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Cat. 27. Marsden Hartley, Painting No. 49, Berlin (Portrait
of a German Officer) (Berlin Abstraction) (detail),
1914-1915

Foreword

The collection of Mr. and Mrs. Barney A. Ebsworth is internationally recognized for
its superb representation of American modernist art. Primarily composed of oil
paintings, it also includes a small number of exceptional works on paper and sculp-
ture. Andrew Dasburg’s spirited and colorful Landscape, of 1913, and David Hockney's
monumental and emotionally enigmatic Henry Geldzahler and Christopher Scott, of
1968-1969, are among the earliest and latest paintings in the collection. Many
works are well known—Edward Hopper's Chop Suey, Charles Sheeler’s Classic Land-
scape, Willem de Kooning’s Woman as Landscape, Georgia O’Keeffe’s Music— Pink
and Blue No. 1, and Andy Warhol's Campbell's Soup with Can Opener. Paintings by
less familiar artists include George Ault's Universal Symphony, Byron Browne’s
Classical Still Life, Suzy Frelinghuysen's Composition, and Louis O. Guglielmi's Mental
Geography. These are not only among the very best pictures of their kind, but also
compelling evidence that art history sometimes overlooks many exceptional achieve-
ments. In this way the Ebsworth collection offers a rich and varied look at a dynamic
era in our national art and chronicles it with admirable thoroughness.

The Ebsworths have always been steadfast friends of the Gallery, which has
benefited especially from their keen interest in our twentieth-century American
paintings. Barney has been a member of our Trustees’ Council and co-chair of the
Collectors Committee since 1996. In 1997 they gave the Gallery its first work by Pat
Steir, Or, and in 1998 funded the purchase of a second painting by the artist, the lyri-
cally beautiful Curtain Waterfall. In 1998 they made a partial and promised gift of
Georgia O’Keeffe’s Black White and Blue, one of the finest works from a remarkably
rich period in her career.

Franklin Kelly, curator of American and British paintings at the National Gallery,
was responsible for the selection and planning of this exhibition, which will also be
seen at the Seattle Art Museum through the efforts of our colleagues, Mimi Gardner
Gates, director, and Trevor Fairbrother, deputy director. That we at the National Gallery
have had the pleasure of organizing this exhibition and of sharing this collection with
our visitors in Washington and Seattle is thanks entirely to Barney and Pam Ebsworth.
We are grateful to them for their kindness and their generosity.

Earl A. Powell 111
DIRECTOR






Cat. 13. Willem de Kooning, Woman as Landscape
(detail), 1955
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Bruce Robertson

Cat. 69. Wayne Thiebaud, Bakery Counter (detail), 1962

The Ebsworth Collection

HISTORIES OF AMERICAN MODERN ART

The story of American modern art begins with a Big Bang: the Armory Show of 1913.
In that exhibition, organized by an adventurous group of artists and held at the Lex-
ington Avenue Armory in New York City, the American public had its first opportu-
nity to see the work of expressionists, fauves, and cubists. Contemporary American
artists were also included, but their work translated as pallid reflections of the avant-
garde originals. For the next thirty years American art played catch up, with social
realist and regionalist painting prevailing against pure abstraction, until Jackson Pol-
lock and his crowd pushed American art into a new arena, allowing it to become the
dominant player in the world scene. Only then did modernism, and American art in
general, win its high cultural status. Certainly Pollock felt he was clearing the decks
in 1944: “I accept the fact that the important painting of the last hundred years was
done in France. American painters have generally missed the point of modern paint-
ing from beginning to end.”?

The Ebsworth collection tells a version of this narrative, from 1913 until the late
1960s, at that moment just before many critics proclaimed the death of painting. It
begins with an American artist, William Glackens (Cat. 21), who worked in New York
but was shaped fully in the French tradition, and it ends with a British-born painter,
David Hockney (Cat. 29), whose work has both been formed in and forms our vision
of Southern California. The linchpin of the collection is not Pollock, however, but the
group of abstract artists of the late 1930s who preceded him and the New York
School. So while the story begins in a familiar place and includes many a familiar
name, the Ebsworth collection projects a different image of American modern art
than the usual one. It presents a narrative that does not lead, like manifest destiny,
to abstract expressionism and the postwar hegemony of American art. And with that
sense of foreshadowed triumph undone, we have an opportunity to reconsider the
narrative or narratives of American modernism. More particularly, we may examine
what these paintings do and have to say as American art, rather than what relation-
ship they may have had with advanced European art. Our narrative becomes not an
attempt to explain what took American artists so long to become modern masters,
nor to identify the causes for the arrival of that moment, but an examination of how
these paintings speak to each other. This is the opportunity provided by a collection
gathered by a single person with a distinctive eye, subject to the chances of the mar-
ket and taste, and, to a degree, free of the homogenization of historical writing.

Still, an historical account is more complex than a simple story. It always has
two beginnings: the obvious point at which the story begins in the past, and the point
at which the teller stands in the present. The most influential commentators of the
early work of Jasper Johns, for example, agreed with the artist that the objects he
chose were meaningless except in their banality, that the choice of an American flag

or a beer can was not ideologically or culturally freighted. Now, forty years later, with



the possibility of a constitutional amendment banning desecration of the flag, we
know exactly how strongly loaded the flag is: it is never free of symbolic meaning.?
The frame of forty years of war, political debate, and cultural combat is inescapable
for contemporary audiences. The knowledge embodied by the icons Johns selected
has proven to be more ideologically and culturally constructed than he or his first
audiences supposed. In other words, an historical perspective may diminish the
claims of an object to escape history, to be neutral and objective, revealing its “true”
meaning to be other than what one first thought. Conversely, the painting can lose
specific meaning, become transcendent or trivial, revered as a Rembrandt or con-
signed to the flea market.

That historical perspective can occur in an instant. The critic and historian Leo
Steinberg recorded his sensation on first seeing the paintings of Johns in 1957: “What
really depressed me was what [ felt these works were able to do to all other art. The
pictures of de Kooning and Kline, it seemed to me, were suddenly tossed into one
pot with Rembrandt and Giotto. All alike suddenly became painters of illusion....
[But now] there is no more metamorphosis, no more magic of medium. It looked to
me like the death of painting, a rude stop, the end of the track.”? Steinberg went on
to write insightfully about Johns; today we are enthralled with the “magic” of the
artist’s painterly surfaces. But the moment Steinberg records is a familiar one. It is
the moment when the present is divided from the past, the moment when some-
thing new reveals that what went before is now historical. It is a moment that is com-
mon in modernist art, and once that moment has occurred, we can never recover or
even understand fully the experience of what it was like to look at these paintings for
the first time. We gain another view, the historical one, which has its own structure
and values. That is why art must always be looked at again and again.

For today’s viewer the historical vision performs an interesting concision, a fore-
shortening, of the history of painting. Works which were at their moment of creation
deemed utterly unlike, now seem close bedfellows. John Ruskin, for example, loved
J. M. W. Turner’s paintings, but hated Whistler's; Whistler in turn hated Cézanne’s.
One New York abstract painter, on seeing the work of Johns, said: “If this is painting,
I might as well give up.”* Now we see close connections and successions among
these artists, and certainly do not see them as antithetical. This could not be other-
wise in a system where practicing artists, collectors, and viewers work within a dis-
course that argues that art is timeless, transcendent, and universal, and that a good
painting speaks always in the now; a system where we all have access to museums
that show objects in the same way, in the same light, in a sequence of similar gal-
leries. At most museums you can proceed in any direction and see whatever you
choose, the whole history of art simultaneously available, even as it may be organized
“historically.”

12 ROBERTSON



When we look at the art of this century we have the impression of unceasing
change, a succession of groups and styles, but a more appropriate metaphor would
be unceasing return or circulation, as in a museum. Emblematic of this are the con-
tributions of Pablo Picasso and Marcel Duchamp to twentieth-century art—the first
an artist who changed styles unceasingly and was an active influence for half a cen-
tury, and the latter one whose great moment came before World War I, yet who lived
to influence artists again in the 1950s and whose ideas remain fertile today. Indeed,
we generally think of them as the two most influential artists to have shaped the
founding and progress of American modern art, the first reforming how artists recre-
ate the world on the flat surface of the canvas with the invention of cubism, the latter
expanding the limits of art making to include objects of the everyday world.

Since at least the time of Vasari, the Italian Renaissance artist and art historian,
the story of Western art has been told as a narrative with two tracks—the classical
and theoretical against the unformal and literal, the southern and northern poles of
European experience. For the last fifty years art historians have been dividing the
development of American modern art into two opposing camps, humanistic and
abstract, inward/transcendental and urban/popular, Apollonian and Dionysian,® and,
within abstraction, between pure abstraction and near abstraction, geometrical and
biomorphic, open and shut compositions, spontaneity and obsessiveness.® But to
transpose this kind of binary narrative to American art seems increasingly misguided
for as large and heterogeneous a democracy as is this nation.

Furthermore, as this political aside suggests, it is not sufficient to talk just about
art: all narratives of American art must make some sense of national identity. Putting
the word “American” in front, or choosing only to include American artists, always
means that what follows is guided by an idea of what makes the art American. Stuart
Davis addressed the issue simply: “Since we live here and paint here we are first of
all, American.”” Jackson Pollock was more irritated: “The idea of an isolated Ameri-
can painting, so popular in this country during the thirties, seems absurd to me just
as the idea of creating a purely American mathematics or physics would seem
absurd....An American is an American and his painting would naturally be qualified
by that fact, whether he wills it or not.”®

Yet in the last few decades, making art has become deeply intertwined with con-
firming identity, and a hallmark of this century is the addition to the art world of
whole new classes of artists and institutions devoted to them: Jewish Museums,
Women's Museums, African-American, Latino and Chicano, Asian-American, Gay
and Lesbian Museums and Art Centers.” Supported by these institutional bases, the
multivocal character of the present has reshaped our past drastically, as artist after
artist has become or been confirmed double-barreled: Georgia O’Keeffe as artist and
woman, Marsden Hartley as artist and gay, Bob Thompson as artist and African
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American. The practice of art today is enmeshed in social contexts, so that instead of
a narrative that begins at a single point and evolves into complexity, we now begin in
the present, in a matrix of identities, issues, and communities, and delve backward.
This apparent presentism may, in fact, be much more truthful than an evolutionary
narrative. The conventions of narrative seem to demand a motion forward to a con-
clusion, a punch line, a trajectory that is generally one of progress. But the notion
that one event is succeeded by the next, wiping out the former, is false. As the biolo-
gist Stephen Jay Gould has written so eloquently in his discussion of evolution, there
is no progress, there is just variation within a complex system, in which random acci-
dents intervened. The world of nature contains both the most complex organisms
and the simplest: the development of one has not canceled out the other, or rendered
them less successful.’® And that is, in fact, why works of art retain their power to
please and to hold our attention. If indeed the world were ruled by progress (as
opposed to change), then works of art would be reduced to the status of historical
artifacts, left behind in the wake of improvement.

Storytelling, whether progressive or not, is delivered in different modes—bio-
graphical, formal, institutional, iconographic, or some other one. The simplest and
most reliable analysis for art historians has been a formal one. There are sound rea-
sons for this: since the last third of the nineteenth century, art and artists have made
the claim to special status as the holders of sacral mysteries, guardians of a privileged
terrain that not just anybody could access, and the badge of this status has been the
language of style. No longer did art speak directly to all viewers, it now required an
understanding of formal values and stylistic schools (pointillism, cubism, neoexpres-
sionism, etc.). Such a claim for specialized and privileged viewing would have struck
an earlier generation as very odd, while now we take it for granted and consider it
only natural to first consider the look, the style, of a work of art before we attend to
its meaning or effect. Rendered in progressive terms, the most common account of
twentieth-century art is as a succession of styles; this imagines a one-way arrow, with
no turning aside or back. In reality, artists have careers extending well past the few
years allotted to each style period: since the 1960s, for example, movements seem
to have come and gone in two-year intervals, and yet most of those artists are still
going strong.

One can also analyze the history of American art in institutional terms, com-
posed of groups and movements, and all their players. However, the resulting history
nearly always focuses on New York City and excludes the rest of the country. Still,
this century’s standard for success as an artist has been to come to Manhattan
and work the system, in an art world composed of only a few dealers, critics, and
collectors who count, in the context of museums like the Museum of Modern Art

and the Whitney Museum of American Art that have disciplined as well as supported
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careers. One could make the argument, for example, that it was Arthur Dove’s
great misfortune to be supported by Duncan Phillips, whose collection was in
Washington.

Invoking the example of Dove recalls the other favorite mode of analysis, the
biographical, which has the unfortunate side effect of favoring the few and heroiciz-
ing them, a process that does not support women and those with short careers
(unless they die young). A more complex tack is iconographic, which looks at subject
matter and themes, an analysis that begins to respond to cultural and political forces.
But this has the drawback of being essentially arbitrary: the choice of what to call sig-
nificant, to contain and build an argument, is the historian’s alone. By and large,
most histories combine these modes in various degrees, trying to produce a compre-
hensive, convincing account. But to produce such a history today is impossible: no
one person's point of view can be regarded as ultimately superior or completely true;
there is no perfect starting point. The ideal narrative for modern American art, then,
is one that pays attention to particulars, articulates no single grand idea or story. A
difficult task. And where to begin?

In one sense, the Ebsworth collection models the standard story of American
modern art, in the pairing of its two earliest paintings, by William Glackens and
Andrew Dasburg, painted a few months apart. Glackens, a generation older than
Dasburg, belonged to the group of realist artists associated with Robert Henri, the
ashcan school. In its soft, flattering brushstrokes and charming depiction of Kay
Laurell seated in a popular cafe, Cafe Lafayette (1914; Cat. 21) descends directly from
French impressionism, particularly Renoir. Dasburg’s Landscape (1913; Cat. 10), on
the other hand, maps Cézanne’s postimpressionist-constructed brushstrokes onto
Monhegan Island, Maine. Painted the summer after the Armory Show, it clearly
reveals the influence of that exhibition and the artist who inspired Braque and
Picasso. The two paintings, then, exist on either side of the fault line of the Armory
Show. The contrast between Glackens’ interest in the social drama of the modern city
and the leisure of its inhabitants, and Dasburg’s escape to some place more pure and
natural, also underscores the major differences between the older realist and the
younger, more radical contemporary and utopian art. But in other respects the two
stand in a natural lineage to each other. The Armory Show itself traced modernism
directly from the impressionists to the postimpressionists, from Manet, Monet, and
Renoir, to Cézanne, Gauguin, and Van Gogh. Moreover, the style that Dasburg assim-
ilated was one that Cézanne had practiced twenty years before: it was as out-of-date as
Renoir’s (who, after all, was still alive and painting). There is nothing new or radical
in either artist. Both may be said to be conservative compared to what was really hap-
pening in Paris. This is the general truth about the birth of American modernism
revealed by the Armory Show.

EBSWORTH COLLECTION 1§



To look for something more adventurous, something that stands in a different
relationship with the French avant-garde, historians generally turn to the group of
artists associated with the photographer and dealer Alfred Stieglitz: John Marin (Cats.
42—43), Marsden Hartley (Cat. 27), Arthur Dove (Cats. 16-18), Georgia O’Keeffe
(Cats. 48—51). While these artists were certainly conversant with contemporary Euro-
pean painting, they struck out on their own paths. Historians then turn to the other
power art circle in New York City, the salon of Walter and Louise Arensberg, which
included artists like Charles Sheeler (Cats. 57—60) and Charles Demuth (Cat. 14).
The Arensbergs flourished during World War I, a few years later than Stieglitz's
group, and were inspired by the émigré European artists escaping the war, particu-
larly Duchamp. But this alternative narrative does not account for such artists as
Manierre Dawson (Cat. 12), a Chicagoan who found his way to Gertrude Stein’s salon
in Paris, and then returned to Chicago; John Storrs (also from Chicago) who went
to Paris and never returned (Cats. 65— 67); Patrick Henry Bruce, another student
of Henri who went to Paris (Cat. 6); or Joseph Stella (Cats. 63—64), whose futurist
paintings also derived from his experience in Paris.

The structure of modernism does not resolve itself into easily identifiable and
stable camps or groups— Hartley, for example, was happy to associate himself with
whatever group promised to give him the most visibility. Nor is it obvious that New
York was the sole center of modernism: with so many from Chicago (and both Daw-
son and Storrs trained as architects) it is clear that the city saw itself as a center for
bold new art, and that the passage through architecture—with Chicago as the hub of
its most identifiably modern American product—to radical art was an easy one. And
by the same token, while the majority of these artists found their way to Paris, and
often into Gertrude Stein’s orbit, what they saw in Paris differed radically, just as
what they made of it did: Hartley felt alienated by Paris and decamped to Berlin. Nor
was Paris entirely necessary. Charles Burchfield’s fantastic forms (Cat. 7) were created
out of the inspiration of art magazines and museum collections in Cleveland, from
Asian and decorative art as much from painting.

The historian of modern American art, then, always faces a choice in emphasis:
to relate everything to Paris or to develop nativist roots; or to focus on one group or
another, and organize everyone in relation to that point. How to tell the story of mod-
ern art very much depends upon the choice of the beginning, since where we begin
determines so much about how we will proceed and where we will end. Let us begin
then, arbitrarily but usefully somewhere in the middle, with Georgia O’Keeffe and
Black White and Blue (1930; Cat. 50), and see what happens as we read out from it in
different ways, forward and back, along different paths.!!

Beginning with O’Keeffe herself the obvious point is biographical. Indeed, it is

Cat. 6. Patrick Henry Bruce, Peinture/Nature Morte
inescapable, given her gender: it is her life as a woman that marked her out in the (Forms No. 5) (detail), c. 1924
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public eye and that her dealer and husband Alfred Stieglitz used to promote her and
shape her reputation. Telling her story, one would start with her roots, her tentative
beginnings and training, emphasizing the paradox of her heroic independence. The
first turning point of her career was being discovered and shaped by Stieglitz. The
second crossroads came when she left him, at least during the summers, to live in
New Mexico. In its essence, the story of her career is made up of her womanhood,
her relationship with Stieglitz, and a landscape. Or, more generally, one might say
of any artist that a career is made up of one’s biography, one’s place in the art world,
and a subject, all of which coalesce in visual form. How, then, does Black White and
Blue fit into such a story?

Entering the painting biographically, we can say that it comes at the second
great turning point or crux of O’Keefte’s career. She had just returned from her first
extended foray to New Mexico. For the first time in more than a decade she had
returned to the Southwest, to a landscape she loved and in which she felt very free.
She once recalled, of her stay in Texas in 1917, that she and her sister would go on
long walks. Her sister would take a rifle with her and, as they walked, amuse herself
by flinging bottles into the air and shooting them down. One can imagine O’Keeffe,
who prized her independence above all else, feeling herself free for the first time
since she had joined up with Stieglitz: going to New Mexico meant being herself,
shooting for the fun of it, not playing the role of woman artist that Stieglitz had cre-
ated for her and which she knew to be so useful for her career.

While there, she had painted, among other things, a set of four paintings of
dark crosses that were exhibited to great acclaim the next February. Black White and
Blue is, among other things, a version and distillation of these crosses. The size of
the painting is important: at 48 x 30 inches, it is as large a painting as she was doing
in the 1920s and 1930s. She was making one or two a year on this scale at most; the
other painting of the year this big was Jack-in-Pulpit Abstraction— No. 5 (National
Gallery of Art, Washington). Like that painting, Black White and Blue has to be under-
stood as the summation of a series, the distillation of an idea worked out through
earlier canvases—not the final or most extreme version but its climax. The composi-
tion is also reflected in a smaller painting from the same year, Black and White (Whit-
ney Museum of American Art; Cat. 50, fig. 1), which has a similar white wedge. Black
White and Blue effectively merges the compositions of the two—the set of crosses and
the abstract painting. Of the crosses she once said: “I saw the crosses so often—and
often in unexpected places—like a thin dark veil of the Catholic Church spread over
the New Mexico landscape.” Each of these paintings is a portrait of a different and
specific cross—ones in Taos, Alcalde, Cameron, and elsewhere. “For me, painting the
crosses was a way of painting the country.” About the painting Black and White she
wrote: “This was a message to a friend—if he saw it he didn't know it was to him and
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wouldn't have known what it said. And neither did I.”!2 The meaning of Black White
and Blue, then, may be located in O’Keefte’s biography, perhaps even in her relation-
ship with Stieglitz. If so, what is the message?

Postponing the answer a moment, there were other important turning points
just months before and after O’Keeffe painted Black White and Blue. Stieglitz's second
gallery closed early in 1929, to be reopened in a different location and configuration
at the very end of the year; it was called An American Place, and remained his gallery
until his death. The February exhibition of O’Keeffe’s New Mexico paintings was her
first solo exhibition there. Two other events took place at around the same time, both
much more significant in retrospect. The Museum of Modern Art opened in Novem-
ber 1929, and after its opening devoted to European art, its second exhibition fea-
tured O’Keeffe among other American modernists. And the stock market crashed
in October. Both events would have important consequences, but those were not so
apparent early in 1930. The Museum of Modern Art would become a juggernaut in
the world of modern art, reinforcing the French quality of modernism, and down-
playing most contemporary American art as second rate. It would soon have little or
no room for artists like O’Keeffe. The stock market crash would, in a year or two,
lead to the Great Depression and federal programs in the arts that emphasized the
socially responsible and publicly legible. Few artists survived both forces unscathed
and O’Keeffe was one of the few who were relatively immune, both stylistically and
financially. It would seem quite difficult, then, to read out of the painting into the
larger context of her biography, out into the world beyond her relationship with her-
self and with Stieglitz. Returning to O’Keeffe’s Black White and Blue, we would imag-
ine that politics has nothing to do with the work. O’Keeffe’s American-ness resides in
her identification with an American place (to use Stieglitz's phrase) not American
society, and she does not seem to connect region and people the way most artists of
the 1930s would do. Nonetheless, for O’Keeffe as for virtually every other American
artist, it proved impossible to escape politics altogether. One of the last paintings with
a version of a New Mexican cross in it is Cow’s Skull, Red, White and Blue (1931; The
Metropolitan Museum of Art). O’Keeffe had clearly been pleased by the reaction of
the critics to her New Mexican paintings, and, at the same time, a little amused at
their condescension. As she was working with the bones she brought back from New
Mexico (one of which figures in Cow’s Skull): “I thought of the city men I had been
seeing in the East. They talked so often of writing the Great American Novel —The
Great American Play—The Great American Poetry. I am not sure that they aspired to
the Great American Painting. Cézanne was so much in the air that I think the Great
American Painting didn't even seem a possible dream. I knew the middle of the
country—knew quite a bit of the south....I was quite excited over our country....They
didn't even want to live in New York—how was the Great American Thing going to
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happen? So as I painted along on my cow’s skull on blue I thought to myself, ‘I’ll
make it an American painting. They will not think it great with the red strips down
the sides—Red, White and Blue—but they will notice it.””13

Can we then locate the painting’s meaning in O’Keeffe’s biography, or the art
world, or even politics? She gives us permission to in a number of ways, even if the
readings take us in different directions. But again to postpone an answer, having read
it out into context, what happens when we read it back into itself? Formally, the
painting represents a centered post, given the conventional signs of shading at the
top to suggest two sides of a four-sided form. Below the middle of the picture, the
post reappears as a blue, straight-edged form, with no hint of three-dimensionality.
What interrupts the vertical form is a springing, hard, curving abstract shape, which
also plays tricks with contour and three-dimensionality. It too is interrupted, either by
a white obelisk form or a sharp triangular patch of white—here we are again uncer-
tain if it is the white form that is three-dimensional or the gray black form that sur-
rounds it. If it is a cross, then we can't escape its “cross’-ness, no more than a later
artist, Jasper Johns, could escape the “flag”-ness of his flag paintings. What is differ-
ent about this cross is that, unlike the earlier ones, it has a form depending from it—
a corpus, one actively engaged in getting up or being taken down. The degree to
which the transcendence so ardently identified by artists of Stieglitz's circle is still
bound within specifically religious forms is a topic that most historians have shied
away from. But here the active, swinging form and the sharp, hard lance in its side
cannot but help suggest the drama of the Crucifixion.

Limiting ourselves more severely to the world of painted forms, we are on
firmer ground: the painting is about the perspective tricks the painter can play on a
flat surface, rendered in as muted a palette as possible in order to concentrate on the
formal devices available in the pictorial space. This is a world one knows well from
European avant-garde painting, from Cézanne onward, and one more associated with
cubism than anything else; indeed, a preoccupation with the flatness of the canvas
would be defined by the critic Clement Greenberg a few years later as the central ele-
ment of modern art’s success. O’Keeffe, too, cannot escape the idea of Cézanne.

But the simplicity of the shapes, their large scale and their controlled, direct
flow, all create a world of forms very different from anything produced by the school
of Paris. Despite its unearthly colors—or lack of them —the painting seems to be
located in the natural world, and the drama to be a natural one, however idealized.
This is a drama of interruption, of penetration and division, perhaps sacrifice. How
different it is from O’Keeffe’s Music— Pink and Blue No. 1 (Cat. 49), of 1918, which is
all soft, tissuey forms gently enclosing an empty space. O’Keeffe had been success-
fully hyped by Stieglitz as a woman painter, whose specialty was organic, female

forms—transmuted vulvas and wombs. Stieglitz's description of her resonated

20 ROBERTSON



through the critical response he stage-managed: “The Great Child pouring some
more of her Woman self on paper.”** Perhaps Black White and Blue is O’Keeffe’s
monumental, blunt riposte to such an image of her work. But to think this is to
imagine O’Keeffe painting in a world of painting. It is one thing to accept the idea
that she might work within series, another to think that one painting constitutes a
response to more distant ones, in a network of art rather than life.

Most of the discussion of American painting, especially before Pollock, shies
away from this kind of analysis, preferring to imagine that after the creation of a sig-
nature style (arrived at by triangulating from available prototypes) an American artist
nourished this style by looking at nature and the real world (which could include
one’s own psyche). In other words, we find it difficult to imagine American art being
created largely out of response to or in dialogue with other art (artists themselves
have no such problem); or the art that is clearly so created, we deem a little weak. But
having positioned O’Keeffe’s painting in relation to virtually everything else but art,
what happens when we try to think of her as an artist, responding to art? Let us try
and consider how O’Keeffe functioned as a modern artist. To do that, we must return
to Stieglitz, her dealer.

Stieglitz had several careers, both as a photographer and as a dealer. Beginning
in 1908, he transformed his gallery 291 from a place mainly showing photography to
one showing avant-garde art, both European and American. Through the course of
the next decade, he developed a group of American artists whose work reflected his
philosophy. Winnowed through various forms of attrition, by the time the gallery
closed in 1917 and reopened (in a different form) in 1925, this group comprised five
artists: John Marin, Marsden Hartley, Arthur Dove, Paul Strand (the only photogra-
pher), and Georgia O’Keeffe. While the styles of these artists were quite different,
they revolved around a sense that to be a modern painter meant abstraction that was
largely natural and organic, rather than ideal, geometrical, or technological. To be
modern was a matter of higher perception, rather than an affinity to the conditions
of industrial and urban life, and in this way was much less closely allied to Paris and
cubists than it was to Germany and expressionists like Kandinsky. The artists shared
a belief in the therapeutic power of artistic vision and an elite belief (however humble
it might have been in Dove) in the power of the artist to see more clearly than his or
her audience, and through that perception change them. Stieglitz's group of artists
was largely unaffected by the Armory Show, in part perhaps because the show high-
lighted French artists and the radical story of cubism, and this was not the central
issue for them. But neither their response nor their styles were exceptional; Manierre
Dawson's work is similar, for example. What was different about the Stieglitz group
was not so much its style but its staying power. While Stieglitz's gallery came and
went in different manifestations until his death, it nonetheless was there: he sup-
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ported his artists consistently, some for more than thirty years. No other group of
modern artists had such strong support. And this meant the world to them, as one
can see from the broken careers of artists just as talented but who lacked such nour-
ishment (again, like Dawson).

By the 1930s, however, Stieglitz's group was old hat. In the decade before the
United States entered World War II, a successive tide of European émigrés changed
the shape of what was produced in America, as did the strong biases of institutions
like the Museum of Modern Art (whose curator, Alfred Barr, organized a show of
abstract art in 1936 and left contemporary Americans out of it), or dealers like Julian
Levy and Peggy Guggenheim, who needed younger artists to promote. These all
made what O’Keeffe was doing look like yesterday's news, except to older critics
wanting sure and steady development based on well-known roots.

But to many younger artists and critics, such a solitary and solid trajectory was
of little interest. Those who had a name to make for themselves had other issues to
face. Most pressing were the demands for social responsibility that the political situa-
tion and the influx of federal aid—the Great Depression and the Federal Art Projects
—forced on them. Many artists, heeding these calls, performed a kind of self-censor-
ship, heading for the more acceptable subjects, ones that were at least somewhat legi-
ble to their communities. We tend to forget that the style and subjects that William
Glackens represented —the ashcan school of urban realism that formed around
Robert Henri—never died away but remained vital, engaging the attention of many
(perhaps most) accomplished American artists. Few of these are represented here,
but Edward Hopper (Cats. 30-32), an artist who straddles many camps and outgrows
all of them, may stand for the rest: he was a student of Henri's who developed his
style before World War I and sustained his career brilliantly until his death in 1967.
The continuance of such realist figure painting, with attention to subjects of urban or
rural everyday life, is obscured by its many names and locations —American scene
painting, American tendency, and regionalism; New York City, California, and Kansas
—Dbut these are all threads of a single movement.

Or if artists did not heed this call, they felt tortured by their refusal. They modi-
fied their styles a little bit, by including figures in formerly pure geometries. Or they
justified themselves, like Stuart Davis, claiming that modernist art was the most
truthful and forceful reflection of the world around them. In an age of new technol-
ogy—airplanes, telephones, synthetic chemistry—“these experiences, emotions, and
ideas are reflected in modern art, but not as a copy of them.” More forcefully, he
claimed: “Modern art, then, is not abstract. It is the expression in form and color of
contemporary life.”!> Abstract art was able to make this claim because it “is the only
art that deals with its subject dialectically and as a whole.”'® He pointed to the
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destruction of modern art by the Nazis, conveniently forgetting the repressive turn
to social realism in the Soviet Union.

The most successful American modern group was the precisionists, most
prominent among them Charles Sheeler, but also including Francis Criss (Cat. 9),
Stefan Hirsch (Cat. 28), Miklos Suba (Cat. 68), Luigi Lucioni (Cat. 41), and O. Louis
Guglielmi (Cats. 25—-26). Not formally organized, this group shared a style and sub-
ject matter that employed the hard geometry and flat colors of abstraction, while rep-
resenting the subjects of social realism, particularly urban and industrial landscapes.
The edges of the group blended in with other elements and subjects—into Peter
Blume’s figure paintings (Cat. 3), or Guglielmi’s surreal political fantasies (Cat. 20).
But Sheeler’s work exemplifies what the precisionists did best: they gave allegiance to
neither option, pushing neither into the distortion of space that was the hallmark of
cubism, nor permitting people to dominate their recognizable landscapes. Instead,
they practiced a peculiar kind of restraint or negation, but one that was likable
because of its silence about difficult issues. Both the realists and the precisionists
were well supported by the Whitney Museum of American Art.

The American Abstract Artists (AAA) group, however, the group that clung
most strictly to abstraction, had only themselves. Their links were directly to foreign
organizations, most importantly the French group Abstraction-Création Art Nonfigu-
ratif. The AAA formed in 1937 because of the double rejection of both the Whitney
and the Museum of Modern Art, which, in two major surveys of American abstract
art, shut them out, deeming them too close to their French contemporaries to be
seen as anything but servile. To the degree that they did survive they were supported
by a fierce sense of mission and the wealth of some of their Park Avenue members,
most notably Albert Gallatin (Cat. 20), who, like Stieglitz, could afford to function as
a group leader as he ran The Gallery of Living Art.

The American Abstract Artists group kept alive in New York the idea of close
study of France, a notion that the true artist was one who stayed connected, knew
things about art, existed first and foremost in a world of artists; that the real artist
knew and looked to the center of the art world, which had been Paris since the mid-
dle of the seventeenth century. The AAA members were the authentic inheritors of
the Armory Show, the art world of pure experimentation and radical advance that had
been shattered so decisively by the Great War.'” The styles of these artists deliberately
spanned the range of abstraction. Esphyr Slobodkina (Cat. 61), Ilya Bolotowsky (Cat.
4), Alice Trumbull Mason (Cat. 44), David Smith (Cat. 62), Arshile Gorky (Cats. 22—
23), Suzy Frelinghuysen (Cat. 19), Byron Browne (Cat. 5), Jean Xceron (Cat. 773), all
represented in the Ebsworth collection, studied and reformed the work of Kandinsky,
Miré, Mondrian, Picasso, and others. The paintings could be smoothly finished or
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richly brushed. They could affiliate with the straight lines and bounded areas of Mon-
drian or the mobile biomorphic forms of Miré, or the jaunty signs and shapes of
Klee, or the surrealistic figures and objects of Picasso, or combine them all. Consis-
tently, however, they turned not to landscape but to geometry and psychology, interior
nature. AAA artists self-consciously experimented with form for the sake of experi-
mentation —something one could not say of O’Keeffe or even Dove. While O’Keeffe’s
paintings are always occupied with real things, locating them in a landscape or
redefining the pictorial space around them, for these artists, the canvas plane is a ter-
rain that is littered with objects (not shaped around them) or an aquarium filled with
fluid through which the objects move. That is to say, it is a fundamentally invented
space, not a reported one.

Displayed in the context of modern art in the 1930s, O’Keefte’s painting showed
that she had learned virtually nothing from Europe in more than a decade in the
limelight. In contrast, her younger, edgier contemporaries, the AAA artists, were
decidedly knowledgeable, and displayed their knowledge nicely. Their idea of mod-
ernism was one that operated within a settled structure of schools and movements,
even if within that structure personal style might shift dramatically; O’Keeffe, in con-
trast, was a loner, not affiliated with any group or in line of descent from any master.
Compared to them, O’Keeffe seems resolutely dumb, even willfully ignorant. She
stands in relation to these AAA artists in the same way as Winslow Homer—another
hermit figure on the edge of wilderness—stood in relation to the sophisticated Euro-
pean-trained artists of his day, like William Merritt Chase.

O’Keefte’s Black White and Blue has other dumb-nesses and negations about it,
visible in the work and not just in the art world. It is in this deliberate turning of her
back that we begin to sense something essential about O’Keeffe, and critical to Amer-
ican modern art. For example, the painting eschews almost all colors other than
those named in the title. In this we find echoes of Whistler’s aestheticism and the
tonalists of O’Keeffe’s youth, and a reminder that the critical debate of modernism in
the first decade of abstraction lay between those who espoused form (Picasso) and
those who emphasized color (Robert Delaunay). Indeed, for most abstract painters
through the 1930s, the two founding figures of modernism were not Picasso and
Duchamp but Picasso and Delaunay.'® Delaunay’s interests had been seconded by
Stanton Macdonald-Wright and Morgan Russell (two Americans who always disputed
this secondary status) and their creation of the first self-consciously theoretical move-
ment in American art, synchromy. This group reached its zenith in an exhibition
organized in 1916, in which virtually every artist who had been to Paris had a go at
producing an abstract, synchromist work (including such unlikely painters as
Thomas Hart Benton). Since then, color—as one of the primary formal tools available

Cat. 62. David Smith, Untitled (The Billiard Players) ;
(detail), 1936 to an abstract artist—has had repeated moments of moving to the front burner, from

EBSWORTH COLLECTION 2§



Bauhaus artists like Josef Albers, to abstract expressionists like Hans Hoffman, to
artists as dissimilar as Clifford Still, Ellsworth Kelly (Cat. 34), and Morris Louis, a
color-field painter. Among these artists, the choice not to paint color—to work in
black and white, like Franz Kline (Cat. 35)—has been as vital a choice as to paint
brilliantly. Nonetheless, O’Keeffe’s reduction of color choices to this cold, muted
palette was unusual in its day, and still striking. But not unique: three works in the
Ebsworth collection, Arthur Dove’s Sea II of 1925 (Cat. 16), Suzy Frelinghuysen's
Composition of 1943 (Cat. 19), and Jasper Johns’ Gray Rectangles of 1957 (Cat. 33), per-
form an interesting commentary on O’Keeffe’s painting, sharing a similarly restricted
and dull palette.

The Dove and Frelinghuysen are about the delicate harmonies of color found in
nature and transposed to art—a particular tone of silvery light on the sea at sunset,
when the light hits it at an oblique angle; the purple harmonies of soft guitar music.
In contrast, the Johns is a gray of covering and repression, of gray-flannel suits, of
that proverbial middle ground on the color wheel, a neutral point.!® Not until one
gets closer is it clear that the three panels had been painted the primary colors—red,
blue, and yellow—and then painted over. Opened up, who knows what the panels
might hide; but they are closed down like the surface of the painting. The texture of
the encaustic itself suggests glaze that binds the surfaces of the painting together,
obliterating textural difference and porousness, like icing on a cake. The textures of
the Dove and Frelinghuysen paintings, are, in contrast, alert to the possibilities of
light, of reflection, refraction, and shadow. O’Keeffe’s choices seem colder, reductive,
withholding, more like those of Johns.

The play with space, texture, and medium that O’Keeffe permits herself is as
restricted as the color. O’Keeffe was willing to use watercolor as a major tool for
experimenting and working out new perceptions of the world; in this she belongs to
a very honorable tradition of American artists, from Homer to John Singer Sargent
and including her contemporaries, Marin, Demuth, Hopper, and even Sheeler. But in
her oils, she remained committed to the purity and integrity of the classical painted
canvas, laying down the paint in such a way as not to disturb the considered even-
ness of application. The textural challenges of rich impasto, created through loaded
brushstrokes, as in de Kooning, or layered veils of paint, as in Pollock (Cat. 53), or the
waxy thicknesses of encaustic, as in Johns, are foreign to her, let alone more radical
departures. Almost as soon as Picasso and Braque developed the space of cubism,
they collaged its surface. The decision to revoke the illusionism of the world behind
the surface of the canvas was matched by a desire to reunite the physical space of the
viewer and the canvas, through additions, paste-ons, and assemblages. From Dove to
Frelinghuysen to Johns, or from Joseph Cornell's boxes to Rauschenberg’s combines
(Cat. 54), American artists have made their own varied contributions to this mixture
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of media. Such elements are conventionally drawn from the detritus of daily life,
from the specific spaces of the home or cafe, or from those activities that produce
biographical markers of life and consumption: tickets, newspapers, packaging.

But none of these artists have imitated the other. Dove produced collages for a
short period of his career, for specific people and reasons. Each of his collages is very
different from the others and incorporates different materials; here he has chosen
chiffon and steel for their particular colors, textures, and light-reflecting qualities, all
formal elements closely allied to the picture plane. Frelinghuysen has used corru-
gated cardboard for different formal ends, delighting in the delicate suggestion of
highlights and shadow that she alters with her brush. Johns’ painting is not a collage
but a construction: he has cut into the canvas and filled the spaces with panels. The
painting has become an intermediate space between something hanging on the wall
and a piece of furniture, a hybrid not quite sculptural but no longer a canvas. Cornell,
Rauschenberg, Theodore Roszak (Cats. 55—56), and Claes Oldenburg (Cat. 52) mix
these boundaries even more thoroughly.

O’Keeffe’s painting’s other rejections are decidedly more conservative. She
never clutters her paintings with signs; only objects will do. Where the work of other
artists might recognize the domains of language, of shopping, of domestic needs,
O’Keeffe keeps her world focused on what her inner eye sees alone. Even in her
cityscapes, she pared away the signs and neon lights, the debris of advertising and
packaging. For an artist like Stuart Davis (Cat. 11), these were the most authentic ele-
ments of his modern experience; his paintings could not exist without words. Even
an artist as otherworldly as Hartley knew that when he painted a subject of the here
and now, like his series of military paintings based on the uniforms of his beloved
Karl von Freyburg (Cat. 27), he could not avoid letters and numbers. An artist like
Andy Warhol, in a painting like Campbell’s Soup with Can Opener (Cat. 72), takes this
thought to an ironic edge just short of banality.

The appropriation of media and media-crossing are the formal signs of one
of the strongest concerns of American art in this century: the question of the limits
of art, the line between art and life, boundary patrol. Initiated with a flourish by
Duchamp with the exhibition of his Fountain, in New York in 1917, it has been
picked up and reformulated by other artists, most strongly since the late 1950s.
Pollock is credited with dramatically reintroducing these issues after the purist con-
cerns of abstract artists in the 1930s. For many of his contemporaries, both the man-
ner in which he painted —leaning over a canvas that was flat on the floor—and the
continuous, allover, and uncentered design of his surfaces signified his revolutionary
escape from the limits of both easel painting and murals. After PollocK's death, Allan
Kaprow, one of the prime exponents of happenings, wrote: “Pollock, as I see him,
left us at the point where we must become preoccupied with and even dazzled by
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the space and objects of our everyday life....Not satisfied with the suggestion through
paint of our other senses, we shall utilize the specific substances of sight, sound,
movements, people, odors, touch. Objects of every sort are materials for the new art:
paint, chairs, food, electric and neon lights, smoke, water, old socks, a dog, movies, a
thousand other things.”?°

One boundary that O’Keeffe does cross is gender. A significant development in
twentieth-century American art has been the increasing involvement of formerly
marginalized groups, from Jews to Asian-Americans to women. As each new group
finds itself crossing the border, there have been attempts to make such marks of dif-
ference the basis for making works of art, from Max Weber to Judy Chicago to Hung
Liu. There have been some successes, but generally the influence has been more sub-
tle, more difficult to see—or more quickly appropriated by the mainstream. Reading
Stieglitz's response to his first sight of O’Keeffe’s work one senses both his sincerity
and his commercial instincts at play: “You say a woman did these....I"d know she
was a woman. O Look at that line.” O’Keeffe’s acknowledgment of this response
(especially since Stieglitz's ideas were shared with the critics) was both more circum-
spect and more negative. On the one hand she couldn't deny it, on the other she
found it dangerously limiting even as it proved commercially valuable; she both
painted giant stamens and petals, and disliked them to be read sexually. She herself
said in 1930: “I am interested in the oppression of women of all classes. ..though not
so definitely and consistently as I am in the abstraction of painting. But one has
affected the other....Before I put a brush to canvas I question, ‘Is this mine?»’”?!
Arguing that O’Keeffe’s gender has made a positive difference to her art is problem-
atic, and downright difficult for many of the other women artists in the exhibition.
We see it most obviously here only in Alice Neel's drawing of José, a view of the
sleeping partner, unaware that he is being observed (Cat. 47). That is a view often
seen of women, but seldom of men. In contrast, the gendered viewing position of
the male artist shows up frequently, particularly when it is a male artist viewing a
female body; the subject of women has been at the center of art making for centuries.
From Lachaise to de Kooning, that body is usually primeval: sedate in her power in
Lachaise’s case (e.g., Cat. 38), but a force to reckon with in de Kooning’s (Cat. 13),
where it is an issue of control. That sense of threat is one of the persistent themes of
the century, and the power of a woman's gaze seems to become more troubling over
the years. Glackens’ model looks at us seductively (Cat. 21), while Tooker's women
collude to destroy the man (Cat. 71). It seems inevitable that it is on the figure of
woman that the pure abstraction of his former work dissolved for de Kooning, not
the threat of technology, or war. This sensitivity has a lot to do with the ambiguous
space that art inhabits. Sitting with neither business nor politics, which have tradi-

Cat. 71. George Tooker, The Chess Game (The Chessman)
tionally been the spheres of male activity, art making (and the realm of culture in (detail), 1947
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general) has been feminized for most of the century. And American male artists have
strenuously fought to assert their masculinity, none more so than Jackson Pollock.??

If we were to take O’Keeffe as our lodestar, then, we would organize a century
of American modern art around a very different pole than we have done so far. It
would be a world of nature, even the rugged West, scarce in all resources other than
those of the spirit. It would speak of purity, healing, independence, hardness. All
these are values that we recognize easily as American, with a history that goes back to
Winslow Homer and beyond; we could follow it through any number of artists, arriv-
ing at Jasper Johns and others. It might even be a gendered woman's point of view.
Organized around O’Keeffe we would see the AAA as advanced, urbane, abundant,
all those things that O’Keeffe decided not to be. Frelinghuysen's Composition becomes
the painting to place against O’Keeffe’s, delicate, sophisticated in its references and
formal devices, more textured but calmer. If O’Keeffe heroically sacrificed for her art,
Frelinghuysen declared she painted because it was “fun.”?® The ironies and complexi-
ties of the pairing are endlessly fascinating. But it is just as easy to organize that story
around the artists of the AAA—experimental, intellectual, city-bred, copious, and
omnivorous. Here we might arrive at Rauschenberg or Warhol. Both threads are
equally useful, insightful.

In the end, Black White and Blue, however hard we try to interpret and under-
stand it, achieves a curious, hard-wrought blankness. The “message” that O’Keeffe
can't explain, even to herself, is just as difficult for us. This difficulty is the hallmark
of modern art. Johns, for example, has been explicit about the meanings of his paint-
ings, even as he seems to be saying nothing. Of the gray canvases, Johns once com-
mented: “I think if there was any thinking at all, or if I have any now it would be that
if the painting is an object, then the object can be a painting...and I think that's what
happened.”?* Johns continuously tries to empty his actions of meanings: painting
and object are the same thing, the thing made and the made thing. The painter’s
actions are, quite technically, meaningless: they are without thought. Reflecting on
the criticism of his flag paintings, Johns summarized the responses: “Iwo meanings
have been ascribed to these American Flag paintings of mine. One position is: ‘He’s
painted a flag so you don't have to think of it as a flag but only as a painting.’ The
other is: ‘You are enabled by the way he has painted it to see it as a flag and not as a
painting.” Actually both positions are implicit in the paintings, so you don't have to
choose.”® Johns, in a sense, has placed the painting between meaning, always sus-
pended and never settled on one thing or the other. While ordinarily one might sup-
pose the opposed meanings to cancel each other out, here they simply oscillate. As
the artist Robert Morris explained: “[Johns’ art] was looked at rather than into....
Johns took painting further toward a state of non-depiction than anyone else.” Or

as Frank Stella commented about his own work: “What you see is what you see.”?®
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This sense that to name the purpose of the painting is to diminish it, to under-
stand it is to cut it off at the knees, is nothing new. Marsden Hartley's comment—
“What do pictures mean anyhow—1I have been trying to find out for at least half a
lifetime” —should be understood as apotropaic, warding off the evil of understanding
in order to keep his paintings active.?” Consistently, critics and artists have felt that
the best paintings are those that avoid meaning, or eschew meanings that reference
the real world, that insist on consequences or actions.?® De Kooning observed once
that: “It is very interesting to notice that a lot of people who want to take the talking
out of painting, for instance, do nothing else but talk about it. That is no contradic-
tion, however. The art in it is the forever mute part you can talk about forever.”? He
might have been remembering what Kandinsky had said twenty years earlier: “The
painter needs discreet, silent, almost insignificant objects. How silent is an apple
beside Laocoon. A circle is even more silent.”3°

In this silence, a particular type of looking has been encouraged. The influential
critic James Sweeney wrote in 1933: “A painting is as straightforward as a leaf or a
stone; it requires no commentary; it asks merely to be looked at.”*! The only real dif-
ference between this statement and Johns’ attitude toward his paintings is the substi-
tution of culture for nature: “A picture ought to be looked at the same way you look
at a radiator.”*? Warhol, as always, takes this point of view a dangerous step further:
“The more you look at the same exact thing, the more the meaning goes away, and
the better and emptier you feel.”?

Sweeney, summarizing the history and nature of modernism, went on to add:
“Today the first step...must be one of disavowals....The predominant characteristic
of creative work in the plastic arts since the turn of the century has been critical...a
provocative balance of destructive and constructive criticism toward a freer expres-
sion and a fresher vision....Illusionism was the first target.”** This step—the inven-
tion of cubism—has generally been taken, on the one hand, as a renewal of pictorial
language achieved through tearing down the old structures of representation. Alter-
natively, it has been understood as a constructive reflection of new scientific and
philosophical ideas about time and space. But, however the pictorial structures of
cubism and abstraction in general might have worked in Europe, in this country they
were developed for different purposes. American modern art constructs the not
known against the all-too-well known, the prosaic, the matter-of-factness of American
life and business and politics. A realm of indeterminacy is a specific kind of sublime
—now situated in relation to culture rather than nature and the material world—
played out and linked to the characteristics of the pictorial space. And the sublime—
the limitless, the transcendent—has long been a critical aspect of American art, a
characteristic of its first native school, the Hudson River painters, a feature especially
identified with the expansiveness and newness of American space. The destruction of
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illusionism severs the space of painting from the lived world of the audience. But
ceasing to be an easy reflection or extension of that barren sphere rescues the sub-
limity of American art. Harold Rosenberg summarized the path that led to abstract
expressionism in this way in 1952: “Many of the painters had been trying to paint
Society. Others had been trying to paint Art (cubism, postimpressionism). The big
moment came when it was decided to paint...Just to Paint. The gesture on the can-
vas was a gesture of liberation, from Value—political, aesthetic, moral.”** The space
that is now created on this nonillusionistic surface becomes unknowable and even
unrecognizable. But even as it sets itself against social and cultural goals, it retains
the identifying mark of America: liberty. Paradoxically, then, the gestures of meaning-
lessness are precisely calculated in reference to the hallmarks of American identity.

The question of the nature of pictorial space—what actually happens on the sur-
face of the painting—is something that has preoccupied American critics and artists
since before the turn of the century. The question achieves paradigmatic form in the
statements of the two leading critics of abstract expressionism. Clement Greenberg
summarized his position in 1965, toward the end of his career: pictorial space
stresses “the ineluctable flatness of the support (i.e. the stretched canvas or panel).
Modernist painting oriented itself to flatness as it did to nothing else.”3¢ In sharp
contrast to this unembodied metaphysical realm are Harold Rosenberg’s views: “At a
certain moment the canvas began to appear to one American painter after another as
an arena in which to act—rather than a space in which to reproduce, redesign, ana-
lyze, or ‘express’ an object, actual or imagined. What was to go on the canvas was not
a picture but an event.”” Both views won favor and were useful to artists as a way of
understanding what they were doing. Rauschenberg, for example, adapts Rosenberg:
“Painting relates to both art and life. Neither can be made. (I try to act in that gap
between the two.)”*® In odd ways, this is not such an advance from Henrf’s insistence
that “Art when really understood is the province of every human being. It is simply a
question of doing things, anything, well. It is not an outside, extra thing.”%

Leo Steinberg tried to systematize and critique both views, once sufficient his-
torical time had passed, in the mid 1960s. He felt that from cubism and beyond,
whatever Greenberg might have said, most pictorial space was still predicated on the
perceptual space of the physical viewer. That is to say, the painting had a top and bot-
tom, a vertical dimension that paralleled the vertical viewing position of the audience.
With Johns and Rauschenberg, however, he felt something new had developed. The
painting surface was now simply an information space, a surface on which things
could be put, a tabletop or flatbed “on which information may be received, printed,
impressed.”® In particular, in Johns’ work, he saw an inversion of “hereness and
thereness,” of the mind’s attention and the eye’s space. And that inversion created an
ambiguous zone: “Modern art always projects itself into a twilight zone where no val-
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ues are fixed. It is always born in anxiety... .its function is to transmit this anxiety to
spectators...so that the encounter is a genuine existential predicament.”

In these words Steinberg moves from the space of painting back to the audi-
ence, to the painting’s effect. One cannot, in fact, escape this connection, however
hard modern art has tried. Again, American painting has had a particular relation-
ship with its audiences. As Steinberg points out: “To American minds, the word ‘art
is the guilty root from which derive ‘artful,” ‘arty, and ‘artificial.””** As if to make up
for this possible immorality, modern art is deeply serious; this may be felt even more
acutely in representational art, which did not seem to occupy the moral high ground
of pure abstraction. It is curious how seldom anyone laughs, or even smiles. Think
of all the bleak homes and restaurants that fill the museums of American art. From
1913 to the present, one can argue that only one American artist other than Glackens
has wholeheartedly enjoyed food, and that is Wayne Thiebaud (Cat. 69). In Hopper's
restaurants, no one seems to eat (Cat. 30). Andy Warhol gives us at best a can of soup
(Cat. 72). The emotional tone of modern art is decidedly cool. When it is fun, it is
overly boisterous fun, loud commercial fun, without heart. In Walt Kuhn's circus
you know the clowns are suicidal (Cat. 36). This is the flavor of precisionist land-
scape, too—ironic and empty. Sheeler’s Classic Landscape focuses on the part of the
plant that processes raw materials, not the automobiles (1931; Cat. 58); Guglielmi’s
New England landscape is a decaying one (Cat. 25). True modernity is expressed by
the emptiness, impenetrability, or illegibility of containers and signs. As Henry
Adams exclaimed as he arrived in New York harbor on returning from Europe in
1904: “The outline of the city became frantic in its effort to explain something that
defied meaning.”*?

For art to make up this moral deficiency it has always had to be “doing things,”
as Henri said. It is not art but work, or action, or technological research, or experi-
mentation, or outrage.*® It has tasks to finish. These jobs have actually been fairly
well defined; artists and critics have been loquacious on the subject, and the list of
art’s tasks and meanings is very long.** Social actions are in fact replicated, mirrored,
or parodied on the other side of the difficult divide between art and life. And yet, we
arrive at blankness and silence if we attempt to unveil the figure behind the curtain;
perhaps we fear the rude surprise of Dorothy on finding the Wizard in the Emerald
City. It is this contradiction —of meaninglessness and taskfulness—that energizes
modern American art.

The site of painting—the nature of pictorial space, which has so preoccupied
American critics—is the container of this knotted problem. The philosopher Michel
Foucault has offered some useful ideas to help elucidate such spaces, in what he calls
the modern “epoch of space.” In words suggestive of the formal strategies of much

modern art he writes: “We are in the epoch of simultaneity: we are in the epoch of
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juxtaposition, the epoch of the near and far, of the side-by-side, of the dispersed.”*
He suggests that every society has two kinds of ideal spaces, spaces that exist outside
our everyday experience—and by space he means as much a cultural space housing
an activity as any physical space: utopias and heterotopias. These sites “have the curi-
ous property of being in relation with all the other sites, but in such a way as to sus-
pect, neutralize, or invert the set of relations that they happen to designate, mirror or
reflect.” The latter are defined as spaces that may “juxtapose in a single real place sev-
eral spaces, several sites that are in themselves incompatible.” The way time works in
a heterotopia is different and equally complex in its relation to lived time. Moreover,
heterotopias “presuppose a system of opening and closing that both isolates them
and makes them penetrable. In general, the heterotopic site is not freely accessible
like a public place....To get in one must have a certain permission and make certain
gestures.” Finally, such spaces relate to all remaining space, either by exposing real
space as more illusory, or as more perfect than real life. Foucault gives examples
ranging from theaters to cemeteries, all spaces in which occasional activities occur, at
precise times, that mirror but strangely reduce or essentialize their daily counter-
parts, even as they suggest something bigger, more significant than the everyday
actions that bring one into them.

Painting might usefully be added to the list; as Stuart Davis said in 1935: “The
concept of the autonomous existence of the canvas as a reality which is parallel to
nature has been recognized.”*® Like a performance of a play (or an event in an arena),
a convincing painting creates its own reality.*’ But that reality is always contingent on
our own. It questions, reflects, unsettles our experience, Working on the presumption
that its reality is of a kind and state comparable to our own. Painting meets us at a
level of equality. Or aims to. To paraphrase Johns, art does not force us to choose
between art and life. It presents both options. And as our attempt to unravel the
meaning of O’Keeffe’s Black White and Blue suggests, the work of art simultaneously
offers multiple meanings and none at all. The pictorial space is much larger than its
frame. It is quite as big as ours, and perhaps more palpable and suggestive.

The historian Meyer Schapiro wrote in 1937 of abstract art, on the occasion of
reviewing Alfred Barr’s exhibition and book Cubism and Abstract Art, the same event
that prompted the foundation of AAA: “If the tendencies of the arts after Impression-
ism toward an extreme subjectivism and abstraction are already evident in Impres-
sionism, it is because the isolation of the individual and of the higher forms of cul-
ture from their older social supports, the renewed ideological oppositions of mind
and nature, individual and society, proceed from social and economic causes which
already existed before Impressionism and which are even sharper today.”*® Twenty
years later, he returned to the same issues: “The object of art is, therefore, more pas-
sionately than ever before, the occasion of spontaneity, of intense feeling....This art
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is deeply rooted, I believe, in the self and its relation to the surrounding world. The
pathos of the reduction or fragility of the self within a culture that becomes increas-
ingly organized through industry, economy and the state intensifies the desire of the
artist to create forms that will manifest his liberty in this striking way.”*® Whatever
one’s politics, it is this threat of dehumanization, of losing the self that can only be
discovered through the creation of art, that motivates the paintings here.

The greatest performance in America—as well as its most original creation—is
surely the United States itself. Sometimes expressed as ugly or naive jingoism, some-
times as bitter satire, the abiding focus of the creative life of American artists in this
century has been America, whether defined in opposition, supplying what is lost,
affirming or amplifying what is there. American modern art is a space that inverts,
investigates, questions this performance. Here is where the value of a single great
collection returns—as one cast of players on the stage of the heterotopia of painting,
which we can view as an audience and witness the ongoing drama. If it is to have
value, history thus becomes a beginning point, not an end, by which each individual
viewer, over the course of a lifetime, creates his or her own history of American art,
and relationship to American culture. The prospect seems daunting—but, in fact,

every viewer does it all the time.
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GEORGE AULT
1891-1948

Fruit Bowl on Red Oilcloth, 1930

oil on canvas

24 x 20 (61.6 x 50.8)

Fruit Bowl on Red Oilcloth is a quintessential
example of the precisionist still life. The
objects—tabletop; picture frame; fruit bowl
with apples, oranges, and pears; and bottle—
are plain and unadorned. Concomitantly, the
particulars of line, form, and color are con-
veyed with accuracy, clarity, and simplicity.
Nothing is superfluous or redundant. Even
the most subtle textures and surface effects
are summarized with brevity. The reflective
qualities of the tabletop and blue bottle, for
example, are defined by a few deftly placed
highlights.

The rigorous order and clarity of Fruit
Bowl on Red Oilcloth belies the intense emo-
tional turmoil that suddenly engulfed Ault
around 1930. During the 1920s, his work had
been exhibited regularly at the annual exhibi-
tions of the Society of Independent Artists, the
Bourgeois Gallery, the Whitney Studio Club,
and Edith Halpert's Downtown Gallery. Then,
in 1929 the stock market crashed and Ault's
father died of cancer, and in 1930 and 1931 his
two elder brothers committed suicide. In the
wake of these tragedies, Ault was beset by
financial and physical problems and became

more and more psychologically and geographi-

cally distanced from the New York art world.

The tragic circumstances of Ault’s career
would seem to confirm an observation by the
critic Hilton Kramer in his review of the land-
mark 1960 exhibition The Precisionist View in
American Art: “The artists who were most
profoundly possessed of the precisionist idea
imposed a dream of innocence and yearning
wherever art and life contrived to offer them
hard and sophisticated complications.”? In
Kramer's view, the slick, sanitized precisionist
style often reflected the inability of American
artists to respond effectively to the intellectual
challenges of cubism and, in their cityscapes,
to the harsher, more complex social realities of
the modern urban world. From this perspec-
tive, Ault’s still life exercise is best understood
as an escape from the intellectual and emo-
tional turmoil of his life and times.

Although at first glance Fruit Bowl on Red
Oilcloth may appear to be purposefully con-
structed to restrict the free play of emotion
and thought, aspects of the painting also sug-
gest the artist's capacity for creating a richly
ambiguous pictorial space. For instance,
rather than sharply defining the corner that is
implied by the falling shadows of the frame
and bowl, Ault instead presents a subtly
creased, soft, amorphous curtain of white.

F1G. 1. George Ault,
Corn from lowa, 1940,
goauche on paper,
Coliection of Frangoise
and Harvey Rambach
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Against this indeterminate background he self-
consciously and knowingly introduces a paint-
ing of a flower. A symbol of innocence, its
naive, spontaneous, and childlike manner is
contrasted with the smooth, ordered, precision-
ist style of the still life. The juxtaposition ex-
poses the relative sophistication of the preci-
sionist aesthetic and calls into question the
ideals of simplicity and purity often associated
with the movement. Rather than a “dream of
innocence,” Fruit Bowl on Red Oilcloth emerges
instead as a complex meditation on the loss of
innocence, a theme that would have had pro-
found emotional resonance at the time for Ault.

After leaving New York City and moving to
rural Woodstock in 1937, Ault painted another
still life, Corn from Iowa (fig. 1), in which the
same bowl appears. Here the bowl is empty
and on the table are a shucked ear of corn, a
piece of fruit, and a knife. In contrast to the
vertical orientation and primary colors of the
earlier picture, Ault employed a horizontal
composition in earth tones that evokes country
life. The title of the work, which was painted in
the Catskills, satirizes the xenophobia and
provincialism of regionalist painters who had
gained prominence in the 1930s, such as the
Towan Grant Wood.

Following Ault’s death, in 1948, the influ-
ential critic Clement Greenberg wrote to Ault's
widow, Louise, about the 1950 retrospective of
the artist’s work at the Milch Galleries in New
York. Taking special note of Fruit Bowl on Red
Oilcloth, he wrote: “I must say that I was struck
chiefly by the waterfall painting, by the 1930
still life of apples, pears, and oranges with a
blue bottle, and to a lesser extent by the early
nudes. .. .Surely, he painted more still lifes like
the 1930 one.” Greenberg then offered a favor-
able assessment of Ault’s career, in which he
portrayed him primarily as a precursor to the
more radical achievements and international
triumphs of the American abstract expression-
ist movement: “All in all, I would say that this
representation of thirty years of work is...as

valid a record as could be found on how honest
and talented American painters kept searching
doggedly for a wide vein outside French paint-
ing that would permit them to express them-
selves with their own spontaneity. Perhaps
your husband did not succeed in his search
with any finality, but the record of what he did
deserves to remain.”? cB

NOTES

1. Hilton Kramer, “The American Precisionists,” Arts 35
(March 1961), 34.

2. Clement Greenberg to Louise Ault, 19 February 1950,
Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution,
George Ault Papers, reel D24y, frame 613.



GEORGE AULT
1891-1948

2 Universal Symphony, 1947

oil on canvas
30 x 24 (76.2 x 61)

George Ault's career culminates with a series
of desert landscapes influenced by surrealism.
In these poetic nocturnal works, mood and
romantic imagination take precedence over
craftsmanship and logic. Ault had made his
allegiance to the role of the imagination in art
known as early as 1927, when, in an article
“Craftsmanship Not Enough,” he pointedly
asked: “Is it not important that the artist have
those qualities called imagination, invention,
ingenuity, or that rather hard to define quality
known as personality?”! Eventually he came to
believe that “the human mind is about eighty

percent fantasy,”?

and in 1943 commented that
surrealism had “opened up a whole new world
of art expression, a world of strange and won-
derful imaginative beauty.”?

In Louise Ault’s candid and moving biogra-
phy of her husband, Artist in Woodstock, she
revealed a surprising source for the iconogra-

phy of Universal Symphony, Ault's most famous

surrealist painting:

...one morning while standing in the
studio in front of a favorite reproduc-
tion hanging on the wall, Da Vinci's
“Virgin and Child with St. Anne [fig.
1],” he traced with his forefinger lightly
over the lower half, the arrangement of
knees and legs with drapery—the
movement. It was the movement of his
form. “I've been looking at it so long,”
he explained. Behind the central form
on his canvas were cloud shapes, a
bland full moon, and blue horizon
mountains. There was no water, yet
what was that central form if not a
spirit, in harmony with the universe,
existing in a cool, quiet, mystically
luminous subterranean world?*

Perhaps in response to this discovery, Ault
completed another surrealist composition that
repeats its arrangement of elements, but is
given a more explicitly religious title, Flight into

FIG. 1. Leonardo da
Vinci, The Virgin and Child
with Saint Anne, 1510,

oil on panel, Musée du
Louvre

FIG. 2. George Ault,
Flight into Egypt, 1947, ol
on canvas, Collection of
Mr. and Mrs. |. David Orr
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Egypt (fig. 2). Together the two works illus-

trate a basic tenet of the surrealist creed that
abstract, automatic forms were more profound,
universal expressions of emotional truths tradi-
tionally circumscribed by religious and mythic
iconographies.

By the 1940s, surrealism pervaded Ameri-
can art.’ Early in the decade, Ault’s lunar land-
scapes such as The Plough and the Moon (1940,
private collection) and The Cable Station (fig. 3)
depicted receding classicized arcades like those
of Giorgio de Chirico. By the time of Universal
Symphony, the influence of the automatists
André Masson and Matta, as well as the fluid,
subaqueous figures of Yves Tanguy, is evident,
as in the two amorphous foreground forms.

In addition to the surrealists, Ault was
indebted to the example of the nineteenth-
and early-twentieth-century romantic visionary
painter Albert Pinkham Ryder. In Universal
Symphony this is most explicit in Ault’s treat-
ment of the nocturnal cloud forms. Ault con-
sidered Ryder the greatest American artist, and
his work, like Ryder’s, was often inspired by
the experience of being alone in nature. He
alluded to this when he wrote of the imaginary
desert landscapes: “I like deserts, with nothing
in them but monuments, because all is peace-
ful and quiet. There are no human beings to

F1G. 3. George Ault, The
Cable Station, 1944, oil on
canvas, Weatherspoon Art
Gallery, The University of
North Carolina at Greens-
boro, Museum purchase
with funds provided by
Blue Bell Corporation and
NCNB, 1974.2173

disturb and annoy; only art is left—the free-
dom to make it. The desert picture becomes a
peaceful world in which to work.”® In Universal
Symphony, the artist’s habit of taking solitary
walks at night, near his home in the Catskills,
is evoked by the image of the looming, anthro-
pomorphic central figure, transfigured by
moonlight, in a glacial winter landscape.

It would be Ault’s tragic fate to die in
nature. On 30 December 1948, after two days
of torrential rain and melting snow, he fell
during one of his evening treks and was swept
away by the swollen stream of the Sawkill
brook in Woodstock.” Universal Symphony was
the only painting displayed at his memorial
service. In a letter to Homer Saint-Gaudens,
director of the Carnegie Institute, his widow
Louise explained why the work had such per-

sonal significance:

It is the single picture I have chosen to
be hung in the Woodstock Artists Asso-
ciation Gallery during the simple ser-
vice that will be held there this week
following cremation. George frequently
quoted the Chinese proverb that “Art
should be seen with the eyes and not
with the mouth.” Therefore I will not

discuss the picture and reason for

choosing it beyond saying that to me
its high spirituality makes it deeply
appropriate. More than ever lately, as
my husband’s physical vitality was less,
he seemed closer to the “universe.”
Although I am carrying on alone in our
tiny studio dwelling...it is not the per-
sonal possessions that surround me
but the moon last night, the sunrise
this morning, and the sound of the
wind today in the mountain pines that
give me a close sense of him.®2 cs

NOTES
1. George Ault, “The Readers Comment— Craftsmanship
Not Enough,” The Art Digest 16, 9 (1 February 1942), 4.

2. Quoted in Louise Ault, Artist in Woodstock (Philadel-
phia and Ardmore, Pa., 1978), 79.

3. George C. Ault, “The Readers Comment— Anent
Klaus Mann,” The Art Digest 17, 17 (1 June 1943), 4.

4. See Ault 1978, 171.

5. See Jeffrey Wechsler, Surrealism and American Art
1931-1947 (New Brunswick, 19706).

6. Quoted in Ault 1978, 13.

7. Ault's death was initially reported as a suicide, however
Louise Ault and others always maintained that his
death was an accidental drowning.

8. Louise Ault to Homer Saint-Gaudens, 10 January
1949, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institu-
tion, George Ault Papers, reel D247, frame 444.
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PETER BLUME
1906-1992

Flower and Torso (Torso and Tiger Lily), 1927

oil on canvas
20% x 16¥8 (5I.4 x 41.6)

Peter Blume’s early career was one of meteoric
brilliance. In 1925, at age nineteen, he became
the youngest member of the Daniel Gallery
group, which included such established artists
as Charles Demuth, Preston Dickinson, Elsie
Driggs, Yasuo Kuniyoshi, Charles Sheeler, and
Niles Spencer. In 1930 he painted Parade (see
Cat. 26, fig. 1), which Mrs. John D. Rockefeller
Jr. bought in the same year for two thousand
dollars (and subsequently gave to the Museum
of Modern Art). In 1934 he became the
youngest artist ever to win first prize at the
Carnegie International Exhibition, for his
South of Scranton (acquired by the Metropoli-
tan Museum in 1939). In 193y, he finished his
signature painting, The Eternal City, which was
acquired by the Museum of Modern Art in
1943. By the age of thirty-six, when most artists
at that time had barely made their mark,
Blume was represented by three works in New
YorKs two major museums.

Flower and Torso is one of three paintings
Blume made at Gloucester, Massachusetts, in
the summer of 1927, before his first fame and

early success. He said he painted Flower and
Torso (he called it Torso and Tiger Lily) for two

reasons. One was formal: “...T was fascinated
by the idea of not the texture of one [thing] or
another[—Jactually texturally the thing is not
very inventive[—]but the sensation of a bright
flower against naked flesh was something I
thought had special interest. So that's how the
picture developed.”! The other, having nothing
at all to do with pictorial form, was that “...in
those days,” when he was young, he “wanted
to do naughty pictures....”? (When an earlier
painting, Maine Coast [1926, private collection),
depicting a woman seated out-of-doors dressed
only in black stockings, holding a large dog
between her legs, was exhibited in 1926, Lloyd
Goodrich wrote of “its obvious desire to stir up
the bourgeois.”?)

This small, early painting is, or certainly
appears to be, filled with knowing and sophis-
ticated references to other art and artists.
There is, for instance, an echo of Gauguin's
Two Tahitian Women of 1899 (fig. 1), which,
if it is not certain that he knew it, conforms
to the pose of Blume’s figure. What is more,
Gauguin—especially after being popularized
by Somerset Maugham's Moon and Sixpence
(1919)—was primitivism incarnate and could

F1G. 1. Paul Gauguin,
Two Tahitian Women,
1899, oil on canvas, The
Metropolitan Museum
of Art, New York
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in that capacity, almost as a talismanic figure,

be pertinent to Blume and other artists who
cultivated as he did a stylistic and attitudinal
primitivism of their own.

The forms of primitivism that touched
Blume’s style most directly, however, were
different. In the years around 1930 he shared
with many American artists, like other mem-
bers of the Daniel Gallery group, an interest in
American folk art, but what also seems to have
touched Blume, more than it did his American
contemporaries, was the Flemish art of the fif-
teenth century that was at the time generally
called primitive. It is to these artists that
Blume owed the painstaking, almost miniatur-
istic, meticulousness of his style and, particu-
larly in Flower and Torso, the bony angularities
and characteristic pose and pictorial construc-
tion (fig. 2). (Perhaps that is the explanation, in
the absence of any other, of the remarkable
resembiance that the candor of Blume’s nude
and the unsparing precision of its description
bear to the work of post—World War I German
artists of the Neue Sachlichkeit or “new objec-

FiG. 2. Dirck Bouts,
Virgin and Child, c. 1455~
1460, oil on wood, The
Metropolitan Museum
of Art, New York

tivity,” for in their methods and forms they
each drew upon the same source of earlier
primitive—that is, pre-Renaissance — European
painting.)

But what Blume’s painting refers to above
all and without doubt—setting aside why it
was so, whether as a gesture of homage or a
form of parody—is another artist and her artis-
tic milieu, namely, Georgia O'Keeffe and the
circle centered on her husband Alfred Stieglitz.
In the 19208, modernist American art was
championed by two intensely rival New York
galleries, that of Stieglitz, to which O’Keeffe
belonged, and the “hated” (Blume’s word)
Daniel Gallery that represented Blume.
Despite that rivalry Blume knew a lot about
Stieglitz and his group. He “had a pretty good
relationship” with Stieglitz. He visited his
gallery (which was like “going to...church’) “to
look at what he had on the wall” and “to talk to
him,” and Stieglitz showed him his pho-
tographs (and offered to give him one, though
he never did).* In his recollections of that time,
in the late 1920s, Blume spoke at some length

about Georgia O’Keefte, and particularly the
“trouble” she and Stieglitz were having, which,
when O’Keeffe moved to New Mexico in 1929,
“finally ended in a kind of break in their rela-
tionship, though not a break in their mar-
riage.”> O’Keeffe and her life were, at that
moment, it seems, much on Blume’s mind.
Blume’s painting, strikingly and unmistak-
ably, resembles one of Stieglitz's “portrait” pho-
tographs of O’Keeffe, Hand and Breasts (fig. 3),
two versions of which he showed in his 1921
exhibition at the Anderson Galleries on Park
Avenue in New York; the precociously alert
and curious Blume, beginning when he was
fifteen, that is in 1921, “used to go to galleries
every Saturday,” walking up Fifth Avenue to
Fifty-seventh Street and over to Madison and
Park Avenues, and could quite easily have seen
them. What is more, the large and erotically
charged flowers that Blume’s figure holds to
her breasts (a tiger lily and dahlia) allude so
clearly to O’Keeffe’s paintings of magnified
and erotic flowers of the 1920s—sixteen of
them were shown at Stieglitz's Intimate
Gallery in January—February 1927 —that they
are, like the attributes of saints, signs of her
identity (though it is possible they have at the
same time a more mundane explanation:
Blume’s dealer Charles Daniel wrote to him at
Gloucester in the summer of 1927, “1 believe
you have another 16 x 20 [the size of Flower
and Torso]. As we are always having inquiries
for Flower subjects, why not use ift] for that’¢).
But also, depending on how much Blume
knew about the relationship between Stieglitz
and O’Keefte, and he clearly knew a great deal,
O’Keefte’s flowers may have represented her to
him more intimately and, perhaps, in some
self-interested way. For it was apparently her
flowers, and their distinct erotic flavor in par-
ticulaz, that disturbed Stieglitz—“I don't know
how you are going to get away with anything
like that,” Stieglitz said of one of her flowers in
1924’ —and caused him to worry, “heartbreak-
ingly” Blume thought, “about the direction



O’Keeffe was taking” in the late 1920s. For

O’Keeffe’s part, as Blume saw, in the assertion
of individuality that her flowers represented,
“she was trying to break away from Stieglitz as
much as anything],]...[t]his aura of Stieglitz
and all the prophetic aspects of his character,
and his dictatorialness, and all the rest of it,”
culminating in their separation in 1929.

The problem of the modern portrait—the
problem, that is, posed by the fundamental
antipathy between modernist abstraction and
physiognomic likeness—attracted a number of
American artists beginning roughly around
1920. Stieglitz explored the problem in many
of his portraits of O’Keefte, like Hand and
Breasts of 1919; so did members of the Stieglitz
circle, like Marsden Hartley in his portraits of
German officers (Cat. 277), Arthur Dove, and
most of all Charles Demuth in the symbolic
“poster portraits” he painted between 1923 and
1929, like his portrait of O’Keeffe, one of four
such portraits exhibited at the Anderson Gal-
leries in 1925 (fig. 4).® Blume’s symbolic por-
trait, though couched in less modern form,
belongs to the same enterprise. Nc JR.
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ILYA BOLOTOWSKY
1907-1981

Blue Diamond, 1940-1941

oil on canvas
21 % 21 (53.3 % 53.3)

Ilya Bolotowsky was a major figure of post-
Mondrian abstraction in America. From the
mid-1940s onward, his art developed around
variations on the main tenets of neoplasticism,
the aesthetic movement based on the harmony
of straight lines and primary colors established
by Mondrian around 1920. Seemingly oblivi-
ous to the changes that affected the art world
in the following decades, such as abstract
expressionism and pop art, next to which neo-
plasticism looked somewhat obsolete, Bolo-
towsky continued to explore the expressive pos-
sibilities of Mondrian's pure abstraction, in
search of a Neoplatonic ideal of order and har-
mony. “Mondrian did the best Neo-Plastic
paintings ever possible, but he still couldn't

do only one painting,” Bolotowsky explained.
“There was room for more approaches toward
the absolute.”!

Born in Russia in 1907, Bolotowsky emi-
grated to the United States via Constantinople
in 1923. Enrolled for several years at the
National Academy of Design, he acquired seri-
ous training as a figurative painter and drafts-
man. (Throughout his life he would make sen-
sitive portraits and nude drawings in the
realistic style of the academic tradition.) Dur-
ing a ten-month trip to Europe in 1932, he was
exposed to various modernist tendencies and
his art became increasingly expressionistic. In
1933, the year he discovered Mondrian's
abstractions, Bolotowsky also saw Mird’s paint-

ings for the first time, and for a few years he

combined their two styles in semigeometric,
semibiomorphic compositions. This synthetic
approach characterized the mural paintings he
executed between 1935 and 1941 for the Works
Progress Administration Federal Art Projects,
some of the first abstract murals ever commis-
sioned in the United States.

In 1939, perhaps prompted by a Mondrian
exhibition at A. E. Gallatin's Museum of Living
Art, Bolotowsky eliminated all surrealistic,
curvilinear elements from his paintings in
favor of pure geometric abstraction. “It was
close to the Neoplastic,” he explained, “but it
wasn't quite because the diagonal lines suggest
depth, which Neoplastic art avoids.”? The use
of the diagonal related these works to supre-
matism, the influence of which Bolotowsky
often acknowledged.? Blue Diamond is charac-
teristic of Bolotowsky's works from the early
to mid-1940s with its tightly knit geometric
design anchored firmly in the center of the
canvas, and two superimposed, seemingly
independent structures, an irregular black grid
and an arrangement of color planes. But the
format of the picture is unusual at this early
date. Blue Diamond is a rare instance of a
shaped canvas in Bolotowsky's prewar produc-
tion, and probably his first diamond painting.*
Only from 1947 onward would he use this for-
mat frequently. Blue Diamond, however, derives
from a rectangular study: the right section of a
1939 gouache, Double Composition (fig. 1).
Bolotowsky rotated this section a few degrees

F1G. 1. llya Bolotowsky,
Double Composition, 1939,
gouache on paper, Collec-
tion Caroline and Stephen
Adler, New York
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to the right and extended the black lines to the
edges of the canvas. He then added some ele-
ments in the four corners and made slight
changes to the original design. A careful exam-
ination of Blue Diamond confirms that its origi-
nal composition closely resembled that of the
small gouache. A variation in the thickness of
the paint layer, for instance, indicates that the
short, wide black line in the upper right was
initially narrower, as it is in the study, and that
the upper part of the tall white plane on the
left was originally painted in another color, as
in the gouache, and later painted over with
white. Bolotowsky appears to have copied the
study almost literally before making adjust-
ments. The extension of the black lines, their
cropping by the edges of the canvas, and the
elimination of any parallel to the sides of the
picture through the use of the diamond format
create an effect dramatically different from the
closed, stable composition of the gouache.

The diamond format had been introduced
as a compositional device in 1918 by Mon-
drian, who used it several times throughout
his career, especially at pivotal moments of his
artistic evolution.> Bolotowsky could have seen

several examples of Mondrian's diamond paint-

ings in New York, notably in the collection of
Katherine Dreier, who owned two of them, and
at the Museum of Living Art.® Two Mondrian
diamond paintings were also included in
Cubism and Abstract Art at the Museum of
Modern Art in 1936.7 In Mondrian’s paintings,
however, the diamond format serves to inten-
sify the orthogonal composition by invoking a
tension between the internal lines and the
edges of the canvas. Bolotowsky's process of
turning a composition dominated by the hori-
zontal and the vertical into a diagonal one
recalls earlier attempts by Theo van Doesburg,
Mondrian’s colleague in the de Stijl group, to
relax the rigidity of the neoplastic rules. In
1924, van Doesburg created what he called
“counter-compositions” by turning neoplastic

compositions 45 degrees. This shift was con-

nected to his wish to apply neoplasticism to
architecture and his related desire to add a
more dynamic time-space dimension to Mon-
drian's static vision. Significantly, Bolotowsky
introduced the diagonal precisely at a time
when he was also engaged in a reflection on
the relationship of painting to architecture,
with the creation of the WPA murals. The style
of Blue Diamond is close to that of his mural
for the Hospital of Chronic Diseases on Wel-
fare Island, completed in 1941.

But Bolotowsky did eventually renounce
the oblique: “In the early forties I still used
diagonals. A diagonal, of course, creates
ambivalent depth—diagonal depth might go
either back or forth....This ambivalence I dis-
covered was antithetical to my style. Although I
hated to give up diagonals, I had to give them
up finally.. . because the space going back and
forth was becoming too violent. The diagonal
space was getting in the way of the tension on
the flat surface...which, to my mind, in two-
dimensional painting is the most important
thing.”® Bolotowsky’s return to the diamond
shape in 1947 was motivated by the creation of
such a tension—similar to what happens in
Mondrian's diamond paintings —between the
orthogonal of the internal composition and the
oblique of the edge.

In contrast to Mondrian, Bolotowsky never
reduced his palette to red, blue, and yellow—
Blue Diamond includes such nonprimary col-
ors as green and purple. Nor did his adherence
to neoplasticism extend to the spiritual and
utopian philosophy that underpinned Mon-
drian’s artistic theory and practice. In the late
1930s avant-garde artists in New York were try-
ing to redefine the position of art in relation to
politics. In Mondrian’s neoplasticism, Bolo-
towsky found a model of a closed system of
laws of visual harmony, the autonomy of which
symbolized the independence of the creator.
Asked why he chose the neoplastic direction,
Bolotowsky offered this explanation: “After I
went through a lot of violent historical

upheavals in my early life, I came to prefer a
search for an ideal harmony and order which
is still a free order, not militaristic, not sym-
metrical, not goose-stepping, not academic.”
ID
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BYRON BROWNE
1907-1961
5 Classical Still Life, 1936

oil on canvas
47 x 36 (119.4 x 91.4)

Soon after he won a prize for still life paint-
ing at the conservative National Academy of
Design in 1928, Browne rejected academicism,
destroyed much of his earlier, traditional
works, and embraced modernism. Still lifes
remained one of his favorite subjects but their
objects were now transformed and recomposed
into near-abstract paintings indebted to the
cubism of Braque, Picasso, and Gris. “I have
always admired the discipline of the cubists,”
he wrote, “to me they are in the direct line

of tradition making the logical connection
between the past and the twentieth century.”!
In the early thirties Browne developed this
cubistic mode in brightly colored compositions
in which forms observed in reality are dis-
torted, fragmented, and flattened to achieve a
powerful rhythmic and decorative effect. As
the decade drew on, his style evolved toward a
more geometricized form of abstraction, which
found one of its most accomplished expres-
sions in the abstract murals Browne produced
for the Works Progress Administration
between 1935 and 1940.

In Classical Still Life, Browne has distilled
forms, shapes, and colors to create a simple,
stark, and perfectly balanced black and white
composition. The subject of the painting
belongs to the cubist iconography. If one reads
the black T-shape in the lower part of the can-
vas as a pedestal table, Browne’s painting can
be compared to the series of guéridon pictures
initiated in 1911 by Braque, which he and
Picasso developed after the war.? In these
paintings, the pedestal of the table—or guéri-
don—is seen typically in frontal view, while its
top is tilted upward, projecting the still life
toward the viewer, and flattening the objects on
the surface of the canvas. In contrast with the
early cubist still lifes, which focused on the dis-
play of objects itself, the guéridon paintings
included the environment around the still life.
Braque and Picasso played with the different
spatial areas thus obtained —before and behind
the table—by giving them different degrees of

illusionism. These pictures played an impor-
tant role in the evolution of cubism toward a
greater classicism. Picasso’s 1919 series of
pedestal tables in front of an open window, for
instance, has been interpreted as “the true
beginning of the dialogue Picasso induced
between cubism and classicism.”?

Browne described himself as a classicist: “I
have always been interested in the mainstream
of the classical direction in painting that began
with Ingres, continued into Cézanne, and
was brought up to our times by the so-called
‘cubists.” It is the art of deliberation and medi-
tation...rather than an art of swift expres-
sion.”* Classical Still Life deserves its title for its
centralized, pyramidal composition, the sobri-
ety of its design, and the restriction of its
palette to black and white. (Such a restriction is
unusual in Browne’s production of the 1930s
in which bright, contrasting colors tend to
dominate.) The pervasive white field, which
eliminates all suggestion of recession in space,
gives the painting a greater degree of abstrac-
tion than in Braque’s and Picasso's still lifes.
Although the painting resembles a drawing,
the margin of thinner, cream color visible
around the black lines prevents the white sur-
face from being read as a background. The
expressivity of the paint handling further
emphasizes the two-dimensionality of the pic-
ture by giving every part of the canvas a strong
tactile presence and focusing the attention on
the texture of the paint.

An eclectic artist, Browne easily shifted
from one style to another. While deconstruct-
ing reality in his cubist-inspired abstractions,
he produced at the same time illusionistic
paintings in the manner of Ingres. To be sure,
this Ingresque mode had also its source in
Picasso, the most eclectic of artists, whose
post—World War I production similarly alter-
nated between the opposite poles of cubist
decomposition and illusionistic representation.
Although Browne was an active member of the
American Abstract Artists group, which he
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helped found in 1936, he did not believe in
pure abstraction. “I always paint with one eye
on nature,” he said.’ In his teaching at the Art
Students League in the late 1940s and 1950s,
Browne emphasized the importance of work-
ing from visible forms. His inspiration ranged
from crustaceans to scientific apparatus and
other man-made machinery. In the 1940s and
1950s, his art became freer and more expres-
sionistic, perhaps under the influence of his
friends Arshile Gorky, Adolph Gottlieb, and
Willem de Kooning, who were then practicing

a more gestural style. Browne never renounced

figurative imagery. For this reason his contri-
bution to the development of modern art in
New York in the 1930s and 1940s has been
somewhat obscured by the success of the
abstract expressionists. 1D
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PATRICK HENRY BRUCE

1881-1936
6 Peinture/Nature Morte (Forms No. 5), c. 1924

oil and graphite on canvas
28% x 35% (71.8 x 90.8)

Like many American painters of the early
twentieth century, Patrick Henry Bruce discov-
ered modernism in Paris; unlike most, he
spent virtually his entire career there, from
1904 to 1933. Bruce originally studied art in
Richmond, Virginia, before moving to New
York in 1902. At the New York School of Art,
he took classes with William Merritt Chase,
Robert Henri, and Edward Hopper, developing
an accomplished realist style. After moving to
Paris with his wife in 1904, he was introduced
firsthand to modernist painting at the Salon
d’Automne and the Salon des Indépendants
(where he also exhibited during the pre- and
postwar period); he also paid frequent visits to
the Steins—Gertrude and Leo on the rue de
Fleurus, and Sarah and Michael on the rue
Madame. Bruce met Matisse in 1907 and was
among the first group of students to enroll in
his art school at the Couvent des Oiseaux. His
early prewar development of a modernist
vision of pure color and pictorial structure is
indebted to the work of Matisse and Cézanne.
Beginning in 1912 (in paintings that are mostly
lost), Bruce began experimenting with ele-
ments of cubism and futurism, in particular,
the high-key colors and fragmented forms that
had been developed by Robert Delaunay. Like
the American “synchromist’ painters Morgan
Russell and Stanton Macdonald-Wright, Bruce
adapted Delaunay’s style to quasi-abstract
depictions of dynamic urban subjects such as
the Bal Bullier dance hall. By 1916, Bruce con-
densed this style in large-scale works that are
indebted to Léger and Picabia; in these so-
called Compositions, simplified volumetric
shapes and sharp contrasts of light and dark
anticipate the highly personal manner of his
postwar still lifes.!

Bruce’s still lifes, of which the present
painting is a distinguished example, are some-
what symptomatic of the postwar artistic
milieu, which was marked by a new utopian
clarity of vision and formal means. This trend
was represented in painting by a streamlined,

volumetric style of figurative and abstract work
exemplified by Léger and other painters associ-
ated with purism, a movement founded by
Charles Jeanneret (Le Corbusier) and Amédée
Ozenfant. In its precise articulation of geomet-
ric form, Bruce’s style is related to purism; his
work, however, possesses a distinctly hermetic
quality that is ultimately at odds with purist
positivism. Bruce’s iconography, for example,
is largely unrelated to industrial design, an
essential subject of most postcubist painting
in Paris during this period. His idiosyncratic
accumulation of utilitarian objects is, instead,
more personal: drafting instruments, a drink-
ing glass, a mortar and pestle, a straw hat, as
well as numerous “abstract’ forms that appear
to be curved templates for carpentry and cabi-
netmaking.? The latter are related to the artist’s
passion for eighteenth-century French furni-
ture, which he collected and sold through his
wife’s antiques gallery on Madison Avenue.
(Bruce’s wife had left him and returned to New
York with their daughter in 1919.) Schemati-
cally described, these identifiable objects are
envisioned by Bruce as abstract blocks. They
are also rendered as isometric projections—a
technique derived from mechanical drawing in
which orthogonal lines run parallel rather than
converge®—and can thereby be perceived as
alternately volumetric or flat. As their planar
surfaces intersect and elide, the objects interact
in ways that defy the logic of naturalistic space.
Heightening this ambiguity, Bruce often aug-
mented white, unpainted areas of the composi-
tion with drawing, precise pencil lines that
selectively define edges and planes. (Sometime
in 1964 or 1965, these lines were partially or
completely erased from approximately half of
the still lifes; in the Ebsworth picture, they
have been restored?). Finally, Bruce’s unique
palette is essentially abstract: numerous, subtly
differentiated tints of green, blue, and red in
addition to black, white, and gray.

Products of “slowness, perseverance, and
unpolished seriousness,”® Bruce’s late still lifes
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—of which the Ebsworth painting is a fine

example—are exceedingly rare. In 1933, Bruce
sold or destroyed all but twenty-one of his paint-
ings, all of them late-period still lifes, which he
gave to Henri-Pierre Roché, his only close friend
and supporter; in addition to these, four other
still lifes (previously given away by Bruce) are
extant. The paintings were relatively obscure
until the mid-196o0s, up until which time they
were sequestered in the Roché collection. Since
then, they have been catalogued by William
Agee and Barbara Rose, who have established
a tentative chronology of Bruce’s work. The
Ebsworth Still Life clearly belongs to a group of
four paintings from c. 1924,° in which the
tabletop, jutting like a steeply tilted prow from
the lower edge of the picture, is set within a
larger space (fig. 1). In these images, the accu-
mulation of still life objects is unusually dense,
a complex profusion that is visually relieved by
the more expansive banded areas that surround
the table. (In his handwritten catalogue of
Bruce’s work, Roché described this painting as
a “pile of objects without support.”’) The pic-
tures in this group also include the so-called
collapsed beam, which may have been suggested

F1G. 1. Patrick Henry
Bruce, Peinture/Nature
Morte, c. 1924, oil on
canvas, The Corcoran
Gallery of Art, Washing-
ton, DC, Museum Pur-
chase, Gallery Fund, 68.2

by architectural elements in his apartment on
the rue de Furstenberg.® Here, as in other se-
quences of closely related works, Bruce appears
to be exploring and refining a compositional
idea by changing color relationships and—like
strategic gambits—adding, subtracting, or shift-
ing the position of certain objects, a procedure
that can be compared to the working methods
of other artists from the period, including Piet
Mondrian and Constantin Brancusi.’

Sharply delineated yet unmodulated by
highlights, shadows, and surface texture, Bruce’s
objects are the disembodied occupants of a
lucid yet eccentric world, one which is governed
by subtle ambiguities—closer perhaps to the
“metaphysical” still lifes of Giorgio de Chirico
and Juan Gris than the utopian ones of Léger.
As a body of work, the still lifes are certainly
both as impeccable and as reclusive as Bruce
himself was purported to be. For Bruce, a fas-
tidious dandy who had fashioned something
of an independent gentleman'’s life through
his connoisseurship of antiques, painting was
essentially a private affair unrelated to the de-
mands of the market. Consequently, his still
lifes were generally considered to be inaccessi-

ble. “I do not think it is possible that he has
not an important meaning,” Roché wrote to
the American collector John Quinn in 1920.
“Hard to crack and discover, undiscovered yet,
but quite real and certain.”!® Incomprehension
was a leitmotif of Bruce’s late career. Exhibited
at several Paris Salons through 1930 (where
they were titled simply “Peinture” or “Nature
Morte”), the paintings failed to attract serious
interest among critics and collectors, although
Bruce was initially unfazed by the lack of sup-
port. Known to be socially imperious and aloof,
Bruce was, however, also given to solitude and
severe depression; over time, he retreated into
his work, even as he gradually lost faith in it.
In this context, the “meaning” of the still lifes
is less veiled by the element of privacy than
encoded by it—by the way in which Bruce uses
pure painting to map the topography of an
interior world. “I am doing all my traveling in
the apartment on ten canvases,” he had written
to Roché in 1928. “One visits many unknown
countries in that way.”!

During the early 1930s, Bruce entered a
period of ill health and gradual destitution.
Unable to maintain an independent life in
France, Bruce moved back to New York three
years later, taking up residence at his sister’s
apartment on East Sixty-eighth Street. In
November of that year, at the age of fifty-five,
he took his own life. jw
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CHARLES BURCHFIELD
1893-1967
Black Houses (The Bleak Houses), 1918

watercolor on paper

1578 x 24538 (40.3 x 62.0)

Born in Ashtabula, Ohio, in 1893, Charles
Burchfield created one of the most recogniz-
able, yet idiosyncratic, bodies of work in
twentieth-century American art. Following his
father’s death in 1898, Burchfield and his family
moved to Salem, Ohio, where his favorite
youthful pastimes included reading, drawing,
and studying the plants and animals in the
woods and fields near his home. In 1912 he
entered the Cleveland School of Art, intent on
becoming an illustrator. Following his gradua-
tion in 1916, he enrolled on scholarship at the
National Academy of Design in New York, but
quit after attending only one class. He
remained in New York for several months,
subsisting on what he earned from odd jobs
and the sale of a few of his watercolors, but
homesickness and a growing sense of failure
led him to return to Salem at the end of
November 1916. His reunion with his family
and, most especially, the landscape of his
youth, restored Burchfield’s spirits. As he
recorded in a journal entry for 24 November:
“—a wild and windy day—As I entered the
woods the roar of the wind in the tree-tops
filled me with indescribable joy—1I was ‘home’
at last—.""

Burchfield began working in a metal-fabri-
cating plant, but he found time during lunch
breaks, evenings, and weekends to paint. His
watercolors dating from late 1916 and 1917
were largely landscapes and nature studies,
with forms abstracted and contorted as Burch-
field sought to portray both his perceptions of
immediate reality and the imagery of his child-
hood memories. Sometimes exuberant, other
times sinister, these works from what the artist
later called his “golden year” were the first full
expressions of his highly personal style.? In
many, such as The Insect Chorus (1917, Munson-
Williams-Proctor Institute, Utica, New York)
and Church Bells Ringing, Rainy Winter Night
(1917, Cleveland Museum of Art), Burchfield
attempted to use shapes and colors to suggest

the sounds of the scenes portrayed. He was
also interested in using abstract forms to con-
vey states of mind: in a sketchbook of 1917,
labeled “Conventions for Abstract Thoughts,”
are drawings of shapes suggesting eyes and
mouths and bearing labels such as “aimless
abstraction,” “fear,” “Morbidness,” “Melan-
choly,” “Fascination of evil,” “Imbecility” (fig. 1),
and “Dangerous Brooding.”® In works such as
The First Hepaticas (fig. 2), Burchfield used
similar shapes to charge the natural world with
an eerie anxiety reminiscent of the fantastical
images of Arthur Rackham and other illustra-
tors he had admired since childhood.

Early in 1918 Burchfield made a dramatic
change in subject. As he recalled: “From mid-
January until the time of my departure for the
Armed Services [July 1918], my main interest
was Humanity, not Nature. It was a bitter win-
ter. I tried to show the hardness of human lives
and the struggles, which led naturally to mak-
ing ‘portraits’ of individual houses, designed to
show just what sort of people lived in them.
Many were social or economic comments...."*
In a sketchbook of this period one finds, along
with drawings of locomotives, freight cars,
switches, and tracks, drawings of houses and
notes on the moods they suggested —“despair,
stupidity, etc.”> As he walked along the streets
of Salem and the nearby mining village of Tee-
garden, Burchfield found himself “amazed
how each minute marking on every object is
clearly shown—tree bark as if just created;
windows in houses glare; It [light] comes from
below; nails and nail marks seem to be visible
for a great distance— Houses have appeared
[sic] of being amazed or angry; each one is a
new sight; fierce jagged icicles at roof edge;
snow roofs against sky....”®

Black Houses, along with Haunted House
(1918, Faber McMullen collection) and The
Cat-Eyed House (1918, Kennedy Galleries, New
York), is one of the first such “portraits” and
also one of the most pronounced in its anthro-



7 Black Houses (The Bleak Houses)

BURCHFIELD 61



62

pomorphism. Burchfield recalled being “very

conscious of certain results I wanted to get. I
can remember the moment I saw these houses
against the sun-set afterglow as clearly as if it
were yesterday....You will note that the width
of the house-face, even without the eaves or
roof, is greater at the top than at the bottom—
This to achieve the feeling of the houses loom-
ing forward.”” The darkly shadowed porches
and partly draped windows form unmistakable
mouths and eyes, charging the structures with
a sinister, foreboding presence. Shadows undu-
late throughout the composition —along piles
of dirty snow, under eaves, across walls—creat-
ing shapes that recall the artist's “Conventions
for Abstract Thought.” That Burchfield himself
thought of these houses anthropomorphically
is made evident by a description he wrote of
Black Houses many years later: “Crude frame
houses rearing themselves up against the cold
afterglow in the western sky, like gaunt black
spectres which seem to be resisting the light
with all the bulky power they can muster. They

are symbols of the hardness of life, and are
also beautiful in their primitive, almost ele-
mental conception of the idea of ‘homes.’”8

At first these two houses may seem more
alike than not, but there are some rather sig-
nificant differences between them. The house
on the left seems altogether more earthbound,
even slouched, as if slowly sagging toward inev-
itable collapse. Although the twilight brightly
illuminates a side wall, no light passes through
the house or emanates from within; the win-
dows are dark, the curtains, limp. By contrast,
its neighbor is markedly more attenuated and
seems to thrust energetically upward; the trian-
gle created by its roof is more regularly formed
and more steeply pointed. The light-filled win-
dows of the upper story seem animated with
life, eyes complete with pupils and pediments
like arched eyebrows. Perhaps most remark-
ably, light from a window at the lower left
takes the form of a star surrounded by a halo,
suggesting both divine sanction and a source
of animating energy and power. The houses

FI1G. 1. Charles Burch-
field, Conventions of
Thought, 1917, pencil
sketch, courtesy of
Kennedy Galleries, Inc.,
New York

F1G. 2. Charles Burch-
field, The First Hepaticas
(Salem, Ohio), 1917-1918,
gouache and pencil on
paper, The Museum of
Modern Art, New York,
Gift of Abby Aldrich
Rockefeller

become emblems of, in the artist’s words, “the
hardness of human lives and the struggles,”
the one seemingly resigned to the cold indif-
ference of life and unable to fight any longer,
and the other brightly alert and valiantly strug-
gling to maintain its vitality and its tenuous
hold on existence.

In 1920, Black Houses was among the works
Burchfield sent to an exhibition at Kevorkian
Galleries in New York. The critic Henry McBride,
although correctly sensing the powerful mood-
iness of the watercolors, misconstrued their
inspiration. As he wrote: “Mr. Burchfield had
the great good fortune to pass his young life—
he is but twenty-six—in the loathsome town of
Salem, Ohio, and his pictures grew out of his
detestation for this place....Salem is a place of
shanties, so Mr. Burchfield says, dreadful, wob-
bly shanties that seem positively to leer with
invitation at passing cyclones which, however,
disdain them.” Burchfield took great exception
to McBride’s observations and although he
agreed that his works could suggest negativity,



he accounted for it differently, noting that in
the winter of 1917-1918 he “saw everything
through a veil of violent dissatisfaction with
myself and everything about me. I was not
indicting Salem, Ohio, but was merely giving
way to a mental mood, and sought out the
scenes that would express it.”10

In spite of the incident with McBride, or
perhaps because of it, Black Houses remained
one of Burchfield’s personal favorites. As he
wrote to its owner in 1955: “It is unique in my
production, and one as you know, [ deeply
love.”1t Fk

NOTES

1.

Charles Burchfield’s Journals: The Poetry of Place, ed.

J. Benjamin Townsend (Albany, 1993), 450.

John 1. H. Baur, The Inlander, Life and Work of Charles
Burchfield, 1893-1967 (Newark, 1982), 58.

Baur 1982, 79.

4. Charles E. Burchfield, Charles Burchfield, His Golden

10.

n.

Year: A Retrospective Exhibition of Watercolors, Oils and
Graphics [exh. cat., University of Arizona Art Gallery)
(Tucson, 1965), 23.

Baur 1982, 8;.

Journals 1993, 273.

Letter to Theodor Braasch, 28 September 1955; micro-
film, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institu-
tion, reel 922, frames 51-52.

Charles Burchfield’s journal, 1954, quoted in John I.
H. Baur and Rosalind Irvine, Charles Burchfield [exh.
cat., Whitney Museum of American Art] (New York,
1956), n.p., no. 14. Burchfield also noted that “Dr. and
Mrs. Theodor Braasch, owners of this watercolor,
called these houses ‘Ur Houses’ (Ur being a German
word denoting the most primitive concept of a thing).
It seems important to me to mention this, in as much
as the so-called ‘frame house’ has attracted me more
than a more elaborate dwelling. I grew up in one.”
Tucson 1965, 23.

Henry McBride, “The Winter of Our Discontent,”
Dial 69 (August 1920), 159-160; quoted in Nannette
Maciejunes and Norine S. Hendricks, “Charles Burch-
field’s Painted Memories,” Antiques 151 (March 1997),
458.

Charles Burchfield, “On the Middle Border,” Creative
Art 3 (September 1928), 28, quoted in Maciejunes and
Hendricks 1997, 458.

Letter to Theodor Braasch, 18 September 1955; micro-
film, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institu-
tion, reel 922, frame 47.

BURCHFIELD 63



n)
8 Le Coq (He

64



ALEXANDER CALDER

1898-1976
8 Le Coq (Hen), c. 1944

wood, painted wood, and steel wire
18% x 8% x 3% (47 x 21.6 x 9.5)

Most famous for his invention of the mobile in
the early 1930s, Alexander Calder in fact had
an artistic career characterized by the contin-
uous creation of new sculptural forms. His
friend the art critic James Johnson Sweeney
reported that Calder “...spoke of his worry
over becoming ingrown, habit-bound and
uninventive. He realized that he developed an
ease in the handling of his materials on which
he looked with a certain distrust. He was afraid
this facility would weaken his expression.”?
Calder addressed his wariness of technical skill
by keeping his techniques simple. In 1943,
about the same time he made the Ebsworth
Hen, he wrote: “Simplicity of equipment and
an adventurous spirit in attacking the unfamil-
iar or unknown are apt to result in a primitive
and vigorous art. Somehow the primitive is
usually much stronger than art in which tech-
nique and flourish abound.”?

One material the artist resorted to again
and again throughout his life was wood, a
medium synonymous with his beginnings as
an artist. The son and grandson of sculptors,
he learned to tinker at a young age. In his ear-
liest published biographical statement he wrote:
“I spent my childhood as a boy in the midst of
my family, always enthusiastic about toys and
string, and always a junkman of bits of wire
and all the prettiest stuff in the garbage can.
When [ was a kid of eight my father and mother
gave me some tools with which to work wood
and I began to do everything it took to aug-
ment my toys.” In 1926 in New York, and in
1928 in Paris, during the first of many trips to
the country that was to become his second
home, Calder turned to the direct carving of
figures in wood. His subjects were mostly ani-
mals, female nudes, and acrobats, growing out
of his lifelong fascination with the circus and
his 1926 publication of Animal Sketching, a
teaching text he both wrote and illustrated.
Several of his American contemporaries, chal-
lenging the entrenched academic modes of
sculpture, had established direct carving as the

dominant trend in sculpture of a modernist
orientation by the 1930s. Such artists as William
Zorach, Robert Laurent, and John Flannagan
sought to exploit the qualities inherent in the
material itself, and for Calder, who had long
been comfortable with the methods and tools
for direct carving, “The question was one of
what I wished to produce and the invention
with which I could conceive it.”*

In the 1930s Calder worked mostly in wire
and sheet metal, creating severe geometrical
abstract forms, but by 1941 he was again rely-
ing on wood for much of his sculpture, World
War IT having caused a paucity of available
metal. The multifaceted wooden forms that
populate his work of the early forties attest to
both the richness of his artistic invention and
his highly developed aptitude for carving. In
1942-1943 Calder devised what he called a
“new form of art” by taking hand-carved wooden
forms, both polychromed and unpainted, and
fixing them to the ends of rigid steel wires.
“After some consultation with Sweeney and
[Marcel] Duchamp,” he wrote, “I decided these
objects were to be called ‘constellations.””s For
Calder the constellation represented yet another
means of organizing forms into open, abstract
constructions, relating to his earliest abstrac-
tions: “they had for me a specific relationship
to the Universes I had done in the early 1930s.
They had a suggestion of some kind of cosmic
nuclear gases—which I won't try to explain. I
was interested in the extremely delicate, open
composition.”®

Calder’s constructions have often been
compared to Joan Mird’s gouaches from 1940-
1941, which also have been collectively called
“constellations” and which contained, in many
cases, abstracted forms connected by linear
networks. Though close in spirit to Calder’s
sculpture, Mird’s constellations would not have
been known to him until their exhibition at
Pierre Matisse’s New York gallery in 1945.”

At any rate, the Spaniard’s works were two-
dimensional compositions and as such had
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limited application for Calder, despite Calder’s
lifelong admiration of his friend’s work. A
closer comparison among Calder’s surrealist
contemporaries is to be found in the work of
Jean Arp, who had made dozens of reliefs with
the generic title of “constellations” since the
1920s, and continued to do so for the rest of
his life. These loose arrangements of biomor-
phic forms were surely known to Calder, as
were Arp's freestanding marbles, whose
smooth, undulating curves clearly relate to
kindred forms in Hen.

Within this “new form of art” Calder devel-
oped many variations. A classic constellation is
made up of static objects, some polychromed
and some of plain wood, that rest on a base in
which the forms are held in place at several
levels by a network of wires. Others are made
to hang on a nail in the wall with their ele-
ments projecting in an almost perpendicular
fashion; still others incorporate mobile ele-
ments. Such objects as Hen and the Whitney
Museum of American Art's Wooden Bottle with
Hairs of 1943, appear to be at once a distilla-

F1G. 1. Alexander Calder,
Untitled (The Constellation
Mobile), 1941, wood,
painted wire, and painted
wood, National Gallery of
Art, Washington, Gift of
Mr. and Mrs. Klaus G.
Perls, 1996.120.7

tion and a magnification of a single element
from within a constellation (fig. 1). Calder’s
dictum that “A knowledge of, and sympathy
with, the qualities of materials used are essen-

tial to proper treatment”® are embodied in Hen,
with its beautifully carved, undulating contours

that follow the grain of the wood. The pro-
nounced grain and warm, golden tone of the
mahogany body are thoughtfully contrasted to
the elegant, horizontal lozenge of fine-grained
ebony surmounting it. This coloristic contrast
is continued with the small, round, unpainted
element that is juxtaposed to the carefully col-
ored moon-shaped crest. This carved crescent
has three facets, one red and two adjoining

facets of blue, which are carefully delineated by

a finely painted red line. In many ways Hen is
a culmination of compositional problems
explored in the constellations and in Calder’s
wood carving in general. His formal concerns
and manipulation of materials here result in a
largely abstract object with a figurative aspect;
the suggestive title of Hen was added, with

characteristic wit, after the fact. mp

NOTES

1.

James Johnson Sweeney, Alexander Calder (New York,
1951), 59-

. The Alexander and Louisa Calder Foundation, New

York, unpublished manuscript, 1943.

. Quoted in Edouard Ramond, “Sandy Calder ou le fil de

fer devient statue,” Paris Montparnasse 5, 15 June 1929,
36-37.

. Alexander Calder, “A Propos of Measuring a Mobile,”

7 October 1943, 2, Archives of American Art, Smith-
sonian Institution, Agnes Rindge Claflin Papers, 66.
On possible sources and influences for Calder’'s wood
sculpture see Joan Marter, Alexander Calder (Cam-
bridge, 1991), 40-44 and 70-75. See also Joan Marter,
“Alexander Calder: Ambitious Young Sculptor of the
1930s,” Journal of the Archives of American Art 16
(1976), 2-8.

. Alexander Calder with Jean Davidson, Calder, An Auto-

biography with Pictures (New York, 1966), 179.

. Quoted in H. Harvard Arnason and Ugo Mulas, Calder

(New York, 1971), 202.

. On the relationship of the constellations of both

artists, see Joan Punyet Mir6 in Calder (Barcelona,
1997), 169-170. In H. Harvard Arnason and Pedro E.
Guerrero, Calder (New York, 1966), 202, Calder mis-
takenly attributes the title of his series to Miré. In the
1945 Matisse exhibition, Mird’s paintings were not yet
called constellations.

. Claflin Papers 1943, 2.



FRANCIS CRISS
1901-1973
9 Melancholy Interlude, 1939

oil on canvas on masonite
25 x 30 (63.5 x 76.2)

Francis Criss studied privately with Jan Matulka
from 1929 to 1931, and had his first one-man
show in New York in 1932.! In 1934 he was
awarded a Guggenheim fellowship and trav-
eled to Italy, where he created innovative social
surrealist works. After returning to the United
States in 1935, Criss joined the Works Progress
Administration and was hired by Burgoyne
Diller to design abstract murals for the
Williamsburg Federal Housing Project along
with Matulka and Stuart Davis. In 1936 he
became a charter member of the American
Artists Congress, which was organized to
respond to the dual threats posed by the
Depression and the growth of fascism; during
the decade he was also associated with the
socially concerned artists who composed an
“American Group.”

In the late 1930s Criss executed at least two
drawings of the Burns Brothers’ coal bins at
Twenty-second Street and the East River in
New York City. Both are on graph paper and
contain his on-the-spot color notations. The
more detailed drawing focuses on the particu-
lars of the coal bins (fig. 1), while the other
presents an overall view of the industrial land-
scape (fig. 2). In addition to Melancholy Inter-
lude, these studies were the source for two
related paintings, New York, Waterfront (fig. 3)
and Waterfront (fig. 4).

In New York, Waterfront, the entire super-
structure surrounding the coal silos is delin-
eated: the smokestack, the crane tower with its
connecting wires and cables, the hanging coal
shovel, the stairs, and the conveyor bridge lead-
ing to the left and out of the picture. Criss fur-
ther complicated the painting by adding
smokestacks in the background and the stop-
light in the foreground. In Waterfront, this
superstructure and other details were excluded.
Likewise, details in Waterfront, such as the
emissions from the smokestack at right, the
grillwork at the entrance to the building in the
foreground, and the base of the streetlight,
were eliminated from Melancholy Interlude.

All three paintings manipulate the various
elements recorded in Criss’ drawings, but
Melancholy Interlude is a more self-consciously
refined work than either New York, Waterfront
or Waterfront. Its title explicitly rejects mimesis
and declares instead a modernist allegiance to
the abstract formal qualities of mood and tempo
inherent in music. Criss distilled the scene to
its essential parts and composed rhythmic pat-
terns of color, shape, and texture through the
elimination of certain details and the amplifi-
cation of others. Cognizant of the legacy of
cubism, he further emphasized these rhythms
by deploying stark architectonic forms that pro-
ject and recede in a shallow, ambiguous space.

Criss used the formal abstract language of
modernism to convey his experience of the
harsh economic conditions that prevailed in
America during the 1930s. For instance, by
deleting the superstructure that makes the coal
silos operative, he comments on the forlorn
and crippled nature of the city’s industrial
waterfront. The worKs title, too, succinctly
characterizes the Depression era.

The smooth surfaces, spare geometry, and
clean lines of Melancholy Interlude align it
closely with the precisionist movement, but
the painting incorporates other influences as
well. A surreal atmosphere is created by the
introduction of clouds, the rapid perspectival
recession of the building at left, and the
anachronistic filigree of the streetlight, all of
which suggest the elusive narrative structure
of Giorgio de Chirico’'s dreamscapes. Simulta-
neously, other details, such as the textured sur-
faces of the small buildings to the right, caused
by the mixing of sand and oil paint, as well as
the free-floating pale green line in the right
foreground, relate Melancholy Interlude to the
more radically abstract, improvisational styles
of Davis and Matulka.

From the late 1930s until around 1950,
Criss earned his living primarily as an illustra-
tor in New York and learned to reconcile the
demands of commercial art with those of
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FIG. 3. Francis Criss,
New York, Waterfront,

. 1940, oil on canvas,
private collection

FIG. 1. Francis Criss,
Artist’s First Sketch, Esquire
24, 2 (August 1945), 70

FIG. 2. Francis Criss,
Artist’s Second Sketch,
Esquire 24, 2 (August
1945), 71

FIG. 4. Francis Criss,
Waterfront, c. 1940, oil on
canvas, The Detroit Insti-
tute of Arts, Gift of the
Works Progress Adminis-
tration, Federal Art Pro-

ject, 43.96
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painting. The graph paper he used in his
preparatory drawings was often employed by
illustrators in enlarging designs with the aid of
an overhead projector. It could serve as a com-
mon starting point for illustrations; for paint-
ings virtually synonymous with his illustra-
tional style, such as New York, Waterfront; and
for more refined, abstract designs like Melan-
choly Interlude.

Melancholy Interlude was initially purchased
by the Encyclopedia Britannica Corporation,
which, as a logical extension of its solicitation
of illustrations for their publications, began
commissioning and collecting paintings for
the Encyclopedia Britannica Collection of Con-
temporary Painting in the mid-1940s.2 c8

NOTES

1. I am grateful to Linda Lichtenberg Kaplan for making
her extensive research on Francis Criss available to me.

2. For a discussion of the Encyclopedia Britannica Collec-
tion, see Grace Pagano, The Encyclopedia Britannica
Collection of Contemporary American Painting (Chicago,
1945). Melancholy Interlude was also chosen from the
Encyclopedia Britannica’s collection to be featured in
Esquire Magazine as part of “Esquire’s Art Institute,” a
series of four articles “devised as a businessman’s art
course.” See “Esquire’s Art Institute,” Esquire Magazine
24, 2 (August 1945), 70~71.
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ANDREW DASBURG
1887-1979

Landscape, 1913

oil on panel
1078 x 12%8 (25.7 x 31.4)

Andrew Dasburg first encountered the paint-
ings of Cézanne at Ambrose Vollard’s gallery
during a visit to Paris in 1909 -1910: “I came
upon a small gallery where, in the window,
were three or four paintings by Cézanne,
whose name I had heard mentioned but knew
nothing of....I was completely imbued with
what I saw—one of those things that rarely
come to one but when they do, they are forever
memorable.”! In Paris Dasburg also studied
the important collection of modernist paint-
ings assembled by the American expatriates
Leo and Gertrude Stein at their home on the
rue de Fleurus. Dasburg’s enthusiasm for
Cézanne so impressed Leo Stein that he
allowed him to borrow a small still life to copy
(fig. 1). Dasburg wrote to his wife, the artist
Grace Mott Johnson, on 24 April 1910: “To
me the original is infinitive. It will rest in my
mind as a standard of what I want to attain in
my painting.”?

Dasburg’s career was decisively shaped by
these early experiences and he returned to
America in August 1911 as “a newly converted
evangelist’ to the modernist cause. He patron-
ized the exhibitions of modern art held at
Alfred Stieglitz's 291 in New York, and in 1913
submitted three paintings and a sculpture to
the historic Armory Show, where thirteen oils

by Cézanne were also on view. Although disap-

pointed in the reception given works by Ameri-
can modernists, the exhibition helped to con-
firm Dasburg's belief that an understanding of
the innovations of Cézanne and French
postimpressionism was critical for the future
of painting in the United States.*

Following the Armory Show, Dasburg vis-
ited Maine in the late summer and early fall of
1913, arriving by train on 30 August. In a letter
to Johnson, he took special note of the pine
trees and hills: “A fog with salt in his silvery
hair and a feathery rain breathed in my face
when I awoke in Maine. My first vision was
one of low receding ridges of pines that the fog
soon hid as if jealous....”> After Dasburg set-
tled on Monhegan Island in September, these
elements became the subject of Landscape, one
of sixteen works he created during his stay.®

In Landscape, Dasburg emulated Cézanne.
His techniques all bear the French master’s
imprimatur: the painting consists almost
entirely of a series of short, squared-off brush-
strokes moving diagonally across the canvas
from left to right; the oil paint is applied wet
into wet in daubs of pure color, giving the
work a fresh quality analogous to a newly pre-
pared palette; juxtapositions of color, rather
than line, create form. Similar means pro-
duced similar results and Dasburg’s small
work possesses the same kind, if not the same

FIG. 1. Paul Cézanne,
Cing Pommes, 1877-1878,
oil on canvas, private col-
lection, Japan
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degree, of monumental scale and chromatic NOTES

luminosity associated with Cézanne’s epochal 1. Quoted in Van Deren Coke, Andrew Dasburg
depictions of Mont-Saint-Victoire. (Albuquerque, 1979), 15-16.

b di 2. Andrew Dasburg to Grace Mott Johnson, 24 April
In 1920 Dasburg began spending part of 1910, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian

each year in New Mexico before becoming a per- Institution, Andrew Dasburg and Grace Mott Johnson

manent resident of the state in 1933. In a series Papers, reel 2043, frame 809.

of drawings and paintings of the environs of 3- Quoted in Coke 1979, 18.

4. Concerning the Armory Show, Dasburg wrote to Grace
Mott Johnson on 13 March 1913: “The members of the
Association seem to be prejudiced against anything

ican landscape until his death in 1979. cB that smacks of American Post Impressionism and

seem to have started a campaign of elimination which

Sante Fe and Taos, he continued to use the pic-
torial language of Cézanne to depict the Amer-

began by scattering our work all over the place instead
of showing it as a group—Dbut this may have been
done without any intention behind it....” Archives of
American Art, Smithsonian Institution, Andrew Das-
burg and Grace Mott Johnson Papers, reel 2044, frame
253. For a discussion of the history of postimpression-
ism in America, see Peter Morris, The Advent of
Modernism: Post-Impressionism and North American Art,
1900-1918 [exh. cat., High Museum of Art] (Atlanta,
19806). “Postimpressionism” was often used as a syn-
onym for any modernist style during this period, but
Dasburg seems to have used the term more specifically
to refer to stylistic innovations that postdated impres-
sionism and predated cubism.

5. Andrew Dasburg to Grace Mott Johnson, 30 August
1913, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institu-
tion, Andrew Dasburg and Grace Mott Johnson
Papers, reel 2044, frame 313.

6. When Dasburg arrived on Monhegan he encountered
George Bellows, who had been there the greater part of
the season. While Dasburg was intent on bringing his
knowledge of Cézanne to bear on American landscape
painting, Bellows was in the midst of a series of
seascapes that engaged the legacy of another mythic
figure of nineteenth-century art, Winslow Homer. For
a discussion of Bellows in Maine, see Michael Quick et
al., The Paintings of George Bellows [exh. cat., Amon
Carter Museum] (Fort Worth, 1992), 42—46, 151-157.



STUART DAVIS
1894-1964

11 Still Life in the Street
(French Landscape), c. 1941

oil on canvas
I0 X 12 (25.4 X 30.5)

Like other artists of his generation, Stuart
Davis abandoned ashcan-style realist painting
following the New York Armory Show in 1913,
the exhibition that introduced American artists
and audiences to European modernism. In
particular, Davis developed a natural affinity
for the formal syntax of cubist painting and,
during the 1920s, subjected the flattened
shapes and shallow pictorial spaces of syn-
thetic cubism to various idiosyncratic trans-
formations. One series of thinly painted still
lifes in oil and watercolor, loosely based on
papier collé and collage, shows cigarette and
tobacco packages reconfigured as complex
geometric signboard compositions with
spliced fragments of commercial typography,
some depicted with the literalness of trompe
Toeil. Conversely, in the highly distilled, post-
cubist “eggbeater” still lifes from 1927, planar
shapes and unmodulated, high-key colors
mediate between puzzlelike flatness and stage-
like depth.

In 1928, Davis traveled to Paris, settling in
the Montparnasse district for one year and fre-
quenting a community of American expatriate
artists that included Alexander Calder and
John Graham. Enthralled by the city, Davis

produced some dozen canvases during his
sojourn there, all of them devoted to the Paris
street. In these pictures, the artist exchanged
the boldly abstract qualities of the eggbeater
series for a spruce representational style. Mod-
ernist compositional elements—flattened
planes of luminous pale colors in a schematic
space—are appointed with anecdotal details,
the storefronts and residential facades that cap-
tivated Davis. Still Life in the Street is closely
based on Rue Lipp (fig. 1), one of the liveliest
works from the Paris series. The composition
is a highly reductive version of the original,
which shows three still life objects arranged
like props before an uninhabited street. The
objects are icons of the café table (in a letter
from Paris, Davis extolled the virtues of the
“swellest cafés,” where one could sit “all after-
noon with a 6¢ glass of coffee without any-
thing being thought of it"!): a water carafe, a
beer mug, and a blue siphon bottle. They are
placed on a foreground ledge, although Davis’
elliptical manner conflates the foreground with
the street (somewhat in the fashion of Giorgio
de Chirico), resulting in a witty ambiguity of
scale that is heightened by the absence of peo-
ple. Despite the delicacy of the Paris paintings,

F1G. 1. Stuart Davis, Rue

Lipp, 1928, oil on canvas,
Michael and Fiona Scharf
Collection
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the compressed juxtaposition of objects in pic-
torial space would be a crucial formal and ex-
pressive element in Davis’ later work, in which,
the artist wrote, elements of a “remembered”
scene are exaggerated, suppressed, and “recom-
posed” according to their relative significance.?
Painted roughly ten years after the Paris
sojourn, Still Life in the Street dates from the
period during which Davis was formulating an
elaborate theoretical justification for his
increasingly abstract approach to the “pure”
(nonrepresentational) formal qualities of his
work.? Around this time, he began to revive a
number of earlier landscape and cityscape
compositions as vehicles for the new style—
paintings such as New York under Gaslight
(1941, The Israel Museum, Jerusalem) and
Report from Rockport (1940, The Metropolitan
Museum of Art). These paintings are saturated
with color, drained of depth, and filled with a
syncopated diversity of hard-edged shapes,
including thick, calligraphic lines and bold-
faced words. The new idiom is only lightly
applied in the Ebsworth painting, although it
dramatically distances the work from Rue Lipp.
For Davis, the transformation of previous
compositions would continue to be a rigorous
working method. Much later, Rue Lipp itself
would be recast again as The Paris Bit (Whitney
Museum of American Art), a large, complex
picture of 1959.* The relatively modest Still Life
in the Street can be interpreted as an intermedi-
ary version; its simplified forms and flattened
colors would later be taken up in Davis’ so-
called study for The Paris Bit (Curtis Galleries,
Minneapolis), dated 1958 —1961. More specifi-
cally, in Still Life, Davis has substituted the
word “EAU” (or water) for “La Cressonee,”
which appears inside the base of the carafe in
Rue Lipp (the name refers to a maker of
absinthe, which produced water carafes bear-
ing its logo for use in cafés); in his study for
The Paris Bit, “EAU” is now emblazoned across
the bottom left corner of the composition,
where it will remain in the larger version.

Between Still Life in the Street and The Paris Bit,
Davis’ palette has also been radically trans-
formed, from an off-key arrangement of red,
blue, lavender, and turquoise with black and
white —surprisingly reminiscent of the highly
individual color schemes of Patrick Henry
Bruce—to a primary (and dually nationalistic)
palette of red, white, and blue.

Still Life in the Street may have appeared in
Davis’ one-man exhibition at the Downtown
Gallery in New York in February 19435 jw

NOTES

1.

5.

Quoted in Patricia Hills, Stuart Davis (New York,
1996), 84.

. “Mural for Studio B, WNYC (working notes)” (1939),

in Stuart Davis, ed. Diane Kelder (New York, 1971), 92.

. See John R. Lane, “Stuart Davis and the Issue of Con-

tent in New York School Painting,” Arts Magazine
(February 1978), 154-157.

. For a full discussion of the development of The Paris

Bit, see Lewis Kachur, “Stuart Davis and Bob Brown:
The Masses to The Paris Bit,” Arts Magazine (October
1982), 70-73.

John R. Lane, Stuart Davis: Art and Art Theory [exh.
cat., The Brooklyn Museum] (New York, 1978), 188.
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MANIERRE DAWSON
1887-1969

Blue Trees on Red Rocks, 1918

oil on panel
177 % 1478 (43.8 % 35.9)

Early in his career, Manierre Dawson was a
precociously inventive artist.! In the spring of
1910, arguably in advance of either Wassily
Kandinsky or Arthur Dove, he painted radical,
nonobjective abstractions such as Prognostic
(Milwaukee Art Museum). In 1911, following a
trip to Paris where he saw Leo and Gertrude
Stein's famous modernist collections, he also
produced a series of cubist-inspired works
based on old master paintings that predate by
more than three decades Picasso’'s homages to

Poussin, Delacroix, and Velazquez. The follow-

ing year he developed a pure abstract style of
biomorphic forms that foreshadows develop-

ments in American art in the 1930s and 1940s.

In addition, around 1914 he created perhaps
the first shaped canvas painting in America, a
pentagonal work, Wind Rotor (not extant).
Dawson declined Arthur B. Davies’ invita-
tion to participate in the Armory Show in New
York in 1913, but was included in the Chicago
venue at the behest of Walter Pach. As it was
for so many artists of his generation, the expe-
rience was revelatory: “These are surely the

most exciting days of my life....I am feeling

elated. T had thought of myself as an anomaly
and had to defend myself, many times, as not
crazy; and here at the Art Institute many artists
are presented showing these fanciful departures
from the academies.”? Dawson purchased Mar-
cel Duchamp's painting Sad Young Man in a
Train (fig. 1) from the show and recalled that

it was at this time that “I began to feel in the
stream.”?

Dawson's active participation in modernist
circles, however, was short-lived. In 1914 he
was included in Exhibition of Paintings and
Drawings, organized by Davies and Pach at
the Montross Gallery in New York, and in an
important show of avant-garde art, Exhibition
of Painting and Sculpture in the Modern Spirit,
at the Milwaukee Art Center. But in May of
that year he left Chicago to manage his fam-
ily's fruit farm in Ludington, Michigan. In the
rural community Dawson found himself cul-
turally isolated and, although he continued to
pursue his painting, his new responsibilities
slowly eroded his commitment to his art.

Blue Trees on Red Rocks, painted in Luding-
ton in 1918, is a nature abstraction, for which

F1G. 1. Marcel Duchamp,
Nude (Study), Sad Young
Man in a Train, 1911 —
1912, oil on cardboard,
Peggy Guggenheim
Collection, Venice



12 Blue Trees on Red Rocks

DAWSON 79




8o

Dawson created a vocabulary of simplified
shapes and masses to convey the dynamic
interrelationship of germinative forces among
the roots, trunk, and canopies of the trees. The
composition is vertically symmetrical: a band
of red rocks and black roots is mirrored in the
green canopy and black branches above, with
the undulating forms of the trunks between.
While not as radical a work as his pure abstrac-
tions of 1910 or 1912, the painting is a harbin-
ger of the abstract modernist style based on
the close observation of distinctly American
landscapes that developed in the Stieglitz circle
in the 1920s, most notably in the works of
Dove and Georgia O’Keeffe.

In April 1922, Pach visited the homes of
Dawson's brother and father in Chicago and
wrote to the artist about some of the Ludington
paintings he had seen there: “There is the right
inspirational quality, the right aloofness from
dead matter, fine color, fine line, a personal
note that rises above all reminiscences, a few
times completeness as in the green picture
with two trees, a brown abstract picture and
especially in a wood interior of very finely pro-
portioned and controlled masses. I am glad to
have come to Chicago if only for seeing those
works.”* Earlier that year, probably at Pach’s
urging, Dawson had sent two canvases to the
annual exhibition of the Society of Indepen-
dent Artists in New York. Pach’s enthusiasm
and encouragement, however, did not reverse
Dawson's fortunes. Indeed, it was around this
time that Dawson sold Duchamp's Sad Young
Man in a Train to Pach, perhaps the single
most powerful reminder of his halcyon days
at the Armory Show in Chicago nearly a
decade earlier.

In 1923 Dawson participated in his final
exhibition with the Society of Independent Art-
ists. He continued to live on his Michigan farm,
but unable to secure the patronage that would
make Dove’s artistic life, under similar circum-
stances, possible in rural New York during the

1930s, he fell into obscurity and was largely
forgotten until the late 1960s, when he
reemerged to take his place among the impor-
tant innovators of early American modernism.’
cB

NOTES

1. For a discussion of Dawson's early career, see Abraham
A. Davidson, “Two from the Second Decade: Manierre
Dawson and John Covert,” Art in America 63 (Septem-
ber 1975), 50-55; Earl A. Powell III, “Manierre Dawson's

m

‘Woman in Brown,” Arts Magazine 51 (September 1976),
76-77; Mary Mathews Gedo, “Modernizing the Mas-
ters: Manierre Dawson’'s Cubist Transliterations,” Arts
Magazine 55 (April 1981), 135-145; and Mary Mathews
Gedo, “The Secret Idol: Manierre Dawson and Pablo
Picasso,” Arts Magazine 56 (December 1981), 116-124.

2. Dawson's journal of 27 March 1913, quoted in Mary
Mathews Gedo, Manierre Dawson (1881-1969): A Retro-
spective Exhibition of Painting [exh. cat., Museum of
Contemporary Art] (Chicago, 1976), 15.

3. Karl Nickel, Manierre Dawson: Paintings 1909-1913 [exh.
cat., Robert Schoelkopf Gallery] (New York, 1969), n.p.

4. Letter from Walter Pach to Manierre Dawson, 30 April

1922, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institu-
tion, Manierre Dawson Papers, reel 64, frame 896.
Pach's descriptions may refer to Blue Trees on Red Rocks.
5. Retrospective: Paintings by Manierre Dawson was held at
the Grand Rapids Art Museum in 1966, and in 1967,
Karl Nickel, with Dawson’s assistance, organized
Manierre Dawson: Paintings 1909-1913 at the John and
Mabel Ringling Museum of Art. Dawson died in 1969.



WILLEM DE KOONING
1904-1997

13 Woman as Landscape, 1955

oil on charcoal on linen
65% x 4972 (166.4 x 125.7)

Throughout his career, Willem de Kooning
rejected all dogma, ideologies, hierarchies, and
any notions of order, exclusivity, or conclusive
knowledge associated with art. He did not
believe “artists have particularly bright ideas”?
and remarked that in “art one idea is as good
as another.”? In 1949 de Kooning declared:
“Order to me, is to be ordered about and that
is a limitation.”* And around 1950, when his
early supporter, the autocratic critic Clement
Greenberg, visited the artist’s studio and tried
to dissuade de Kooning from pursuing the
woman series, de Kooning thought it was
“ridiculous.”* The basic distinction between

figuration and abstraction that underlay Green-

berg’s critical theories was always irrelevant to
de Kooning, who observed that “even abstract

shapes must have a likeness.”

Dispensing with rules and restrictions,

de Kooning pursued an all-inclusive dynamic

vision that embraced chaos and change. Fasci-
nated by the character of Frenhofer in Balzac's
The Unknown Masterpiece, who attempts to fill
a single work with a lifetime of visual experi-

F1G. 1. Aaron Siskind,
Chicago 18, 1949, gelatin
silver print, National
Gallery of Art, Washing-
ton, anonymous gift,
1997.34.1

ences and artistic knowledge, his aim was to
“keep putting more and more things in.”® De
Kooning found his subjects in the ephemeral
flotsam and jetsam of his visual life: “Looking
out a little window at some left over piece of
ground...at nothing... maybe at a few empty
Coke bottles or a beer can.”” He noted: “Con-
tent is a glimpse of something, an encounter
like a flash. It's very tiny—very tiny, content. I
still have it now from fleeting things —like
when one passes something, and it makes an
impression, simple stuff.”® In his paintings, de
Kooning sought to capture the sensual, con-
crete, visceral pleasures of sight: “The Mystery
of the world is to see something that is really
there. [ want to grab a piece of nature and
make it as real as it actually is....”°

De Kooning felt comfortable with the fluid
dynamic of painting itself, but feared stasis
and stagnation. Discussing the act of painting
he commented: “When I'm falling, I am doing
all right. And when I'm slipping, I say, ‘Hey,
this is very interesting.’ It is when I am stand-
ing upright that bothers me.”'% Obsessed with
process, he found it very difficult to finish a
painting. Woman | (1950-1952, Museum of
Modern Art), for instance, was rescued from
destruction only by the intervention of the art
historian Meyer Shapiro. By adamantly resist-
ing easy conclusions in his works de Kooning
hoped that they would elude interpretation.
His aim was to create paintings the import of
which “I will never know, and no one else will
ever know.”!!

In order to realize his vision of a world in
constant flux, de Kooning began in the mid-
forties to develop what came to be known as
“collage painting.” The process was first docu-
mented in Thomas Hess’ account of the mak-
ing of Woman I and came to fruition in the
woman series of 1950-1955.12 It involved com-
plex open-ended interactions between drawing,
collaging, and painting that allowed de Koon-
ing to incrementally formulate the extraordi-
narily dense imagery of the woman paintings.
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Drawings, in addition to being used as tradi-
tional studies for passages in the painting,
were themselves often torn apart and
rearranged both on and off the canvas. These
new juxtapositions produced an entirely new
level of imagery for de Kooning to study and
incorporate into the work. While collage tech-
niques were integral to the process, there were
usually very few if any actual collaged elements
left on the surface of de Kooning’s canvases. In
their final states they instead rely most heavily
on the traditional techniques of oil painting.
Within the various stages of his process de
Kooning would often remove collaged papers
and scrape excess paint off his canvas and then
rebuild his image in oils alone. He believed
“all painting is an illusion’!® and he aspired to
create seamless works characterized by exquis-
ite surfaces; the artist Pat Passlof recalled that
de Kooning “wanted the paint to appear as if it
had materialized there magically all at once, as
if it were ‘blown’ on.”*

Woman as Landscape was painted near the
end of de Kooning’s epic woman cycle. Its two
dominant forms are the mass of red at the
base that forms the figure’s hips and legs and
the sweep of tan-colored pigment along the
right edge that suggests an arm and a shoul-
der. A swirling oval of paint at the middle left
delineates a breast and the cursory grin and
eyes at the top complete the female image.
These broad figural gestures are augmented by
an infinite variety of smaller passages rendered
in a variety of ways: using a palette knife de
Kooning scraped away wet paint in several
areas to reveal dazzling substrata of pigment;
along the right side drips and rivulets of his oil
medium intersect with more emphatic, aggres-
sive slashing strokes; elsewhere bravura brush-
work and white highlights project forms into
three-dimensional space offsetting byzantine
graffiti-like effects. Like Aaron Siskind's con-
temporary photographs of random configura-
tions on city walls (fig. 1), in every instance de
Kooning sought to exploit the tension between

spontaneity and premeditation to promote
lively illusionistic effects.!

The year he painted Woman as Landscape
de Kooning remarked that the “landscape is in
the Woman and there is Woman in the land-
scapes.”1® He succeeded in conflating the fig-
ure with the background here by merging the
shoulder form along the right edge with the
horizon line at the top right of the canvas.
Hence the whole upper torso of his figure falls
away and recedes into space. The submersion
of the woman into the background prefigures
de Kooning’s suburban and urban landscape
images of the late 1950s as well as his return
to the landscape and woman motif in the
early 1960s.

The open-ended collage painting proce-
dures allowed de Kooning to layer his refer-

ences to the figure in the woman series. Repre-

senting for de Kooning “the female painted
through all the ages,” they have been variously
interpreted as devouring goddesses, earth
mothers, fertility idols, femme fatales, all-
American girls, pinups, middle-aged moms,
and film-noir dames.'” Depictions of the

female body, they also contain numerous refer-
ences to the fleeting effects offered to de Koon-

ing’s eye by the torn drawings of the collage
painting process. Passionate explorations of
the ephemeral nature of the material world,
they recall most strongly the traditions of
Dutch seventeenth-century art; more specifi-
cally, they echo the bravura brushwork and
lusty female figures of Hals and Rubens, and
reenact the same types of contingent arrange-
ments of flesh and paper found in Dutch ban-
quet pieces and letter-rack paintings.’® cs

NOTES

1.

12,

13.

From an interview with David Sylvester, excerpted in
Thomas B. Hess, Willem de Kooning [exh. cat., The
Museum of Modern Art] (New York, 1968), 75.
Willem de Kooning, “A Desperate View,” talk deliv-
ered at the Subjects of the Artist School, New York, 18
February 1949, published in Hess 1968, 15.

“A Desperate View,” in Hess 1968, 15.

Quoted in Jeffrey Potter, To a Violent Grave: An Oral
Biography of Jackson Pollock (New York, 198s), 183.
Hess 1968, 47.

From a conversation with Bert Schierbeek, 1968, in
Willem de Kooning [exh. cat., Stedelijk Museum] (Ams-
terdam, 1968), reprinted in The Collected Writings of
Willem de Kooning (New York, 1988), 167. Thomas
Hess 1968, 22, relates de Kooning's interest in
Frenhofer.

Willem de Kooning, “Word for Word,” The New York
Times, 23 March 1997.

Quoted in “Content is a Glimpse...,” excerpts from
an interview with David Sylvester, published in Loca-
tion 1 (spring 1963), 47.
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. Quoted in David Sylvester et al., Willem de Kooning:

Paintings [exh. cat., National Gallery of Art] (Washing-
ton, 1994), 53.
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Thomas Hess, “De Kooning Paints a Picture,” Art
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a photograph of a crumpled piece of paper by Siskind
that may have affected his work on the woman series.

. Hess 1968, 100.
17.

Quoted in “Content is a Glimpse...,” 1963, 46. The
many interpretations of the woman series have been
fully documented in David Cateforis, Willem de Koon-
ing’s “Women” of the 1950s: A Critical History of Their
Reception and Interpretation (Ann Arbor, 1993).

. For a discussion of the relationship of collage paint-

ing to seventeenth-century Dutch still life painting,
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Kooning’s Collage Painting Asheville and Its Relation-
ship to Traditions of Description and Illusionism in
Western Art,” Master’s thesis, University of Maryland,
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CHARLES DEMUTH
1883-1935

Fruit and Flower, c. 1925

watercolor and graphite on paper
12 x 18 (30.5 X 45.7)

o
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As a student at the Pennsylvania Academy of
the Fine Arts, from 1905 to 1910, Charles
Demuth admired the artists James McNeill
Whistler and Aubrey Beardsley, and the writers
Walter Pater and Joris-Karl Huysmans, all of
whom were closely associated with the symbol-
ist movement of the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries.! These aesthetes and deca-
dents paradoxically often used their notorious
reputations and scandalous subject matter to
draw attention to the subtly elusive and intan-
gible qualities of their work. They embodied
the symbolist desire for an art that, while ini-
tially appearing to explicitly define itself, on
further inspection quietly suggested and evoked
associations; engaged but aloof, they provided
Demuth with a compelling model for his own
life and art.

After leaving the Academy, Demuth began
to develop a unique watercolor style that syn-
thesized symbolism and modernism. In 1910
he had seen drawings by Matisse and Rodin at

FIG. 1. Auguste Rodin,
The Rising Sun, c. 1900—
1905, watercolor and
graphite, with smudging,
on cream wove paper, The
Alfred Stieglitz Collection,
1949.902, Art Institute of
Chicago

Alfred Stieglitz's 291 gallery, in New York, and
the following year he viewed Cézanne water-
colors and Picasso drawings at the same venue.
While in Paris, from December 1912 to the
spring of 1914, Demuth became acquainted
with Gertrude Stein’s collection and studied
with Rodin’s assistant, Antoine Bourdelle, at
the Académie Moderne.

Rodin's Jate symbolist figure drawings,
expressive, sensual sketches outlined in delicate
pencil and filled with monochromatic washes,
were particularly critical to Demuth's evolution
as a watercolorist and informed his style for
the rest of his career. Perceived by American
critics as shockingly explicit, intimate nota-
tions of nude female models, their titles, such
as The Rising Sun (fig. 1) and The Blue Veil, also
attested to the more allusive feelings that
underlay symbolist imagery.

Demuth executed his first important flower
watercolors in 1915. Their chromatic brilliance
was due in part to a series of variations on
Matisse’s 1905 Collioure watercolors that
Demuth made in Provincetown during the
summer of 1914, but even more influential were
the flower pastels of Odilon Redon, the sym-
bolist artist prominently highlighted in Huys-
mans’ novel, A rebours. Depicting arrangements
that appear to precipitate from nebulous clouds
of color, Demuth's watercolors effectively trans-
lated Redorts floral pastels into another medium.

In early 1917, Demuth began experiment-
ing with cubist forms when he visited Bermuda
with Marsden Hartley. He may have been par-
ticularly inspired to modify his style at this time
under the influence of the 1914-1915 Picasso
exhibitions at 291, an important show of
Cézanne’s watercolors at the Montross Gallery
in 1916, and Hartley's 1916 Provincetown sail-
boat oils. In works like Trees and Barns (1917,
Williams College Museum of Art) and Red
Chimneys (1918, The Phillips Collection),
Demuth integrated organic and architectural
forms and first achieved the rich, ethereal
geometry that distinguishes his mature work.
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Fruit and Flower belongs to a series of
works depicting vegetables, fruits, and flowers
that date to the mid-1920s.2 Three plums on a
small plate are encircled by three more plums,
three tomatoes, and two zinnias in a vase.
Demuth's pencil tracings remain visible
beneath the watercolor wash and at the edge of
the composition. The flower and fruit forms
are precisely colored, and in many areas, espe-
cially among the plums, the blotting of wet
pigment off of the working surface creates
mottled, atmospheric effects. The white of the
paper is also carefully integrated into Demuth's
overall design: it outlines the flowers and fruit
and creates thin lines around petals and other
forms at the center, gradually radiating out to
define the margins. At bottom left a faint grid
of pencil lines appears to expose the underlying
structural armature and provides a subtle tran-
sition to the blank outer edges of the work.

Following a trip to Paris in November of
1921, Demuth returned home to Lancaster,
Pennsylvania, where he wrote to Stieglitz that
“what work I do will be done here; terrible as
it is to work in this ‘our land of the free’....
Together we will add to the American scene.”
Along with Demutl's iconic depictions of local
architecture, his Lancaster still lifes, epitomized
by the organic cubism of Fruit and Flower, were
exactly the type of incisive explorations of a dis-
tinctively American locale that Stieglitz called
for in his efforts to forge a national school of
modernism during the 1920s. Intimate depic-
tions of domestic pleasures associated with the
family kitchen and garden that celebrated the
nation’'s bounty, they helped secure Demuth a
place among the inner circle of Stieglitz artists
known as the “Seven Americans.”

Drawing upon the example of Rodin's sym-
bolist drawings, Demuth experimented with
metamorphic form in Fruit and Flower. The
results are comparable to those found in Rising
Sun, in which Rodin made an analogy between
a waking figure and the morning sun as it

begins its arc of ascent across the sky. Here the
volatility of the watercolor washes and attenu-
ated lines of the figure suggest the impending
transformation of the body into light. Using
the same animated line and unstable atmos-
pheric washes, Demuth achieved similar effects
in Fruit and Flower, but, instead of body into
sun, the two zinnias, with leaves as arms, stems
as legs, and petals as hair, are analogous to
dancing figures, their embrace sealed by the
encircling lip of the vase.

This anthropomorphism and Demuth’s
image as a decadent aesthete have often en-
couraged sexual interpretations of the flower
watercolors.* Demutl's friend William Carlos
Williams, for instance, believed that there was
an explicit correspondence between Demuth's
flowers and male genitals;> more recently, the
role of Demuth’s homosexuality in his art has
been the subject of scholarly research.® Such
readings, however, are clearly too reductive and
fail to acknowledge how deeply Demuth had
inculcated the symbolist credo that meaning
could be suggested or alluded to, but never
directly named or defined. Just as Demutl’s
public persona concealed the secrets of his
personality behind a “curtain of mental pri-
vacy,”” the key to the flower paintings is
ingeniously screened by their facades. Tran-
scending any simple interpretive framework,
they are ultimately masterpieces of allusion
that skillfully veil a metamorphic, multivalent
world.® cs

NOTES

1. Barbara Haskell discusses Demuth's relationship to
the symbolists in Charles Demuth [exh. cat., Whitney
Museum of American Art] (New York, 1987), 18-22.
For an overview of Demutl's career, see Emily Farnham,
Charles Demuth: Behind a Laughing Mask (Norman,
OKla., 1971), and Alvord L. Eiseman, Charles Demuth
(New York, 1982). For a more general discussion of
symbolism in American art, see Charles Eldredge,
American Imagination and Symbolist Painting (New
York, 1979).

2. Fruit and Flower has traditionally been dated to c. 1928,
but the author of Demuth's unpublished catalogue
raisonné, Alvord Eiseman, assigned the work to c. 1925
(in a letter to Joni Kinsey of g December 1986, in the
Ebsworth collection files). Eiseman argued that Fruit
and Flower belongs in a group of twenty-five works of
similar subject and style completed during the mid-
1920s, and indicated that in 1928 Demuth's only water-
colors were two very dissimilar oval works.

3. Letter dated 28 November 1921, quoted in Farnham
1971, 136-137.

4. O’Keeffe’s flower paintings were also subject to sexual
interpretations in the 1920s. See Barbara Buhler
Lynes, O’Keeffe, Stieglitz, and the Critics, 1916-1929
(Ann Arbor, 1989), 66-70.

5. See Haskell 1987, 53.

6. See Jonathan Weinberg, Speaking for Vice: Homosexual-
ity in the Art of Charles Demuth, Marsden Hartley, and
the First American Avant-Garde (New Haven, 1993).

7. Marcel Duchamp, quoted in Haskell 1987, 21.

8. In Charles Demuth, “Across a Greco is Written,” Cre-
ative Art 5 (September 1929), 629, Demuth expressed
the duality of legibility and elusiveness found in his
still lifes: “Across the final surface—the touchable
bloom, if it were a peach— of any fine painting is writ-
ten for those who dare to read that which the painter
knew, that which he hoped to find out, or that which
he—whatever.” The symbolist prose of Demuth'’s de-
scription of painting in a garden in an untitled piece
published in Haskell 1987, 45, also reflects the elusive,
ethereal qualities of his watercolors: “A young man...
was painting in a garden....All the objects in the gar-
den took from the light, for the moment, some of its
color and quality and added them to their own. When
the young man began to paint, all things, seemed, to
him, to glitter and float in golden liquid so dazzling
was the scene.”



PRESTON DICKINSON
1889-1930

15 The Artist’s Table, c. 1925

oil on board
22%2 x 147 (57.2 x 36.8)

Preston Dickinson was born in New York City
in 1889 (not 1891 as often given), attended
the Art Students League in 1906, and went to
Paris in late 1910—early 1911 (driven home in
1914 by World War I). He studied at the usual
places, the Ecole des Beaux-Arts and Académie
Julian; traveled widely; visited museums; and
experienced modernism. In 1912 he exhibited
at the Salon des Indépendants, which that year
included paintings by Kandinsky, Delaunay,
Marcel Duchamp, and Juan Gris’ Portrait of
Pablo Picasso (fig. 1). Gris’ distinctive form of
cubism —its modeled planes and sharp con-
trasts of light and dark—Dbecame immediately
and indelibly the basis of Dickinson's stylistic
language (see fig. 2). The rigor of its geometric
discipline waxed and waned and was admixed
at times with traces of primitivism, futurism,
and the smudginess of Jules Pascin, but it
remained, with greater constancy than any-
thing else, the source of the distinctive look of
Dickinson’s art.

Cubism, in Gris’ particular formulation of
it, was not only the source of Dickinson's style;
in the case of many of his still lifes, like The

Artist’s Table, it was the source of his subject

matter as well. The glasses, bottles, carafes,
knives, and lemons that figure in them were
drawn unmistakably from the iconography of
early cubism (fig. 3), transposed, however, by
the inclusion of the palette in The Artist’s Table,
from the public sphere of the café to the pri-
vate one of the studio, and acquiring in Prohi-
bition America an aura of urbanity and bohe-
mian wickedness that the subject did not have
in France. The Artist’s Table closely resembles a
pastel by Dickinson, lacking only the palette
and chair of the painting, entitled Hospitality
(fig. 4). The painting is not dated; the pastel to
which it is unmistakably related was acquired
by Ferdinand Howald from the Daniel Gallery
in December 1925.!

In America the decade of the twenties
marked the heyday of the studio picture, of
paintings of still lifes and models manifestly
arranged and posed in the artist’s studio and
that often depicted studios themselves.? Louis
Bouché, Alexander Brook, Nicolai Cikovsky,
Andrew Dasburg, Emil Ganso, Bernard Kar-
foil, Leon Kroll, Yasuo Kuniyoshi, Henry Lee
McFee, Jules Pascin, Henry Schnackenberg,
Charles Sheeler, Raphael Soyer, Eugene

FIG. 1. Juan Gris, Portrait
of Pablo Picasso, 1912, oil
on canvas, Art Institute of
Chicago, 1958.525, Gift of
Leigh B. Block

F1G. 2. Preston Dickin-
son, Garden in Winter, c.
1922, charcoal on paper,
Collection of Mr. and
Mrs. Barney Ebsworth
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NOTES
m,, 1. Another less closely related pastel, Decanter and Bottles,
was acquired from Daniel by Duncan Phillips also in
1925.

2. Milton Brown, “The Studio Picture,” in American
Painting from the Armory Show to the Depression
(Princeton, 1955), 154-159.

3. Charles Daniel, quoted in Ruth Cloudman, Preston
Dickinson 1889-1930 [exh. cat., Sheldon Memorial Art
Gallery] (Lincoln, Nebr., 1979), 36.

F1G. 3. )uan Gris, Still
Life with Bottle and Knife,
19111912, Kréller-Miiller
Museum, Otterlo

FIG. 4. Preston Dickin-
son, Hospitality, 1925,

pastel, Columbus ich i d h
Museumn of Art, Ohio, Speicher, Niles Spencer, and many others,

Gift of Ferdinand Howald,  including Preston Dickinson, of course—the

1931157 list is almost endless—all regularly produced
studio pictures in the 1920s. The Depression
and the profound reorientation to social rele-
vance and political engagement it caused put
studio subjects—the “ivory tower” was the term
often used to derogate them —largely out of
business. Dickinson was spared that wrench-
ing change. In 1930, “restless and unhappy”
and thinking “he might find peace in
Europe,”? he went abroad, and in November
he died of pneumonia in Spain. Nc Jr.
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ARTHUR DOVE
1880-1946

16 Sea II, 1925

90

chiffon over metal with sand
1272 x 20%: (31.8 x 52.1)

Ilustrator, farmer, fisherman, caretaker, artist:
Arthur Dove was a resourceful and imaginative
individual who evidenced a remarkable
willingness to experiment and seek new solu-
tions. Not only did he pursue several different
ways of making a living and a wide variety of
unconventional homes—from a boat to a con-
verted roller rink to an abandoned post office—
he also clearly enjoyed exploring new materials
in his art. Throughout his long career, he
worked with oil and metallic paint, encaustic,
tempera, and wax; he mixed sand into his
paints; he used a variety of supports, from tra-
ditional canvas to glass, aluminum, and steel
plate; he made his own frames; and he even
ground his own colors.

He was never more experimental, though,
or more innovative than in the 1920s. From
1924 to 1930 he constructed twenty-five col-
lages from the detritus of modern life, includ-
ing rulers, newspaper, bamboo, fabric, buttons,
fur, springs, steel wool, twigs, sand, and artifi-
cial flowers, among other materials. Some of
these collages are abstract portraits of friends,
including Alfred Stieglitz, Paul and Rebecca
Strand, and a neighbor Ralph Dusenberry; oth-
ers are depictions of more generic types, The
Critic or The Grandmother, for instance; while
still more are evocations of places or things,
Huntington Harbor, for example, or Rain.

Dove undoubtedly knew many of the prece-
dents for his “things,” as he called them, as
numerous earlier twentieth-century artists had
not only incorporated actual objects into their
work, but also proclaimed the thing itself a
work of art. He most likely saw Picasso’'s and
Braque’s cubist collages at Stieglitzs gallery
291 in 1915, and he certainly knew of the dada
prototypes in Walter and Louise Arensberg’s
collection, including, for example, Morton
Schamberg and Elsa von Freytag Loringhoven's
piece of plumbing titled God.! Moreover, if only
from his conversations with Stieglitz, he also
knew of Duchamp'’s infamous transformation
in 1917 of a urinal into a work of art, titled The

Fountain. As a result of Katherine Dreier’s
efforts, Dove may have seen Kurt Schwitters’
Merz collages made from scraps of newspaper,
string, and discarded paper, which were exhib-
ited at the Société Anonyme in 1920 and 1921.2
In addition, scholars have suggested that Dove's
use of found objects may have been inspired
by the revival of interest in American folk art
that occurred in the early 1920s.> And certainly,
too, his use of such common, everyday materi-
als as denim, shells, and newspaper answered
contemporary critics’ pleas for the construction
of an American art out of the fabric of Ameri-
can life.

But a number of other, more practical fac-
tors also undoubtedly propelled him to begin
making collages in 1924. Living on a boat in
Long Island Sound, he and his second wife,
Helen (“Reds”) Torr, shared cramped, damp
quarters that made it difficult to paint large
works. With no steady income, he and Reds
had to carefully budget their expenses. But
Dove was not only thrifty, he was also used to
working with his hands, to improvising and
recycling objects, to repairing rather than replac-
ing. Moreover, as Georgia O’Keeffe suggested
many years later, “I think he worked with col-
lage because it was cheaper than painting and
also it amused him.” And she continued, “Once
he was started on it one thing after another
came to him very easily with any material he
found at hand.”

Sea I (William H. Lane Foundation) and
Sea II were constructed in May 1925, shortly
after the close of Stieglitz's Seven Americans
exhibition at the Anderson Galleries in New
York. Including work by Charles Demuth,
Marsden Hartley, John Marin, Paul Strand, as
well as Stieglitz, O’'Keeffe, and Dove himself,
this exhibition was the first time Stieglitz
brought together as a group the artists he would
champion for the next twenty years. Stieglitz
conceived of the show as a challenge: “the pic-
tures are an integral part of their makers,” he
declared in the catalogue introduction. But, he
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continued, the question still remained whether
“the pictures or their makers [are] an integral
part of the America of to-day?”>

Dove’s letters suggest that Sea I and
Sea I may have been made as a way to thank
Stieglitz, perhaps for financial help or for
including him in Seven Americans or even
more generally for StieglitZ's faith in his art.®
“You always do such wonderful things that
thanking you seems superfluous,” Dove wrote
to him in June 1925, “The only way is with
work even though it be ‘sticks and stones.” [
seem to get on with them better than ‘words.’...
Have done a few new ‘things’ and have a paint-
ing underway. One of the ‘things’ of the sea is
as good as ‘Rain’ [ think.”’

Among the most minimal, poetic, and
evocative of Dove’s collages, Sea I and Sea I1
are made out of chiffon stretched over metal
panel that has been scratched and sprinkled
with sand. As with the best of his collages,
like Rain, Dove used seemingly incongruous
materials for Sea I and Sea II that are simulta-
neously the antithesis of the thing they are rep-
resenting— hard, brittle sticks for fluid rain, for
example—and yet also highly expressive of the
object’s look, feel, and character. Like the ocean
itself, Dove’s collage is composed of materials
that are at once soft, supple, evanescent, radi-
ant, and inviting, yet also hard, strong, cold,
and unforgiving. From his years as a farmer
working with his hands and his deep commu-
nion with the natural world, Dove understood
the power of things. He knew that sticks and
stones, bamboo and rulers have intrinsic asso-
ciations that he could not only play with and
draw upon, but also subvert and bend into
something else. In this way he could transform
these objects into something that was entirely
his own creation and something that was also
entirely new. As he explained in “A Way to
Look at Things” in the Seven Americans exhibi-
tion catalogue, this was his goal:

We have not yet made shoes that fit
like sand

Nor clothes that fit like water

Nor thoughts that fit like air.

There is much to be done—

Works of nature are abstract.

They do not lean on other things for
meanings.

The sea-gull is not like the sea

Nor the sun like the moon.

The sun draws water from the sea.
The clouds are not like either one—
They do not keep one form forever.

That the mountainside looks like a face

is accidental.

SG

NOTES

1. William C. Agee, “New York Dada, 1910-1930,” Art
News Annual 34 (1968), 113.

2. Schwitters’ work was shown at the Société Anonyme
in two exhibitions in the early 1920s: from 1 Novem-
ber to 15 December 1920, and 15 March to 12 April
1921. Although the precise works exhibited are not
known, Katherine Dreier, in Kurt Schwitters [exh. cat.,
IVAM Centre Julio Gonzalez] (Valencia, 1995), 463,
noted that she was especially intrigued with Schwitters’
collages when she saw them in Germany in 1920 and
implied that these were the pieces she exhibited. See
also Agee 1968, 112.

3. Dorothy Rylander Johnson in Arthur Dove: The Years of
Collage [exh. cat., University of Maryland Art Gallery]
(College Park, Md., 1967).

4. As quoted in exh. cat. College Park 1967, 13.

5. Alfred Stieglitz, [Statement] in Alfred Stieglitz Presents
Seven Americans [exh. cat., The Anderson Galleries]
(New York, 1925).

6. A letter from Stieglitz to Dove on § June 1925 suggests
that Stieglitz sent Dove a check, perhaps in payment
for a sale from the Seven Americans show, and possibly
for O’Keeffe’s purchase of Dove’s collage Rain. See Ann
Lee Morgan, Dear Dove, Dear Stieglitz (Newark, Del.,
1988), 113.

7. Dove to Stieglitz, June 1925, as quoted in Morgan
1988, 114.
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oil on canvas

35 x 25 (88.9 x 63.5)

In the summer of 1933, after much hesitation,
Arthur Dove moved back to his family home in
Geneva, New York. Although he felt there was

12

“something terrible about ‘Up State,”” and
described the prospect of returning to his
hometown “like walking on the bottom under
water,” he and his wife Reds Torr had endured
grinding poverty between 1930 and 1933 and he
knew that the struggle to survive was sapping
his ability to focus on his painting.! With his
mother’s death earlier in the year, he and Reds
could live for free on the family property, farm
and forage for food, and hope that his paintings
would at least pay for more materials.

Yet despite his undoubted humiliation at
going home, Dove’s years in Geneva from 1933
to 1938 were remarkably productive. Shortly
before he returned, Duncan Phillips agreed
to provide him with a monthly stipend in
exchange for paintings.? Although the pay-
ments were modest and fluctuated, and the
checks occasionally late, for the first time in
many years Dove had a steady source of
income. Gradually, as he came to see that he
could, perhaps, survive in his old haunts, his
spirits were restored and his confidence
returned. By late 1934 he announced that his
production was “two and a half months ahead
of last year,” and by the fall of 1935 he proudly
told Alfred Stieglitz that he was feeling “better
than in some years” and, judging from his
watercolors made the previous summer, had
“about 35 good prospects for paintings.”?

Dove’s move to Geneva also coincided with
a renewed interest in painting. Abandoning
the extensive experimentation with collage that
he had explored so fruitfully in the 1920s, he
decided in February 1932 “to let go of every-
thing and just try to make oil painting beauti-
ful in itself with no further wish.”* Once set-
tled in Geneva, Dove continued these
explorations by carefully examining his tech-
nique. He had always been fascinated with the
materials of his art—he often ground his own
pigments—and avidly read such books as

Jacques Blockx's Compendium of Painting and
Maximilian Toch's Materials for Permanent
Painting. This interest was intensified in Octo-
ber 1935 when he read, as he told Stieglitz,
“every inch” of Max Doerner’s recently trans-
lated Materials of the Artist.> Dove was espe-
cially intrigued by Doerner’s description of the
use of resin oil color and resin oil color with
wax, which the author wrote produced colors
with “a misty, pleasingly dull and mat appear-
ance, and great brightness and clarity.” Dove
immediately began his own experimentation
with these materials.®

Along with Autumn (Addison Gallery of
American Art), Naples Yellow Morning (Mr.
and Mrs. Meyer Potamkin), and October (The
Kemper Museum of Contemporary Art and
Design), Moon was painted during this highly
productive fall of 1935 and depicts a tree cover-
ing the glowing moon. Derived directly from
the landscape and light of the Finger Lakes
region, all four paintings are composed of
earthy colors, with shades of brown, yellow,
green, and red ranging in intensity from pale
muddy tones to richly saturated hues. Like
these other works from 1935, Moon incorpo-
rates some of the lessons Dove was learning
from Doerner. Painted with short, thinned,
almost translucent brushstrokes over underly-
ing hues of different intensity, Moon has a sur-
face that seems almost to throb with luminos-
ity and energy. But this technique also creates
the impression of an all-enveloping atmos-
phere—like “walking on the bottom under
water” —where the air surrounding objects is
as weighty, charged, and meaningful as the
things themselves.

However, unlike Autumn, Naples Yellow
Morning, or October, Moon, with its highly sim-
plified composition, looks forward to works
that Dove would create in Geneva in 1936
and 1937. During these years, spheres and
columns, the sun, the moon, and tree trunks
came to dominate his imagery as he sought to
create a “definite rythmic [sic] sense.” He was
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not interested in “geometrical repetition,” but
by using “the play or spread or swing of space
[that] can only be felt through this kind of con-
sciousness,” wanted to make his works
“breathe as does the rest of nature.””

Like Georgia O’Keeffe, the natural rhythms

that Dove captured and the shapes he explored
are undeniably sexual, often phallic in form.
Noting that Dove revealed “the animating
forces of life,” Elizabeth McCausland wrote
that he “sees life as an epic drama, a great
Nature myth, a fertile symbol.”® However, like
O’Keefte, who greatly admired and collected
his work, sexual allusions or symbols of fertil-
ity were not Dove’s intention. Instead both
Dove and O’Keeffe sought to construct inde-
pendent aesthetic forms that were real unto
themselves and would not only “breathe,” as
Dove wrote, but, more significantly, speak of
their experiences of nature. In the fall of 1935
these experiences for Dove were grounded in
the glowing, exuberant, even euphoric feelings
that enveloped him in the light, colors, atmos-
phere, and almost palpable energy of the
Geneva landscape.

But Dove also strove for a more transcen-
dent vision and to reveal the presence of the
divine in the natural world. Moon, with its
Redon-like, all-knowing eye and its tree that
connects both the terrestrial and celestial
worlds, speaks both of his symbolist heritage
and his then-current fascination with theoso-
phy.® Yet, perhaps because of the diminutive
scale of his paintings or their often charming
forms, there is something homegrown about
Dove’s mysticism. As in Moon, while Dove’s
spirit strove to burst forth into the light of the
heavens, his strength, his nourishment, and
indeed his inspiration were firmly rooted in
the ground. sc

NOTES

1.

Dove to Alfred Stieglitz, 18 May 1933, as quoted in Ann
Lee Morgan, Dear Stieglitz, Dear Dove (Newark, Del.,
1988), 271. See also Dove to Stieglitz, 17 November
1932, when he wrote, acknowledging a check from
Stieglitz: ““Whew'! That was a close shave that time.
Much! obliged. Almost spoiled a painting yesterday,
but think it will come right when I go at it a bit more
cheerfully today. When you get down, your mind
begins having dialogues with itself while you're work-
ing. Like trying to establish a new form. And the old
form bobs out and takes a crack at you and you say—
To hell with form, it is just a medium of exchange, like
money,—go on painting—but you need some.” Mor-
gan 19838, 253.

. For a full discussion of the relationship between Dove

and his patron Duncan Phillips, see In the American
Grain: Dove, Hartley, Marin, O’Keeffe, and Stieglitz
(Washington, 1995).

. Dove to Stieglitz, 19 December 1934, 1 October 1935,

and 24 October 1935, Morgan 1988, 322, 341, and 342.

. Dove to Stieglitz, 1 February 1932, Morgan 1988, 237.
. Dove to Stieglitz, 1 October 1935, Morgan 1988, 341.

For further discussion of this issue, see Morgan 1988,
210, and Elizabeth Hutton Turner, “Going Home:
Geneva, 1933-1938,” in Debra Bricker Balken, Arthur
Dove: A Retrospective (Cambridge, Mass., 1997),
103-105.

. Turner 1997, 104.

7. Dove to Elizabeth McCausland, 3 or 13 May 1933,

Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution,
Elizabeth McCausland Papers, reel D384B.

. McCausland, as quoted in Arthur Dove: New and Old

Paintings, 1912—-1934 [exh. brochure, An American
Place] (New York, 1934), 2.

. See Sherrye Cohn, “Arthur Dove and Theosophy:

Visions of a Transcendental Reality,” Arts 58 (Septem-
ber 1983), 86-91.
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ARTHUR DOVE
1880-1946

Long Island, 1940

oil on canvas

20 x 32 (50.8 x 81.3)

There is an endearing sense of modesty to
much of Arthur Dove’s work. Often relatively
small in size (usually measuring not much
more than 20 by 28 inches), and frequently
witty or infused with a charming sense of
whimsy, Dove’s paintings, especially those
from the late 1910s through the middle of the
1930s, are drawn from the common scenes of
everyday rural America—farms, fields of grain,
waterfalls, and streams; tugboats and mowing
machines—as well as the land itself and the
sun, the moon, and the sea. Celebrating his
deep communion with the natural world, his
art is unpretentious and unencumbered by
excessive theoretical constructs. As someone
who had lived on the land and sea for most of
his life and had tried, at times, to derive an
income from it, nature was a very real entity
for Dove and he presented it in a manner that
was joyous, even revelatory, but not grandiose.
Moreover, although he was one of the most ex-
perimental artists of his generation and used a
wide variety of materials both in his paintings
and collages, Dove’s works rarely seem labored.
Instead, they appear to have flowed effortlessly
from his creative imagination, giving the im-
pression that it was as easy for him to work
with encaustic, tempera, metallic, or oil paint,
as it was to use Bakelite, twigs, or denim. “Dove
has a light touch, a sense of humor,” Lewis
Mumford explained in 1934. Dove is a painter,
he continued, with “a witty mind whose art is
play, and whose play is often art.”!

That sense of both play and modesty, how-
ever, diminished in the late 1930s. After spend-
ing almost ten years at his familial home in
upstate New York, Dove announced that he
“never wanted to go back to Geneva, never
wanted to see it again.”? In 1938 he and his
wife “Reds” moved to a small, abandoned post
office in Centerport, Long Island, near his son,
William. Although he and Reds were deeply
pleased to be by the ocean again—their one-
room home faced Long Island Sound—Dove’s
health failed precipitously: he had pneumonia

in 1938, followed by a heart attack and severe
kidney disease in 1939. These ailments proved
to be debilitating and ongoing health issues for
the fifty-nine-year-old artist.

Yet what Dove lost in physical strength,
mobility, and even productivity after 1938, he
more than gained in resonance, clarity, and
focus. As he noted in his diary in 1942, he
tried during these last few years of his life to
work at the “point where abstraction and real-
ity meet,” to create “pure painting.”? His sub-
jects remained the same, however his approach
became not only more measured —Dbefitting an
artist who must husband his strength—but also
more authoritative. Whereas once he sought to
capture the energy of nature, its rhythmic life
and pulsating light, after his move to Center-
port he presented a more controlled but highly
distilled vision. Although the size of his paint-
ings did not increase significantly, those made
after 1938 are larger in effect. Their forms are
cleaner, even more simplified than in his previ-
ous work, and frequently have a strong geo-
metric solidity. Moving away from his earlier,
more feathered application of paint, Dove began
to use larger blocks of sharply delineated, often
highly saturated color. Resonating with sure-
ness and conviction, his later paintings became
both more abstract and monumental, but also
more still. Although he believed, as he once
wrote to Stieglitz, that “weather shouldn't be so
important to a modern painter—perhaps we're

”»

still ‘too human,”” he occasionally recorded the
transitory effects of atmosphere or dramatic
storms.* But more often after 1938 he strove to
present not only nature’s strength, but also its
underlying structure, and most of all its per-
manence and its timelessness.

Long Island was made at the beginning
of this final period in Dove’s life. Although
Stieglitz feared Dove would never paint again
after his severe illnesses of 1938 and 1939, he
was well enough to make watercolors by the
summer of 1939 and was painting with new-
found intensity and joy by late 1939 and early



18 Long Island

DOVE 97



98

1940. By January 1940 he was able to tell
Stieglitz that he “was well worked in”; in Feb-
ruary he wrote that his paintings “are improv-
ing so fast that the last one seems to be the
best”; and in March he remarked with amaze-
ment: “How it all came to be done, damned if
[ know.” His exhibition at An American Place,
which included Long Island, opened on 30
March 1940 and proved to be a great success.
“All feel it's the best Dove yet,” Stieglitz tri-
umphantly told the artist shortly after the
opening. The work had “unusual clarity,” he
continued, and the exhibition “is about as solid
as any I have ever held under my auspices.”®
While Dove himself admitted that convales-
cence was “quite a game—much more subtle
than getting one’s foot out of the grave,” he too
recognized that he had “learned a lot” during
his enforced rest, admitting that when he was
not drawing or painting, he “worked harder
than ever thinking about it.””

Moreover, by early 1940 Dove knew that
his approach had shifted and that he had some
“new directions.” Long Island demonstrates
some of these new directions. Like much of
his later work, its forms are more discrete and
sharply described; they function more as enti-
ties unto themselves and, unlike in his earlier
work, are less diffused into their surrounding
atmosphere. And, as he would do in many of
his later paintings, Dove in Long Island con-
structed his composition around strong, sim-
ple biomorphic forms, which he contrasted
with a triangular, sawtooth pattern. Dove him-
self described this new approach in a letter to
Stieglitz that was reprinted in the brochure
that accompanied his 1940 exhibition, writing:
“As I see from one point in space to another,
from the top of the tree to the top of the sun,
from right to left, or up, or down, these are
drawn as any line around a thing to give the
colored stuff of it, to weave the whole into a
sequence of formations rather than to form an
arrangement of facts.”®

But, as Long Island also demonstrates, his
quest toward pure painting, toward the con-
struction of “a sequence of formations” rather
than “an arrangement of facts,” was a slow
process. Long Island retains several elements of
Dove’s eatlier style. Most obviously, it is still
figurative. Painted from the shore of Lloyd
Harbor, where Dove frequently worked at the
time, it depicts, as William Agee has noted,
Target Rock (so named because the British
used it for target practice during the Revolu-
tionary War).? Thus the forms in the painting
are located in facts and do not become what
Dove called “a sequence of pure formations,”
nor do they arrive at that point, which he
described in 1942, “where abstraction and real-
ity meet.”! In addition, with its small, crys-
talline winter sun, it is also rooted to a specific
season and thus does not possess the distance
or timelessness of his later work.

More significantly, though, Long Island is a
highly evocative, poetic, and intensely personal
painting. Knowing Dove’s precarious health at
that time, it is difficult not to see this quiet but
celebratory depiction of a winter landscape as
expressive of this older artist's own joy with his
restored energy, reinvigorated ability, and re-
freshed commitment. With its delicate sun
poised above the massive but touchingly poi-
gnant forms that seem almost to cleave together,
gaining sustenance from each other, it is a
painting that Dove himself might have describ-
ed as “too human’—too personal, too specific
to assume the iconic and monumental quali-
ties of his later work. Instead, as Stieglitz per-
ceptively noted, it radiates “truly an inner
light."1! sg
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SUZY FRELINGHUYSEN
1912-1988

19 Composition, 1943

oil on panel with corrugated cardboard
40 x 30 (101.6 x 76.2)

Suzy Frelinghuysen's two careers, that of a
painter and, as Suzy Morris, a soprano for the
New York City Opera, were in her mind related,
as she explained in a statement that summa-
rizes her formalist approach to art: “In paint-
ing you're concerned with the arrangement of
forms. On stage, which is your frame, you're
concerned with arranging yourself. It’s like a
picture, only, of course, you're moving.”?
Brought up in a prominent New Jersey
family, Frelinghuysen was exposed to music and
art at an early age, but it was only after her mar-
riage to the painter George L. K. Morris, in 1935,
that she took up painting seriously. Morris,
who collected works by Braque, Picasso, Mird,
and Mondrian, was a major spokesman for
abstraction. His highly theoretical conception
of art was formulated in essays he contributed
to many magazines, notably the influential
Partisan Review, for which he was an art critic
from 1937 to 1943. Under Morris’ influence
Frelinghuysen was drawn to the rigor, logic,
and clarity of synthetic cubism. She soon de-
veloped her own style of postcubist abstraction,
characterized by intricate compositions of over-

lapping planes, contrasts of textures, and a cool

palette of blues, grays, and black. She often inte-
grated collage to her paintings, with a predilec-
tion for fragments with regular patterns such
as corrugated cardboard or music scores.
Composition is related to an earlier collage,
Composition— Toreador Drinking (fig. 1), of 1942.
Although the later painting presents a higher
degree of abstraction, its composition clearly
derives from the earlier one. The broad white
plane in the upper center corresponds to the
head of the toreador, and the semicircles on
either side, to his hat. The white, cone-shaped
wine glass is also recognizable at the lower
right. The substitution of the newspaper clip-
pings and their fanciful typography with the
regular horizontal stripes of the corrugated
cardboard gives the 1943 painting a more severe
appearance. Yet the austerity of the rigorous
geometric composition is relieved by the sen-
suousness of the paint handling and the soft,
shimmering effect of the white, feathery strokes
on the blue-gray background. Although the com-
position is inspired by the flat, spare designs of
synthetic cubism, the free handling of paint in
short, visible brushstrokes and the narrow chro-
matic range of the painting are reminiscent of

F1G. 1. Suzy Frelinghuy-
sen, Composition— Tore-
ador Drinking, 1942,
Philadelphia Museum
of Art, A. E. Gallatin
Collection
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FIG. 2. Pablo Picasso,
Table, Guitar, and Bottle
(La Table), 1919, oil on
canvas, Smith College
Museum of Art,
Northampton, Massachu-
setts, Purchased, Sarah ).
Mather Fund, 1932

the high analytic cubism of Braque and Picasso
in 1910-1912, examples of which were in Mor-
ris’ collection.

Corrugated cardboard, one of Frelinghuy-
sen’s favorite materials, was not frequently
used by the cubists. In one early instance
Braque introduced it to suggest the strings of
a mandolin.? Striated patterns appeared more
often in Braque’s and Picasso’'s compositions
with their use of faux bois wallpaper. However,
in Picasso’s postwar synthetic cubist phase,
when he transposed the vocabulary of his ear-
lier collages into painting, he occasionally imi-
tated the pattern of corrugated cardboard. Such
is the case, for instance, in Table, Guitar, and
Bottle (La Table) (fig. 2), a large 1919 canvas
which has been seen as a source for Freling-
huysen's Composition.> Appropriating the
cubists’ play between illusion and reality, Frel-
inghuysen used actual corrugated cardboard
where Picasso painted his illusionistically. The
inclusion of the material itself gives Composi-
tion a wider variety of textures. It also adds
subtlety to the complex balance of substance
and shadow, for Frelinghuysen painted light
and dark horizontal lines on the cardboard,
blurring the distinction between painted lines
and the natural shadows of the stripes.

Indebted as they were to Parisian cubism,
Frelinghuysen'’s elegant and refined abstrac-
tions illustrated Morris’ theories on the devel-
opment of abstract art in the twentieth century.
Cubism, Morris argued, was only the begin-
ning of a new tradition in art, to which Ameri-
cans were now making their contribution.
Once cubism had cleared the path, “American
abstract art has been free to concentrate upon
the structural properties of esthetics, until its
works have become things that can be looked
at, complete in themselves, and not merely
impressionistic counterfeits of Nature.”* The
issue was not originality but quality. Rejecting
the criticism—often voiced in the press at the
time—that the art of the American Abstract
Artists, to whom Frelinghuysen belonged, was

too dependent upon European models, Morris
remonstrated that “The greatest art...is very
frequently derivative. Rubens derived from the
Venetians, Picasso from whatever might inter-
est him at the moment....Intelligent derivation
is to be commended.”

Frelinghuysen's was, indeed, an intelligent
derivation, for she did not so much imitate the
appearances of classic cubism as she played
with its principles and carried further some of
their implications to develop her own formal
language. In contrast to Morris’ intellectualized
creations, her approach was intuitive, her goal
being “to make something I liked the look of.”¢
Her careful observation of her sources, com-
bined with a certain playfulness in the way she
transformed them, can be compared to the atti-
tude of some postmodernists in their use of
quotes from the classical past. This may explain
the particular appeal of Frelinghuysen's art
today. Her compositions are not only well
crafted, they are also whimsical, a welcome
quality among the often more studious inter-
pretations of cubism produced by American
artists in the 1930s and 1940s. 1D
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ALBERT E. GALLATIN

1881-1952
Composition (Cubist Abstraction), 1943

oil on canvas

16 x 20 (40.6 x 50.8)

Albert Eugene Gallatin is best known as the
collector who established the first museum in
the United States devoted exclusively to mod-
ern art. His Gallery of Living Art, inaugurated
in 1927 in a study hall at New York University,
included works by Picasso, Braque, Matisse,
Léger, and by such American modernists as
Marin, Sheeler, and Demuth. Founded with an
educational purpose, “in order that the public
may have an opportunity of studying the work
of progressive twentieth century painters,”!
Gallatin's museum became a popular meeting
place for artists in the late 1920s and 1930s, and
had a major impact on the development of mod-
ern art in America.? Gallatin himself, who took
up painting in 1936, at the age of fifty-five, was
profoundly influenced by the art he collected.

The great-grandson of Albert Gallatin, sec-
retary of the treasury under presidents Jeffer-
son and Madison, A. E. Gallatin was no typical
avant-garde artist. “I remember him as a dis-
tinguished gentleman who seemed a little out
of place among us,” recalled Rosalind Bengels-
dorf Browne, a fellow member of the Ameri-
can Abstract Artists group, among whom Gal-
latin was nicknamed “Park Avenue Cubist.”?
Having inherited his father’s banking fortune
at the age of nineteen, Gallatin was indepen-
dently wealthy, and lived the life of a patrician
gentleman. He studied law with little intention
of ever practicing it—*“I think an abstract artist
is of more value to the community than a law-
yer,” he later said*—became an active member
in several upper-class social clubs, and as the
proud owner of four automobiles, founded the
Motor-Car Touring Society in 1907. A collector
and art critic from an early age, he was an au-
thority on Aubrey Beardsley and James McNeill
Whistler, whose aristocratic stand and philoso-
phy of art for art’s sake deeply informed Gal-
latin's approach to painting and collecting.

In the early twenties Gallatin's taste shifted
toward modernism and he began acquiring
works by Cézanne and Picasso. He developed

contacts in Paris with many artists, from whom

he bought directly during annual trips abroad.
Cubism was then being reinterpreted by the
French avant-garde as an art of discipline and
purity, an expression of the “call to order” that
followed the war years. Gallatin adhered to this
interpretation, favoring the clean-edged, geomet-
ric clarity of synthetic cubism, as represented
by the post—1912 works of Picasso, Braque,
and Gris, over any other tendency. In July
1927, Gallatin wrote from Paris to his friend
the art critic Henry McBride: “I have had three
visits of about three hours each to Picasso who
has shown me an almost endless amount of
work. ... To date I think his compositions and
abstractions of 1912~-1915 are his most impor-
tant things.”> By December of the same year,
when Gallatin opened his collection to the pub-
lic, its focus was on cubism, especially the syn-
thetic phase. Although in the following years
Gallatin would acquire a few surrealist paint-
ings—notably by Arp, Miré, and Masson—he
remained faithful to cubism and cubist-derived
abstraction. In the 1930s, he acquired works by
Mondrian, Lissitzky, and other representatives
of neoplasticism and constructivism.

When Gallatin took up painting, tentatively
in the mid-twenties, and again, more seriously,
in 1936, he adopted the same formalist ap-
proach as in his art criticism and collecting: “I
try to strip painting down to the essentials of
art, based on the study of the great old mas-
ters, and as a protest against the degenerate
19th century painting which is interested only
in its subject,” he explained.® Mostly based on
synthetic cubism, his compositions present the
simplicity, clarity, and structural emphasis that
Gallatin looked for in the art he collected. His
palette is spare, often subdued, dominated by
grays, ochers, and browns. Composition, of
1943, is characteristic of Gallatin's severe,
tightly knit abstractions of interlocking planes.
The year he painted it Gallatin published a
book on Braque in which he praised the art of
the French cubist for its “qualities of balance,
moderation, elegance, harmony of design and
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proportion.”’” Braque’s Newspaper, Bottle,
Packet of Tobacco (fig. 1), a 1914 papier collé

that belonged to Gallatin, may have been the
inspiration for Composition. Both works pre-
sent a fan-shaped arrangement of geometric
planes around two large vertical forms. In both
the predominantly straight lines are balanced
by a semicircular shape near the center of the
canvas. Although Gallatin did not use any col-
lage, he alluded to printed matter with his
inclusion of a typographical sign—the sten-
ciled ampersand on the upper left—and of reg-
ular patterns—the small dots on the left and
the white round crosses on the right—which
recall the cubists’ use of wallpaper fragments.
Gallatin adopted one of the cubists’ favorite
plays, between positive and negative forms, in
the white crosses that appear both over and
under the dark trapezoidal plane on the right.
Despite its derivation from Braque’s papier
collé, however, Gallatin's work is closer in feel-
ing to the art of Juan Gris, whose compositions

F1G. 1. Georges Braque,
Newspaper, Bottle, Packet
of Tobacco, 1914, Phila-
delphia Museum of Art,
A. E. Gallatin Collection

differ from those of the other cubists in their
precision, structural clarity, and dry intensity.
Gallatin repeated the design of Composition
in another painting, dated one month later,
January 1944 (fig. 2). The artist’s process of
purification appears clearly in the differences
between the two. Except for the little crosses in
the center, all round shapes have been elimi-
nated in the later painting. Decorative patterns
have disappeared, and the palette has been
simplified. A thin black line marking the con-
tours of the shapes gives the work a more lin-
ear quality and a greater degree of abstraction.
The progression from one painting to the other
summarizes the evolution of modern art as it
was presented in the Gallatin collection, from
cubism to abstract art. When the painter
Richard Diebenkorn visited the Gallatin collec-
tion for the first time in 1944, he was struck by
this consistent quality of “purity” that domi-
nated it and concluded: “I was not surprised to
discover that the collector was a painter.”® 1D

F1G. 2. Albert E. Gallatin,
Painting, 1944, Philadel-
phia Museum of Art,

A. E. Gallatin Collection
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WILLIAM GLACKENS
1870-1938

21 Cafe Lafayette (Portrait of Kay Laurell), 1914

oil on canvas
31% x 26 (80.7 x 66)

William James Glackens was born in Philadel-
phia in 1870 and began his professional career
in 1891 as an artist-reporter for the Philadel-
phia Record. The following year he moved to
the Philadelphia Press, where he met John
Sloan, George Luks, and Everett Shinn, who
would later join him in forming The Eight.
They all studied at the Pennsylvania Academy
of the Fine Arts with Robert Henri, from
whom Glackens, in particular, learned an
appreciation for Dutch and Flemish old mas-
ters, such as Frans Hals and Velazquez. Fol-
lowing a trip to Europe in 1895, Glackens set-
tled in New York, where he continued to work
as an artist-reporter for a number of the city’s
newspapers and magazines.

Although Glackens would work as a free-
lance illustrator until 1915, painting increas-
ingly became his preferred medium, and he
created numerous works depicting life in New
YorK's streets, parks, restaurants, and other
gathering places. He traveled to Europe again
in 1906 and then, in 1908, he, Henri, Sloan,
Luks, Shinn, Maurice Prendergast, Edward B.
Davies, and Ernest Lawson—all frustrated by
the conservatism of the National Academy of
Design —exhibited as The Eight at the Macbeth
Gallery. In subsequent years Glackens shifted
his style from the darker and more tonal man-
ner favored by Henri toward a brighter and
more impressionistic handling reminiscent of
Renoir. In 1912 he returned to Europe at the
behest of his childhood friend Albert C. Barnes,
acquiring works by Manet, Degas, Renoir,

Van Gogh, Cézanne, Gauguin, and Matisse for
Barnes’ nascent collection. The following year
Glackens served as chairman of the selection
committee for American entries to the Armory
Show.

By 1914, the year Glackens painted Cafe
Lafayette, he had become thoroughly absorbed
with Renoir's manner of painting and was
widely identified in America as one of the
French artist's most devoted followers. By this
time, also, his interest in outdoor scenes had

decreased and he was devoting most of his
attention to indoor subjects, usually single fig-
ures posed in simple interior settings. Gener-
ally depictions of family members or paid
models, these were not portraits in the usual
sense. Indeed, Glackens himself noted that “I
have never considered portraiture as one of my
best points.”! Although Glackens’ wife and
children are easily identifiable in the works
that include them, the images of professional
models remain largely anonymous, with the
sitters sometimes identified by their first
names, but often not at all. Cafe Lafayette,
which depicts a young woman having a drink
in the Hotel Lafayette at University Place and
Ninth Street, near Glackens’ own home on
Washington Square, is unusual in its full iden-
tification of the model.? Kay Laurell, born on a
small farm in western Pennsylvania, grew up
to be one of New YorK's most celebrated beau-
ties in the 1910s and 1920s.? She entered show
business early on, touring Europe in a variety
act with her sister. Later she was hired by Flo-
renz Ziegfeld to appear in his Follies, modeled
on the famous French Folies-Bergere. It is not
known how or when Glackens met her, but by
the time of her portrait she was a regular in
Ziegfeld's productions. It is said that she
“became famous overnight. One day she was a
Follies show-girl among other show-girls; the
next day all Manhattan knew her.”* She subse-
quently attempted a career in the movies, but,
despite a role in at least one feature film, The
Valley of the Giants, of 1919, she seems to have
had little success.

Unlike other paintings by Glackens of this
period, Cafe Lafayette situates the figure in a
social setting, with the presence of other peo-
ple indicated by reflections in the mirror and
other chairs and table.® Although the brush-
work and color are clear evidence of Glackens’
infatuation with Renoir, the mood is more like
that found in Manet'’s café scenes. Kay Laurell
pauses between sips of her drink; her eyes do
not engage the viewer, but seem directed at
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someone not visible in the painting. Certainly ~ noTes

in the world of Parisian cafés a woman 1. Glackens to Mary Fanton Roberts, 12 February 1919,
Archives of the National Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian
Institution, quoted in William H. Gerdts, William

Glackens (New York, 1996), 117.
for romantic adventure. And, as different as 2. Gerdts 1996, 125.

depicted in this manner might be seen as not
just pensive, but also alluring, perhaps ready

the context in a New York restaurant may have 3. See “A Sweet Gal,” Photoplay Magazine (n.d.), 44-46,

been, something of the same mood remains 104; Xerox copies in Ebsworth collection files.
. “A Sweet Gal,” 104.

present here. The Cafe Lafayette was a favorite ; “Movies Filmed i: Humboldt County,” http/ fwwwold-
movies.com/humboldt.htm (13 September 1999).

Laurell's gaze is toward a painter, perhaps 6. Gerdts 1996, 125.

Glackens himself. Might the two have had a 7. Letter to Charles E. Buckley, 11 June 1972; original in

Ebsworth collection files. According to Ebsworth, Ira

Glackens once told him that Laurell had been his

father’s mistress (telephone conversation with author,

haunt of artists, so one might imagine that Kay

relationship? We will never know for certain,
but Ira Glackens, the painter’s son, observed:

“She was certainly a beauty. Father said of 10 September 1999). According to “Movies Filmed in
her... ‘She rode the high horse’ which we took Humboldt County,” Kay Laurell and the other cast
to be Philadelphian for ‘fast.””’ members of The Valley of the Giants must have had a

lack inted 1 d wild time while making the movie, for they “left many
Glackens painted Kay Laurell a secon legendary stories when they returned to Hollywood.”

FIG. 1. William Glackens, time (fig. 1), almost certainly after completing
Portrait of Kay Laurell,
€. 1914, oil on canvas,
Allentown Art Museum,
Gift of Mrs. Antonio P. to avoid looking at the artist. She seems lost in

Guerrero, 1986 her own thoughts, and her slightly downturned
mouth suggests a certain petulance, perhaps

Cafe Lafayette. The mood in that picture is very
different; she is shown in profile, almost as if

sadness. Whatever their relationship may or
may not have been, it seems inescapable that
something had changed between them.

Cafe Lafayette is one of Glackens' most
accomplished late works and is among his last
fully successful paintings. During the later
1910s and the 1920s, his affection for Renoir
seduced him into employing ever brighter,
even strident colors and looser brushwork, and
his modeling of his figures becomes less care-
fully structured and far less convincing. Cafe
Lafayette, then, stands as an elegant summary
of Glackens’ finest achievements, brilliantly
animated with the fluid brushwork and clear
colors he adopted from Renoir, but still firmly
grounded in the reality of everyday life, a real-
ity he had learned well to depict in his earliest
days as an artist-reporter. F«
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ARSHILE GORKY

1004-1948

Abstraction, 1936

oil on canvas, mounted on masonite
3578 x 4378 (89.2 x 109.5)

Good Afternoon Mrs. Lincoln, 1944

oil on canvas

30 x 38 (76.2 x 96.5)

Arshile Gorky's brief career—he committed
suicide in 1948 at the age of forty-four—is tra-
ditionally divided into two phases. Until about
1942, his art derived from his intense study of
earlier masters, from Ingres—whom he con-
sidered a major abstract painter—to Cézanne,
Picasso, and Mird. After 1942, Gorky's origi-
nality asserted itself in a splendid series of paint-
ings and drawings inspired by the Connecticut
and Virginia landscape fused with nostalgic
reminiscences of the artist's childhood in
Armenia. The two paintings in the Ebsworth
collection represent each of these phases.

With an obvious disregard for the concept
of artistic originality, Gorky summarized thus
the early part of his career: “I was with Cézanne
for a long time, and then naturally I was with
Picasso.”! Abstraction (Cat. 22) belongs to this
Picasso phase. The composition of interlocking
planes is in the tradition of synthetic cubism.
The heavy black outline is characteristic of
Picasso’s still lifes from the early 1930s. Also
typical of Picasso are the two little circles
added in the blue and green areas, which ani-

mate the flat surface by their resemblance to

eyes, suggesting a possible reading of the
painting as the confrontation of two birdlike
figures.? Abstraction can be associated with a
group of works from 1936 to 1937, in which
Gorky progressively loosened up the cubist
grid by giving his shapes greater volume until
they distinguish themselves clearly from the
background, as in the idiosyncratic Painting in
the Whitney Museum (fig. 1). In Abstraction
the colored shapes are still caught in the net-
work of lines and planes that cover the entire
field of the canvas. In Painting, however, the
forms surrounding the bird shape, now in the
center of the composition, have acquired a
greater autonomy. They stand out on the back-
ground and have become more clearly organic,
resembling, for instance, a leaf or a kidney.
The heavily built-up paint surface of
Abstraction is characteristic of Gorky's 1930s
paintings. “He would squeeze out a half-dozen
tubes of each color he used in great piles on
several palettes,” described Stuart Davis. “These
were left standing around for a certain number
of days to acquire a viscous consistency. When
ready to paint, he transferred this small fortune

F1G. 1. Arshile Gorky,
Painting, 19361937,

oil on canvas, Whitney
Museum of American Art,
Purchase, 37.39
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in pigment to one or more canvases with palette
knives in a heat of creative excitement....The
finished product had an astounding weight.”3
Abstraction shows layers of thick paint applied
with large brushes and with a palette knife.
Underlayers are visible where the top layers
have cracked, in the white area especially, where
some red is now showing through. Gorky had
apparently been warned by his colleagues
about this risk, to no avail. Balcomb Greene
recalled: “When friends protested to him that
his half-inch masses of pigment would some
day crack, he denied this. He insisted, against
all authorities, that pure zinc white was more
permanent than any titanium or lithapone
product.”* Gorky believed in the application of
layer upon layer to obtain the right color and
texture, as well as to give more density and
presence to the edges of the paint areas.> (Gorky
was famous among artists for the quantity and
quality of paint material he bought even in the
midst of the Depression, when “most of the
time he was without food or funds living mainly
on coffee and doughnuts,” as his friend and
student Hans Burkhardt reported.® Abstraction

F1G. 2. Arshile Gorky,
Good Afternoon Mrs.
Lincoln, 1944, pencil
and crayon, private
collection, Boston

FIG. 3. Paul Klee, Plant in
a Garden, 1915, watercolor,
Sprengel Museum, Han-
nover

B D G

belongs to a group of paintings that Burkhardt
bought from Gorky in the mid-thirties to help
him pay the rent.)

In the summer of 1942, Gorky spent two
weeks in the Connecticut countryside, during
which he rediscovered the pleasure of drawing
outdoors. He renewed the experience the fol-
lowing summer while staying at the estate of
his wife’s parents in Hamilton, Virginia. His
source of inspiration was not large vistas but
details of plants and animals observed at close
range by “looking in the grass,” as the artist
himself put it.” These drawings from nature,
and the paintings that derived from them,
inaugurated a radical change in Gorky's art.

Much freer than his earlier biomorphic abstrac-

tions, they present clusters of organic shapes
loosely connected, evoking, in the words of
Harold Rosenberg, “strange, soft organisms
and insidious slits and smudges, petals hint
of claws in a jungle of limp bodily parts,
intestinal fists, pubic discs, pudenda, multiple
limb-folds....”8

In 1944, the year of Good Afternoon Mrs.
Lincoln (Cat. 23), Gorky's style reached its full

maturity. To achieve in paint the fluidity of the
pencil line, he began, on de Kooning’s advice,
to use a slim sign painter’s brush, which
allowed him to paint thin, long, uninterrupted
black lines. He also experimented with surreal-
ist techniques, exploring the chance effects
obtained from doodles and drips to enrich his
formal repertoire. Perhaps encouraged by
Matta, he thinned his paint with turpentine
and applied it like a wash, as he did in Good
Afternoon Mrs. Lincoln. Although the freedom
of the lines and fluidity of the paint evoke the
surrealist method of automatism, the great
similarity between the painting, executed in
the studio, and the preparatory drawing (fig.
2), made outdoors in Virginia, undermines the
idea of spontaneity. Composition and design
are very similar in both, which shows to what
extent the spontaneous look is deliberate. The
subtle differences in the painting—from the
slight inflections of the lines as the brush pro-
gressively dried out, the diluted application of
paint partially absorbed by the canvas, and the
occasional drippings—give it a pulsating feel-
ing that suggests living nature.
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Some viewers have proposed to identify the
places that inspired Gorky's paintings. “Many
of the subjects are clearly recognizable,” affirms
Matthew Spender, one of the artist's biogra-
phers. “Good Afternoon Mrs. Lincoln depicts the
top of Ward Hill Road beyond the hillside east
of the studio, seen from the vantage point
close to the pump house.” But Gorky was not
interested in such geographic references. His
images are not static representations of nature
seen at a specific time and place. Instead their
subject is the universal process of growth
by which natural elements come into being.
Gorky's biomorphic vocabulary, which comes
both from nature and from the art of Arp,
Picasso, and Miro, is given a new life in his
compositions. The kidney and bone shapes are
repeated, enlarged, reversed, twisted, and mul-
tiplied to suggest the operation itself by which
organic forms reproduce and develop. Gorky's
approach to nature can be compared to that of
Paul Klee, for whom “the final forms are not
the real stuff of the process of natural creation.
For [the artist] places more value on the powers
which do the forming than on the final forms
themselves.”1® In his numerous depictions of
botanical forms, Klee does not so much repre-
sent the outward shapes of the plant as he sug-
gests its growth and development with motifs
that evoke torsion, unfurling, and blossoming.
In Plant in a Garden (fig. 3), for instance, a
watercolor of 1915, the succession of colored
planes at an angle along the stem forces the
eye to follow the growth of the flower, while
the curled extremity of the leaves suggests
their progressive unfurling. Although Gorky's
approach is not as systematic and didactic as
that of Klee, some of his clusters of forms sug-
gest a similar pattern of evolution. Thus, the
vertical form on the right of Good Afternoon
Mrs. Lincoln, made up of the same element
repeated with variations, seems to develop,
almost to unfold, under our eyes from bottom
to top, following a pattern of extension, repeti-
tion, and rotation. What Klee does through a
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