 1873, when the ascent of Mount Washington
was “not so very much of an exploit,” a writer in
the New York Evening Post looked back to the
time when “ladies only [were] allowed the privi-
lege of a horse,” and when “The footpath from
the Glen or from Crawford’s was...lively with
the voices of cheery pedestrians, who, it may be
remarked, were much more cheery during the
first mile or two than at any subsequent period
of the journey.”"

Bridle Path, White Mountains touched a sensi-
tive critical nerve. One reviewer called it “a rather
eccentric picture” when he saw it at the Century
Association in November 1868.° Another, who
saw it at the Academy exhibition of 1870, admit-
ting that it had a “crude perverse originality,”
said nevertheless that there was “no excuse for
the exhibition of Mr. Homer’s experiments in
originality; experiments” —putting his finger
squarely on the lack of finish that was a contin-
ual annoyance to Homer’s critics— “which have
not yet attained the significance of pictures.”?
Critics also found it curiously “incomprehensi-
ble.” Perhaps that was because its rough, abbre-
viated modeling, its effect of atmosphere that
“conveys the impression of objects seen through
a hazy medium of some kind” and made “the

figure and the horse look like phantoms,”* and
the closeness of the horse and rider (“He thrusts
his scenes close up against the eye...”)’ gave it an
unexpected and aberrant appearance of flatness
that one critic compared to “omnibus panels and
sign-boards.” Or perhaps it was not, or not only,
that his critics were unable visually to decipher
what Homer depicted as easily as they would have
liked, but were unable in the literary sense to
read it. “Modern art has become so dependent
upon literature,” Eugene Benson wrote, that a
picture without it “may be said to be impotent”
and a “mere beginning” —which is, of course,
exactly what critics found the Bridle Path to be.
In all these respects, what the critics were
observing, whether they liked it or not, was the
development of Homer style into a state of
almost idiosyncratic individuality. For Benson,
who knew and sympathized with Homer’s inten-
tions— his insistent visual truth, his painterly
breadth and contempt for mindless finish, his
modernity (in these respects) of style and contem-
poraneity of subject, his artistic allegiance, his
nationality— the painting was completely clear:

It is so real, so natural, so effective, so full of light and
air; it is so individual; it is so simply, broadly, and vig-
orously drawn and painted; the action of the horse is

so good, the girl sits so well; she is so truly American,
so delicate and sunny; that, of course, you surrender
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LEFT: fig. §8. Sketch for “The Bridle Path, White Mountains.”
Pencil. Cooper-Hewitt, National Design Museum,
Smithsonian Institution, Gift of Charles Savage Homer, Jr.
(r9r2—r12—221). Art Resource, New York

RIGHT: fig. 59. White Mare, c. 1868. Oil on wood. The

Cleveland Museum of Art, 1995, Bequest of Leonard C.
Hanna, Jr.,, Fund, 58.33
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yourself to the pleasure of her breezy, health-giving

ride; you look at her with gusto; you see she is a little
warm, perhaps too warm, from her ride up the moun-
tain; but then she, like us, lets herself be refreshed
with all the coolness and light about her, with the ris-
ing vapors that make a white, a dazzling veil between
her and the shining, glittering valleys, all hidden by
mist, and, as it were, under a river of light. There is
something of contemporary nature, something that
will never become stale; this is the picture of a man
who has the seeing eye—an eye which will never suf-
fer him to make pictures that look like “sick wall-
paper,” the elaborate expression of mental imbecility
and mania for pre-Raphaelite art. Here is no faded,
trite, flavorless figure, as if from English illustrated
magazines; but an American girl out-of-doors, by an
American artist with American characteristics—a
picture by a man who goes direct to his object, sees its
large and obvious relations, and works to express them,
untroubled by the past and without thinking too curi-
ously about the present. Mr. Homer is a positive, a
real, a natural painter. His work is always good as far
as it goes; and generally it falls below the standard of
finish and detail which is within the reach of our most
childish and mediocre painters, and which misleads
many, and deceives painters with the thought that by
going from particular to particular, of itself insures a
fine result in art.’

This is one of the best early criticisms of
Homer’s art—better even in many ways, if less
literate, than the famous assessment Henry James
made of it several years later.’

Bridle Path, White Mountains is based on a
beautiful pencil drawing inscribed “Mt. Wash-
ington / Aug. 1868” (fig. 58). It is a splendid
example of Homer’s characteristically painstak-
ing attentiveness to technical detail, in this case
the saddle, and to which, in this case, the horse
and landscape are secondary and the rider seem-
ingly an afterthought, added in the process of
developing the drawing into the painting. Much
the same hierarchy of interest is seen later in the
equally beautiful drawing that, like this one, fur-
nished the core element in The Signal of Distress,
and to which figures were also added later (cat.
158). There is a painted study for the horse,
without saddle or rider (fig. 59).

NOTES

1. “Mount Washington,” New York Evening Post, 15 Sep-
tember 1873.

2. “Art Items,” New York World, 21 November 1868.

3. “National Academy of Design,” New York Werld, 24
April 1870.

4. “National Academy of Design. First Notice,” New York
Evening Post, 277 April 1870. It “conveys the impression of

objects seen through a hazy medium of some kind.” “Art
Ttems,” New York World, 21 November 1868.

5. “Fine Arts. The Landscapes at the Academy,” New York
Tribune, 30 April 1870.

6. “The Annual Exhibition of the Academy,” Putnam’s
Magazine 5 (June 1870), 699, 702—703.

7. “On Some Pictures Lately Exhibited,” The Galaxy 20
(1875), 90-91, 93-94.



23. Mount Washington, 1869

oil on canvas, 41.3 x 61.8 (16", x 24 %)

The Art Institute of Chicago, Gift of Mrs. Richard E.
Danielson and Mrs. Chauncey McCormick, 1951.313
Provenance: Shadrack H. Pearce, Boston, Massachu-
setts, ¢. 1869; Mr. and Mrs. William H. S. Pearce,
Newton, Massachusetts, 1890; (Doll & Richards,
Boston, 1912); (Young’s Art Galleries, Chicago, 1912);
Mrs. Nathanie] French, 1912; Charles Deering,
Miami, 1923; Mrs. Richard E. Danielson and Mrs.
Chauncey McCormick, Chicago.

fig. 61. Study for the Summit of
Mount Washington, 1869.
Pencil. Cooper-Hewitt,
National Design Museum,
Smithsonian Institution, Gift
of Charles Savage Homer, Jr.
(1912-12-127). Art Resource,
New York

fig. 6o. After Winslow Homer. “The Summit of Mount
Washington.” Wood engraving. In Harper’s Weekly, 10 July

23

In contrast to the almost heroic monumentality
and isolation of the single figure in Bridle Path,
Mount Washington depicts a more typical congre-
gation of tourists at the mountain top.' That is
why, perhaps, Homer used it and not the other
for the engraving “The Summit of Mount
Washington,” in Harper’s Weekly on 10 July 1869
(fig. 60).

By the mechanically combinative method of
composition that Homer often employed in his
early art, Mount Washington was assembled from
apencil drawinginscribed “Mt. Washington/Ho-
mer 1869” (fig. 61), into which he introduced—
or, putting it in a more fittingly mechanical way;
inserted— two additional horses and riders, one
of them lifted from the Bridle Path, at the left.

NOTES
1. “Art Gossip,” New York Evening Mail, 4 May 1870.
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24. Mountain Climber Resting, 1869

oil on canvas, 27.3 x 37.5 (10% x 14%)

Private Collection, Washington, D.C.

Provenance: Chickering Piano Company; Boston,
1870. Mrs. George L. Nichols, probably before 1892;
(Anderson Galleries, New York, 6 January 1914, no.
45, as Mountaineer Resting); Robert M. Parker;
(Wildenstein & Co., New York, c. 1944); Mrs.
Hudleston H. Rogers, 3 October 1944; by descent,
until 1980; private collection, until 1994.

25. Mountain Climber Resting, 1868-186¢

black and white chalk on paper, 19.6 x 35 (7% x 13%)
Cooper-Hewitt, National Design Museum, Smith-
sonian Institution, Gift of Charles Savage Homer, Jr.
Provenance: Estate of the artist; Charles S. Homer, Jr.;
gift to the Cooper Union Museum for the Arts of
Decoration, 1912.

26. “The Coolest Spot in New England— Summit of
Mount Washington,” Harper’s Bazar (23 July 1870)
wood engraving on newsprint, image: 35 x 23.3

(13%x 9 %); sheet: g0 x 27.9 (15 ¥4 x 11)

National Gallery of Art, Washington, Avalon Fund,
1986.31.208

Provenance: Emily W. Taft Collection; (David O’Neal).

cat. 24
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This painting was based, in every respect but its
size, on a chalk drawing (cat. 25). That drawing,
in turn, in a very conspicuous case of mechani-
cal pictorial assembly, was used with materials
from other sources for the wood engraving, “The
Coolest Spot in New England— Summit of
Mount Washington,” published (for the vicari-
ous relief of overheated city dwellers) in Harper’s
Bazar on 23 July 1870 (cat. 26). Homer signed
the block with his initials, but he surely did not
draw it in its entirety. The drawing of the moun-
tain climber was blackened on its back for trans-

cat. 25

fer, very possibly by Homer himself who used it
to draw the figure on the block. Given the clear
differences in style and the grotesque disparities
of scale between it and the other figures, it may
have been the only figure for which he himself
was directly responsible (though the women are
very Homer-like)."

NOTES

1. See, for example, those in “At the Spring: Saratoga,”
Hearth and Home (28 August 1869); “Tenth Command-
ment,” Harper’s Weekly (12 March 1870) (fig. 180); “On
the Bluff at Long Branch, at the Bathing Hour,” Harper’s
Weekly (6 August 1870) (fig. 64).



27. Long Branch, New Fersey, 1869

oil on canvas, 40.6 x §55.2 (16 x 21%)

Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, The Hayden Collec-
tion, 41.631

Provenance: Robert Vonnoh, Philadelphia, before 19o6;
Sherrill Babcock, New York.

tig. 62. William Powell Frith, Rarmsgate
Sands: “Life at the Seaside,” 1854. Oil on
canvas. The Royal Collection © 1993,
Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth 1T
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The morning was bright and sunlit....

We strolled on toward the south, taking a yellow
gravel path that led along the top of the cliff close to
its edge.

On our left was an immense expanse of ocean,
unbroken by islands, or by any land whatever. It came
on in Jong, deliberate swells, and fell languidly but
heavily upon the silvered beach....

Upon the cliff where we walked was a large num-
ber of rough plank pavilions, painted in various col-
ors. These contained seats, facing the sea, that at that
hour were filled with a strange multitude.

It was strange in that it defied classification among
multitudes that gather at other watering-places under
similar circumstances.

It was composed of nearly every ingredient that
ever entered into the composition of a well-dressed
mob, and it presented no character except absolute
incongruousness.

It was only necessary to bring to mind any class of
people to discover its representatives within a stone’s-
throw. It was easy to detect them by the quality of their
cigars, the outline of their features, the comparative
obtrusiveness of their attire, the freedom of their
tongues, the latitude of their grammatical idioms, and
the eccentricity of their positions. The air was full of
loud laughter, and there was a flaming newness to all
the hats and gowns that dazzled the eyes, and made
one think of a modiste’s pattern-plate come to life.’

Certainly there are not many places where Fashion
can be found purer and less adulterated than at Long
Branch, where one gets so little else.

...there must be a subtle, potent charm in a place
which yearly attracts thousands of pleasure-seekers and
is rapidly coming to rank first among the watering-
places of the Union. Less brilliant, perhaps, than Sara-
toga, less select than Newport, itis probably gayer than
either, and certainly quite as popular.’

... Its nearness to the metropolis [New York] ... puts
it under the peculiar disadvantages of a place accessi-
ble to the “rough-scuft” for a day’s pleasuring. ... The
atmosphere of the place is sensuous, crass, and earthy....
Wealth there is in plenty, but it is the wealth of the
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fig. 63. Eugéne Boudin. The Beach at Villerville, 1864. Oil on
canvas. National Gallery of Art, Washington, Chester Dale
Collection

fig. 64. After Winslow Homer. “On the Bluff at Long
Branch, at the Bathing Hour.” Engraving. In Harper’s Weekly,
6 August 1870

8o

nouveaux riches, who have earned their money a good

deal faster than they have learned how to spend it, and
who have an idea that if their diamonds sparkle their
talk may well be dull, and that the richness of their
gowns will atone for the poverty of their mental fur-
niture....}

Representatives of all classes are to be met, heavy
merchants, railroad magnates, distinguished soldiers,
editors, musicians, politicians and divines, and all are
on an easy level of temporary equality. *

Long Branch is sui generis; and it is perhaps better
in accord with the spirit of American institutions
than any other of our watering-places. It is more
republican...because within its bounds the extremes
of our life meet more freely.’

Each civilized epoch seems to have left us the
husks of its taste in which to sheathe our softest flesh.
The sweetest bud of Republicanism, the most piguante
daughter of New England, the most dazzling dame of
New York, promenades under such compositie cos-
tumes, that we question whether she be infatuated
with Chou Chou, Pompadour, or Eugénie.

Charming democrats we have in the women of
the land. But how religiously they go out of it to seek
their fashions! With what jealous reverence they shun
the costume of the women of the [French] Revolution,
and how carefully they refrain from inventing or
adopting a national and simple dress which we can
look at without being reminded of the license, and
corruption, and folly of Continental life!®

None of Homer’s paintings of this period exem-
plifies quite as well as this one the “modern and
democratic” character of his art. Although it has
often been enlisted in the argument for impres-
sionist influence upon him, the stress upon the
undeniably vivid reality of the painting’s natural
light has tended to obscure the even stronger,
and more intensely real, light of pictorial socio-
logical description that Homer so brilliantly
throws upon the subject.

Beach scenes, because they were such a dis-
tinctly modern phenomenon, lent themselves
particularly well to the pictorial sociological
analysis of modern life. The English painter
William Powell Frith understood exactly that
when he embarked on his Ramsgate Sands (1854;
fig. 62): “Weary of [historical and literary] cos-
tume painting,” he wrote in his autobiography;
“I had determined to try my hand on modern
life, with all its drawbacks of unpicturesque dress.
The variety of character on Ramsgate Sands
attracted me—all sorts of conditions of men
and women were there.”” And Eugene Boudin,
the most dedicated portrayer of beach scenes
(fig. 63), wrote in 1868 of “daring to include the
things and people of our own times in my pic-
tures, for having found a way of making accept-
able men in overcoats and women in water-
proofs...don’t these bourgeois. . . have the right
to be fixed on canvas, 70 be brought to the light.”*

Homer designed two Long Branch engrav-
ings: “On the Bluff at Long Branch, at the Bath-
ing Hour,” Harper’s Weekly (6 August 1870) (fig.
64), illustrates from a different viewpoint and
with graphic exaggeration the subject of his
painting. “The Beach at Long Branch,” Appleton’s
Journal (21 August 1869) (fig. 218), however,
illustrates the other principal field of activity at
Long Branch, the beach, and the activity that
commonly took place there: “Many a heart has
been lost in the surf here.... The surf and flirta-
tion make the main business of life at the
Branch, with a slight advantage in favor of the
latter.””

NOTES

1. “American Summer Resorts. VII. Long Branch,”
Appleton’s Journal 12 (3 October 1874), 431.

2. “Long Branch,” The Round Table 6 (6 July 1867), 8.

3. “Long Branch—The American Boulogne,” Every Sat-
urday [Boston] 3 (26 August 1871), 215.

4. “The Watering Places. Long Branch,” New York Evening
Post, 28 July 1868.

5. “Olive Logan,” “Life at Long Branch,” Harper’s Maga-
zine 53 (September 1876), 482.

6. Eugene Benson, “About Women and Dress,” Appleton’s
Journal 1 (3 April 1869), 20.

7. My Autobiography and Reminiscences (London, 1887), 1:
243.

8. Quoted in John House, “Boudin’s Modernity,” in

Vivien Hamilton, Boudin at Trouville [exh. cat., Glasgow
Museums] (Glasgow, 1992), 20.

9. Round Table 6 (6 July 1867), 8.



LEFT: fig. 65. After Winslow Homer. “High Tide.” Wood
engraving. In Every Saturday: An Illustrated Journal of Choice
Reading, 6 August 1870

RIGHT: fig. 66. Kingdon after Winslow Homer. “Low Tide.”
Engraving. In Every Saturday: An Lllustrated Journal of Choice
Reading, 6 August 1870

28-29

At the winter exhibition of the National Acade-
my of Design in 1869, Homer exhibited what
one critic called “a Watering-place deformity”
entitled Low Tide. “Conspicuous in the fore-
ground are several pairs of boots painted to life,”
the New York Tribune’s critic wrote. “The own-
ers, not so much taller than the boots, are dab-
bling in the water a few rods off, apparently.
There is no sense of distance to justify the small-
ness of the figures or the unwaterishness of the
waves. Nothing but an evident honesty of inten-
tion—a purpose to paint just what the eye saw,
neither more nor less—saves the painting from
being slightly ludicrous.”

“We would pass this by without a word of
comment were it not evidently a picture which
by its size and show of color challenges criti-
cism, even as the impress of an unclean hand
upon a newly painted wall does,” wrote a very
critical reviewer in the New York Mail. “How an
artist of acknowledged worth in a certain field
of art, could permit this horror to leave his stu-
dio is simply incomprehensible to us.” He then
went on to describe it:

Here we have three grand horizontal layers of color—
like rock strata. The upper is of brownish gray and
dirty white with a suggestion of vermillion now and
then—like the marble of Brachificari. This is the sky.
The next lower level is of dark greenish blue, like
some coal layers we have seen. On this there are dash-
es of flake white here and there which remind us of
the story of how the artist succeeded in getting the
foam on the mouth of a mad dog he was painting—
by throwing his dirty sponge in indignation at the
canvas. This second layer is the sea. The third is a belt
of brown of many shades, and this is the beach; and to
do it justice it looks like a beach, but it is the only
division of the picture which taken apart has any evi-
dence of design in it. The rest suggests unhappy acci-
dent on canvas only. On the wet sand, and on the dry
sand, and further out toward those mysterious white
places, are children bathing or about to bathe....But

among these figures is one to whose presence we
object. It is of a young lady, with her back towards us
and her hair in charming negligé, who stands close to
where the water is supposed to be coming in and looks
on. We don't object to her presence because her back
is towards us, but because of her height—she is seven
feet tall. Now, we don't believe that any young lady of
her age of that height was down there....On the
strand are children’s boots and things, and these and
the strata make up a picture which covers some twelve
square feet of canvas at the least.”

No painting of this description or of this
size now survives, but there are at least two rem-
nants of it. One is the Thyssen Beach Scene (cat.
28). It corresponds exactly to the critic’s descrip-
tion of “children bathing or about to bathe” and
the disproportionately tall young girl with her
back to the viewer, “her hair in charming negligé.”
And, as the surviving head and shoulders of a
bending child at the lower-right edge indicates
(she is seen complete, though in reverse, in the
center of fig. 66), it has obviously been cut from
a larger canvas. The other surviving part is the
Canajoharie On the Beach (cat. 29). To it, the Thys-
sen Beach Scene fits perfectly at the left, and allow-
ing for cutting down at top, bottom, and sides,
and allowing, too, for some approximation in the
size the critic gave for the original On the Beach
at Long Branch, joining cats. 28 and 29 together
would produce a painting approaching a dimen-
sion of twelve feet square (fig. 67).}

On 6 August 1870, two companion engrav-
ings were published in the periodical Every Sat-
urday. One, High Tide (fig. 65), was made with
some slight changes after Eagle Head, Manchester,
Massachusetts (cat. 31). The other, Low Tide (fig.
66), containing as it does figure groups from
both cats. 28 and 29 as well as “children’s boots
and things,” was apparently made after the dis-
membered On the Beach at Long Branch. The first
owner of High Tide-Eagle Head, William F.
Milton, after acquiring it “promptly” in 1870,
wanted to acquire its “companion picture,” Low
Tide, which “showed bathers and a number of
bare-legged children frisking on the beach.” But
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28. Beach Scene, 1869

oil on canvas, 29.2 x 24.1 (11%: x 9 %)
Thyssen-Bornemisza Collection

Provenance: Charles S. Homer, Jr.; Alan H. Morrill;
Allan Donald Morrill; Ophelia Reed Morrill; private
collection, Hampton, New Hampshire; (Vose Gal-
leries, Boston, 1979); private collection, Lincoln,
Nebraska; (Vose Galleries, Boston, 1984).

29. On the Beach, 1869

oil on canvas, 40.6 x 63.5 (16 x 25)

Canajoharie Library and Art Gallery

Provenance: Arthur P. Homer; (Macbeth Gallery, New
York, 1932).

cat. 29
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fig. 67. Possible recon-
struction of Low Tide

when he “went to Homer’s studio a year or two
later to buy Low Tide, he was told that the pic-
ture had been painted out and the canvas used
over again for some new subject.”* It does not
matter that the painting was not painted out—
though parts of it were, such as a figure at the
right of cat. 28 whose legs remain reflected in
the wet sand, and in cat. 29, a figure group in
front of the breaking wave at the right of which
a reflection also remains—but, as Homer may
have been unwilling to admit to Mr. Milton, cut
up; what does matter is that a few years after it
was painted, or maybe sooner, it no longer exist-
ed in its original form.

Homer’s original conception of the painting,
and its shape, is preserved in the oil sketch now
titled, descriptively, The Beach, Late Afternoon

fig. 68. Beach, Late Afternoon, 1869. Oil on (ﬁg. 68), datable to about 1869.°
wood. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Why Homer cut up the painting is not
Bequest of Miss Adelaide Milton de Groot y P pa g Y

(1876-1967), 1967

known. One reason for his doing so, however,

may have been that it was not only criticized
severely as a “horror” and a “deformity,” but
that he took literally the observation of the critic
who, though he did not like it as a whole, said it
was redeemed somewhat (“it would not be the
work of Homer <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>