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preface

This 15 not a hustory of modern American art It 15 an attempt to
define and trace the development of the chief movements i our
pamnung and sculpture during the last fifty years with occasional
excursions 1co architecture and the graphic arts when these could
help to clanfy the central subject It 1s hittle concerned with arusuc
personalities or with biographical nformanion but 1t does consider
certain problems related to the position of the artist and his work m
our present day society

The great diversity of our modern art 15 2 measure 1 believe of
s strength and vitality but this has also contributed to the bewilder-
ment of the intelligent public and has given at tumes 2 false impression
of mstability and confusion I have tried therefore to make this a
study of the underlying patterns of growth 1 our art to show the
broad paths along which 1t has moved and 1s now moving and to map
the course of these as they cross and recross jom and separate 1n an
order that 1s complex but comprehensible

In doing this T have attempted to avod a partisan position in regard
to the relative merits of our various movements for we are sull too
close to them to measure accurately their creative content Recent
reversals of critical judgments such as that which reinstated the Hudson
Ruver School n favor should be sufficient warning T must admut that
evaluations are nevitable at many pomnts and are further imphed by
my omusstons of most academic and commercal art which seem ob
viously outside the creative field but conceivably may not be Aside
from these however I believe that there 1s still such genume virahty
1n movements as far apart as abstraction and extreme realism that no
fair picture of our art can afford to ignore either one or the other

I am aware of the dangers which attend a search for general rather
than mdividual forms of expression I know the dismal view which
arusts and many others tahe of the mamacs of classification and
their objection that this method forces square pegs nto round holes
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truth m fus own way has played so great 3 part m the long uphall
struggle of the modern movements They are too numerous to be listed
here, bue T must acknawledge my special debt to Lloyd Goodnich
whose own writings and whose deraled enncsm of this manusenpt
were of the greatest assstance I have also leaned heavly asanyone i
thus field must, on the ersoeal and hustorieal labors of Alfred H Barr
Jr James Thrall Soby and Miss Dorothy Miller of the Museam of
Modern Art I am grateful to Holger Calull for hus freely given mfor-
matton on the little known Inge-Inje movement of which he was the
founder The photographuc records of the Whutney Museum of Amen-
can Art and the Amencan Arr Research Council were unmensely
useful m studs 1ng the carly work of several of our proneer modermists
1 am indebred to Miss Rosahind Irvine for her assistanee in consulung
these

Finally T must record my debt to the Trustees of The Brooklyn
Museum and to 1ts Director Charles Nagel Jr for thewr kandness m
giving mie leave of absence to werce this book also my great obligation
to the Museum s Libramane Mrs Girace W Banler, for her assistance
m research

JIHB
June 1950
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A SURVEY

Dunng the past fifty years, Amercan art has undergone 2 more pro-
found transformanon than at a0y tme 1 our hisrory  Ths 1s also troe
of European art, but m ths country the changes were more radical
because we were less adequately prepared for th-m. Thronghout the
nmeteenth century we had lagged neards 2 generanion behind the new
movements abroad, such as the innovatons of the Barbrzon School and
the French mmpressiomsts We had, to be sure, developed several char-
actenssic movements of our own which owed relauvely Lule to
European sources but these were the flow enng of 2 long realist trads-
ton m Amencan art and thetr very persistence made 1t more difficule
for us to 2ccep™ the revolutionary forms of modermsm.

Theoretically this might have been an advanrage if we could have
preserved the creative vigor of our patve movements 2nd rgnored the
new  1sms” of Enrops althongh such a course was never a real possi-
bility By the year 1900 the smews of Am~ncan art had weaken-d
badly Two of our greatest pamnters, Winslow Homer and Thormas
Ealns were still actve but both had alreads sard what appeared to be
the last word 1 movements born sone half 2 century earlier Fach
was 2 culmmation — Eakuns of 2 bare and penetrating realism, Honer
of 2 vigorous mpressionism modified by the same reabsm. Albert P
Ry der was a figure apart, a recluse and 2 visionary whose more truly
revolononary work would not be apprecuated until after the disruption
of realism s Jong domunton.

If we look elsenhere the signs of a perilous anemm are apparent
enough By 1900 the mfivence of Whister and the Barbrzon School,
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a survey

Armory Show and by the wave of abstract and expressionist art which
followed 1t, another group of more conservative artists whom we have
called the romantic realists found that certan elements of the modern
movements could be grafted to the Homer Ealuns traditton by means
of a smplification of form and the suppression of detal At the begm
nng — that 15 about 1910~19 0 — this was a not entirely successful
compromuse for 1t lacked both the warm humamty of the Eight and
the formal boldness of the more advanced artists After 1920 however
the movement was greatly enriched by the addiion of many of our
proneer modermists who abandoned their expertments with abstraction
and expressiomsm to return to a reabsm modified by a deeper under
standing of the principles behund the modern moyements

The year 19 o may be tahen, indeed as the diniding hine between
our first and second waves of abstract art and as a2 moment of humuted
reaction agamnst modernisn n general This reaction was not solely
1n a conservatnve direction The Dada movement, which turned ab-
straction mto an art of mochery and the irranonal was a reflec-
tion of postwar disillusion but 1t also aimed at the destruction of
cubism s mtellectual basis Dada was largely a European movement,
m the years 1916~19  but 1t had as we shall see both repercussions
and parallels n America

Of much greater importance was the fruitful and creauve com
pronuse between abstraction and realism which was wrought duning
the 19 os by the group sometimes hnown as the Immaculates In 2
way this compromuse was sumilar to the one w huch the romantic realists
had fashroned earlier m that 1t was based on a ss5mphfication of forms
and the suppression of detail But 1t was much more strongly abstract
1n character and 1ts simplificattons were applied with better logic to
the machne and engneering forms of our industral cwvilization rather
than to the Homeric Jandscape and the Eakuns figure Its mmmacularely
patterned pictures became therefore a comprehensible expression of
American Dife and the first important bridge berwcen nanve tradition
and the modern viston

The Immaculates were the backbone of our second period of ab
stract art in the 19 o5 but they were jomned 1n the same decade by a
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MODERN AMERICAN ART

constderable number of futurists, who sought to mfuse the generally
static patterns of abstract art with dynamic motion  Both groups were
concerned with the machune as a symbol of twenueth cenrury America
bur the futurists with a few exceptions caught only its most romantc
and superficial aspects while the Immaculates penetrated more deeply
the lessons of function and order which 1t imposed
The economic depression of the 1930’s virtually ended the second
wave of abstract art 1n this country The suffering of those years turned
mereasing numbers of artists to the consideration of man s a social
being and to speaific problems of social relations which were not
susceptible to abstract treatment Nevertheless much of the realist art
which mevitably follow ed was colored by the Immaculate vision while
expressiomsm the other great branch of the modern movement adapted
usclf readily to the new conditions Lxpressionism became indeed the
chef weapon of a group of pamters who were pnmarily concerned
with the class struggle between labor and capital and who used 1ts
formal distortions to attack privilege and expose with new ugor the
museries of poverty and unemployment
Not all American art of the 1930 s was socially conscious but very
nearly all reflected the trend towards increased realism which came m
the wake of the depression The romantic realist movement reached
1ts peah 1 this decade partly because 1t broke the bounds of 1ts earlier
conventional subject matter and explored new aspects of the American
scene somew hat as the Light had done though more mclusiy ely The
poetry of the city and 1ts poor were rediscovered by a group which
centered in New York s Fourteenth Strect In the middle west a militant
regionahism sprang up under the banner of the Amertcan Scene Both
of these movements drew 3 wide follow ng although many of the best
romantic realists of the period remamed outside their borders
A more uncompromising realism — spare penetrating, and unro-
manticized or at least less obviously romanticized — was also reborn
z;:};:’c‘:‘f :‘}:‘lz nmi:‘ It served no specal group or mterests and 1s found
o e s C:E ;nglpsnl:gtcrs of fst;cml comment as among those devoted
1w a reval of 4 é;Cts of landscape figure and sull hfe In part
g native tradition, 1n part 1t was mnspired by
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the newly imported surrealism which colored some of its manifesta
tions

Abroad surrealism had sprung from the dying Dada movement
about 1924 but 1t did not reach America unul the early 1930 Inspite
of the interest which 1t aroused pure surrealism with 1ts insistence on
automatism and the searching of the subconscious mind had few direct
followers here Nevertheless 1ts mfluence was pervasive and has grown
steadily 1n the last two decades This influence has been greatest per
haps on the younger abstract pamters of the 1940 s

As early as 1935 abstract art began agam for the third tme to
capture the creative imagination of the American artist At first the
movement developed slowly, but after 1940 1t became for the first
time 1 our hustory the dominant one i American art This was partly
due to the fresh channels which surrealism opened mto romantic tern-
tory But our modern abstract art has also reexplored 1ts earler Euro
pean sources and 1ts earher native traditions and has devised many new
forms through the crossing of these with each other and with surrealism

Expressionism also has floursshed 1n the last ten y ears If 1t has made
fewer new discoveries this may be due to the movement s more con-
sistent development from the carly years of the century which has
already established a firmer and less volatile tradition than that which
has governed our abstract work Today expressionism 1n 1ts representa
tional forms no longer seems so radical a departure from our art of the
past

Realism has somewhat waned 1n the decade of the 19405 This s
particularly true of romantic realism and of that Ameritan scene re
gionalism which formed a part of the movement Regionalism has
saccumbed though never entirely to a spirit of internationalism closely
associated with the second World War But quite aside from this
romantic realism as a style has shown signs of dumnishing creatuve
vigor for complex reasons which w e will discuss later Extreme realism
on the other hand has lost little ground and has even perhaps gained
1n recent years

Finally two tradinronal lunds of punters— our pmitives (that
15 our untraned or unsoplusticated arusts) and those poets of the
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mnner eye whom we have called romantic visionaries — have persisted
throughout the last half century with hitdle regard to the fluctuations
of the more sophisticated movements In some mstances however the
expeniments of the modernists have had at least an oblique influence
on the pamters of the second group and perhaps even on those of the
first It 1s also apparent that the growing acceptance of abstract art has
widened the general appreciation of our primitives, both past and
present, while surrealism has paved the way for a new cvaluation of
our romantic visionaries In spite of these relations our primiuve art and
our visionary art are essentially traditional since both kunds flourished
for at least a hundred years before the present century This does not
mean that a continuous line of development can be traced mn either
but rather that each has occurred spontaneously and sporadically
through a long period 1n our history

In the most general terms this 1s the pattern of Amerrcan art as it
has been woven durmng the last fifty years Reversing that hustorical
process we shall try to unravel the threads of the major movements
and examune each separately



REVOLUTION IN SUBJECT

the american scene

At no time n our history has subject matter been of mmor concern
to most American artists The discovery of natve landscape and genre
1n the mneteenth century like the discovery of industrial America m
the twentieth released new waves of feeling and new formal exper
ments 1 which to embody them Not all mnovations 1n form have
grown of course from the exploration of new subjects nor have the
latter always produced formal consequences of importance But 1t has
often been true that great changes m our art seem to be linked with
the examination of new aspects of life or nature The shifting field of
the creattve vision m the last half century tells us much therefore of
the history of our modern art though 1t 15 only one part of a complex
development

If new subjects have been the cause of revolution old ones have
also served the forces of reaction Stereotyped themes long repeated
have often preserved by their unconscrous domimon over the mind
outworn styles which might otherwise have perished sooner In 1900
Amencan are suffered this conditton perhaps more unrehevedly than
at any ume 1n our history The convention m landscape had long ago
swung from the panoramic view to the mnimate it the small monf
of garden fence corner swamp or meadow Distance remarked
acnucn 1893 was wiped out by a hugh sky hne or smothered 1n fog
or must and mountams were voted bamal * In figure pamting the
marden in neoclassical drapery was ubiquitous she was posed by Carrol
Bechwith in a treetop as Spring  or by Will H Low on a haystack
as Autmumn Genre panung had descended to an meredible senn
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mentality Every Academy annual was sprinkled with pictures called

Dream Life *Dnanity of Mothethood ‘Loves Tohen' ‘Day
Dreams’ *Entource des Roses and the ke Subjects of this hind
had through long repenmon established thesr exclusive righe to the
arust s attention They w ere the mtrsically “beautiful” themes which
Bliss Carman had n mind when he wrote that the business of art 1
to afford joyance 1t then followed that stnce few can lue as joy~
ously 25 they would, what 2 shame 1t 15 that great gifts of expression
should ever be wasted on hetnous and joyless subjects '

The smportance of subject had, of course, a legitumate place mn the
realist philosophy which dommated American art throughout the
mmeteenth century In s purest form this phifosophy held that the
task of the artist 15 to reveal an objective and preevisung beauty m
nature rather than create a new beauty mn terms of art * Nature pamts
the best part of the picrure* the pamter then must be supremel)y senst
tive to those most Jovely and moving aspects of the visual world so
that he may discoser and murror them for the delight of less perceptne
eyes This chought which lay at the center of so much nmeteenth-
century aesthetic belief persisted long and vigorously m the ewentieth
‘ The best rule of all * Birge Harrison told hus pupils at the Are Srudents
League mn 1910 “1s to Leep the eyes always wide open and observant
of the thimgs about you for the most beaunful compositions m the
world are always the daring and unexpected arrangements of nature
Te behaoves us to see them * And the conclusion which Harssen Iike
many others drew was that  Nature 1s not all beautsful by any means
But why should we chaose to perpetuate her ugly side® I believe 1t to
be one of the arust s chief functions as 1 should be hus chuef dehght
to watch for the rare mood when she wafts aside the veil of the com
monplace and shows us her waner soul 1 some bewsldermg vision of

poetic beaury * How Ietle change there had been 1n the half century
since Asher B Durand had advised an mnagtnary pupst ‘Nature her
sclf 15 unequal sn the ey of Ar Tt s the province of Art then and
all the hicence that the arust can claim or desire 15 to choose the time
and place where she displays her chucf perfecnons

Tt was perhaps anevable that the phulesophy whuch produced much

12



the american scene

creative work 1n the 1850 s was no longer capable without modifica
tion of serving the twentieth century artist as well The vision of
nature s perfections which to Durand had had the force of religious
revelation the rural episodes which Mount had translated into visual
folk poetry even the hmited excitement with which La Farge had
rediscovered Greek and Renasssance art — these had lost by 1900 their
freshness and their power to evoke wonder except in the hands of
ndrviduals like Homer and Eakins whose art belonged essentially to
the preceding century
Of the formal revolution which finally disrupted and denied every
aspect of realist philosophy we shall wrtte later It was narrowly pre-
ceded by a revolution 1n subject matter which breathed new life mto
the old beliefs a revolution which has flared twice in the last fifty
years first i opposition to academic art later in partial opposition to
modern  especrally abstract art This we shall consider now solely
m respect to subject matter for m pracuce 1t clothed itself 1n several
quite different styles which can be discussed more logically elsewhere

The first phase of the revolution opened to the artist the rich vemn
of humamty 1n urban and mdustrial America — the teemmng lfe of
slams markets saloons factorses workshops cheap theaters and pool
rooms It created a new kind of genre pamnng with a new set of
characters — peddlers prosurutes  pugibists orators and the vivid
types of Insh Itahan and Jewish mmmugrants This was a phase of
American life with more than 1ts share of poverty and suffering but
rich too 1n color 1n humor and vitality Mushrooming mto existence
after the Civil War 1t had been almost totally neglected for obvious
reasons by the American artist

Almost but not quite Isolated here and there through the last
thirty years of the mneteenth century one finds the surrings of a new
mterest There be more joy wrote W Machay Laffan m 1880

over one honest and sincere American horse pond over one truthful
and durty tenement over one unaffected sugar refinery over one vulgar
but unostentatious coal wharf than there shall be over ninety and nine

12
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mosques of St Sophia, Golden Horns, Normandy Cathedrals, and all
the rest of the holy conventionalities and orthodox bosh  *

In the same decade Charles W Larned pleaded a Like cause
¢ Humanity 15 no less human now than in the past and m man s human
1ty lie the noblest subjects of art We are sick of Greel myths
we are weary of artificialiies Go out mto the highways of life arusts
of today and pamt us the tragedies the comedies beauties, hopes
asprations and fears that live  bring 1n the peor and the maimed, and
the halt, and the blind, with the rest, and let us see the panorama of
Iife more before us Go out and see them for yourselves feel them
understand them love them — you cannot chic them up 1 your
studios You must be heen observers close students of men and nature
— not for thewr tonality therr values and their composition alone,
but for their loves and their hates their beliefs and their doubts theiwr
10ys and thetr sorrows their beauty and ugliness’ ®

Even carher artists had begun to pioneer 1n this direcuon John F
Wetr son of an mstructor m art at West Pomnt had pamnted m
1867 The Gun Foundry and the followng year Forging the Shaft
perhaps our first pictures of the modern industrial scene In New York
a few years later Lows C Tiffany enlarged hus interest n rural genre
to portray the dilapidated shops and tenements of the city with a new
feeling for their human warmth and picturesqueness His panting Old
New York  with Ralph A Blahelock s somewhat sumilar scenes of
the shanties which nmmed the aty, marks the beginning of a new
approach to the urban landscape All of the above were pamnted
probably in the Jate sixties or seventies Dunng the next two decades
others like Jerome Myers Charles F Ulnich and August Franzen
discovered sumilar themes Myers especially was moved by the rich
humamity of New York s lower Fast Side” which he began to pant
about 1887  Others saw uplmess and degradanion there  he wrote
later T saw poetry and beauty T took a sporung chance of saying
something out of my own experience and nsking whether 1t was
worthw hule or not That 15 all any artist can do  ®

And the truth 1s that before Myers none of the artists who had
essay ed these subjects had found them permanently ‘worthwhile at
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least none had pursued them for more than a few years No movement
had been founded no public response awakened The field n 1900
was stll virtually unplowed

The revolution which finally changed all this 1s mextricably assoct
ated with the group of New York artists who called themselves the
Eight although actually only half its members were much mvolved
m the new movement while many outside contributed heavily But 1t
was ndeed the concerted action of the Light m organizing 1 pro-
clarming therr revolr against the National Academy and 1n holding
thesr much publicized exhibition at the Macbeth Gallery 1 1908 which
first made the public aware that 2 new force had been liberated m
Amertcan art To the conservatives they were The Revolutionary
Gang  The Black School ~ The Ash Can School But to many
crtics lihe Giles Edgerton who were stll looking anxiously for signs
of hife n Amerrcan art sull begging the artist to take advantage of

our tovenng crude vibraung nervous uncertam ciilizanon ’ and

to give us pictures of our East Side polyglot populace  the ught
were creating a national art  and therr exhubition was undoubtedly
the greatest event of the season 1 the American art world 7

The four members of the group at the center of the controversy
were John Sloan George Luks William Glackens and Everett Shinn
All were able illustrators whose pictoral reporting for various news
papers and magazines had opened their eyes to the wealth of pathetic
colorful and heroic subjects 1n the urban scene These they had begun
to pamnt 2 few years before their exhibition wth an enthusiasm and a
sense of poneermg which had 1ts Iiterary parallel i the writings of
Jack London and Frank Norris with whom indeed they were occa
sionally compared

Several other artsts found their way to the same subject at almost
the same time as the Eight Fugene Higgms returning from Parss n
1904 had already pamnted the poor with a feeling however for the
suffering and musery of their lot which was quite different from the
wigorous optumsm of the Eight In like manner the Swedish sculptor
Charles Haag who settled m American 1903 found in his own youth
of desperate poverty the motvation for several small bronzes caricatur~
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g the wealthy and exalung perhaps for the fitst ume m this country,
the strike as a weapon 1n the class struggle Both he and Higgins had
an able apologust m the socialist, John Spargo, whose articles in The
Craftsmnan pomted the economic moral of their work
But for the most part the character of the new movement was
stamped less by socral consciousness than by the raffish gusto of Luks
and Shinn the shrewd and humane commentaries of Sloan the gentle
poetry of Myers the humor and sensuous delight of Glackens Irs
proneers were extroverts who found according to thewr different
temperaments an endless variety of rewardmg expertence and small
cause for bitterness or disillusion 1n the multifaceted city
In this case the aty was almost exclusnely New Yorh and the
center of the new ferment lay close to the classroom of another member
of the Cight Roberr Hennt who was perhaps the most hiberal and
nfluenual teacher of his tme It was young Henn men’ who pre-
domunated 1n another revolutionary and specifically anti-Academy
gesture 1n the same y car as the Light s exhibition, though less publicized
and now largely forgotten This was the first so called Independent
Show organized on the spur of the moment by Arnold Triedman,
Glenn Coleman and Julus Golz, Jr m the deserted quarters of the
Harmonze Club on Forty second Street facing Bryant Park The lease
as Friedman w rote grew 1 the ey es of the founding trro ‘nll e assumed
the proportions of a warrant a death warrant to the Academy, no less ’
The exhibition conld hardly live up to such expectauons, howeyer
The reviewers treated 1t mercly as another point to cover and the
show without flourssh passed mto hmbo  Nevertheless 1¢ had 1ts cnitical
admurers who found 1n 1t much strong work that smacked decidedly
of the 1deas and 1deals of the Eght, and who prased 1t for bemng
full of the New York of today ®and 1t gave encouragement to sev-
eral young pamnters v ho werc soon to mal e notable contributions to
the new movement Glenn Coleman s draw ings of street scenes intro
duced for example a subtler sense of psy chological drama and conflicts
;{13{1 had yet been attempted while George Bellows rapidly outdid
uks 1n the muscular vigor of his dramatic prize fight canvases
In addimon to Haag 2 number of sculptors were also active m ex
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ploring the new subjects Mahonrt Young was modeling laborers and
stevedores as eatly as 1904 and somewhat later he too turned to prize~
fight subjects In 1914, apparently mnfluenced by Jane Addams writ-
ings the sculptress Abastemia St Leger Eberle took a studio on
Madison Street mn New York s lower Fast Side where she turned out
closely observed genre pieces such as The Ragpicker and Roller
Skaung’ In Chicago a group of young sculptors many pupils of
Lorado Taft felt the same mfluences — among them Gutzon Borglum
Charles ] Mulligan and Laura Katz

Whle Iittle of the work produced was aimed specifically at social
reform almost all of 1t was marked by a broad humanicarianusm which
had a notew orthy effect at this time 1n the field of architecture More
than aesthetic constderations 1t kept alive during 2 peculiarly barren
period the 1deal of functionalism 1n the sense of bulding for human
needs and comfort

At various tumes 1n the nineteenth century this 1deal had struggled
to the surface both in the theory of Horatio Greenough and others
and 1n the practice of Henry Hobson Richardson and Lows H Sullivan
But by 1900 1t had been very nearly swamped mn a wave of academc
revivalism crested with McKim Mead and White s classteal and ren
atssance forms The practical opposition m the early 19005 was led
by Sullvans most brilliant disciple Frank Lloyd Wright whose
formal accomplishments were more revolutionary than those of any
American painter or sculptor of the ume But there was also a vigorous
theoretical opposition which concerns us more here because 1t argued
from a social rather than an aesthetic premise

This was led with bieter eloquence by Sullvan himself who saw
1n the pretentious buildmgs of the revivalists a symbol that  our cvili-
zation 15 not democratic as we fondly suppose but utterly feudal
through and through Functionalism to Sullivan was efficiency but
not of amechameal sorr If wbeashed efficiency in whar® the answer
he felt s clear efficiency 1n social expression that 15 to say m the
expression of our real lives our real behefs aspirations and hopes as a
people  The argument was echoed by others We thinl to ler the
mantle of our education cover the bareness of popular apathy and
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creative thought * wrote Willam L Price “We think to ift the masses
to an understanding of the excellency of revived styles and resurrected
cultures while we should be studying those very masses for an inspira-
uon °
Thus the socially conscious theories which often found themselves

1 opposition to moedern aesthetic experiments were not always so but
sometimes paralleled and reinforced them This was not true of archi
tecture alone To the conservative public one of the most difficulr
phases of modern panting was that which returned to the expressive
distortions of primutve art such as African sculpture for 1ts mspiration
Yet the social approach which would study the masses led logically,
as Price demonstrated to the same simplest arustuc denommnator The

nahed savage as an artist loohs with new eyes on creation And
the tale of that emoton 1s written large on pot and bow ” So one
reaches by the socual path the even more extreme concluston that this
1s art fine art all there 1s to art and 1t 1s enough  *°

The revolution of the Eight did not how ever, pursue social philos
ophy to such ends nor dd 1t for long Leep 1ts revolutionary character
After 1ts extubition of 1go8 the group dissolved as an organization
realizing none of 1ts announced program for annual shows to which
liberal foreign artists were to have been mnvited Critics and public soon
accepted the new range of subjects while certam artists especrally
Bellows enjoyed widespread populanty There was mndeed something
pathetic 1n the efforts of Luks to mamntam s revolutionary status by
2 determuned bohemianism long after hus art had become an accepted
convention

The event which more than any thing else obscured the revolu-
tionary aspect of the Light s work was the famous Armory Show of
1913 Which for the first ime made America uncomfortably aware of
the formal experiments of the French Fauves and cubists and of a few
American pioncers m the same vem The abstract art which spread
rapudly to so many Vounger painters 1n the wake of this event scemed
and ndeed was ncomparably more radical than social realism

The story of this formal revolution will be told elsewhere here we
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need note only that its first wave which occurred roughly at the nme
of the Armory Show and a lesser second wave which follow ed closely
about 1920 engulfed and dissipated for over a decade the forces which
the Exght had hiberated But these were dormant rather than vanquished
‘When they began to revive in the middle twenties and especially during
their culmination 1n the thirties they showed an extraordimary vitality
which m turn threatened to rout the cause of abstraction n Amerca

During these later years the new movement widened 1ts scope to
reexamune rural and small town Amenca as well as her urban and
mdustrial Life sharpened 1ts comments on soctal injustice and explored
with greater diligence many more phases of our civilizanon Its leaders
were men of genuine creatrve power who differed widely both m their
styles and in their approach to the American scene Closest to the Exght
n spiit was a group which might be called the Fourteenth Street
school for their studios were clustered in New Yorks Greenwich
Village and their subjects were drawn largely from the street hfe of
that regron and its summer resort Coney Island Many were students
of Kenneth Hayes Miller who was lumself of the generation of the
Eight although he did not start painting hus characteristic shoppers and
street crowds until the mud 1920 s or shghily later At the center of
the group were — and still are — the three Soyer brothers Raphael
Moses and Isaac Gomg beyond Miller and the Eaght they explored
every aspect of life among the city s poor with a tenderness a warmth
of senument and genune understanding of their subject which was
deeper than Miller s cool detachment and avoided the prcruresqueness
which had colored Luks s or Shinn s treatment of stmular themes Of
the older men they were closest perhaps to Sloan although a gentle
melancholy which runs through their work 1s quite different from his
buoyant optimusm The school has also spread m many other directions
Reginald Marsh added to the wconography of the city the desolate
flophouses of the Bowery the raffish ghtter of the burlesque show
and the sensually mingled bodzes on the beach at Coney Chaim Gross
preserved the mvolutions of the circus acrobats m stone and wood
Outside New York other pamters Ike Aaron Bohrod m Chucago,
followed sumular paths

After 1930 the bread hne, the employment office the life on park
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benches and all the other piuful appurtenances of the depression were
faithfully recorded by this group with a somber realization of what
these meant m terms of human suffering Vet the mood 1 whch they
painted them was often closer to resignauon than 1t was to protest It
remained for a different group of socially conscious panters to wage
a sharp battle agamst the conditions of those years One of the first was
William Gropper who was soon jomed by Ben Shahn Philip Ever-
good Jack Levine, Robert Gwathmey and others These men found
10 poverty no redeeming poetry but only a condition which debased
humanity Thewr poor were revealed with a btter force which made
those of the Light seem by comparison romantic fictions On the rich
and the privileged the lawmahers and the law enforcers they poured
a concentrated vitriol They were 1dealists and reformers who brought
to American art a crusading zeal and a rebellious spirit which 1t had
seldom seen before In their use of the brush as a social weapon they
enlarged the concept of art s funcuon as radically 1n their own way
as the abstract artists had done on a chiefly aesthetic level
Outside of these loosely knit groups many mndividual pamters dis-
covered new and unexplowted aspects of contemporary ife Fletcher
Martin captured the excitement of baseball Joseph Hirsch caught the
gestures and self importance of the American business man Edward
Hopper revealed the loneliness of city rooms, of hotel lobbes and
movie palaces Charles Burchfield, the haunted forms of Victoran
architecture and the drabness of suburban streets Even sculpture broke
with 1ts conventions and experimented with genre scenes which -
volved complex groupings and pictorsal settngs Mahonri Young had
pioneered 1 this direction early 1n the century during the 19305 he
was jomed by many younger men such as Harcy Wickey, Cham
Gross Robert Cronbach and John Hovannes
Al of the many genumely creauve artists 1n these various groups
did morc than hold a marror to our sprawlhing culture they selected
mtensified and wrought 2 new 1conography of American life As thewr
images became mmpressed on our consciousness dunng the decade of
::cc:l %310 s however alegion of less talented artists worked them over
ess vanstions unul they were nearly wrung dry of meanin,

The Coney Island beach the gutlesquc shO\)\'r the s}gxantr}}: town behmgd

20



REVOLUTION IN SUBJECT

the american scene
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the american scene

the factory became themes mnto which 1t was mcreasingly difficult to
breathe new life Inevitably perhaps they began to assume a mysucal
significance of thewr own not because they were capable of releasing
that emotion necessary to genuine creation but solely because they
were disunctively American and the established symbols of a national
art Thus there grew n some quarters an artisic chauvinism which
held that the very natioralistic spint which 1s 1 many things nar
rowing seems to foster m the arts a necessary and beautiful
strength  ** but which 1n fact led to a hind of pictonal mbreeding

This tendency was strengthened by the fact that the American
Scene movement was mn part a revolt agamst mnternational modernism
At the beginning there was perhaps some justification for the prevalent
feeling that American pamnters and sculptors had swallowed an mdi-
gestible lump of modern French aestheucs This was only true of our
munor artists but these had multiplied so rapidly by the early 19205
that even intelligent cntics who had been friendly to the modern cause
became alarmed The bandwagon of modermsm  said Forbes Wat-
son  after a period of mmmense usefulness 15 pretry well deserted and
the word modern after fifteen years of perpetual stram 15 an wvahd
requiring long rest and seclusion 2 sentunent echoed by Virgil Barker
when he wrote that the term modermist was fast dechming nto
sem respectability once the rallying cry of a hard and honorable fight,
1t 15 bemng progressnely debased through s approprianon by every
month s freak gallery exhibiionist  There were of course even less
sympathetic voices Leo Stein had come to feel that Picasso has been
typcally disastrous m his influence  while many conservatves hhe
Oliver Tonks accused abstract art of 1ts farlure to communicate  One
may even go so far as to agree that even if the 1dea 1s not comprehen-
sible now 1t may be some day But at present except to 1ts
creator the work 1s wathout value *

In the 1930 s this aturnde greatly exaggerated was taken over by
a group which promoted an aggressive regionalism centering m the
muddle west and denying even to the eastern cities any part mn 1ts il
tant Americanism To Thomas Craven 1ts principal spohesman our
eastern pamntersas a whole were  grovelling in the emasculated tradimon
of the French modermsts  their pictures a form of compensation
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common to failures and social outcasts, a psychological activity 1dent:
cal in more exalted spheres with the affectations of the classical counter
parts of the artist — the whore and the bum I their place he elevated
the now famous Trumvirate as the leaders of a new movement
which has swept the country and ended American subservience to
foreign cultural fashions’ They were Thomas H Benton, “most
prominent vigorous versatile of our pamters > John Stevarr Curry
whose best work makes most Cezannes look famt, pamfully hacked
together and emotionally empty and Grant Wood *the designer of
regional forms which have no parallel n modern art” ®
The critical excesses of Craven which were occastonally echoed
by Benton and Wood have obscured to some degree the real contry
butions which the members of the trumvirate made All of chem found
1 regionalism at least for 2 ume a genume faith and a deeply felt
emotion which expressed 1tself 1 some memorable 1mages of American
life If they could have escaped the extreme arustic isolationism which
seems now 1n retrospect an unnecessary 1f understandable part of ther
philosophy they might have prolonged the freshness of discovery and
escaped the limiting dogma of a regionalism proclaimed for 1ts own sahe
There are sull many and excellent painters of the American scene
—as there have been since the beginning of our art and doubtless will
contnue tobe In the larger sense all panting produced in the American
environment belongs in this category a simple truth which the extreme
regionalists overlooked The specific movement associated with the
rerm however dwindled i the 1940’ to a shadow of 1ts earlier self
The factors which have determined 1ts Iife span are too complex to be
measured with finality but a major one 1s doubtless that general reaction
aganst 1solatiomsm and narrow nationalism that followed the second
World War Closely related 1s the growing interest of American artists
in the more international sty le of abstract art which for the third time

mn this century and more vigorously than ever before has taken root
on our soil
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the machine and the subconscious

Two other revolutions 1n subject matter have had mmportant conse
quences for American art m this century These too were clothed m
a wide vanety of styles ranging from abstraction to extreme realism
Like the movements mnspired by the American scene they owe their
principal identity to their content rather than therr form

The first of these revolutions might better be called a slarmish
new terntory It was the discovery by the artist of the beauty 1n the
machine and mn those related functional forms of our mdustrial civili-
zation such as the bridge and the gran elevator a beauty of polished
and smoothly working parts which came to symbolize for a number
of our pamnters and sculptors and for even more of our architects the
distinctive quality of our modern age

The perception of this kind of beauty was not enurely 2 twentreth-
century discovery In 1856 Samuel Athins Eliot had wnitten  Mathe
maties and machmery are not usually enumerated among the fine arts
propetly so called but the Imes and figures drawn by the scien
tific engineer often show the very curves which the artist calls lines
of beauty and he ranked our clipper shups and bridges among the
finest specimens of the fine arts which the world has to show *
Earlier m the same decade Horatio Greenough had also percerved that
functionalism and honest engineering lay very close to the heart of
architectural quality But 1t was not unul recent years that the machine
became the central concern of the pamter s brush When 1t did so 1t
was adopted by two very different groups of artists for quite different
reasons The first took 1t sertously the second as a caustic johe
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The worship of the machine for 1ts own sahe was first promulgated
by the Itahan futurists whose mamfestoes of 1909 and 1910 cvalted
the speed and impersonal power of the airplane and the automobile
and whose pantings attempted to capture the moton and force of
these rather than the precision and relation of their parts In America
they had their followers in Joseph Stella and a number of other lesser
Lnown artists who were attracted by the essentally romantic character
of futurism

Unlike the cubists and many other abstract pamters the futurists
were deeply concerned with their subject matter In New York s sky-
scrapers bridges subways and els the American members of the
movement found the dynamic symbols of our machine age Their
feching for the city was curionsly linked with that of the Light but
while the latter were exploring the intimate human aspects of New
York the former were concerned with 1ts total impact on the senses
1ts pace and rhythm as a uie Yet both approached 1t 1n an equally
romanuic spuit To realize this towering mmperative vision  wrote
Stella of his 1917-1918 picture  Brooklyn Bridge I lved days of
anxiety torture and delight alike trembhng all over with emotion
Upon the swarming darkness of the mght I rung all the bells of alarm
with the blaze of electricity scattered i Lightnings down the oblique
cables the dynamuc pillars of my composition and to render more
pungent the mystery of my metallic apparition through the green and
red glare of the signals I excavated here and there caves as subterranen
passages to infernal recesses

This romantic conception of the city and the machine was shared
by several panters outside the futurist group

I'sec great forces at work wrote John Marin 1n 2 much quoted
catalogue note on his early New York water colors great movements
the large bulldings and the small buildings the warring of the great
and the small 1nfluences of onc mass on another greater or smaller
mass While these pow ers are at work pushing pulling sideways
downwards upwards T can hear the sound of their strfc and there
15 great music bcmg played

Tt was however the abstract design of the machine rather than ts
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dynamism which appealed to the largest group of arusts both here
and abroad particularly to those lthe Leger m France Belling n Ger-
many the Russtan constructivists and m this country such pamters
as Morton Schamberg Lyonel Femmger Charles Demuth Stuart
Davis and the large group known as the Immaculates Since formal
considerations prcdommatcd 1t will be more logical to consider the
worh of these men 1n a Jater chapter But 1t may be noted here that
even their far less romanuc approach was unged with some of the
furanists emotion and shared to some extent the latter s acceptance
of the machine as a symbol of modernity

There was nothing exther romanue or aesthetic 1n the treatment of
the machine by yet another group of pamnters whose use of mechanical
forms was only asmall part of their revolutionary subject matter These
were the Dadasts and their later followers the surrealists who turned
their atrention to the world of the fantasuc the 1rranonal and the
depths of the subconscious mind While the two movements were
somewhat different 1n character they were both professedly ant
aesthetic and concerned with the content of their art rather than its
form Both were international movements 1m ¥ hich Americans took
some part but netther established mn this country the rather ngid or-
ganuzations w huch abroad defined and mamntamed the purity of their
ams We may note for the record that Dad2 was officially born 1n

9. and that surrealism as a movement

Zurich n 1916 expirning about 1
was announced m Pans i 1924 We will find however that the spint

of both was mamifest n America from early 1n the twentieth century
and perhaps even before

The delicious malaise W hich was Dada was thougheat first writes
Georges Hugnet  to be an artistic and lirerary movement or 2 mal du
stecle But Dada was the sichness of the world a sichness born of
disillusron 1n the first World War of dngust with man as 2 rauonal

aor moral creature, an apotheosis of futliy the acardental the deliber

ately shoching and brzarre :

One of the most characterisuc mamfestations of Dada was the con-
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ception of man as a machme without will or meaming Ths had been
oddly prefigured in America by what Van Wyck Brooks calls the

mechamustic philosophy  of Mark Twain, born of his private despair
which led hum to refer frequently to man as a mere coffee mill’ or

sewing machine’ The anti zesthetic result of Clemens dental of free
will was also close to Dada m spmt  Man ongmnates nothing ” he
wrote not even a thought Shakespeare could not create He
was a machine, and machmes do not create  *

This however was comcidental The machine types which became
charactenstic of Dada were established berw een 1912 and 1914 chiefly
by Marcel Duchamp 1n Pans His The Bude became the prototy pe
of the fantastic machine wath 1ts juxtaposition of mechamcal and bio-
logical forms while hus first  readv made  an ordinary bottle rack to
which he signed his name set the type for the unaltered machme
divorced from its normal function and mcongruously displayed as 2
work of art

These mfluences reached New York with the arrival of Francis
Picabia 1n 1913 and of Duchamp himself in 1915 even before Dada
was officially born Here they found a kindred spirit in the brifliant
Jewsh crinic and poet Benjamin De Casseres who had already written
mn 1913 ‘Samity and simplicity are the prime curses of cnvilization

2 kind of lunacy wherem 2 fived 1dea blankets the bran and
smooths the admurable mcoherence of life to a smug symmetry and
proportion We should mock eustence ar each moment, moch
ourselves mock others mock every thing by the perpetual creation of
fantastic and grotesque atutudes gestures and attributes —a state-
ment which might well have served 2s a Dad2 manifesto In New York
t00 2 year eathier Marius de Zayas had attacked modern art from a
charactenisucally Dada pomnt of view * The modern artsst 1s the proto
type of consciousness He works premeditatedly he dislocates dis
harmonizes exaggerates premeditatedly He 15 an eclecuc 1n spint
and an sconoclast in action  And he concluded as the Dadasts were
todo Artisdead’ ®

De Casseres and de Zay as were both closely associated with Alfred
Sueglitz, whose 291 * gallery and whose magazine Cantera Work had
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for several years been proncering 1n the exhibiting and publiczing of
modern art Picabia was soon attached to the Sueghitz group (he was
given an exhibition 1n 1913) and was acuve i founding another pub-
Iication known as .91 which first appeared i March 1915 For ths
he did a series of witty portraits in the manner of the most precise
mechamcal drawings Steghtz bemng a photographer appeared as 2
camera de Zayas the caricaturist as a pump surmounted by a corset
Picabia himself who was fond of racing cars as an automobile horn
A Young American Gurl 1n a State of Nudity was an unadorned
drawing of a spark plug which looked suspiciously as if 1t had been
cut from a catalogue of automobile parts

There seems little doubt of Picabia s Dadasst intentions m these
dramngs for he had earhier launched in Cantera Work a movement
called Amorphism embodied m totally blank pictures beating only
the signature Popaul Picador 2n equally Dada gesture ¢ The drawings
also scem closely related to Duchamp s ready mades which the latter
continued to produce n this country his most famous bemg the
white porcelain uninal which he signed R Mutt and submutted under
the title La Fontame to the first exhibioion of the Independents n
191
’ gmce Dada was not named until 1916 and was virtually unknown
here before the 1920's 1t 15 not surprismg that these early mamfestations
by visiting Europeans were either dismussed as lunacy as n Duchamp s
case or musmterpreted m the mstance of Picabias drawings which
were taken by Paul Hav sland to embody the 1dea that man has made
the machine 1 his own 1mage and that having made her superior
to humself he endows the superior beings which he concenves n his
poetry and m lus plastique with the qualiies of machines — a concep
tion more 1n keepmg with futunst philosophy and one which would
later to some extent color the feeling of the American Immaculates

Aside from such perxpheral effects Dada had Ittle direct influence
on Amercan pamntng Charles Demuth acknowledged a debt to
Duchamp and Picabia s machmes may have suggested to Morton L
Schamberg some elements 1n his mechanical compositions but today
the work of both these Americans seems closer to the Immaculates
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than to Dada In spite of various later publications in chis country such
as Duchamps the blmd man and Wrong Wrong or Puabias and
‘Walter Arensberg s 392, Dada attracted only one disunguished Amers
can follower the panter and photographer Man Ray much of whose
Iife was spent m Paris where he produced without the use of a camera
hus extraordinary rayographs With Duchamp Man Ray published
1n America m gzt one wsue of New York Dada which claimed Rube
Goldberg as a hindred spint for his cartoons of comples and miraculous
gadgets An arucle ‘ Pug Debs Make Soctety Bow  also implicated the
pamnters Marsden Hardley and Joseph Stella although there 15 no evi-
dence that their work was ever affected by the movement They may
have flirted wath 1t as the sculptor Archipenko did 1n the same vear
when he designed a witty advertisement i The Ares for the ArcHIE
PENCO T
Perhaps Dadas truest exponents in this country however were
men who were totally unaware of the evistence of such a movement,
but who were sensitive 1 their own way to the general dillusion
which follow ed the war Charles Burchfield discharged from the army
mn 1919 wrote later of his work at this ume “There followed a period
of degeneracy in my arc that T have never been able to explan 1
later destroyed all the panung of this period viewed from any
angle whatsocver there 1s not 2 single redeerming feature about them
~—and 1 may add that the vaganes of the D1 da school were nothing
clc:mpar!cd to mine at this time though I had never heard of Da dasm
then
The same sput gave birth to an obscure movement largely for
gortten since nothing was ever written concerning 1t but remarhably
simular to Dada i some respects Founded by Holger Cahuli about 1920,
evenusname Inge Inje had something of the same nonsenstcal cadence
as Dada though 1t bore more significance 1 relation to the purpose
of the movement
fme Cahill had read m a bool by a Tellow of the Royal Geograph
cal Soctery was the only word in the language of a South American
tnbe of Indians who managed how ever to communicate a wide range
of meanings through different mflections of the word accompaned by
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various gestures His movement proposed to return the arts to a com
parable simplicity to cut away the superstructure of our cultural re
finements and discover the basic and most direct forms of human
, expression  Pamnting for mstance was to be reduced primanly to

horizontal and vertical forms though not 1n as rigid a manner as the
Dutch painters of De Stsl evolsed nor even necessanly abstract

Insofar as Inje Inje proposed a serious aesthetic program it was
contrary to the spirit of Dada and more closely related to the cubusts
eatlier rediscovery of primitive art Buc Inje Inje was only half or
perhaps three quarters sertous Bizarre and deliberately shocking ele-
ments gave a true Dada flavor to many of Cahil's proposals Concerts
were planned using only percussion instruments such as African signal
drums and a primitive Philippine  flute  with a range of two notes
when struck on the wrist Theatrical performances were to have been
presented by actors m blank masks nude except for mutts and a2 G
stl‘mg

Inje Inje lasted for only two or three years and had relatively lirtle
effect on American pantmg although Mark Tobey and Alfred Maurer
were both nvolved Willam Gropper and John Sloan to 2 lesser extent
Frank Overton Colbert a Chickasaw Indan was one of the most
active panters 1n the group Robert Henrr was opposed but 15 said to
have told Sloan later thar there was perhaps something mn 1t Several
Inje Inje poems were written by Malcolm Cowley and Ornch Johns
but there were neyer funds for the projected magazine and most of
Cahill s program was unrealized Nevertheless 1t remams one of the
most sigmificant mamifestations of postwar nnrest m this country s
mixture of constructive and destructive elements more characteristic
of Amencas underlymg optinism than was the more thoroughlv

nihubstic spirie of Dada

Dada died officially n Europe 1 19 2 but many of its features
reappeared 1n surrealism which was announced by Andre Breton
Paris two years later The relation of the two movements has been
most succinetly stated by Alfred Barr  The Surrealists preserved the
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ant1 rational character of Dada buc developed a far more systematic
and serious experimental attitude toward the subconscious as the essen-
tual source of art ' We may also recall Breton s definition of surrealism
“Pure psy chic automatism by which 1t 15 intended to express, verbally
mn writing or by other means the real process of thought It 1s thought s
dictation all exercise of reason and every esthetic or moral preoccu
pation being absent ’° The mochery of Dada was hushed but 1ts
antt aesthetic bas as well as 1ts irrationality were perpetuated

No art movement 1n history has so systematically nifled the past,
partly to discover motivating matersal partly to establish historical
evidence 1n support of 1ts thesis In America the surrealists soon claimed
Edgar Allan Poe with some justification as a forerunner of their spint
‘With much less reason they also found a link with the nineteenth
century pamnter Willam M Harnett, whose trompe I oedd stil lifes
Edouard Roditi described (parodying lines by Lautreamont often
quoted by surrcalists) as  beauuful as the fortwitous encounter, on an
old door panel of a horse shoe and a newspaper clipping * Disregarding
the fact that two of the three pamntings illustrating these remarhs were
not by Harnett this kind of argument, hike much surrealist research
seems of dubious value since 1t 1gnores the fact that the apparently
mysterious combinations of objects by Flarnett and his circle were
often no more profound than picronal puns or sty anecdotes i pamt

In spite of such quesuonable judgments one cannot deny that the
spirte of surrealism with its probmg of the depths 1n the subconscrous
mund did exsst in this country long before the movement itself was born
De Casseres whom we have already quoted m a proto Dada spint was
more consistently surreahst i his sentiments Writing for Sucgltz s
Camera Work m 19t1-1912 (and hence doubtless read by many of the
young artists who exhibited at 291) he emphasized repeatedly the part
of ssunct m creatne expression  Consciousness mn art 1s only the
antenna of the blind unknowable Torce and mtclligence 1s only 1ts
nene Imagination 15 the dream of the Unconscious It 1s the
realm of the gorgeous monstrous hallucinations of the Unconscious
Tt 1s the hasheesh of gens Idesire he concluded * to be ephem
eral protean and to chase the dazzling butterflies of my fancy across
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abyss and meadowland and even 1nto those fatal caves m the moon
where the Goddess of Lunacy spins her caraleptic dreams

Stiegliez humself seems to have been briefly affected by De Casseres
mood at least he published a few years later his One Hour s Sleep —
Three Dreams macabre and erotic visions of hus own death and  The
Woman’ ** But none of his artsts nor indeed any others seem to have
felt the same impulse For while we had then as always a number of
pamters who lived m a vistonary world of the inaginavion such as
Ryder, Lilshemis and Davies therr dreams were romanuc 1dyllic
and we mught say less self consciously unconscious than those of
Stieghtz or De Casseres

Even when the pantings of the orthodox surrealists of Paris were fi
nally exhibited in America which was not until 1930-1931 there were
few wholehearted converts to the movement The Amenican Man Ray
was a member of the Pans group and mn this country Joseph Cornell
ncorporated surrealist elements m his fantastic arrangements which
were also perhaps related to the machmes of Dada During the 19305
surrealise influence was also apparent mn the work of several younger
artists such as Peter Blume knud Merrild Walter Quurt Wallace
Putnam and Fedenico Castellon but was so modified m most cases by
therr formal nterests that their work can best be discussed elsewhere

There 1s no doubt that the movement has strengthened 1ts mfluence
durmg the last decade due to the settling here (1n some cases perma-
nently) of several foreign born surrealists among them Yves Tanguy
William Stanley Hayter and Matta Echaurren all of whom arrived
1n 1939 Salvador Dali who came n 1940 and Max Ernst m 1941 Con
currently more Americans have adopted elements of surrealism which
will be found 1 realist gwse 1n the pamting of Lows Gughelm: John
Atherton and Alton Pickens and 1n abstract form 1n the work of a
large group including Arshile Gorky William Baziotes Bonis Margo
Gerome Kamrowsk: and Jachson Polloch But again few of these can
be called orthodot surrealists Only a very occasional figure Iike Doro-
thea Tanning has worked ¢ ly swithin the halt ory realm

of tradional surrealism
\Vh)1 O}Ix]as the movement while enniching the art of so many of our
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younger pamnters failed to attract more wholchearted support here?
Perhaps the chief reason lies m our traditions and bachground “No
author, without a tra]  sard Hawthorne in his preface to The Marble
Faunr can concenve of the difficulty of wntmg a romance about 2
country where there 1s no shadow no anuquity no mystery, no pic
turesque and gloomy wrong nor anything but a commonplace pros
penity 1n broad and simple daylight, as 1s happily the case with my dear
native land  Plamly this 15 not 1n atmosphere congental to the dark
dreams of surreabsm
“His arc  woites Robert Motherwell of the surrealist pamnter Max
Ernst  depends on a sense of the vicious past To the Amerrean mind
nothing could be more ahen Such images as a blacl mass 2
bloody nun an imvader from the east cannor arouse deep feelings m
most of us for better or worse most Americans hat e no sensation
of being either elevated or smothered by the past Conscronsly
abandoning, the past 1s the essenually American creanve act we panters
here remam indifferent to the objects surrounding us Our emogonal
Interest 15 not 1n the external world but i creating a world of our
own Tt 15 from this reasoning that we can account for the fact
that objectless pamung that 1s various modes of abstraction appeals
more to most modern American pamters than surreaism
Thus 15 stated from the abstract artist s point of view but with slight
changes it w ould probably represent also the attitude of many American
painters who are interested 1n the external world  Alton Picl ens may
paint an acrobat w 1th his head sprouting incongruously from his crotch
but his fantasy of distortion  while doubtless owng something to
surrealism 1s based primarily, to use fus own words on the every day
existence of the people around me ’ * Like some of Gughelmi s art
#t1s socnal commentary heightened in effect by surrealist touches
All of these pamnters and many more have made serious vse of sur
realism which has provided them with a new means of expressing those
mtangible parts of human evperience which lie deep mn the atavisuc
layers of the mind But st 15 perhaps also characteristc of our sheptical
and wrreverent spine that we have occastonally found somethung a litle
nidicutous in the movement s excessive concern with black magic and
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1ts determmned effort 2s it often seems to dredge up from the subcon-
scious the most grotesquely unpleasant aspects of human thought Thus
attrude has been reflected mn the weird and hibidmous drawings of
James Thurber Richard ‘Taylor Saul Stemberg and a number of other
cartoomusts  (the term seems mappropriate) whose work has been
published largely 1n the New Yorker For them even while they make
fun of 1t surrealism seems to have had a kind of repellent fascination
It has also cast 2 more obvious spell on the commercial arust and the
window dresser whose perennal search for novelty has discovered mn
1ts superficial aspects a gratfy ing mne of arresung oddittes and elegant
eroticism
Surrealism m short has colored 2 rather large part of our modern
art 1n the last decade and whule 1t has not established an organized move-
ment here 1ts influence continues to be strong
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expressionism

When Arthur Jerome Eddy published m America 1n 1914 his Cubists
and Post Inpressiomsts he dedicated 1t * to that spinit the beanng of
whose restless wings 15 heard n every land* This was a romanuc but
apt description of the two great formal revolutions n the arts expres
sionism and abstractiomsm which from their international beginnmgs
n Trance and Germany have swept through the western world abro
gating and altering though not destroying the representational basis on
which the arts had rested since the Renatssance
In America this revolution was more radical than abroad for we
had had no Cezannes no Gauguins Van Goghs or Scurats to prepare
the way and pont the evolutionary nature of the change We had even
lagged sadly 1n our knowledge of these panters and by 1900 were just
beginning to accept without reseryations the impressiomism of Monet,
Pissarro and our own men Yet American arusts had a part in forming
the expressionsst and abstract movements from almost the beginning
and these have gradually acclimared themselves i the United States
unul they now flourish here with perhaps more vigor than abroad Like
surrealism but to a far greater extent they have colored many of our
traditional art forms and have n turn been somew hat altered by the
latter — a process of repeated cross mfluences
Of the two movements expressionism has probably had the larger
and more conunuous though less radical effect on our art In tracing
1s grow th we shall use the term rather loosely to indicate all art which
dcpcnds on frec and obvious distortions of natural forms to convey
emouonal fechng There 1salso 1n abstract evpressionism w hich achieves
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similar romantic tensity by the disruption of geometric forms Bur
this 15 50 closely Inked to the development of abstract art that we shall
consider 1t as a phase of the latter

Of the two main strands of European expressionism that developed
0 Germany about 1905 by the group called Die Brucke had at the be
ginning a relanvely small influence on our art In the same year how
ever a group of French expressionusts led by Henrt Matisse had come
to public attention at the Salon d Automne w here their jomnt exhibre had
won them the name of Jes fanves or the wild beasts  Within five years
this group and especially Mansse had nonceably affected Amencan
artists and public both here and abroad

The first Mausse exhibstion 1n Amersca was held at Alfred Stiegltz s
291 Gallerv in 1908 the same vear m which the Eighe had offended the
conservative with their social realism The more radical innovations of
the French artist, which seemed to strihe ar the very foundations of art
bewildered and enraged the crines Even one of the most sympathetic
vorces while granting that he was  a great artist 1f esumated trom the
brlliant stroke, the subtle elimmnancen and the wteresting composition
was forced to conclude But Mausse lihe nearly all the other very
modern Frenchmen feels that pull toward physical distortion that
sickening malevolent desire to present the nude (espectally women)
so vulganized so hudeously at odds with nature as to suggest 1 spite of
the technical mastery of his arr first of all the loathsome and the
abniormal and both with a marvel of execution and a bewildering
cleverness that somehow fills one with a distaste for artand hfe  *

Withn the next few years however several Amenican enmcs took
the oppormnity to visit the Fauves n their own studios and to report
courageously on bemg at least partally converted to the mew are
Charles Caffin called on Mausse m 1909 discussed the relation of his
pamumngs to the pnmitive African sculpture which he found m his
studio and when the mital shock had worn off 1 found that after T
had been with hus picrures for some ume they exerted a spell upon my
imagimatton So much so that after I had Ieft them I could not immeds-
ately look at ordmary pictures  Geleet Burgess had much the same
expertence m rgto  If you can wmagmne > he wrote of Ius first umpres-
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sion of the Fauves at the Salon des Independants  what 2 parucularly
sangumary little giel of eight, half crazed with gin would do to a
white-washed wall, 1f left alone with a box of crayons then you will
come near to fancying what most of this work was like * But he too
talked with the pamters mn their studios, discussed their aums Joohed
agam at their pictures and concluded,  They are i earnest and do stand
for a serrous revolt There 15, morcover something virle
ecstatic about thetr work, which he reassured Amerscans was not

many sense degenerate as they were bemg daily told

At about the same ume 2 number of young American artists study
g 1n Pars were attracted to the new movement One of them Max
Weber helped to organize a class taught by Matisse which started n the
fall of 1907 Two Americans sttended the first season Weber and
Arthur Burdett Frost Jr and others soon followed Patrick Henry
Bruce who had met Mausse through the Stemns abour 1908 was for
some time thereafter zassier of the class Arthur B Carles seems to have
been there briefly and Morgan Russell was also one of his students

But Mausse exerted more influence through his work than through
hus teaching In class he mnsisted on rigorous traming 1n draftsmanship
and discouraged hus pupils from becommng Fauves overnight Russell
for mstance has sard that though he studied wirh him he * never adopted
his manner  * and the mfluence on Bruce was 1lso slight On the other
hand Mausse was emulated for 2 ume quite closely by Alfred Maurer
Morton L Schamberg, William Zorach James H Daugherty and
Lduard (now Ldward) Sterchen all of whom were m Pans during the
first dozen years of the century

Many of these panters were friends meeting each other and the
French moderns at the home of Gertrude and Leo Stem who were then
forming their impressive collection of modern art They even had therr
own organization though 1t does not seem to have funcrioned very
acuvely mnthe New Society of American Artists in Paris which seceded
1 1908 from the older and more conservatve Society of American
Artists m Paris Among 1ts members were Weber Maurer and Bruce
also Steschen who 1nadditon to his own punting and phorographv was
helping Sueglitz assemble exhibitions of modern art to be shown at .91
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If few memorable pictures resulted from all this early activity cen
tering around Matisse 1t 15 scarcely surprsing for nearly all these arusts
were still young indeed sull in therr student days Much of their work
was thinly derrvative, as student effort 1s likely to be but here and there
an artist assimitlated the new mnfluences and produced mature and per-
sonal statements Alfred Maurer shghtly older than the others and
already a successful academic pamnter before his conversion to modern
sm was one of these Another perhaps the best was Max Weber who
before turning to cubism pamted several predominantly Fauve prctures
like Decoration with Cloud m which the nervously attenuated human
figures are both expressive and quite individual

Matisse was the central influence but the more conservauve Fauv
1sm of Derain and Marquet also had 1its effect particularly on two
American artists whose early careers followed for a short time the same
path Bernard Karfiol and Samuel Halpert both commenced their studies
m Paris 1n 1901~1902 at the usual academuc schools the former at the
Acadermie Julian the later at the Beaux Arts Both soon became imter-
ested 1 the modern movement hnew its leaders personally and adapted
the more conservative style of Deram to their own ends Karfiol also
added elements of Pcasso s rose and blue pertods while Halpert was
strongly 1nfluenced for a time by Delaunay s dynamie architectural
studies of St Severm Cathedral The art of both helped greatly to popu
larize modermism 1 America where 1t was more easily understood and
more quickly apprectated than that of Maurer or Weber both of whom
were vilified 1n the American press for many years

It was sull another pair of American pamters w ho made 1t now
seems the most independent use of Fauve and cubist elements although
1 both cases their expresstonist work was apart from the main line of
ther dev clopment and had lttle nfluence on others Both Charles
Demuth and Lyonel Femmger had early contacts w 1th European mod
ermsm but both incorporated many other elements i thewr highly
personal styles The water colors which Demuth did 1n the years im-
mediately following his return from France 1n 1914 and the illustrations
and pamntings which Femnger did m the years 1906-1912 are quite
different m some respects and entirely independent of each other Yet
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n the work of both there 15 the same free and supple patterning 1n flat
areas which overlap sometimes almost like collage there 1s also a fanc
ful and 1maginative quality 1n thewr work which sets 1t apart from the
heavier style of most expressionism Here the similanty ends for De
muth s work 1s aloof subtle and amstocratic 1t often struck his con-
temporaries as morbid — particularly his llustrattons for Henry James s
The Turn of the Screw Feinger s ragged and more vigorous patterns
translated the contemporary scene mto a world of gothic fantasy
peopled by characters and buildings of improbable proportions In this
respect hus work was perhaps closer to the early pantings of yet another
proneer American expressionist, Ben Benn whose flatly decoratve fig
ure pantings of about 1915 were also remmscent of folk tale and
legend though more 1n the Chagall and Campendonk vem of peasant
art
Feiminger had scttled m Germany but the expresstomsm of that
country had much less effect on hus arr than 1t did on that of several
other young Americans who studied there m the years before the war
One of the first to arnve was Albert Bloch who came to Munich in 1909
and was early associated with the Blaue Rester group of modern pamnters
While much of his work was semi abstract and strongly snfluenced by
the decorative style of Franz Marc he also painted some rather sensitive
expressionist portraits and 1n one picture his Scene from a Pantomime
of 1914 apparently attempted to tramslate an abstract pamtmg by
Kandinsky mto representational terms * More consistently expressionist
was the work of Oscar Bluemner who 1 1912 gave up a successful
career as 2 New York architect to study panting in Germany (where
he had been born) and elsewhere 1n Lurope Qut of both French and
German sources he evolved a style of strong color and romanucally
patterned structure which later was to approach as we shall see certamn
other romantic phases of Amerscan art

Meanwhile n the House of the Great Garlic Stench  as De
Casseres called Amenca modern art both namve and European was
virtually unknown ourside the small crrcle which frequented Suegltz s
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291 This was abruptly changed by the Armory Show of 1913 which
had an smmediate effect on many young Amenican pamters Cezanne
and the cubists outweghed at first the mfluence of Mansse and the
Fauves, hat expressiomsm grew steaddly nevertheless i the years fol-
Jowing the extubiion developing along personal linses rather than those
of any school or group

Among the early leaders n the movement were several men who
had experimented with abstract art but who abandoned 1 before 1920
to become expressionssts 1n a representational vein Chuef of these were
Max Weber and Marsden Hartley another who was to have foraume
an even greater mnfluence on our art was Thomas Benton The three
were totally dissimifar except i their general use of free distornions for
romantic ends

From about 1917 Weber began to form his mature style colored
with strong rehgious and racial (Jewsh) feehng Lloyd Goodnich i
bus sensitnve apprassal of the arust’s work at this tme has ponted out
that for Weber from now on  the emotional content {of ht pictures]
was so compelling that 1t dicrated the syyle causing him to give up
abstract sty hizanjon and 1o speak directly and simply  ® This did not
mean naturalistically Weber s figures are always emononally expressive
now eestancally elongated now squat and heavy with a monumental
tepose which might seem more classical than romanuc of the twast of
2 hand or a head did not establish nearly always underlymng emouonal
tenstons

Weber s art has been so very personal and so mamately connected
with hes ractal feclings that 1t fias not proved very adnptable to others
Thus makes 1t no less mportant m s own nght butless so asa ferulizing
agent ;n Amenican panting In the case of Marsden Hartley st has been
otherwise Personal art *he once wrote 15 for me 2 ymtter ot spirstual
mdelicaey  ® The broader more generalized emotional contenc n hus
work and the simple angular rhy thms of his style have influenced farge
numbers of younger pamsers Like Weber Hartley began to fose inter
est 1 abstraction about tg17 and by 1919 had returned entirely to
representanonal work Adminag the romantic vistons of Ryder and the
realism of Homer influenced by both French and German expression-
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1sm, Hartley rather muraculously developed out of these and other
drvergent sources the strong astringent style which reflected so purely,
1 spite of his reucence the artist s poetic feeling for the rugged New
England landscape and 1ts people

A third and again quite different strand 1n our expresstonist art was
spun at about the same time by Thomas Hart Benton Like the others
Benton experimented though less wholeheartedly with abstraction
which he pursued at least to 1916 when he wrote that he believed ‘ the
representation of objectrve forms and the presentation of abstract 1deas
to be of equal value 7 In 2 remarl ably consistent stylistic dev elopment
he early translated the flamelike distortions of Tntoretto and El Greco
mto a smplified modern 1diom which served admirably to express the
romantic dynamism with which he viewed American life His later
antimodern philosophy and his occasional excursions mto a more sober
realism cannot obscure the fact that he has contributed to our art a
fluent hind of expresstonism vigorous if rather msensitive His mfla
ence however has operated chiefly on the romantic realists who have
found the less extreme elements of hus style more n heeping with hus
and their regronalist aims

Duning the twenties and early thirties American expressionism grev,
slowly at first then with increasing rapidicy Agan 1t 15 difficult to see
any dominant trends within the general confines of the movement The
men whom we have just discussed seem now to have been clearly its
leading figures but they had not then won their eventual recoguition
and their influence in the 1920 s was sull small For some time expres
SIONISM ¥ 3$ to remain a mov ement Of many perSOﬂﬂl C‘(Perlments and
we can only touch briefly on some of those who contributed to its
growth

Like the earlier men Paul Burlin had worked mn a sems abstract
manner which he had apparently dey eloped mdependently 1n Taos
This b began to inform with strongly evpressionst fecling i his murals
for the home of George A Harris done shortly before he left America
m 19 1 for an cleven year stay abroad There he shed the cubst over
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tones which persist i the Harns murals and developed his purely ex
pressiomist mature style Another convert of about this time was Ben
jamin Kopman w hose protean art has been swayed by many influences
from Ryder to Rouault though mamtaining through sts changes an
emotional quality that 1s both a little heavy and exotic

The attachment of many of our expressionists to subjects which
have for them a special emotional significance 15 rather characteristic of
the movement 1Vebers long concern with Jewish rehgious rites
Benton s with rural America and Hartley s eventual concentration on
the coast of Maine are cases in pomt A deep seriousness of mood has
also marked much of our expressionist art but this has been belied by
several American painters Yasuo huntyoshi s work of the 1920 s com
bined fantasy and sensuality 1n nervous decoratrve patterns qute dif
ferent from the heavier rhythms of the early men While Kuntyostu
drew m succession on a number of recognizable sources such as Cam
pendonk and Chagall and later Pascin his are was more truly exotic
than any of these 1n 1ts odd wedding of Orental and modern Oceidental
vision Later 1t was to lose much of 1ts playfulness and some of its
Oriental qualities, gaming 1n compensation 2 greater depth of feeling
But from at least 1922 on 1t was as Lloyd Goodrich has pomated out
‘ among the most origmal products of the modern movement

Cxpressiomsm as embodied the work of these men was 2 private
and an extremely personal way of pantng Bur 1t also became at this
tme 2 tool for social comment and a formidable weapon m the hands
of several arnsts v ho w ere concerned with the struggle for social jusuice
‘We panters for the People said Willlam Gropper must not only
tell them the truth in human justrce and nghteousness but e must

say 1t better and with more conviction than anyone €lse m order to be

accepted ’ © For this purpose eXpressionism emerged by the carly
1930's as a more forceful language than had been the romantic realism

o nggms and Lol was one of the first i this development Starting

Gropper humself
as a car}t)gonlst he took up panting 1 the 19205 and carned mnto 1t

something of the caricaturist s tendency to perpetuate exaggerated types
of humanity rather than to \nvent anew from picture to picture In his
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graphic worh, however, he has shown a constant satirscal mcisiveness
Ben Shahn started also i somew hat the same vemn when he recalled, in
1931-1932 the butter disilluston of Iiberals in the outcome of the Sacco
and Vanzertt trial His remarhable sertes of gouaches on this subject are
more restrained and deeper m feeling than much socually conscious art
But already Shahn was moving away from expresstomism toward a
different style which we must consider elsewhere

Much of our expressionist art devoted to social reform bemng
spired by a cause w hich seemed at times lost or hopelessly beyond reach
has been exceptionally bitter Among the first to strike this note was the
German born painter and canicaturist George Grosz who sertled here
1n 1932 became an American citizen and one of our most pow erful
expressionust pamters Grosz has never been enlisted 1n the cause of
labor but among his early work here was a group of satirical water
colors attaching middic class materialism as he had done 1n Germany
with an mtensity which made 1t appear not stupid and pretentious but
unspeakably ugly and obscene

Somethtng of the same weird and repellent quality has informed the
worh of Philip Lvergood although he has made 1t serve rather different
ends than Grosz using 1t only occasionally to cancature the w ealehy
His interest has lain more consistently 1n demonstraung the terrible and
wastng effects of poverty war and all forms of oppression ap the
human body and the human spiit His victims are sometimes herore
with a boisterous unconcern for consequences more often they are
warped and tw isted out of normal human semblance Hisacid arbicrary
color and his startling distortions of form are typrcally expressionst, but
with these he oceasionally mives 1 precise realism like that of the mene
Sachlichheir movement m Germany which 1 both his private and

his socal pamungs intensifies the mood of wild and forcibly re-
strained emotions

From the middlc 19305 to the present expressionism has spread so
widely through our art that 1t 1s 1mpossible to do more than indicate
some of 1ts phases In this period nearly all the pamters we have men
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tioned reached their full matunty and produced their finest work Of
the more mmportant figures only Maurer had died earlier (n 1932)
leaving as perhaps the most complete expression of his tragic career the
somber * Self-Portrair with Hat  done about 1927-1028
Weber reached the peak of his expressiomst phase 1 representa
tonal form about 1940 when he panted the religious ecstasy of the
Hasidic Dance  and the same year found Hartley transformng the
thunder of the Maine surf into one of his most ample and majestic
canvases  The Lighthouse The sccond World War had uts effect on
Kuniyoshi 1n the melancholy symbolism of Headless Horse Who
Wantsto Jump  but he had also recaptured after going through a more
naturalistic phase the imagmatve fantasy which scems his most per
sonal note It was the war too which returned George Grosz from
sensuous nudes and 1dyllic Cape Cod landscapes to the most powerful
of all his nightmare vistons of the plight of humamty m the modern
world
In the same period a host of younger artists and some older ones

have explored the traditional forms of expressiomism and devised a
number of new ones Among these Frankhlin C Wathuns stands out as
one of the most oniginal talents While he has draw i1 on many European
sources from El Greco to Van Gogh the traces of these are hardly
percepuble in the vigorous and dramatic subjects such as Sweide in
Costume ~ Soliloquy and The Fire Eater which earned hum his
sudden reputation 1n the early 1930 Now massive now attenuated
hus forceful distortions were mdsvidual disciphined and closely related
to the mood of his subjects Later Wathins art became more reserved
and also more sensive as he turned mncreasingly to portraits and sull
hifes bue very recently 2 par of religious murals commussioned by
Henry P Mcllhenny he has agan taken up subjects of more dramanc
S

COli:s Central European expressionist became better known here 1ts
nfluence and the allied one of Marsden Hartley have affected 1n a
the work of many pawnters such as Joseph De Marunt
Dodd John Heliher and Ben Zion Theurs has
art but the figure style of certain German ex-

general way
Everett Spruce Lamar
been largely a landscape
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presstonusts parnicularly Max Bechmann, has also had its influence on
pamters like Carlos Lopez and on many young students during Beck
mann s brief teaching career 1n the United States

Much of our expressionism however, 15 both more mdividual and
1n a sense more eclectic mixing freely elements drawn from the Ger-
mans from Rouault and Soutne 1n France and from the Mexicans
Orozco and Siquerros as well as from native sources Boston was for a
tme the center of this line of development due 1n part to the presence
there of two influential teachers Dr Denman Ross and later Karl
Zerbe due even more to the accidents of enugration which brought to
Boston the famtlses of three young pamters of Baltic-Jew ssh orsgin Jack
Levine Hyman Bloom and Dawid Aronson Zerbe though German
born had worked in both France and Mexico before he started teaching
n Boston 1n 1938 His arr 2 lictle colder and more reserved than most
expresstonusm revived an mterest 1n the expressive use of surface tex-
tures and pioneered m the exploration of certain technical problems
such as the usc of encaustic the old but largely abandoned wax medimm
Of the younger trio Aronson was his pupil Levine and Bloom studied
with Ross whose color theories and wide knowledge of arc did much
to help them find their wav to thetr individual styles though Ross was
not himself an exponent of expressionism

Levine and Bloom were mature artists by the middle 1930 the
much younger Aronson did not begin to pamt independently unul
nearly ten years later Yet the early work of all three shows a certan
similanity parucularly in its strong debt to 2 Rouault-Soutine influence
which appeared both 1n the character of the distortions and m the rrchly
crusted color Thercafter they developed along different and enurely
individual hines Levine s art has gamned m power with more restraint
and has found sts vem n macabre humor and a social saure sharper
than any except Luergoods Bloom has moved 1 a more mysucal
direction which found expression first mn his religrous pretures and since
then i an evtraordinary sertes deprcting human putrefaction and decay
These hnk curtously with several others tracing the nddles of ume and
meamng i archacological remains Aronson employng, as he wrote
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the gentle and the grotesque tn the same picture  has produced an
mpressive group of softly Iy rcal rehigious subjeces *°
This land of expressiomsm v hich might be called humanistic be-
cause of 1ts deep preoccupation with spirital and psy chological values
and 1ts use in general of organc rather than angular distortions, was not
limited to Boston but has appeared spontaneousts elsewhere Mutchell
Stporn has used 1t 1 hus own fashion for social comment while Rico
Lebrun and Darrel Austn have pushed 1t, 1n quite different wavs, close
to the bounds of surrealism Abraham Rattner carrying 1ts distortons
even further, has gnen 1t 2 Iy rcal rumn largely by hus glowing color
And we must admit that in the hands of many lesser arusts 1t has become
at tumes a turgid and exclamatory style which professes emotions that
are more melodramatic than real

Oddly expressionism has not had nearly as large a follow ing among
our sculptors as our pamters perhaps because the former were for many
years absorbed m the technical aesthetic problems of direct carving
Which ran counter 1n some degree to the free distortuons demanded by
expresstomsm Except for the portratt busts of Jaceb Epstein who was
ltving constantly abroad Lirtle expressionist sculpture of moment was
produced 1 this country until the decades of the thirties and forties
and even 1n these years 1t has been 1n the munorty as far as representa
tional work 1s concerned Two women Lu Duble and Minna Harkavy,
have done perhaps the best and most consistent w orh of this hind — the
former mn vigorously distorted figures much influenced by the German
carver Barlach the latter in a more restrained and mdrvidual vein which
often escapes however 1nto 2 style that might better be described as
romantic realism Among others who have explored expressiomsm for
2 time are Randolph W Johnston Nathantel haz, Berta Margouhes
Charles Umlauf Nat Werner and Anita Weschler But several of these
have turned already 1n other directions and our total body of expres
siomst sculpture exceptin abstract form remains small
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abstract art, 1910-1930

There can be small doubt that the most radical revolunon which ever
took place m American art 1s that which centered n the international
abstract movement Twice before 1930 1t erupted in this country twice
1ts opponents proclamed 1t dead But agan 1n the 1940 s 1t became 2
dominant mode of expression more varied, ongmnal and widespread
than in erther of 1ts earher phases

Every writer on the subject has deplored the naccurate connotation
of the word abstract * as a general description of nonrepresentational
art bur most have ended by using 1t Without arguing the question
again we shall also accept 1ts popular meaning as a defimstion of all art
which does not represent the objeetive w orld m recognizable form but
etther rearranges 1t m arbitrary compostuions or substitutes purely
formal patterns mvented by the artist without reference to nature
(msofar as that 1s possxble)

In Europe abstract art had started in Paris about 1906 with the easly
experiments of the cubists spread rapidly to Germany where Kandin
sky panted what 1s probably the first purely abstract picture mn 1910
and appeared almost simultaneously in Italy Russiz and Holland, taking
somew hat different forms in each While 1t did not reach America on
alarge scale untl the ime of the Armory Show 1n 1913 many American
artists took part in 1ts devclopment abroad from very nearly the begm
ming and one Maunice Prendergast developed even before the French
cubists a strongly patterned semt abstract style based partly on his
hnowledge of Cezanne — asty le which may well claim to be the earhiest

modern and proto abstract one 1n this country
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Tt 1s niot necessary here to review the stufting emphass which the
many European sms gave to abstraction but it 15 smportant 1o note
that 1n general the movement followed two dwvergent paths one clas-
stcal rational, and mtelleceual the other romantic. wtutive and emo
tonal As Alfred Barr has pointed oue both stemmed from French m
pressiomsm The first developed through Cezanues stmphfication of
forms 1o the balanced geometrical are of the cubists and the varwus
Rassian and Durch constructis mevements The second was grents
direction by Gaugun snd hus circle follawed by the Fauvism of
Matisse 1t appeared m the abstract expressomsm of Kandunshy s pre
war work and later i the smorphaus or nongeatnetrical forms of the
abstrace surreahsts *

There was however a third hind of abstract art which had at the
begmmng the largest mfluence on American pamters This was repre
senited in Iealy by futusism 1 Pans by Orphism two movements quite
different in some respects but althe 1 therr attempt to mfuse an essen-
tiafly romanne dy namysm mnto the chassical forms of the cubssts Like
siteenth century mannersm which had also tried to breathe romanuc
feelmg mto the classical formula of the High Renmssance thus uneasy
allance did not last long abrosd Bur m America a5 we shall see 1t
devcloped some surprsmgly ongmal and vigorous forms

As with expresstomsm the proneer Amenean abstractionists were
mostly y oung students worhing abroad i the years immeduately follow
mg the public debut of cubism n Paris n 1908 A landseape done by
Arthur G Dove 1 that year 15 sad to have some cubist form 1 the
trees *1f 5o Dove was probably she first to feel the new mfuence By
ahout 1910 he had been jomed by Max Weber Abraham Wathowirz
and honrad Cramer By the nme of the Armory Show m 1913 Henry
L McFee John Marin Morgan Russcll Stanton Macdonald Waght
Fredenich R Shaler Joseph Stella Marsden Hartley Lyonel Fermnger
Presgon Pychunson Morton L Schamberg Charles Sheeler and possibly
2 few others had also begun to work man abstract or serm abstract way
In the rwo or three years after the Armory Sho;v many others were
attracted among them Patrich Henry Bruce Walter Pach John R
Covert A § Baylmson Charles H Walther Man Ray Georgia
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Huntington Wright, who told the world that Gaugum wasa poscur
Van Gogh a “crazy Dutchman buried for all time, the cubists
* precty and superficial, futurism “a passing nosse  buc that Sy nchrom
sm  seems destined to have the most far reaching effects of any art
force smnce Cezanne ” ®

While 1ts influence was not quite so sweeping 1t did indeed attract
2 number of other young Americans both here and abroad In Pans
Thomas Benton met Macdonald Wright and tried for a ume to combine
Synchromism with classic composttions, but the results which he ex
hibited at the Forum Exhibition i 1916, did not satisfy hum and he soon
gavesrup At the same extubiion Andrew Dasburg showed an abstract

Improvisation 1n which, he sad  my intention has been to coordinate
color and contour 1nto a phantastic of form by using “colors w hich
by their depressive or sumulating qualities approach or recede m ac
cordance with the rhythmic scheme of the picture 2 completely
Synchromist am In addition to their large 1913 exhibitions i Munich
and Panis the Synchromusts had held 2 New York show at the Carroll
Gallery i the same year this may have mfluenced the extubition at the
MacDowell Club also m 1913 which Willard Hunungton Wright
condemned as a feeble imtation * It may also have been seen by Henry
L McFee who has sad that m addition to his cubist researches he was
also experimenting 10 abstract painting and 1n giving color 1ts proper
place mn space  *

Two other young Americans seem to have worked in much the
same vein but under the direct influence of French Orphism rather than
Synchromsm Patrick Henry Bruce born in Vg m 1881 had
studied with Henrn in New York in 190z2-1903 and 1 the latter year
had gone to Paris where he Iived unul a few months before his death
n 1937 For several years he had worked independently much influ
enced by Cezanne and Renoir and sbout 1908 as we have seen had
entered the Mansse class Farly m 1914 he began to pamt abstracely
some hat 1n the manner of Delaunay and in the next three or four
years he turned out 2 series of large Compositions 1n which the bnl
lint colors roughly applied with a palette Lnifc cseablish masswve
dynamic rhythms of considerable force Unfortunately he has been
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almost fargotten m our art annals and the pamungs of fs fast period
desenibed by hus wife a5 small pierares of geometrical forms fon
which] he would w ok, for months making shight changes n colour and
somenmes n form  have disappeared ®

Closely allied to Brace was an even more obscure pamter Arthur
Burdett Frost Jr son of the mineteenth century Amersean slfustrator
Frost had gone to Panisin 1906 studied wath Mausse the following year
and by 1913 was one of the group sround Delaunay He does not ap
pear to have worked m a purely abstract manner untl after hus return
t0 America about 1915 when according to one account he was con
verted by some of Bruce s work which that artist hiad sent lum But
there 15 much confusion in the scanty mformation available on Frost
and hus prerures have all disappeared since his early death 1 1918 He
s mennioned here partly as an example of the hule known mfluence of
Orphism on our carly modernssts partly because those who hnew hus
work thought highly of hus abihues

The Orphic Synchromust influence was not himuted entwely to
direct followers but seeped into other American abstract work. It may
be seen in the small bughtly colored planes with which Arthur B Davies
trsed for 2 ume to clothe hus sdyliic nudes while Delaunay s Tour iffel
styfe 15 reflected one suspects 10 the dynamic movement of semi ab
stract figure pieces by A § Baylnson and Fredersch R Shaler Even
Joseph Stella seems to have added some Orphic elements to hss predom-
santly furunst style i the picrre Spring

Such 2 mixture was entirely compatible for futansm while 1t was
fess concerned with precise color relations 15 space builders was close
Lin to Orphism i s atremp to foree dynamitc threc dimensional mo-
tion nto the static patserns of the cubists For this purpose it nvented a
number of graphic symbols to mdicate motion and speed in a pven
direcrion Tts most famibar device was the force line someumes curving
sinuously but mare often i thse shape of repeated Vs or rays hike those
of a searchhight Tts most charactenistic pamtings which began to appear
1n Traly sbout 1911 were those which exalted the pow.er and impersonal
force of the machne parucularly the speeding automobile and awplane

Traces of futuris had appeared in some worh of the Synchromists
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(for example Macdonald Wrights ‘Aurplane Yellow and Orange™),
bug 1t had 2 more durect follower 1n the Amenican Joseph Stella, who
had been mn contact with the Italian leaders of the movement dunng his
travels abroad n 190g-1911 Immediately after his return he pamted
(and exhibited ar the Armory Show) lis ‘ Battle of Laghts, Coney
Island  a bilhant and explosive picture which translated the noise and
gliter of his subject mto modern prctoral terms At almost precisely
the same nme Max Weber began a senies of New York scenes done
between 1912 and 1916, which also apphed futurist principles to the
mterpretation of the city s dynamism, as i huis ‘Rush Hour New
York’

Stella and Weber followed n general, the Italan founders of the
movement but the work of both show s many personal qualities Stellas
opulence and enthusiasm were reflected in the exuberance of hus pant
mgs thewr compleuty glowng color and ghtter of many faceted
planes Weber s futunst pretures were also opulent, but in 4 more per-
sonal and sensgous manner, often he used a graceful curving hne and
fragments of human forms 2s m his WWomen and Tents of 1913
While neither artist was to have many follow ers until the nexr decade
their futurist experiments were imporrant, for they showed how abstract
art could be mfused with romanuc feeling and apphed, as we have
shown i a previous chapter to the interpretation of America s mdos
tal crvilization

A related though more onigmal art owing somethung to futurism

something to Delaunay and the cubists was being forged mn Germany
during the same years by the expatriate American artist Lyonel Fen
mger who had partially abandoned hus expressiomst sty le about 1912
Feminger too used force Ines and explosive arrangements of cubes to
create dynamic and romantic values But he did so wath a delicate pre
asion balancing thrust aganse thrust ngidly controlling both the
motion and the emotion within the carefully wrough structure of hus
pictures These prefigure i many ways as Alfred Barr has pointed out
the work of Demuth and the American Immaculates ** but Femnmger s
worh was httle hnow n 1n this country until after 1923 and 1t 1s doubtful
that 1t had much influence on the formanion of the Immaculate style
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abstract art,
1910-1930
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abstract art, 1910-1930

Fenmnger was closely associated with the Blaue Rerter group m
Munich but was not much affected by therr work Relatively few
Amencans were although Albert Bloch did some decorative semi ab
stractions n the manner of Franz Marc and Konrad Cramer German
born emulated Kandinsky s abstract expressionism after he came to the
United States 1n 1911

But 1t was Marsden Hartley who made the most personal use of
German expressionism m an imposing group of roughly pamnted free
form abstractions done between 1913 and 1915 Heavy and thythmical
with richly modulated color they are among the most original pamntngs
of their kind by an Amerscan m these years Nexther flat Iike cubist art
nor truly three dimensional like the work of the futurists and the Svn
chromusts they establish a shallow depth 1n which the overlapping forms
and the shght foreshortenings set up dynamic tensions of great force
They are also ongmal m their use of recognizable symbols such as the
maltese cross which appears in several of the prctures done 1t Germany
These establish the subject of the pamung without sacrificing 1ts
abstract character they are there for a romantic purpose which is per-
haps more important than their formal funcuon i the design

Strangely sumlar m many respects are the early abstractions of
another very mdnidual panter Arthur G Dove Through quite dif-
ferent channels (he had no direct contact with German art) Dove
developed a romantic style which was organized m the same shallow
three dimensional space as Hartley s and set up the same interloching
tenstons  His oceastonal use of symbols 1n otherwise abstract compost
nons such as Nature Symbolized or Pagan Philosophy was also
alun to Hartley s and even more romanuc m feeling These are not
entirely typical however for much of Dove s work was mnspired by
hus strong devorion to nature and mn general he preferred to work sem:
abstractly maintamning a larger quota of recognizable elements

Sull another pamter may be grouped with Hartley and Dove for
hus dynamuc free form abstractions 1n shallow space This was Joha R
Covert who had studied in Munich and Paris and had known Duchamp
n New York durmng the first years of the war His early career 1s
obscure but about 1919 he produced a series of collages which are
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What we have called the monumental style was also devcloped
chiefly by two men whose works shows certain sumlarities Robert
Laurent was the earhier After a brief period of rather fantastic expres
stonsst work he began about 1916 to carve those monumental and
masstve figure compositions which are charactersic of hus mature
style In 1917 Willam Zorach who had been pamnting both Fauve
and cubist pictures turned to sculpture as his principal medium While
he carried some of the formal lessons he had learned from cubism nto
his carving he like Laurent, worked consistently i a representational
vetn with emphasis on strong formal orgamzation The art of both men
m 15 Jarge simplicity 1ts respect for the material m which they
worked and its faith (later modified) 1n direct carving 1s related to the
modern classicsm of Afadlol and Despau though 1 also absorbed
native elements from our folk art tradition It was soon to become the
dommnant influence on a new generation of American sculptors

As the first wave of abstract art receded sbout 1920 1t seemed to
some who had pinned their hopes on 1ts future that American arusts
had failed at least m part to understand its true significance  One
cannot write of acrual Cubism’ i America, but only of the effort
sard Andrew Dasburg who had himself been an abstract painter m the
Synchromistlme  We lack the mrellectual integrity to work logically
within the hmitations inherent 1n an 1dea We want snstead to gather
wha 15 best from many sources  This 1dea of combimng a vanety of
forms of perfection into one complete 1deal realization prevents any
creauve work bemng done which possesses the contagious force of
Cubism  Though we fail mn this there are among American
artists men of unusual talent whose work compares fayorably with the
best being done in Europe excepting that of a few great figures’ **

This perceptve apprassal puts 1ts finger on several truths that cub
1sm demanded too mtellectual a disciphine for us that the American
arust tended to be eclectic and finally that m spite of this we produced
abstract work of quality Bur Dasburg failed to recognize (understand
ably 1 1923) that our good work was more than the random product
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of unusual talent that 1t had with all uts diversity some homogene
ous character that 1t established i short a system of abstract art
which was more than the sum of 1ts eclectic gleanings and as legitumate
m 1ts own way as the more rigid svstem of the cubists

The central charactersstic of our first abstract movement was its
romantic dynamism 2 quality which we had found m futurism m
Orphism and to a lesser degree i German expressiomsm but which
we remterpreted for our own purposes These interpretations varted
from the relauvely orthodox ones of Stella Bruce and the Synchro
msts to others which were quite unlike any thing bemng done abroad
particularly those of Hartley Dove and Marin Somewhere between
lay the work of Weber Femnger and several others In spite of therr
personal differences all of these men sought in abstraction a dynanuc
structure and a romantic spuit — which was perhaps the only way m
which abstract art could be lmked to our long romantic tradiron It
1s mdeed the romantic half of the equation which seems the deeper
the dynamism w as more variable and appears more often as a superficial
overlay of modernity parncularly i the work of our mmor artists
Baut the fact that so many of our best men found 1n this combmnation
the means to 2 new expression of therr American background as well
as thewr personal feelings was proof that our tradions had not
petrified beyond the possibthity of growth

It 15 difficult to draw a precise lne between the first and second
waves of abstract art ;n America for certain of the earlier men — not
ably Marin Dove Stella and Feminger — continued to work m this
vemn during the decade of the 19205 But st 15 sigmficant that all of
these pamted semr abstractly and that several hike Ferninger and Dove
showed at this ume a tendency to return mncreasingly to nature Of
the other proneers Schamberg Frost and Shaler were dead while
Weber McFee Dasburg Covert Macdonald-Wght Bayhnson Da-
vies and Zorach had grven up abstraction by 19 o or shordy there-
after At about the same tume others like Sheeler and O keeffe moved
toward serm abstraction from their more extreme styles

57

o



REVOLUTION (N FORM

The leap from representational to abstract are may have been after
all, too big a ane for most American artists to take at a single bound, for
1t mnvolved a pamnful ssolation not only from public acceptance but
from the country s arusue ratox — 4 source of sapport for all but the
strongest When the revolutionary fervor subsded a parnal retreat
followed m which the gans were consolidated and, to change the
metaphor, woven more securely nto the fabric of our traditions Thus
was the most sigruficant development m our abstract arr during che
1920’s although a lesser surge of experiment also took place mn the
same decade

The group of arusts who fashioned the principal compromuse be
tween abstract principles and Amencan realism are sometimes called
the precisiomsts sometimes the Immaculates Both words are descrip-
twve of thetr smooth, precise technique and their compositions of harp
edged, simplified forms panted mn large areas of unmodulared color
As we have sud 1n our discussion of the machme they found m the
mechanical and sndustnal forms of our cvilzation a theme which was
naturally adapted to abstract treatment and which was also representa
uve of modern America Tt seems clear, however that the formal ap-
peal of thew subject was uppermost for they pamted 1t with none of
the romanuic dynamism of the furunsts, nor with any trace (one artist
excepted) of Dada wir They felt that a close affinity existed between
mechameal funcuionahism and abstract art  In modern panung and
sculprure, sud William Zorach the  mterplay of form must function
1t must correlate 1ts parts mto a whole in the same sense that a fine
machmess  good or bad according to the perfection of the warking
selation of uts parts’ * To what extent this formal mterest 1 the ma
chine became an emotional feelng for 1ts aw esome precision 15 difficult
10 gauge

The begmmings of the movement are to be found m the earler
pertad of our abstract art but we have postponed considering them
because of thewr close relation to 1ts later development About 1916

Morton L. Schamberg who had experimented buefly with cubism
and wich abstract expressiomsm started pawting 2 senes of machine
prctures which, i spite of the apparent mfluence of Duchamp and
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Picabia, have a serous and precise elegance far from the spirit of Dada
His machines were sometimes three dumensional and closely related to
acmal models often they were translated mto flar patterns of sofc
blues greens yellows and grays on a bare canvas Four or five years
later Charles Demuth evolved from the same sources a style which
was to have 2 much greater effect on the Immaculates than Scham
berg s Demuth also had been influenced by cubism and he told Forbes
Watson m 1923 that Duchamp had been his strongest mnfluence of
late years But these contacts can account for only a small part of the
American artist s individual visson His  Paquebot, Paris’ pamted in
1921 may be said to have created in its essentials the Immaculate
style Its use of machme forms 1ts delicate precision its musture of
realism with abstract design were all to become the gmding principles
of the new movement Only the ray lines which Demuth appropriated
from futurism to enlven his composttions were not taken over by
those who followed lum Demuth toa was one of the first to discover
the aesthetic possibilities 1n the American ndustrial scene which he
began to pant i the early twenties While his picrures of factories
and gram elevators foreshadowed the interest of the Immaculates they
are agamn apart from the mamn line of development i their playful
dynamism and their witty Duchamp Iike utles only Demuth of the
Americans would call a smokestack and a water tower Aucassin and
Nicolette or see m 2 cluster of factory clumneys an End of the
Parade’

No one man was responssble for establishing the Immaculate vision
1t seems rather to have been the result of a spontaneous development
1n the same direction and at the same time by several arosts of whom
Preston Dichinson Charles Sheeler and Georgia O Keeffe were per-
haps the most important All of these had worked mn an abstract or
sem abstract manner 1 the pertod 1914-1918 all eurned about 1920
to a reasm sull strongly modified by abstract design About 1918
Diclunson had pamnted The Factory but his work at this ume
showed a strong influence of Cezanne m 1ts glitter of faceted planes
and while he came closer to the more sober style of the Tmmaculates
m later pictures such as Industry he never enurely gave up a kind
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of hely surface ennchment O’Keeffe 15 also a lircle aparr from the
main movement not for technical or stvlisuc reasons but because of
the very personal and femmune character of her art In her subde
shading her bright pure color, and her precise edges she 15 typseally
Immaculate but she has never shown an interest in machine or indus-
toal forms Instead she has preferred to trace the sinuous curves of
flowers bleached bones on the deserr, and other natural objects i
whuch she has discovered a wealth of ferunme symbolism

Of the three 1t 15 Charles Sheeler who has been from the begmmng
the leading figure of the movement, although hus art has never stood
still at one purely Immaculate point On the contrary it has flowed
wth 2 hind of glaciat delibesation from the sem-abstract wark of 1914~
1919 £0 an exereme realism 1n the 1910’s and back toward sems abstrac
uon m the 1940’s Nevertheless Sheeler’s pamung durng the decade
of the 1920 s may be said 1o have established the Limuts of the Immacu
fate sty le and to have esplored most of the posaible vanatons between
these At the abstract extreme s his Church Street El,  done m 1922
Here a New York scene 1s transhated into a nearly geometrical pattesn
by a severe simplification of planes and volumes But 1t 15 charactenistic
of both Sheeler and the Immaculates that, aside from these simplifica
uons the picture s abstract quality was established by the essennally
naturahstic device of viewmng the scene from a bird s ¢y e angle which
emphasized through uts odd perspective the rectangular design wich
out domg overt violence to 1ts reahsm At the other or realist ex~
treme 1s Sheelers Upper Deck of 19 ¢ 2 prcture which appears at
fisst to be an almost photographic rendenng of stays and vennlators
But the abstract qualimes though less obvious, are sull predommant
and may be sensed in the repention with variuons of the cnsply
generalized forms In this panting however Sheeler has come a long
way from hus earhier work and even further from Demuth s Paquebot
Pans  1n which the ventiators are not only more abstract but have an
almost anthropomorphic jauntiness compared with the sobnety of
those sn - Upper Deck  Thys was about as far towards realism as the

Immaculate style could go without losing s preponderantly abstract
character
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In the early 19 o’s Sheeler was jomed by a number of artists who
helped to develop the Immaculate style One of the most consistent
and seriovs of these was Niles Spencer who with more samber color
and a shightly freer techuque introduced 2 quiet romanticism 1nto the
movement without essentially altening its character Other pioneers
were George C Aulr Stefan Hirsch and Louss Lozowich who were
followed later 1n the decade by Gardner Hale Jo Cantne Elsie Driggs
Ralston Crawford Peter Blume, and a good many more younger paint-
ers In the early 19305 Franes Criss with his deep perspectives of
empty city streets added another romanuc note faintly remimscent of
di Chirico to the movement

Esen our best sculprure of this period which continued to be that
of Lachaise Nadelman Laurent and Zorach bears a certam relation
to the work of the Immaculates Tt was not a part of the movement
but i1t showed somewhat the same preoccupation with translating
natural forms mto basically abstract compositions It was sull our most
advanced sculpture the great body of work in this medium bemng as
Horace Brodzky said i 19 1 an awful concoction of suavity and
caressable confectionery He added 1 do not believe that five gen
uine sculptors exist m the United States  ** and mndeed 1t was not until
the nest decade that many new recruits of mterest appeared m this
freld

‘While the Immaculate movement was a compromise berween real
1sm and abstraction 1t answ ered a deeply felt need and released much
creative energy Like most new movements however it also atrracted
those who codified 1ts superficial tratts mro formulas requiring less
ereatsve effort Rochwell Bent for instance had evolved several years
before Sheeler a quite ndiidual version of Immaculate art mn illustra
tions which wedded sharp contours and simple volumes to the manner-
1sm of William Blake these were endlessly repeated by a host of
mimor 1llustrators (and to some extent by hent himself) untl they be
came very nearly as wooden as the blocks on which they were en
graved Sumlarly at the end of the movement Grant Wood fashioned
a superficially Immaculate style ® tuch reduced villages 1o toy houses
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and trees to wads of green cotton i a self conscrously prumve man-
ner

The Immaculate movement has never entirelv died out Painters
like Nles Spencer and Franeis Criss have worked consistently within
its boundanies and Sheeler m recent years has returned to 1t But its
heyday was 1n the 19205 and 1ts most vital manifestations smce then
are to be found in the mfluence 1t has exerted on later and quite differ-
ent phases of American art, especally on several of our realists and
surreahsts If 1n us pure form 1t seems now  hittle cold and hmuted m
1ts range of expression 1t was for all that one of our most spontancous
and ferule modern movements and one which may claim to have been
the first to acchmatize abstraction 1 Amernica

The Immaculates were not the onlv abstract artists of the 19205 In
the same decade the romantic dvnanusm of the presious decade ex-
panded greatly and came nearer to establishing a unified movement
than 1t had 1n the carhier period While Marm and Dove contnued to
develop their individual styles 1t was not theyr art but the more obvious
and superficial dynamism of the furunsts which became apart from
Immaculate work the predominant abstract mode

A number of influences both native and foreign contnibuted to the
momentary victory of futunism over our other sbstract styles The
sensiuve use of futurst elements by Demuth in the early part of the
decade and by Temnnger whose work began to be shown here 1n 1923
may have had some influence but st was doubtless the more dramatic
example of Joseph Stella which had the greatest effect Stella had been
a futunst smcee 1913 bur his first one man exhibinon (at the Bourgeors
Gatlery) was not held unnl 19 o Lven more important was the str of
admiration caused by hus huge furunst panorama of the oy, New
York Interpreted, which the Sociéte Anomyme showed 1 1922 Ra-
dianng from xts central picrare  The Prow * the city’s mamfold as
pects unfolded with a dynamic splendor which won for Stella a iead
ing position m the new movement

In the same years Turopean furunsm which had been absent from
the Armory Show began to appear 10 Amenca The Enghsh furnnst
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C R W Nevinson exhibited his patings at Keppels n 1919 and
whle he was here did a sertes of New York scenes which were shown
at the Bourgeos Gallery the followmng year These were mevitably
compared with Stella s to the general disadvantage of the Englishman
In 1922 David Burluk hailed as the father of Russian futunism settled
1n Ameriea and was soon widely publictzed for hus one earring and 125
flowered vests In 19.6 he printed a mamfesto to accompany hus picture
m the Independents Exhubition i which he proclaimed the “Radio
Style a new Amenican brand of furamsm The following year his
Advent of the Mechantcal Man  was the occaston for another mam-
festo on the Radio Style mvented by David Buthuk  * but shortly
thereafter he abandoned 1t Fimally n 1926 the Italian fururists who
had founded the movement at last had 2 New York eshibition
Under these varied impulses and perhaps too because ts spirit ac
corded well with the bustling opmism of the boom years before the
depression futurism became an almost fashionable expression of mod-
ermty Robert Edmond Jones designed futurist stage sets for Macbeth
which were called the most extraordinary of their hind by an Ameri-
can  * Paul Burlin experimented with 1t briefly m such pictares as
Forces i Motion Charles HH Walther modtfied fus earhier cubist
style m the new direction and painted ty prcally futunst subjects like
Mechamsm and Mechamst  John Storrs adapted 1t to sculpture by
means of a rather superficial streambinng And 1n every Independents
Exhibition 2 host of younger artists such as Theodore G Haupe Jo-
seph Lomoff T K Gado and Torajiro Watanabe mterpreted New
York m w ddly swirling semi abstract patterns
Except for the worh of Joseph Stella the futunst movement of the
1920 s seems today one of our thmnest accomplishments in the abstrace
field Perhaps Leo Stemn was right when he argued m 19 5 that 1t was
rooted n an essential fallacy  thar this was a machine age which should
be reflected 1n a machine art — whereas said Stemn 1t 15 the least ma-
chimelike of all ages in which the perfection of our modern mventions
15 as nothung compared w 1th the mmperfections of all our social ma-
chinery Nevertheless the movement cannot be ignored for 1t was
the expression of sertous cons tcnions then widely held
While fotunsm and Immaculate art accounted for the two mamn
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streams of abstraction m the 19 o, there were also 2 number of 1nd:
vidnals who explored other modes of abstract punung Mann and
Dove were perfecting their mature steles, which will be discussed at
greater length n the next chapter, both had discovered during the
twenties the most direct and economucal means of expressing their deep
love of certamn aspeets of America In Mann s case, ns personal short-
hand had been simplified and disciplined unnl st could evohe with a
few strokes the spint of the Mamne coast or the mountains of the south
west Dove n the same decade, experimented more widely but per-
haps fus most successfu} work was a serics of collages such as Grand-
mother and Gomn a-Fishin * inspired more by nauve Yankee hu
mor than by hus recollections of cubist work in the same ven In Phil-
adelphia Arthur B Carles developed a forceful abstract expressionism
Synchromism found a belated echa m the work of Alexander P Cou
ard varations of cubism were produced by Paul Gaulois Charles
Logasa and others

But the most important niew figure in the abstract field in these years
was Staart Davis After the Armory Show Davis had gone throngh
an expressionist phase strongly nfluenced by Van Gogh bur about
1920 he began to develop an entirely different abstract style which
eventually mixed mfluences from Picasso T eger and other French
modernsts with the bright precision of the Immaculates and a very
personal vision His first painted imtations of cubsst collages showed
s sloll 1n orgamzing flar patterns, a skll which was greatly enhanced
m his later, severely architectonic compositions based on the torms
of an egg beater But Davis s most personat conersbution was made 1
another series of semi abstract camvases which revealed s flashes of
humor and fus sensitive fechmg for the character and mood of a place
or a subject These revelations come with a hind of startling abrupt-
ness 1n staceato patterns which mix symbolic fragments of reality with
abstract forms and are often punctuated by exuberant eruptions of
scribbled line In a way, Daviss art summarizes the best qualities of
Amenican abstraction 1n the 19205 for 1t disciphined the futurnsts
dy and intensified the I lates feeling for the object with
out thewr sacrifice of abstract force
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abstract arf foday

The lean years which followed the economic depression of 1929 s1g
naled the end of our second wave of abstract art  In rg34 I became
soctally conscious as everyone else was doing m those days and be
came mixed up with the Artists Congress  Stuart Davis told James
Johnson Sweeney Dawis continued to work abstractly although he
added Lots of work was done but litle pamung * Many artists
however felt the need of relatng their art more closely to specific real
tties whether social or not Burlk abandoned his Radio Style and
filled his Day and Night of 1930 with references to poverty and
unemployment Sheeler Lozowick and other Immaculates moved
towards a greater naturalism It was the decade of social realism and
the pamnters of the American scene

This condition lasted through the 1930 s although portents of the
third abstract wave began to appear almost as soon as the second sub
stded and by the middle thirties had begun to assume the proportions
of a new movement One of the most sgmficant circumstances was the
closing by the Nazss of the Bauhaus School at Dessau and the subse
quent epugration to the United States of many of 1ts most famous
teachers Between 1930 and 1938 Werner Drewes Josef Albers Ly
onel Femnnger Moholy Nagy and Herbert Bayer had arnived here 1n
the order given all were abstract pamters and all excepr Fenmger
continued to teach 1n this country Therr numbers were swelled by
the outbreak of the war 10 1939 which brought William Stanley Hay
ter Amedee Ozenfant Piet Mondran Fernand Leger and several
other leading European modermists to America for varyng periods
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At the same ume many Amenican artists ncluding seme who were
not themselves abstractionists became alarmed at the chauvimsuc ex-
tremes of the Amertcan scene pamters and the nowsy propaganda of
sociaf realism as these movements were explorted by numberless minor
followers A humorous sant told Benjamin Kopman m 1935 never to
“y1eld an mch to those art reformers who are steering the Amenican
scene mto a dry land and  are slowly eatng the flesh off Amencan
art so that very soon we shall see Mr Craven n full dress and lugh hat
wallung down the avenue with a skeleton on hus arm 1t sull seemed
to Macdonald YWright ten years later that  particularly n this country,
many artists have retreated to the safe refuge of patnonsm and the
purportedly vinle cancatuning of our under privileged people and
places *?

These forces of discontent with social realism and reawahened 1
terest 1n abstract art came to a focus 1 1937 when a group of Amen
can artists who had begun agamm what G L XK Morns called “the
quest for an abstract tradwon, founded the society 1 nown as Amen
can Abstract Artists for the exiubmon of their work and the general
promonon of abstract art Mornis statement 1n the catalogue of their
second exhubitton lefe no doube that they were revolting m part agamst
surrealsm with ‘tts bankrupe plastic language,” but chiefly agamst
tradional forms of which he wrote “the explotation of American
lacal color 15 the most oppressive at the moment The contentious
spurit of the group was underhined by thesr indiscrimunate atach m 2
pamphlet 10 1940 on virtually every art cruie wrting

In 1935 the Whimev Museum had held an exiibition of Abstract
Arcin America which included several new names such as those of
Byron Browne John Graham Balcomb Greene karl Knaths I Rice
Peretra and Lowss Schanker most of them unknown in the abstract
field before 1930 but destined to become promnent in the new move-
ment When the American Abstract Artists held their first show two
years later thurty nine cxubitors were represented and the number
grew steadily tnt succeeding exhibions From about 140 or perhaps
a httle earlter, the new terest 1n abstract pamting began to be re
flected m 1ts growmng representaion on Tifty-seventh Street and s
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the large museum annuals after the war 1t took over one of these com
pletely * Representational pamnters he Minna Crtron and Arnold
Blanch became abstractionists overnight and others hike Ralston Craw-
ford Fletcher Marun or the sculptor Robert Laurent began to
troduce more abstract qualiies mto their work waithout so radically
changing direction For the first time m 1ts history the Art Students
League permutted abstract art to be taught m its classes and thousands
of younger artists embarled on the abstract experiment  The natural-
sstie art of our ume 15 unredeemable  wrote Clement Greenberg  as
1t requures only taste to discover and the sheer mulutude of those who
still practice 1t does not make 1t any more valid ¢

Bot the most persuasive argument for abstract art n recent years
has been that art itself While many of our traditional forms of pamt
g have shown extraordmary elasticity and creative force abstraction
has been the most powerful sumaulus to the artistic imagmaton 1n the
1940 for the first ttme n our hustory 1t has overshadowed the other
modern movements and has probably produced 2 larger and more
varied body of creative work than any one of the latter though not
perhaps, than thewr combined sum We shall try to separate the strands
of the movement less for chronological order than i accordance with
the kunds of art produced and the relation of these to our earlier ab
stract traditions

Of the two mam streams of mnternational abstraction the purely
classical and rational one had started mn this country as a bare trckle
with a few cubst pictures by Weber McFee Wialther Zorach and
some others In the 19205 the chief exponents of this traditon had
been the Immaculates They were not of course the strict geometri-
Clans [haf the cubists and the varwous EUI'OPCfln constructivists were
but their art was built on an underlying geometrical framew ork and 1t
had the clanty the sereniry and the ordered beauty of the classical
vision
In our third abstract penod this kind of pamting has been m the
minonty but 1t has been far from negligible and more varted n 1its
forms than hitherto One strand has renewed or grown out of the Im
maculate style Niles Spencer has contmued to work in this manner
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and Sheeler has returned to st m such recent pictures as  Incantanon,”
which 15 more abstract m tts organization than anvthing he has done
since the early 19205 Another Immaculate, Ralston Crawford, has
transfermed w mto 2 more completely abstract style while retaining
its charactensstic precision and something of its fecling for the object
But 1t 15 typical of all our abstract srt mn recent years that i has
drawn less on our scatrered nanve tradwion than 1t has on the more
compact Luropean movements Thus the various phases of cubism
have been recsammed by such pamters as A E Gallan G L X
Morns and Bradley Walker Tomln constructivism has had s
fluence on Harry Bertora Charles G Shaw, Balcomb Greene and
I Rice Perewrs the Dutch De Std movement on Frz Glarner Of
these Peretra has worked most consistently withmn the strict inteliectual
disciphine which marks this kind of art at sts purest she has also en
larged s techmucal boundanes with her brithant experiments m pawnt-
g on several supersmposed transparent planes of glass or plastics In
comparison, the lyrtcal note of Tomhin and the mvsterious forms of
Greene seem nearly somanuc but they have their own quite different
satellectual force
It 15 i our modern architecture however, that the classical spaeit
has manfested seself most wadely The preemmently orderly and ra
tional character of the International Style as it was developed m Ev-
rope by Le Corbusier Ond, Groprus Mies van der Rohe and others
has had a growing nfluence on Amenican building since early m the
1930s Perhaps one reason that it has transplanted so well 1s that its
precise and simple forms were 1n close accord with the same native
spirit thar produced the Immaculates if Le Corbusier s houses were
machmes for Iving  their picrures as someone has remarked were
machmes to live with  Moreover, the funcrional aspects of the In
ternational Style have accorded well with our popular admirauon of
science and engineering, our widespread dehight in speed and effictency
and our complacent belief 1n the virtues and rewards of an mdustrsal
anvibizauon [t s true that one of our leading archiecrs Frank Lioyd
Wiighe, has generally shown a preference for more romanuc forms,
but even Wright has at tumes worked parallel to the Internatianal
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Style and our other modern architects have used 1t consistently and
well at least 1n their large public buildings

It 15 difficult to draw a line between purely classical abstraction and
that which 1s closely related but modihed by a dy namism with roman
uc overtones Much of our earlier abstract art especially the futurst
pictures of Weber and Stella and the quite different work of Feminger
and Stuart Davis was of this latter kind Unlile the dynamism of
Marm Dove and Hartley theirs was wedded to the clarity and pre
ciston of classical forms at times 1t even partook of cubism s geometry
Of the four only Feminger and Dauis have continued to develop m
this direction 1 recent years But while both have been given retro-
spective exhibrtions by the Museum of Modern Are and have estab
hished well deserved reputations in their field their direct influence on
younger pamters has been relatively small In Feiningers case partic
ularly his extraordmary embodiment of romantic vistas within a crys
talline structure has been too personal and difficule an equilibrium for
others to attempt

Most modern art m this dynamic classical vemn 1s related ether to
conventional futurism or i a very general way to the style of Davis
The futurist mfluence has dimimshed steaddly since 1ts flowenng
the early 19205 but 1t did produce about 1935 2 number of strong
canvases by Abraham Ratmer and it has also found expression 1n the
work of Robert Jay Wolff and Johannes Molzahn

In what we may call the Davis line though entwrely personal 1s
one phase of the worl of harl Rnaths who has pamted mn a variety of
styles both representattonal and abstract Even m the latter mode
Knaths has explored expressionism the hnear fantasy of Klee and
the static classical order of cubism But in a number of pictures he
Iike Dayis has enlrsened cubist design with dynamic tensions hke
Davis too he has made this combmation serve him both m purely
formal abstractions such as his Mannme of 19,0 and in semi 2b
stractions such as his Duch Fhight of 1948 the latter revealing half
symbolically the same feeling for the Massachusetts coast that Davis
established n his Summer Landscape  These parallels are apparently
accidental rather than the result of direct mfluence they show that
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two arnsts who are genumely moved by native themes could rransfare
thesr study of Mausse, Preasso, Braque Leger, and Miro mto a pecal
1arly Amencan art capable of expressng that emouon

Something of the same natve guality and the same formal means are
to be found 1n the abstract sculprure of Alexander Calder The igem-
ous construction of his mobiles and thewr plastic wit (particularly m
those which exaggerate the essence of bird and ammal forms) have
often struck observers as a distllation of Yanhkee trats the humor,
though wryer and sharper has also been compared with that of Davis
On the formal side the precise architecture of Calder s flat cutouts and
the obvious dynamism of sculpture that sways and moves in changing
patterns 1s plan enough

Butalready m Calder s work or m that of a painter hike Carl Holty
we see a tendency to escape from pure dynanuc structure 1nto 2 more
fluid arrangement of free orgamc, or amorphous shapes which owe
therr closest allegrance to the abstract surrealism of Arp, Miro, and
Klee This 1s both a less dynamic, less severely architectonc art and a
more romantic one n which undertones of surrealism’s automatism
and psychological mtrospection persist even though the total effect 15
quite different

This kind of are which balances delscately between classical and
romantic forms, 1s rather rare however Many more of our pamnters
have gone over wholeheartedly to romantic abstracuon often under
a strong surrealnst snfluence One of the most sensitive of these was
Arstile Gorky duning the seven or eight years before hus tragic death
m 1948 Tike other abstract surrealists Gorhy devised a private sym
bolsm which one must read like a cryprogram half baffled by the
layers of hidden meaning but conunuously rewarded by sudden
sights mnto 2 personality which Andre Breton aptly called wild and
tender * Gorky s style with 1ts wandenng hne and sts amorphous
stams of color also approaches the unattainable pure psy chic autom-
atsm' which 1 part of the anu sesthetic credo of surrealsm Bur
aga hike much other abstract susrealism, hus art 55 not 1 reality ana
aesthetsc rather st establishes a dufferent kund of order based on 2
pessonal calligraphy and a flud counterpaint of kine and shape
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In endless personal varations this mtrospective art has become one
of the most widely practiced branches of abstraction teday A strong
compulsion, rooted perhaps m the msecurity of our tumes and a dis
trust of the powers of reason has turned many artists from more ob
jective forms of are to this mtuitive probing of mind and being Gorky
himself had abandoned abstract expressiomsm for hus final style
Tomhmn has left 2 modified cubism to weave free forms with a sensitive
running hine Lawrence Kupferman has stopped pamnting realisuc Vie-
torian houses to flow bright colors mto blurred Laleidoscopic patterns
The styles are as many and as different as the personalities of those
who produce them They range from the sharp quast geometrical
constructions of Charles Howard to the swirhng network of lines and
spots of Jackson Pollock from the Dada like preciston of Jimmy
Ernst to the jeweled viscera of Charles Seliger from the fragile ele-
gance of Mark Rothko (before his very recent change mn style) to the
grotesque and broodmng images of Willam Baziotes They are the
plastic language m equally personal guwe of Bons Margo Andre
Racz Gerome Kamrowshi Seymour Franks Cady Wells and a good
many other serious artsts They have been tortured by perhaps a thou
sand ardent students mto as many meanmgless scribbles blots and

0y ously erotic symbols
” Woyrk ::lthg?em 1s more mternatonal m character than the ab
stractions say of Marm or btuart Davis — not because 1t draws more
heavily on foreign sources but because 1t 1s chiefly concerned with the
physical and metaphystcal essence of man rather than with hus relation
to nature soctety or those other aspects of hife which have distncuve
national color Internationalism of this sort 1s not an aim 1 atself nor
a question of style 1t 15 only the natural consequence  as Rober:
Motherwell has put 1t of dealng with reality on a certamn level
As 1 all movements however this one has not always ewsted m 1ts
pure state 1 other words 1t has sometumes expressed emotions that
are rooted m our country or 1ts life Needless to say this deviation 15
not of mself either superior or inferior — onty different

An art of this kand was developed w ith relatrve independence by one

of our most orignal abstract pamters Arthur G Dove We have seen
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that Dove much earlier mn the century had evolved a rhythmical
dynamic often symbohe style somewhat akmn to that of Hartley
though less massively expressiomst Duning the 19305 Dove gradu
ally loosened his forms from thewr semigeometrical boundaries They
became now flamebke organic patterns now rregular sploschcs of
color which bumilt up calbigraphic strucrures ke enlarged Chinese
characters Yet in spite of their amorphous narure Dove s pictures are
nearly always related to spearfic aspects of the American scene which
moved him  to the farm and the sca or the stately hines of an old flour
muil The difference between his are and that of the surrealists 15 great
but 1t 1s more a question of subject than means One cannot even say
that he dug less deeply mto the subconscious mind than thev for his
emotional respense to nature was perhaps embedded as far below the
level of consuousness as the hindo of Gorky and he used approv
mately the same formal means to express it But he dug m a different
place and exhumed a very different treasure

To some cxtent there has been a fusion berween Doves organic
wbstractions from nature and those of the more mternational surreal~
it related group James Thrall Soby has pointed out the community
of feeling 1n the work of Dove and that of the young pamter Theo
doros Sramos whose srregular archaic forms are as romantic an wmter-
pretation of nature as those of the older man though more darl ly
somber with the mtrospection of owr ume Adolph Gartheb has
stayed claser to surrealism m tus use of the compartmented pictograph
which stems from Klice and Torres Garcia but hus employment o
natve symbols rather than their more fantastic mages relates hum also
to thus group It could even be extended to nclude aspects of the worl
of Rothho and Baziotes for the dividing Jine 15 rennous and depends
more on shades of feeling thn 1t does on formal dfferences

This orgame mnmnve sty le has also tended to jomn with sull another
lund of romantic abstraction which stems principally from the post
cubist work of Picasso Lven in his most romantic phases Picasso re
tamed an sncwsive Iine and an austere structure which are essentially
opposcd to automstiem and the amorphous Nevertheless a painter hike
Robert Motherw oft has succeeded rather remarhably, 1 harmowzing
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these conflicting charactersstics his art as he has sad  consists of a
dulectic between the conscious (straight lines  designed shapes
weighed color abstract langmge) and the unconscious (soft lines ob
scured shapes automatism) resolved mto a synthesis which differs as
awhole from esther 7 In quite a different w ay the recent work of
Max Weber, since his return to abstraction m the 1940 tests on
somewhat the same resolution He has felt as almost every abstract
artist has the impact of Picasso s genrus he appears also to have been
mfluenced by surrealists Iihe Matta But the exuberant linear struc
ture which Weber builds and the counterpomnt of looser color areas
which he plays aganst 1t ate his own and grow naturally out of his
carlter style Many of our younger artists however have been content
to follow more directly the example of Picasso s later work It 15 un
mustahably reflecred though with personal variations m the pame ng
of John Graham Byron Browne Lous Krassner and John Ferren

Finally we must consider abstract expressiomsm which historically
was the earliest romantic form of abstract art and which has never
entirely dlsappearcd from our panung It had flowered during our
first persod n the worh of Hartley and Cramer certam pamungs of
Weber and espectally those of Mann In the 19 os 1t dummnwshed
volume but was kept alive by the last and by a few other mdniduals
such as Arthur B Carles In recent years though stll i the mmoriy
1t has agam expanded following m part Mann s natrve Ine sn part
the earlier European tradiion

Marm s ov n worh 1n these years 1s the purest_most forceful abstract
expressionism we have yet prodoced The explosive wntensity of tus
emotion 1s most spontaneously embodted 1 a series of brilliant water
colors 1 which the stashing strokes the sudden angular distortions
and the calculated tensions of arbitrary color tug agamst the flat sur
face of the paper and the boundary of the frame without ever destn}v-
g ther antonomy His feelngs like his forms are disciphined fo
cused and thereby intensified 1 can have things that clash ﬁh; W rote

Lcan have a jolly good fight gomg on — there 15 alw 2ys a fight going

on where there are living things but — I must be able to controf this
fight at will wirh 2 — Blessed Equibibrium
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In the dong of all this {he added]
terms
abstract
concrete
third or fourth dmen
sion bab dont
bother s —*

Marin has always dishiked the word ‘abstract’ and mamtained with
some justice that 1t 15 the essence of hus subject the stomness of roch
the struceure and mouon of the sea that he strives to capture But to
punfy this mrer reality and give 1t emouonal sigmficance he has de
velaped a set of very personal, nearly abstract, symbols In addinon he
has frequently compartmented his subjects with heavy Jines or brohen
them mto planes which owe somettung to Cezanne and the cubsts 1t
1s tre however that of all our abstract pamters none has murrored
a deeper love for the sharply namve aspects of both our landscapes
and our cues In s person and hus art Marm 15 nichly and rewardmgly
Amenican

T the catalogue of the Marn exhuibiion at the Museum of Modem
Art Marsden FHlardey wrote  You wall never see water colors like
these of John Marin agam so take a good look and remember, and i
you are 2 pamter, don t try to cope with the style because the style m
this case ss several tmes the man  Perhaps this explams why Maon has
had few direct followers although he 15 admued by 2 great many
younger pauters and has affected thewr work m a general way

A more easily traceable mfluence though not on the whole a very
large one, has been exerted by Central LCuropean expressionism partic-
ularly the catly style of Kandmshy whose work became berter known
here mn the 1930's than 1t had been before This has been augmented by
the example and the teaching of the German born Hans Hofmann
who came to America m 1930 Among Hofmann s pupils, the young
Jackson Pallock stands out for his impetuous use of the expressionist
vocabulary m such pictures as ‘The She-Wolf  pamnted m 194, be-
fore he turned to his linear, mazelike abstractions The work of Pavl
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Burlm 1s m a somewhat similar vein although generally more repre-
sentational Also m the European tradition are such pamnters as William
de Kooning and John Von Wichr, while a more native kind of abstract
expressionism remotely related to the art of Marn 1n feeling though
more mternational m style has been developed by Vaclav Vytlacil and
by Karl Kknaths 1n certam earlier prctures like  Turkey 1n the Straw
and i much of hs recent work

Our sbstract sculpture which has finally flowered abundandy mn
the years since 1930 has followed the same general directions as our
pamnting bue sts development has been complicated by certan techmt
cal problems which have had aesthetic consequences One of these has
been the long dominance of a faith mn durect carving as the only true
method of creating sculptural quality As we have sad before this
concept was born early m the century 1n reaction against the prevailing
romantic naturalism of the Rodin rradition It returned sculpture to the
smple monumental forms of prumitive or classical art 1t mnsisted that
the nature of the material and the sculptor s technique must ply an
mnportant part 1n the aesthetic effect particularly that stone sculprure
must Jook compact and stony that 1t must show at least m parts the
marks of the tools which hewed 1t even that it must preserve if pos-
sible traces of the shape of the origmal boulder from which 1t was cut

Zorach and Laurent our earliest exponents of direct carving have
continued to use this method to create representational work with an
underlying abstract structure although both have moved the direc-
tion of romantic realism and can more logically be considered under
that heading Since about 1930 they have been jomed by John B
Flannagan Jose de Creeft Alron Ben Shmuel Saul Bazerman Chaim
Gross and a great many others w ho have worked 1 approsimately the
same vein Several of these have marhedly increased the abstract con
tent of their work De Creefts massive rhythmical figures are con
cetved as a textural counterpoint of rough and polished volumes
bounded by an elastic curving line Gross has mtroduced an exuberant
baroque design mto an art which 15 usually more stauc and classical
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Bawzerman, though not 2 carver, has also wedded techmque and matertal
to aesthetic ends 1n hus use of hammered copper to create a monumental
art with romanuc overtones m the sensitive blurring of the forms More
than any of the others John B Flannagan revealed the compressed
archaic images which his eye found m the shapes of native field stone
the purpose  he wrote 15 to approximate the abstract cubical ele-
mental forms and to preserve the idenuiry of the orygmal rock so
that 1t seems hardly carved, rather to have endured so alwavs —in-
evitable 7 °
Tr will be scen that there was nothing anupathetic to abstraction n
the widely held belief that the sculptor must express the nature of his
matenal and rechmque Indeed the grain of polished wood or stone and
the shine of metal have been vsed 1 complete abstractions by Warren
Wheelock and m certam early ones by Isamu Noguchi to enhance the
design without destroying its compact monumentality The cense of
the matenal had however a hiting effect on the | ind of abstracuon
which could be produced The direct carver was hmuted by the size
and shape of his stone or log and by the convention which grew out of
this and held that all sculpture must be sohd self contained and un-
marred by fragile cxcrescences The worker m metal could not pamt
st red or blue could not hammer 1t beyond 1ts ducule hmits could not
even (logreally ) cast it 1n the resemblance of modeled clay
While these behefs are sull widely held and snll produce much

‘igorous contemporary scalpture there has also been a strong reaction
agatast them whuch fas permitted sculprure to tal ¢ part more fully n
the abstract movement parncularly m the direcuion of free orgamc
sorrealist related forms To achieve these however it was necessary
to bring sculpture closer to the acsthencs of pamnting, to focus it on the
wmage rather than the marerial — a more difficult problem because of
sculpture ssheer butk  The sculptor sad Herbert Ferber  contributes
to the didemma when he 15 seduced by the beantv of the object when
tus surrender to the pleasure of the material the contour of the hine
smposes on him the esthencs of the arnsan  for it 1s only  when the
sculptor has achieved the transmutanion of the materal into an smage
1 the immediate and intimate way proper to his own artistie personabiry
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{that] the audience will sce — a work of art YWhen he has done less he
will have produced — an object ©

The freer abstract sculpture which has resulted from this rev olt has
followed as 1n panung two quite different paths one classical the
other romantic The classical branch has been the smaller but also the
ealter for 1t was introduced m America by the Russian born sculptor
Alexander Archipenho who settled here mn 19 3 Archipenko had
ploneered 1n a kind of cubst abstraction based on the human form he
had also been the first to prerce his sculpture with vords which formed
2 part of the composttion and to hollow out concavities places nor
mally convex creating a reverse counterpomt on natural forms For
many y ears he w as the most advanced sculptor in America and the mflu
ence of hus innovations (as distnct from his personal style) has been
great The spatial aspects of his work have tended to umite with the
fluence of the European constructivists particularly the light and miry
structures of metal plastics and wire done by the Russians Gabo and
Pevsner These have been closely paralleled here in the open geo
metrical forms of Ibram Lassaw Richard Lippold Isamu Noguch:
Theodore J Roszak and others at least at certam stages of their de
velopment Machine forms have also played a part m this hind of sculp
ture Work in the Dymavion factory first mterested Emma Lu Davis
1 abstract shapes and Noguchi too has pad hus respects to the machine
mhis Abstraction (Windmill) and similar pieces

Yet all of these sculptors (with the esception so far of Lippold)
have fele 2 compulsion towards 2 more romanuc Lind of abstraction
expressed 1n more flmd orgamc shapes Here the influence of Arp
Llpchuz and lately Henry Moore has been predomimant As mn the
panting of Motherwell many hybnid preces hase been created which
play the classical forms agamst the romantic ones Noguch: mues
biology and mechanics in hus 1000 hp Heart or suspends a strange

Lunar Infant 1n 2 precise magnesite frame Lassaw cages his weird
Uranogeod 1n his geomerrical steel rectangles

Far more frequently however our abstract sculptors have broken
decistvely with constructivist ams and devised thar own purely ro
mantic forms The rational serenity of a classical art has been hard to
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maintam, “the world ss fundamentally and senously disqmered,” said
Roszak m explanauon of hus own change of style, “and 1t 15 difficult ro
remar unmoved and complacent n w5 midst ™ In response, fus
scalpture has moved from ‘ Spaual Constructions” and * Presced Cir-
cles o some of the most wildly bromorphic unages of “Anguish’ or
Surge which our times have produced Something of the same nighe-
mare quahry exsts m the work of David Smth, Seymour Lipton Peter
Gnppe, Herbert Ferber, and David Hare While Smuth has wroughe
more objective symbols of modern Iife, the group as 2 whole has
preferred to work with the subjecnve 1mages of surrealism's dark fore
boding
Although these men have demed the spint of construcuvism, they
have continued to owe much to its method, and this 15 also troe of
several ather sculptors who have used 1ts light open forms to create a
more poetic romanticssm than that of the surrealist-related group
Both Nogucht 1 hus big stablshe constructions and Calder in hus mo
biles and stabiles have retamed n spite of their orgamic shapes a pre
cise balance and a calligraphic elegance which 15 not so far remaved
from classicism as smght at first appear On a somewhat different level
Leo Ammno and Mary Callery have translated constructivism mto an
art of gay or gentle rhythims
Fmally there has been a smaller branch of romantic abstrace sculp

ture which has worked with the equally flud but more compact forms
of Brancusi and Arp though not necessartly under therr mfluence One
of our most individual arnsts 1 this hne 15 Hugo Robus whose bone-
Iess and slightly eronc figures flower with a fund of art nowvean vivacty
which 15 stronger than 1t looks € Ludwig Brumme and Mitz: Solomon
have also wranslated human structure mto terms of more prminve of-
ganic growth w hile on the purely abstract sde Jose de Rivera, Emma
Lu Davis Noguchy, and a good many others have made thetr personal
variauons on the amoebic shapes of Arp or the Brancust egg From
their expenmments and those of panters In the same vesn, this hind of
art has spread to modern furniture, advertisements store wandows and
other branches of mdustnial desin w here 1ts more superficial decoratve
possibtlizes have been fully exploted

78



abstract art today

Looking back at the last ten o fifteen years, 1t scems plam that our
abstract art has been more varied and vigorous m this period than 1n
esther of 1ts earlier manifestatrons The classical branch though stll the
smaller, has far outgrown the conservative vision of the Immaculates
and has reexplored the methods of cubism and construcuvism The
romantte branch has expanded beyond the various kinds of expression
1sm and futurism which earlier accounted for this part of the move
ment and has found 1n the free form surrealist related trend a new
kind of romanuc vocabulary This will probably emerge as the dom:
nant abstract vein of the last decade for 1t has not only flourtshed n 2
great number of pure guses but has also blended at many points
with other hinds of abstracuon both romantic and classical
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impressionism and romantic realism

The mmpact of abstraction and expressionism of the machine and
surrealism created a new art 1 America and profoundly altered the
oldet forms But 1t did not destrov them Some, hke pure impression-
1sm lost viealiey and became academic formulas others cluding vart
ous hinds of realism and romantism have continued to fourish with
a freshness and strength that has somermes fluctuated but has never
been exunguished Why this 1s so 1t 1s difficalt ro say for the lite of art
forms 1s determuned by complex forces which can be guessed but not
measured Two reasons however seem fauly clear forms survn ed
because they were rooted in the needs and beliefs of some part of our
people and they survived m proporuon to thew abibity to grow, esther
m ther own way or more often by assmilating new hfe from the
mare revolutionary movements to which they were theorencally op
posed We have alrcady scen how this operated i the case of the Im
maculates but there the assmlation was so great that thewr art became
more closely related to abstraction than to nanve reahsm In the move
ments v hich we shall now discuss the tradiuonal forms though con-
stantly modified remaned domunant

As the twentieth century opened the most advanced style of the
day was a dari Iy romantic one of slashing brushworh and broadly m
pressionustic ¢ffects This should scarcely have seemed revolunonarv it
1900 for it had been mtroduced 1 America by Frank Duvenech some
twenty five years carbier and had been ancreasngly popular with
Munich school students and those of William Merntt Chase ever since
Nevertheless American crities were still divided as to s merits Sada
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bichi Hartmann called 1¢ the cult of shetchmess and remarked tht
1f art continues i this w c1rd fashion 1t w1l soon be reduced to
1 few lmes and dots and some cross hatching  Frank Jewere
Mather Jr referred to those emphatic persons who to judge by thewr
works pamt i hornd orgasms  On the other hand J N Lauruh
calledie the beginning of 2 new movementmn our arthfe  and Robert
Henn defended 1e obliquely when he wrote that what 15 necessan for
artin Amenica as i any land s first an appreciation of the great ideas
native to the country, and then the achies ement of a masterly freedom
In expressing them !

Henrr was the focal pot of this dark impressionism m Amenict
Hisown snvle which had been formed partly by the nanve Duvencel-
Sargent Chase tradition partly by lis study of Maner Hals, and
Velasquez, made 2 bralliant 1f somew har superficul use of the rapid
Spontancous strohe the free drawing with the brush and the allr promy
techmque But 1t was s 2 teacher and a iberal leader of the Liche that
hus mfluence v as greatest His pupi} George Bellows and his collergue
n the Lighe George Luks carried the style to 1ts most forceful wnd
evtreme conclusions In less extreme form it was also the stvfe of John
Sloan Eugene Higgns William Ghickens and Exerete Shinn during
the decade 1goo~1g10 It was closely assoctated therefore wich thit
awakerung interest m the human aspects of urban and mdustril hfe
which we have alrcady discussed As a formal means for expressing the
essentually romanuc sprnit of the W hole group 1t was admirbly switable
Within s rather fleible Iimuts the humor the pathos the violence the
color and even the gentle Stevensoman poetry of the aty could be
captured 1 picronal terms which echoed the warmth and sentiment of

the subject

Thére was indeed much personal yarety mits handling Glackens
pearly grays and shunmenng sorfaces capored dhe 1dy e aspects of
childhood or the elegance of the city s shaps nd restaurants Sloan and
Luks were both more interested 1 dramanc epxso;it. and indirdusl
N Ls saw his Lattle Madonna through a haze of
Ypes but while Luks d 1 the lireral haze of the punting Sloan's

sentiment w hich 15 expresses
observations of the crowd around the Hardressers Window  are
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After that date a few y ounger pamnters did indeed manage to breathe
new life into smpressionism, although thesr accomplishments now scem
munor ones Lrnest Lawsons jowel-hke color, Gifford Beals blunc
touch and hohday sput, Carl I nesehe s tender restramned, and often
sentimental sdyls and even todav the robust and spontancous sty ke of
Waldo Peirce are evidence that the movement did not dic easdy fes
snfluence on others who were not actually of 1t has also been consider-
able Luerally hundreds of our landscape pamters awe some debt to
1ts technique and a greater one to 1ts high color and 1ts delight in the
cffects of sun and atmosphere while Homer s mfluence has dominated
Amerscan water color painting until gmte recent times

In France the pure visual realtsm of impressiomism had been modi
fied from the begmnmg by pamters hike Cezanne and Renoir 1t had
then evolved towards other formal values 1 the art of the postimpres-
sionsts Van Gogh Seurat Bonnard and the rest In Amenca no
evolution on such a scale took place and no real posumpressionust move
ment eusted Our development was telescoped by the mmpact of the
Armosy Show and we leapt mto abstraction from the shaky spring
board of broken color Nevertheless there were a few ndnadual
pamters 1n America who attempted with some success the posumpres
stonist synthesss of plem-air brithance and formal organtzanon

The earhiest was Maurtce Prendergast who i the early 1890 s had
been wosking in a dehicately impressiomst st le closer to Winstler than
to Homer or Monet Late in that decade he discovered Cezanne prob
ably the first Amencan to appreciate the French arusts aims In the
first ten years of the new century Prendergast developed his own
mature style which borrawed surprsigly lictle from the master of
Are Using the poinullism of the ympressiomsts which he enlarzed
mto squarsh patches of pure color he wove his spots meo patterns
which someumes receded singously nto deep space but mare often
were arranged 1 a shallow perspecuive parallel to the picture plane
The nocent joyousness of s vision and hus decoratve flur have
somew hat obscured the mportance of his formal mnovatons but

Prendergast as Lloyd Goadrich has posnted out, may well clam to be
the first modertust among vur pamters
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Ouly a lutle later than Prendergast and m some ways resembling
him was Jerome Myers who had started painting the lower East Stde
mthe 1880 s About 1905 Myers began to Iighten and organize his dark
mpressiontsm and 1n the next ten years he developed a gentdy Iy rical
style of dancing surface patterns At about the same ime Allen Tucker
who had studied with Twachtman found m Van Gogh (as William
Glackens found i Renoir) the means to a personal transformation of
mpressionism - although the work of both men was a lietle overshad
owed by unavoidable comparisons with thesr sources

Oddly, from the pomt of view of time one of the most complete
and personal blends of impressionism and abstract design was made by
Arnold Friedman m the ten or twelve y ears before hus death i 1946
Friedman reversed the usual evolution for he started as a painter with
a strong sense of design at one ume mfluenced by Modighant and
gradually added the impresstonist elements of rough impasto and glow
g broken color With the latter he achieved a lumnosity of peculiar
depth and mtensity Demarcating lines disappeared and hus massive
compositions were so closely mntegrated with the gltering surface of
his canvases that they are almost smpossible to reproduce black and
white

In spite of these creattve mantfestations AMPesSIONISM as 3 move
ment died early mn the century Its chief mhenitors were agan the
academicians first men of some senstavity like Henry Ranger Edward
Redficld and Elmer Schofield then legtons of formula pamters who
learned the trick of broken color and turned 1ts bluish shadows mnto
lunid purple ones its hugh hey into 2 menotornous gheter

as the longer and more sober tradiion of romantic
durable Though closely related m feeling
to both Linds of impressionism 1t was more flexble bﬁlcause 1t \;rash not
bound to technical preoccupations with esther pomtf lsl:n or slas] mg
brushwork From Allston 1 the opening i'ears oatﬂe‘r{;neteem

century to the Hudson Ruver School and ¢ de pre L b ar genlnl-e
pamters then on to Inness Hunt Martin and so many others at the

In the end 1t w
realism which proved most
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end of the century it had tahen a hundred guises without changing 1ts
essentiat character that of realism shghtly modified by varsous formal
devices for more expressive and romannc effect It a5 tempung to call
1t 2 cautious expressiomsm 1n which the distornons of narural forms
were always subservient to the real image This would be an accurate
description of its outward appearance but not of 1ts mner sprie, for 1t
was based on a philosaphy of art which held that only those distortions
were justified which mtensified truth be it the character 1n 4 portrast
the shape and relatton of things, or the moods which nature awakened
m man
Somethung of this plulosophy was carned mto the early v enneth
century by the group called *The Tonal School of Ameriea’ — men
Iike Henry W Ranger J Francss Murphy, Dwight Tryon, Heary
Golden Dearth, and a great many other belated followers of the
Barbizon School who sull panted 1 us soft misty and mumate
manner This was one of the most popular and widespread hinds of
romanuc realism abour 100 but aleady it was beginmng to run thun
for the Barbison influence had started in America half a cenvary before
and even Ranger s snfusions of impressiomsm or the often felt mfluence
of Whstler could do lutle to alter 1ts anemie look
Less popular at the tune, but 1 the end more fruful was the

eample of two of Amencas greatest romantc realsts Winslow
Homer and Thomas LCakins We have already menuoned Homers
mmpressiomsm but this was only one aspect of hus work and us nfluence
turned out to be the most superficial Jt was rather hus breadth of vision
hus sense of the underlying forms n pature his sumple, forceful oppost
tons of roch and sea which had the most important effect on 2 new
generaton of panters Eakus mfluence v as exerted m another sphere
that of the portrait, and 1 a rather different way His sty le at the end
of hus hfe was darler and more soberly realist than Homer s, but 1t
penetrated deeper into the structure of a face and the characeer of 2
siter Withal ot had 2 romantic anra often of pognancy or sadness
and a simple dignity s huch was monumental m 1ts honesty and reserve
Trs freer handhing, 1 comparison wth hus carly work, Iinked st partially
to darh impressionssm and made 1ts mfluence more avaable to those
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of the Henrt group The art of both Homer and Eahms showed the
way to a deeper understanding of structure and a more direct statement
of natural forms It must be emphasized however that 1 19oo nesther
had yet achieved hus present high reputation Their work was very
nearly lost 1n the prevailing sea of tonal mtimacies and py rotechnical
brushw orh from which 1t emerged but slowly
The gradual revitalization of romantic realism m the twentieth

century came first 1n 2 nanve search for greater breadth and monu
mentality Before rgro Rockwell Kent a Henrt student who must have
known Homers work had already begun to pamt rochs and sea in
boldly simphfied terms At the same time another Henri pupdl Guy
Pene du Boss had started to do much the same thing for the human
figure from about 1908 he moved away from a Sloan lihe rendening
of picturesque 1ndividuals towards more generalized types of humanicy
which he embodted 1n the stmplest approximation of the human form
Both Iightened their palette i the direction of impresstomsm s hugher
ke

yDurmg the second decade of the century this trend began to take
on the aspects of 3 movement George Bellows modified the bravura
style of hus prize-fight pictures his landscapes like The Big Dory
closely paraliel Kent s work 1 the same field while 1n his poreraits he
developed an Eakuns lihe realism and sobriety combined wth a monu
mental composition which was partly mfluenced by Jay Hambidge s
theory of dynamuc symmetry In the same years Eugene Speicher Leon
kroll and Kenneth Hayes Muller also pxoneered m rendermg the
human body wath a broad simplificatton of 1ts volumes Though plamly
romantic m feelmg their art has at times an almost classical breadth
and repose It may ndeed have been this duality of romantic mtention
and classical means which was later responstble for the rather mannered
qualiey that crept 1nto some of therr work and particularly mto that
of t}:tx’ro fletss‘ glf;i‘li:’:‘l.‘(:ze;f;hsm was more vigorously enriched by the
return to 1ts fold of a number of pamnters who had expestmented fora
time with abstraction of expressionism Nearly all of these had become
Leenly aw are of Cezanne S greatsy nthesis of form and color Reversing
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the cautious formal advances of the others, they worked from a more
radical art back towards a more realist one weaving what they had
learned from modernism more and more ughtly mnto the tradonal
structure  Lake many Amencan arusts they reahzed after the first
excitement of the modern movement had passed, that they were not
yet readv to express what they wanted to say 1n purely formal language
if ndeed they ever would be They discovered that subject was sull
necessary to them that the moeds of nature, the character of things
and men the sensuous appeal of the human body were sull the mam-
springs of their art even though they found m modermsm fresher wnd
more effective ways to embody ther fechng for these

During the early 1920 5 this group quite independent of each other
went through 2 remarkably sumilar stylisuc evolution Starung under
Fauve or cubnst mfluence they all traversed a phase when they were
strongly affected by Cezanne, the Fauves emphasizing hus color rela
tons the abstractionssts hus planular structure From this they moved
gradually some more and some less towards an mcreased realism mn
which formal values were submesged though never entrely lost

The Fawve sude of this development was represented by Bernard
Karfiol and Walt Kuhn Both had started with rather mannered elon
gauons and distortions of the human body both then buile a more
monumental figure styfe Karfiol senstnelv combing sometng of
Renote s forms with Cezanne s most delicate and complex color rela-
tions hubn drawing on Cezanne s more expresstonast work for his
heavier forceful style On the abstrace side Henry I McFee Maunce
Sterne, and A S Baylinson had all worked m a cubist ven while
Andrew Dasburg had been 2 Synchromist Dasburg and McFee xe
turned about 1916-17 to 2 rather sumiar representational style n
which abjects were faceted by Cezannes sharply defined planes to
strengthen the fechng of their cubcal strucrure and to bwld compost
tons of closely related volumes Maurice Sterne developed more gradu
ally i the same direction he hnd never been totally abstrace but he
slawly softened the angularity of hus secubast planes untid by about
1923 they also had come much claser to Cezanne 1 feeling Bavlinson s
evolunon followed approvimately the same e although his exoue
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color and the sensuous nature of his art obscured somew hat his debt
to the French master

The Cezannesque phase through which all these men passed about
1920 was only a temporary one however As the decade wore on the
strong formal mnfluence of the French pamter gradually disappeared
from thewr work Some of 1t was 1rretrievably lost but much of 1t be-
came more closely mtegrated with their individual styles None of
them would again pamnt the purely visual aspects of nature without
searching for 1ts underlying structure and 2 meanungful relation m s
parts But while therr art became more personal and more closely
related to native tradition there can be no doubt that 1t also lost some
thing, of 1ts origmal force

As they evolved towards an imcreasmg reahsm the work of these
pamters approached more and more closely that of the earher Spercher
Kent kroll group unul the two lmes coming from opposite directions,
jomed 1n a rapidly spreading movement Its style msofar as we can
generalize about one which was made up of many personal varitions
was broad 1n treatment the volumes ample minor details suppressed
for unity of effect the composiion balanced often static and rather
monnmental Its characteristic simplifications followed two lines one
the hard metallic surfaces of kent kroll duBois and Miller the other
the slightly blurred forms (like those n a restrained soft focus photo
graph) of Spercher McFee and to a lesser extent Kuhn and harfiol
Therr subjects tended to be conventional ones nudes sull hfes por
tratts studio interiors some landscapes Becausc of this and their careful
Workmansmg they have sometumes been called the studio pamters

From about 1925 many younger artists widened greatly the scope
of the style without departing far from s general character One group
explored further the soft manner of Spercher and Karfiol utihizin,, their
quet, brooding figures with wide unseemng eyes and therr general r;mod
of poetic reverie Chuef of these was Alexander Brook who infused
his emgmate women his Jonely southern landscapes and even his
conventional still Jifes with a sharper poignancy than his predecessors
had achieved Brook 1s also master of a subtle humor tinged with pathos
as hus portraits of children testify Closely allied to him 15 Raphael
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Sover who has found on Fourteenth Street none of the colorful hurly
burly which attracted Sloan and Luks but litle episodes of lonely
shoppers and gurls sromng 1n back rooms which are full of a tender and
wistful sadness These could shp easily mto sentmentahty were 1t not
for tus strongly kmt dessgns sometimes 2 hrrde remimscent of Degas
Julian Leva who had expenimented with abstraction during the 19205
also bolstered the formal content of romantic realism m the mature style
which he developed about 1934 His coastal scenes with their ragged,
monumental patterns of wrechs buoys and drying nets have a blurred
and miystertous atmosphere somew hat akun to that of the French neo-
romantics The soft focus of this group was translated by Isabel Bishop
mto 2 sihvery haze which bathes her remote impersonal figures and
nearly consumes them in 1ts dehcate patna

A more overt and vigorous romanucism mforms the work of an
other large group, most of whom have sought to replace the static
designs of the movement s eaxly phases with dynamic motion Reginald
Marsh particularly has adapted the wiry curling line of seventeenth-
century baroque draftsmen to fus own ends he has also learned from
them how to 1mpose an order of sinuous turbulent motion on large
groups of figures The frankly sexual forms and exuberant composimons
of hus burlesque and Coney Island scencs suggest Rubens wranslated
mto 2 very personal modern 1diom just as his human derelicts dw arfed
beneath towening structures of “el” posts, signs and tenement fagades
recall Prranes 1n equally modern dress Jon Corbino has also drawn
heavily on Rubens at one tme perhaps too heavily Fletcher Marun
during the late 19,0 5 developed a different hind of dy narmsm based on
Cezanne s simphified planes which he set i motion by angular distor
tions Joseph Hirsch did much the same thing although the mfluence
of the French master 15 more submerged m his vigorous natve realism
Zaltan Sepeshy and Henry Schnakenberg might also be mcluded with
this group 1n thew different way s both have sought Iinear monon and
flud mterlocking designs Many of these pamnters especially Marsh
Elrsch, and Martm have found thewr most charactenisuc subjects 10
the lusty raffish, sensual hfe of our towns and cines They are the
spinitual, though not the stybsuc, inherntors of Sloan and Luks mdeed
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both Marsh and Hyrsch studied under the latter WVith o good many
others who mught be added to their number they have formed the
robust and extroy ere wing of romantic reabsm 1n 1ts later years

This brief catalogue can only suggest the varety and the great
vitality which existed during the 1930's within w hat might be called
the main Ine of romantic realism In addinon the movement spread
quickly m stil] other directions As early as 19 o Henry Varnum Poor
bad written Obviously present day Amenican art must be eclectie
The art forms of every age and people are our herttage The nichness
of methiods 15 tremendous — 1t 15 almost our undoing * Poor hum
self, who had started Iike the other proneers, under 3 strong Cezanne
mfluence began ar this ime to introduce more pronounced expression-
ist elements into hus worl. His Portrait of a Woman  with 1ts forcefu]
angular design even has a conservamse resemblance to Karl Hofer s
style although 1t 15 quite possible that Poor was not then acquanted
with the German expressiomust s worh Poor has continued to dey elop
anart of heavy irregular rhy thms which he vanes widely 1n accordance
with the character of his subjects He has been jomed at varous umes
by Morns Kantor, Peppmo Mangravite Henry Mattson and seseral
others 1n the modified expressiomsm which constitutes this branch of
fomantic realism

A quite different blend of realism with romantic expressionist de-
18N was achieved by Thomas Benton m certamn phases of his worh
which have had 2 wide mfluence on regional pamung 1 America We
have already discussed Benton s more extreme style in the chapter on
e\pressionsm Otten however he modified fus flamehhe forms nd
tWisting patterns in the direction of a much greater realism as 1n Jus

Preparmg the Bul of 1935 His forceful work i this manner had for

2 tme a heavy umpact on the vision of sach younger pamnters as Joe
Jones and John de Martelly It also had a parallel in the sull more
realisc worl. of John Stevart Curry another exponent of regronalism
Unlike Benton Curry had no strong formal concepts but depended
more on the sprration of his subject to find 1ts appropnate embodi-
ment  If you feel the sigmificance ofife hewrote the design builds
1tself S s penchant for dramatic episodes however often Jed him
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as 1n hus “Lane Storm " or Hogs Kulling Ratdlesnal e, * tow ards romanuic
distornons somew hat 2lun to those of Benton and his followers
Finally, romantic realism produced two arusts who, from our sull
short perspective seem to have achseved the most complete and the
most mdividual expression of the movements aims They are Ldward
Hopper and Charles Burchfield quite unlike 1n most respects but alon
m the depth and mtensity of fechng which they have breathed mnto
their charactenstically Amerscan subjects Perhaps 1t would be more
accurate to speak of the fechng which their subjects have mspired m
them for they are 10 a sense the true apostles of regionalism findmg
i1 their chosen aspects of the country a spirt w hich 1s half lacal, half-
umwversal m ats humamty
Burchfield s art especially 15 closely tied to 1ts setung, the small
towns of Ohwo and the bleal, back streets of Buffalo (He has rather
tomeally been given a medal for having  digmified Buffalo in the eyes
of the world ) In such places, during the middle years of his career—
for we are not now concerned with the fantasy of s early and late
pestods — he found hus theme of man s courage agunst the pou ers of
darkness and the barrenness of provincil maternlsm In his pretures
the human figure 15 alw avs small, often entirely absent Actually or by
mpheanon, 1t 15 dwarfed by the dark fagades of Victonan mansions
and clapboird <hachs which stare down with demonic window eves
and gapmg door mouths Or they arc less obviously persomfied and
present an aspeet of bleah mscrutability Often 1t 15 winter the snow
has turned to slush and the shies are leaden The clements of despar
are present bur they seldom trrumph A lighted window glows yellow
agamst the twilight, the small anonymous figure of 2 man stdes un
concernedly through the stush 2 tree flowers suddenly 1n the narrow
alley between house and fence Like Moby Dick Burchfield's pictures
often exist on two levels they are transcripts of 2 recognszable part of
Amenican Iife they are also ‘onc may 1magme symbals of man's hope
and despar His style 15 well adapted to these ends The Jow hey the
dark shadows the heavy almost monotonous handhng n the houses
changes abruptly sn his spring foltage to hght sprdery patterns of
branches agamst the shy In his best work there 15 a stow, dirgelike
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thythm decorated by staccato accents and fanciful eruptions of forms
Hopper has also painted Victorian houses with more than antiquar
1an meerest but 1t would not occur to him to see a gnmacing face 1n
the fagade More of a realist than Burchfield he has developed a broad
style of sohdly defined forms and bright clear color which 15 closely
related to the objective vision of Winslow Homer Hopper s romantt
csm 15 one of subject rather than form 1t 15 the product of specific
experiences and places rather than the reflection of a constant atatude
of mind Much of his work particularly his sunlit summer landscapes
15 as purely objectve as Homer's Bur Hopper has also been acutely
sensitive to those lndden tensions which ewst below the level of normal
human intercourse and to those nameless emottons which loneliness
creates 1n the human spirre Under hus brush the emptmess of a city
street on Sunday morning becomes hushed and portentous Ina brighdy
It office at mght a busmess man and hus secretary work after hours a
commonplace subject unul one senses the conflict which Hopper has
subtly created between the physical attraction of the figures and the
solating void between them Sometmes as James Soby has pomted
out there 15 the hmt of an emgmatic drama in Hopper s grouping of
figures ® * Night Hawks' may be only a picture of the bleak loneliness
of 2 hamburg stand n the small hours of the morming but there 15 also
the implication of a veiled stare from the solitary figure at the left
Indden under the low exed brim 1t may be only blank and unseeing 1t
could be more Hoppers figures though more mdnidualized than
Burchfield s are much less so than Sloan s for mstance The faces are
blurred and generalized they are those of famuliar types the clerk the
business man the ruddle aged matron But their charactersdand thdexr
feelmgs are expressed with utmost clanty through gesture and attitude

droop of a head or the nervous grasp ofa
{:&el;urﬁll;esezl;?: lifsca?gem m :};\e bleak architectural settings which
Hopper uses like Burchfield though less symbohcally to reflect the
oppressive forces of 2 matertal cvilizaton Inawayitisa pessu;:suc
art s sense of 1solatron emph: zed as Parker Tyler has remarked by

ELie
ahty of Hopper's ight " But
nd the alienating qut
:[h fsf:;:;cut);l: ,ﬁc(izzlx hus pretures ¥ ho are msensitive to the sources of
y
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spiritual comforr which Hopper freely offers them the cool breeze
that rustles the curtamn the blue sky beyond the roof tops and especially
the brooding mystery of the city at mighe Tor Hopper 15 unexcelled m
evoking the mood of place and hour His buddings are constructed
with an uncanny sense of their architectural character, they are the
essence of Vicrorsan mansions of tenements, gas statnons or summer
cottages And they ewst 1 a palpable ight and air which few artists can
pamt so comvmemgly The mfinte care and the great slall wiuch
Hopper lavishes on lus settngs and on some figureless picrures con

tributes perhaps even more than human pose and gesture to hus reserved
commernits on the ughuess and beauty of American life

Amencan sculpture has also played a part, though a less promtnent
one, mn the romantic realist movement At the beginmng of the century
the pioneers in this field were a group of genre sculptors whose work
paralleled 1n many ways the punting of the Tight The domnant style
was a pictorial one of broad modelmg impressiorust treatment of planes,
and a generally free and vigorous handlng It had grown our of the
more meuculous nneteenth century realism of Rogers and Remington,
but sts greater freedom relared ir perhaps more closely to the Evropean
work of Rodmn and Meunter Tt mught also be considered with some
Justice as the sculptural equivalent of the dark mpressionism of Luks
and Bellows With vamations this was the style of Mahonnt Young
Abastenta St Leger Thetle Charles Haag Solon Borglum and a good
many others To them s to the pamters 1ts expansive movement 2nd
warmth of surface seemed and indeed was 1deally sutced to express the
excitement and fervor with which they were sechmng the hvely spust
of Amenica ‘T wish I could tell you  said Solon Borglum while he was
stll studving i Pars  how deep 1n me lies this Amertcan des how
sacred to me 15 the ambition to make my work typically American to
have 1t express the democracy the splendid youth the crudeness too,
if you will of my nauve country * Somethung of this feeling mvests
the work of the whole group and had much to do one suspeets with
the deltberately rough and sketchy manner which they adopted
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From about 1930 genre sculprure received a new impetus from
many younger men who have worked m a greater variety of styles
Some lke Harry Wickey, Dorothea Greenbaum and Max Kalish
have carned forward the romanuc impressionssm of the earlier group
but many have further modified its realism by formal means borrow ed
from the various modern movements Thus Nathantel kaz and Anita
Weschler have used many expressionist devices such as angular planes
and squat or elongated figures to mtensify the emotional content of
their subjects John Hovannes has developed a flud modelmg and an
open fretwork relsef construction which parallels the free forms of the
abstract surrealist group Lows Slobodhin s small terra cottas i spite
of therr topical subjects are sumplified in the direction of abstract com
posttions — a path which many other romantic realssts have followed

Sumilar varations of form though not always as extreme will be
found 1n the work of those sculptors who have preferred more conven-
tional subjects especrally the human figure or the portrait Few of these
have attempted to recreate the heroic force of Michelangelo as George
Gray Barnard did with some success 1n the early years of the century
but many have succumbed to the influence of Rodin s sensuous embodi-
ment of flesh 11 marble Picces like the Awakening Nude of Vincent
Glinsky or Oronzio Maldarellis Beatrice are witness to the long
persistence of the Rodin tradizion but even these the modern sculp-
tural tendency to compose i1 sxmphﬁed volumes begins to temper the
fleshly fecling As one moves on to the sculpture of Willam Zorach
Robert Laurent Hemz Warneke Marion Walton Concetta Scarava
glione, and so many other able and sensitive caryers 1t becomes mereas-
wgly dificult to decide whether the formal mnterests or those lof the
subject predomunate Doubtless the truth 1s that they are closely and

he artwts mind An animal by Warneke 1
mseparably balanced 1n 0 though detail 1s severely sup-
replete with the character of 1s species thoug 7 sup

he nearly abstract volumes of which 1t
pressed and not a hair breahs the ly
so complete that work of this hand might
15 composed The synthesis 18 p! ; S seusconzof
have been considered with nearly equal justice 1 our di

abstraction
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Despite 1ts tendency to blend at several points with other kands of
art romantic reahsm emerges clearly enough as the domnant stramn in
our art from about 1925 to at least the end of the 1930’s Even today
1t sull accounts for much of our good pamnung although 1t has been
partially engulfed n the current wave of abstraction Its most pressing
problem however seems to be that of the direction of 1ts growth And
this problem has been complicated by the fact that perhaps n no other
movement has so high a premwm been placed on mdwvidual, wdio-
synerauc style Allen Tucher once published a fable of a successful
arust whose personal manner of panting became so well known that
tus pubhe and s dealer refused to ler hum change it So he contnved
to turn out the same markerable are but privately pamted for humsetf
the 1 nd of pictures he dreamed of doing for the public When he finalts
had the courage to show these to a friend they turned out to be indis
anguishable from the work which he had been exhubiting for vears®

There 15 no easy answer to this problem In recent times we have
seen both ts aspects the men who have tended to repeat more and more
thinly thewr estabhished styles and those who have had the courage to
change abruptly, but often at the cost of losing more than they gamed
On the other hand there have been artists Ithe Hopper who have plowed
the same field many times but almost always a Iutle more deeply And
there have been others like Burchfield who have changed gradually
evolving an entirely different art out ot elements which were latent 1
their established styles Many of our romantic realsts are today at such
a crosstoad Whether the movement survaves will depend in past oo
whether thev can continue to grow either by intensifying the expres
swve power of thewr exssung art or by sbsorbing new influences and
explorng new and fresh directions This 1s not the only factor 1 the
survival of the movement however for it 35 also possible that many of
our young abstract panters may Teturn again to romantic realsm as
McFee Dasburg and the rest did thurty vearsago If so 1 will probably
be the formal lessons of Picasso and surreslism rather than Cezanne
which will give new direction to the movement

96



THE TRADITION

realists and primitives

On the technical level realism can be roughly divided 1nto two hinds
descriptive and visual The latter was domnant n Amencan art at the
end of the mineteenth century In a narrow interpretation it was the
French or Pamters system  taught i the schools of the National
Academy, which a5 Professor VWilmarth said *sceng objects in hghe
and shade represents them as they appear rather than as they are *
It was the method of both light and dark impressiomsm and of the
onalists Deseniptive realism on the other hand sought to render a5
evactly ag possible the unchanging character of objects their shape
texture, density, and color It had flounshed throughout the nineteenth
Century and has contmued or been revived 1n the twentieth
We must also disungussh berween this precise often analytcal
“ealism and the romante realism discussed 1 the last chapter In the
Ningteenth century the difference was clear cut The realists were con-
tent with the beauty of nature as they found 1t hike Emerson they
became 5 transparent eyeball 1 her presence Iike Burroughs they
sought anly o hold the murror of [the] mund up to Nature that the
Teader may find her Jineaments alone reflected there  The romanuc
tealists on the other hand could pomt out that Emerson also demanded
i our fine arts not tmitation but creauon In fandscape the panter
should give the suggestion of a farer creation than we know 2 Thus
they altered and rearranged using many formal desices which were
¥nacce S
. [};:al:l;? ::: 3‘]’::; ction between the two hinds of realism be
“omes more complex Some of aur pamters have continued to find 1n
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or intentions, there 1s mdeed an element of mysterious sigmificance m
the sheer trancelike intensity of his observation On a more obvious
level he and hus followers often enjoycd puns hdden meanings ob-
scure allusions and simular small my suficanons Both of these elements
have been revived in recent years with more pomntedly surrealist anten
tion by the pamter Walter Tandy Murch Murch has adopted the low
hey and dark shadows of the Peale-Harnett work bur hus freer han
dhing and his feeling for palpable atmosphere and light s closer to
Peto His surrealist devices are not obvious Iike Dali’s but are subtly
meraded 1n 2lmost the same sty spunt as that of the Harnett group
One looks twice before one discovers the dead beetle pinned to an
odd coral-like object on the turntable of the old phanograph These
small detmls underline perhaps too obviously, the mysterious aura of
his work which 15 mamnly achieved, as m Harnew’s case by the pure
fivity of lus vision Close to Murch n techmique but quite different
m fechng are 2 number of academic pamters such as Harry W
Watrous Thev too have perpetuated the trompe | oed tradition (need
less to say without surrealist overtones), but have tended to substitute
more obuioushy  beaunful’ objects — jew eled goblets and the lke —
for the commonplace ones of Harnett and Peto Too often the spare
strength of the earlier men 15 submerged m 2 cloyng surfert of rich
and prectous texeures

Harnete and hus airele were almost exclusnely sull ife pamnters
worhing within the small compass and shallow perspecuve of the table
top or the old door Some of the nineteenth century reabists hike Heade
and Peto did pamnt occasional porerais but m this field they often
modified thetr style m a more conventional direction One of the most
interesting attempts to apply the tromspe | oedl rechmque unchanged
to the human figure was made m the 19 o sby the completely forgorten
artist Frank Cahfano In 1922 Cahifano extubited with the Independents
a ‘ Return from a Flunt' (apparently mspired by Famett s ‘After the
Hunt ) andnthe following y eat * Fiis Master s A, a viohn hanging
on 2 door in the manner of Harnetts ‘The Old Violin  In 1924, how
ever he showed at the same place a panung called ‘Cveming Usualty
n which the figure of 2 woman Lnitung replaced the convennonal still
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realists and primitives

Iife Whle all these canvases have disappeared the catalogue illustra
toas are clear enough to show that 1n humanizing his art Califano de-
humanized his subject The texture the blemishes the folds and
wrinkles of the woman's shi are pamted with such exaggerated relish
that she becomes as grotesque as one s face seen 1 a magnify ing murror

Califano s prcture and even his rather odd title prefipure m a quite
extraordinary way the ulttmate achievement m this kind of art which
was made slightly later by the twin brothers Ivan Le Lorraine Albright
and Zsissly (Malvin Marr Albright) The former especally has
pamnted flesh with a repelled fascination for its cracks pores hawrs and
wrmnkles its resemblance as he once wrote to corrugated mush ®
Beneath the surface of the shin there seem to Jurk the iridescent colors
of decay they even mvade the incredibly elaborate sull lifes which
ate part of most of his pictures and suggest the immment dissolution
of the objects Except in the dark mtensity of his vision Albright has
moved far from the Harnett tradition the complexity and fluid motion
of his arrangements may owe a slight debt to the baroque stll Iifes of
Van Huysum or Harnett s German American contemporary Severin
Roesen but the dank odor the long biblical sounding ttles and the
despairing humanity which looks out of the eyes of even his most
raddled figures are entirely hus own They suggest that hus motro might
well be sic transit glora munds

The trompe I oed still Iife tradition 1s one of the few of 1ts hind
that can be shown to have persisted 1 an unbrohen creatnve line from
the nineteenth to the twentieth century Nevertheless the earlier pertod
produced several other realist movements which have recognizable
parallels today 2lthough this may be more 2 matter of comeidence than
of continuation or conscious revival Inlandscape panung for instance
the mud minereenth century noursshed a group of strict realists who
were somewhat apart from the Hudson River School although the
studies of many of the Hudson Rwver men (as opposed to therr large
extubition pictures) were of sumilar character The purest exponents
of this kind of pamutng were Marun J Heade and Fitz Hugh Lane
Both worked with the precision and ntense observation of the sull life
pamters but they were not tied to the convenrton of darl. tones or to
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the latter s limited range of effects They composed less consciously,
but they played a more subtle counterpomt of solid forms agamst
gradations of light and atmosphere Their landscapes were always
firmly constructed sometimes with sharp, flowing contours as i
Charles Herbert Moore’s * The Old Bridge  The predominant feeling
was quietly lyrical
Some of these qualities began to reappear 1n American art m the
early 19205 Ldward Bruce, who had studied Chinese panting for 1ts
rhy thmical line and absorbed a Cezanne nfluence through Maurice
Sterne combined these diverse qualities with a natural penchant for
clarity and preciston His art belongs, on the whole, with that of the
romantic realists but certam pictures such as ‘A Landscape of
Provence, providesalink between the work of earlier men lthe Moore
and the strict realists of the 1930’s and thereafter
Chief of these are two young arusts, Peter Hurd and Andrew

Wyeth both of whom studied with N C Wyeth and had their first
one man exhibtions m 1937 Hurd who hves m New Mexico, has
pamted the mountans of the West with a briliant clanty which
matches that of his subject Wyeth s techmque 15, at tumes, even more
photographically exact there 15 probably no more able craftsman 1n
pant alive Yet his aim, as he said, 1s not to exhubit craft, but rather
to submerge 1t, and make 1t nghtfully the handmaden of beauty, power
and emotional content ® These he seeks partly 1 2 heighrening of
natural effects partly i subtle rearrangements which break up nature’s
conventional aspects Like the work of certam modern photographers
some of lus pictures are ‘ taken lying flat on the ground a clump of
grass near the eye loonung with exaggerated size and detad agamst the
horizon Often like the nneteenth century pamters he finds the mood
of s picture established by nature and requiring lirtle assistance othier
than a sensitive and exact transcripuon Indeed 1t 15 impossible to tell
1 much of Wyeth’s work to what extent he has altered his onigmal
model for his pretures are always completely plausible 1n a naturalistic
sense Realism of this kind found also 1n the work of Ogden Plewssner,
Luigi Lucion: Dean Fausett and a few others comes near to establish
ing 1ts own aestheuc which 1s only shightly formal and depends more
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on intensity of vision on a complex and mfinitely subtle relation of
tones textures colors, and the like The moment 1t relaxes 1ts supreme
microscopic effort 1t slips eastly 1nto 2 tired academicism as the less
successful work of some of these men 1s witness

Thus danger has been avoided by another and more numerous group
of realists who have combined technical precision with a stronger sense
of design drawn from varous sources At thewr center are several
artists who belonged to the Immaculate movement but who gradually
permitted realsm to predomnate over abstract orgamzation in therr
worh The abstract quality was never entirely Jost however and con
tnued to give even ther most naturalisuc pantings an underlying
structural order  There 15 no theoretical reason  said Lows Lozowick
1n a characterstic statement of their aims  why the technical gans of
abstraction cannot be used 1n the representatton of an actual scene
There 1s of course the danger of being so absorbed in representation
asto fall into photographic actualism Agamst this however the expers
ence of a quarter of a century stands guard *

Inthelate 19 o s both Lozowick and Charles Sheeler began to move
mn this direction Sheeler s precise and abstracely composed photographs
particularly those talen m 19 7 at the Ford plant m River Rouge
exerted during the next decade their strongest mfluence on his work
His fasciation wach the compleury of machine and industrial forms
culminated m hus  City Interior of 1936 a picture which marks hus
closest approach to a purely photographic vision Whule 1t 1s not that
bemng doubtless 2 composite xmage the v ealth and mcredible complica-
uon of detail obscure the vnderlying design of verticles horizontals
and receding lines to a greater extent than 1n any of huis other work
Toward the end of the decade he began agam to pamt subjects which
were both i themselves and m fus treatment of them more emphatt
cally abstract His Rolling Power of 1939 still belongs to the realist
phase of hus work but 1t also foreshadow s hus return n the 1940 s o hus

original Immaculate feelmg
Sheeler was jomed during the 19305 by growmng numbers of
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younger pamntess Most of these have remaned more fatthful to realism
than he perhaps because they came directly into the movement without
tus long carcer as an Immaculate behind them At the same time all
have mncorporated elements of abstract design 1 their work and several
have followed closely Sheeler s choice of 1ndustrial subjects Edmund
Lewandowstt has been unl recently, the closest to Sheeler s realist
phase Raised 1n Milwaukee he has Itved mumately with machmes and
factories smce childhood and still finds more beauty, he has sud 1 2
row of vennlators than in one of country trees These he has pamted
1n remarl ably solid water colors which make the most of rhythmical
repetittons and variattons There 15 2 more romantic and personal note
n the machines of Theodore Lux Feiminger (who has also pamted
under the name of Theodore Lux) Femunger has preferred old wood
burning locamotuves and side-w heel steamers with their archarc anra of
amore mnocent past His precision hasa hine of suffness 1t a scarcely
wdible echo of our nineteenth century primitives and chromolitho
graphs There 1sa warmth a sentiment 2 nostalgia m hus work which s
seldom found among the pure realists

This kind of hard Immaculate related realism has been carried by
others into the more convennonal fields of landscape stll hfe and
figure panting  Alevandre Hogue has used 1t effectnely to portray the
desolation wrought by wind and erosion 1n the dust bow! of the south
west John Rogers Cox has applied 1t to the gram ficlds of the plams
and other subjects Two women, Katherme Schrmdt and Audrey
Buller have softened 1t a hidle enriched 1ts textures and used 1t to
express mofe mtunate emotions but both have 1 ept something of sts
rectilinear design and spare simphcity

The same qualities hat e also mformed a2 new schoot of genre pant
mg which began to emerge about 1930 In that year Gramt Wood
pamted his now famous Amencan Gothie  a picture of deraed
realism 1n a severely froncal monumental design Wood diverged mto
a sterle primuvssm but a few y cars later the style was reforged with
quite different feeling by two New York pamters Paul Cadmus and
Jared French Cadmus merallic realism gave America 2 shock for he
has used 1t to probe with unsparing detarl some of the most sordsd as
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pects of urban Life especally sex relations at a purely physical level
In part his ntentions have been avowedly satircal but 1t 15 difficult to
accept his pictures as satires partly because fus characters are so Iirtle
evaggerated 1n the direction of types partly because his mterest m
them always scems one of curious fascination racher than pity or ndig
nmatton Stylistically Cadmus 15 2 knowmg and eclectic composer Un-
Iike the Immaculates he has ranged beyond the severe patterns of ab
stract art and has borrow ed many elements of design from the Renais
sance and the other great traditions of Western arc He has made these
very much his own selecting and modifying them with an mstinctive
feeling for the exact requirements of his subjects

Cadmus has nspired 2 number of other pamters who without hus
mtensity of viston and feeling have produced only gross and tawdry
comments on the adolescent mentalty of some Americans His one
close rval today seems to be the young pamter Henry Koerner who
has developed mdependently an art remarhably simiar to that of
Cadmus n many ways Fle has not dealt with quite such controversial
themes but hus characters have often been as profoundly bestal 1n the
hiteral meaning of the word Agam no moral emerges — only a kind
of fascination which 1s somehow slyer than Cadmus frank mrerest
hoerner 1s sull very young and may change greatly already he has an
extraordmary technical abiliry and his extensive formal borrowmngs
from the past like those of the older artists are ntelligently meegrated
m his personal style

A number of other painters are more loosely allied to this new genre
movement Jared French shows techmical and compositional similart
ties to Cadmaus but the cool archaism of hus figures and the deep space
through which he often views them give tus art a remote 1mpersonal
quality At times he has even invoked surrealist images and symbols as
s’ Murder This has also been done by Lows Guglielmi but wich
an enuirely different feelng Guglielm has acknow ledged s debt and
lanship to Demuth Dickinson and Sheeler hus pamnting m both us
realsst and surrealist phases 1 much closer to the Immncuhﬁres 1fn 1ts
quast geometrical design than 1t 1s to Cadmus or French Tt dll ers from
all these 1n 1ts warm compasston for humamty even Gughelms fan-
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rastic devices are used objectively to underline hus sympathy wath the
caty s poor rather than to dredge up autobiographical secrets

With Gughelmu we return to a more purely Immaculate viston
modified 10 the duection of surreahsm Thus trend was first and most
foraibly seen in the work of Peter Blume, who had starred his career
during the late 1920 a5 a ty preal Immaculate 1 the Demuth-Sheeler
manner In 1930~193. however Blume panted three pictures,
“Parade’ South of Scranton’ and ‘Light of the World, which
transformed hus art mto a pure fantasy of human figures enigmatscally
trapped m odd arrangements of the machine forms dear to the Im
maculates Smce then he has moved slowly away from a mechamsuc
vision mtensifying his realism and explonng the greater vanety of tex
tures and orgamc forms of nature In hs studses and smaller pictures
these are often purely fantastic and sometimes erotic m a typreally sur-
realist fashion Burn The Rack ” hus onte major composion of the last
twelve years they are disciphined m the service of a vast allegory —
surely one of the most extraotdinary prctures of our day Blume stands
alone mn the single minded ntensity of what James Soby has percep-
vely called his ruthless mtrospection " # but whule he has had no fol-
lowers there has been 2 Postsurrealist” movement, founded m Cali-
fornw 1 1934 by Lorser Feuclson, Helen Lundeberg, and others
which has also produced some precisely realist work of abstract design
and surreabst feeling

Funally sull another hind of realism has flounshed here which 15
harder to define than those branches wiich grew from the Immaculate
trunh Its chuef characterstic 15 1ts debt to primutive ast, such as the
drawangs of children the pictures of “Sunday paters * or the work
of the early Renassance Like the sources on which 1t draws 1t 15 not
wisually exact or photographic, but seeks 2 direct nave apprehension
of reality It 15 an emotional rather than a technical realsm, for the
mearung of objects xather than their actual shape determunes the pic-
torial form On occasion 1t also owes something to modern abstract
design, which indeed parallels primuave art m certam respects
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The leading figure 1n this movement since the middle 1930 has
been Ben Shahn While he has drawn on various primitive sources,
Shahn s art 1s perhaps closest to that of children mn sts sensiuve hnear
quality sts deliberate awkwardness its often humorous conventions
for noses or mouths Ths 1s obvious 1 such pictures as Oluo Magic
with 1ts chuldlike charabanc and each cobblestone drawn with perstst-
ent care and a plan disregard for dmmshing perspecuse But even
1n painungs where 1t 15 less apparent, such as the poygnant  Father and
Chuld 1r1s at the center of Shahn s unclouded vision of human suffer
ing and dignity It 1s not of course hus only formal means for he 15
2 master of abstract design be 1t m depth like that of Uccello or di
Chinico or flatly two dimensional Iihe that of Prero della Francesca
or Diego Rivera He also uses occasionally, expressionist distortions
of form and perspeetive particularly m hus posters His personal con~
victions on socral justice have myolved lum decply pamted propa
ganda some of which ranks high m his work But it 15 1 fus easel
pictures that he has captured most purely the feeling of humiliry and
wonder which the stubborn endurance of the human spinit so patently
wahens 1n him

Shahn s art has had 2 growmg mfluence on several y ounger painters
such as Bernard Perln Few however have mamtained the older
man s three way balance between a tough minded realism a sophustt
cated design and an ingenuous vision Perin for mstance 15 both
more delicate and more romantc Stephen Greene another young
arust who emerged in the 1940§ resembles Shahn chiefly m huis more
obvious dependence on the early Renaissance for the pnmitive element
1 hus style hus first religious pietures had the cloguent smplicity of
their source translated mto 2 modern and personal 1diom but since
then he seems to be developmg 1 2 somewhat different directon
Perhaps the closest to Shahn 1 feeling though notin style 15 Honore
Sharrer whose art 1s also concerned with the ntimate lives of workung
people These she would Iike to render with fanatical sensiavity and
creative realism  ® and to this end she has dev cloped the most precxs(;Iy
reabistic techmque of any of the painters m this group But she ha; 2 so
gwven her pictures a fresh and ingenuous air by posing many of her
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figures n shghtly suff self conscions attitudes as 1f they were well
aware that their Isheness was bemg tahen Her work hunts at the archaic
charm of old daguerrcotypes or those primstive portraits by the anony
mous hmners of the nmeteenth century

The privueisssm of alf these pamters 1s sn ymportant but an elusive
element n their work 1t 1s not as eclectic as 1t sounds for st has been
deeply absorbed mto therr personal way of seeing and pamting This
has not always been the case, however Other artists lthe Lucille
Corcos have conscrously imitated the quant mannersms of the Sunday
panter or I ¢ Flonne Stetthetner the nave drawings of chuldren
to create an art which 1s gay and fanciful but highly mannered

‘We have also had throughout the last half century those genuine
primutives or untrasned artists whose timeless patterns of seeing have
changed so lidde durmg the hustory of our art Whale shey have not
the techmeal shill to transcribe the ourward appearance of nature their
worh 15 generally realistic 1n intent and obwiously mnspired by an urge
to record with loving care those subjects which have emouonal sig
nificance for them It 1s true that at tmes the emotional content of 2
subject 1s 50 great that 1t forces the artist mnto a kind of primitive ex-
pressionssm as m the brooding 1ntrospective  Self-Portrait of John
hane The more usual mood however 15 placid and dyllic the fond
contemplation of a farmbar scene like Joseph Picketts Manchester
Valley  or of maginary visions ke Horace Pippms The Holy
Mountam  Pictures just come to my mind  Pippmm once smd  and
ther I tell my heart 10 go ahcad  *

Through all this worl as well as m that of Grandma Moses
Mosris Hirshficld and so many others there 15 a constant quality of
thy thieal flat design w huch scems n varying degrees to be an mnate
and unnversal part of our vision
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romantic visionaries

It1s not quite accurate to speah of a tradion of romantic and visionary
art n America for the mineteenth century pamnters who fall under this
heading were generally 1solated figures pursuing the private images of
their imagmation Swnce 1800 however there has never been a time
when one or more was not actnve first Allston then Quidor and
Blythe and at the end of the century Ry der Blakelock and Newman
~— to mention only the outstanding figures They founded no move
ments and as far as we know drew no sustemance from each other
But taken together they wove a continuous thread of revene and
melancholy of fantasy and terror and mumate poetry through the
more prosarc texture of our earher art Their tradition 15 one of mood
rather than style for n the latter they differed greatly umung only
1n their common rejection of realism as an end m tself They rejected
also at various times other current aesthetic beliefs Thus Allston
fashioned an idealistic art when 1t was scarcely known i America
yet when 1deahsm became dominant Quidor and Bly the dened 1t with
their robust and earthy subjects and when rdealism vamshed before
late century materialism 1t was reviv ed agam by Ryder Blakelock
and Newman Their tradition was one of independence and revolt as
well as mood
In the twentieth century we have had as many poets of the inner
eye but therr relation to the rest of our art has changed greatly For
the first time 1n our history the influence of one or two dommant
figures has been felt soon enough and strongly enough to establish
what might with a lutle exaggeraton be called a movement Aluch

 ne
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fleshly nudes m Amenican art and they grew even more ethereal after
1922 when Davies became muerested m Gustavus A Lisens theory
of mhalation and released them, by their indrawn breaths from the
laws of gravity Davies sdealized visions come pertlously close to a
cloying sweetness their genuine poetry lihe that of 4 Child's Garden
of Verses depends on the willingness of the spectator to withdraw
mto a sexless immaterial world where beauty 15 unreheved by pogn
aney of pain

The same mannered nudes and enigmatic subjects are also found
m the werrder visions which Middleton Mamgault recorded dunng
the few productive years of his carcer between about 1909 and 1919
But here the similarity ends for Mamigault s figures i spste of ther
styhzed and decorative poses, are subthy erotc with narrow waists
large hups and breasts There 15 2 studied incongraity betweea ther
flesh-and blood ewstence and thewr meaningless occupations 1 the
fairy-tale land capes which contain them Tuleslke Source  Tude,”
and  Galaxy  deepen the ambiguity Mamigault also panted pure
landscapes such as A Town i France with 1ts almost Cezannesque
fechng for the cubical essence of architectare but even m this ficld
he preferred smagmauve compositions it e The Poson  which con-
trasts an sdyllic foreground of swans and grazing horscs with the
gloomy bastion on the hill His style owed much to primmme art
which he sometsmes recreated almost verbaum asm A Pastoral or

Wooden Induan’ About 1919 he changed direction entrely and

the next few years pamted some two hundred cubsst pretures which
he subsequently destroyed One wonders what lus mature sy nehests of
form and magmanve fancy mught have been had he not died mn 192 4
at the age of thirty five

The Land of Cochaigne which Davies and Mamgault created m
their different ways exists with more sensuous reality n the worh of
our tortured and cceentric visionars, Louss M Lilshemus self st led
supreme Parnassian Mighuest A Round Man Transcendant Lagle
of Art mientor of clectric belts homeopathic procedures and hvp
nouc spells Bencach the egotsm 1nd the hocus pocus of s urrerances
there was a sensitny ¢ and my stical spirse w hich dusperarely soughe relief
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from 1ts frustrations i 1mages of a South Sea paradise like that of
Melvilles Typee or m a rustic America as 1dyllic as Dawies child
world These were not entirely imaginary for Eilshernus had been to
Samoa 1n 1901 as well as to many other romantic corners of the world
But hus pictures are not the reports of a traveler they are retreats from
cwvilization which he has prepared for himself full of wanton joys for
the body m the South Sea prctures full of a childlike mnocence and
smplicity in - A Bridge for Fishing  and simular country scenes Some
umes the fantasy 15 more obvious his nude maidens i Afternoon
Wind angle through the air as of propelled by an mdiscreet application
of Davies theory of mnhalation But for the most part Lilshemrus
created a plausible world which 1s unreal only because 1t 1s so pure a
reflection of his own impossible desires Hisstyle was perfectly adapted
to hus purpose for 1t combned something of Ryder s mystertous pat
terning with a nawve almost childlike draftsmanship which underhned
the subjective nature of lus vistons These entered darher realms too
as we shall see later

The fragile srreality of Davies and Mangault of some part of
Eilshemus and even of Ryder s little shepherdesses or his Forest of
Arden was as tvpical of one side of the Amercan mind mn the early
twentieth century as the futunsts mechanistic dynamism was of a
diametrically opposed feeling Both were to some extent reactions
m different directions to the waxmg clamor of our mdustrial enviliza
tion which the futurists embraced and the visonanies fled Both have
largely disappeared from our art today though never enurely so Per
haps the closest mheritor of the gently 1dyllic strain has been the vour‘:g
pamter Raymond Bremmin who unlike tus predecessors has ma‘ile the
aity 1tself mto a place of magic full of moonhe vistons winged horses
and childhood memores of the steeples of Vitebsh Yer there 1s 2
difference for Breimn s art 15 more mternational m flavor w ith reme
niscences of El Greco s attenuated figures and the Russian folh f;nm;y
of Chagall Tt 15 1n hus less extravagantly imagmnative pictures that he
comes closest to the natnve tradition

Two shghtly older men John Carroll and
2lso added to our modern vem of quiet reverie

Hobson Pittman have
Carroll s darl ly dream
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mg mardens, though not so securely virginal as Davies’, are caught m
the same hypnotic trance, their creamy flesh more sensual but nearly
as bloodless Pittman s haunted Victortan parlors also exst m a light
suffused trance the ghosts have shipped from sight and for 2 moment
everything 1s possed and hushed i expectation The mimnor poetry of
these men 15 real but the narrowness of their chosen fields has made
1t difficult for them to mamtan consistentlv the freshness of mood
which one finds m their best work

As the plausible, if Utopian vistons of these men have dwindled,
a darker more mysterious romanticism which believes 1n good and
evil miracles has grown It too had 1ts roots 1 the work of Ryder
particularly i the majestic canvases of supernatural events Death on
a Pale Horse” “ Jonah, The Flying Dutchman” Macbeth and the
Witches’ If we add to these some of Ryder s more eerie landscapes
suchas Smugglers Cove ” we have the three main strands n this kind
of art the mysteries of God of nature and of evil In various ways
they have obsessed the imagmation of grow ing numbers of our pamtets
About 1908 Lows Eushemius called on Ryder 1 his cluttered
studio and saw there two of his greatest pictures The Flying Dutch
man  and “Macbeth and the Witches With the courage of his
peculiar egonsm Lilshemtus undertook his own versions of the same
subjects which were to surpass those of the older artist While he dd
not succeed his pictures have a different kind of strength — less ample
than Ryder s but full of the narrow mntensity of their author In several
subsequent pretures which sprang more directly from his own pamful
experience Erlshemus returned to themes of suffering and evil His
Jealousy * of 1915, though wildly melodramatic distills the buter
essence of 1ts subject with mightmare force
One year after this picture was panted a twenty three year old
arust 1n Salem Ohio was doubtfully commencing a series of water
colors which are among our most haunted vistons simce those of Ryder
Returning from the Cleveland School of Art to the village where he
had grown up Charles Burchfield was drawn by an obscure mner

114



romantic visionaries

compulsion  back into childhood memories and 1t became such an
obsesston that a decadence set 1n I tried to recreate such moods as fear
of the dark the feelings of flowers before a storm and even to visualize
the songs of msects and other sounds * The marvels and the terrors
of childhood blossom 1n Burchfield s strange 1mages and anthropomor
pluc forms The church steeple 15 2 monstrous dragon the Night
Wind 15 cloud and a witch 1n one the First Hepaticas ' bloom in
2 wood of threaterung shapes and gapmng hollow trees Or the mood
changes to the jubilant springtime of the Psalms ~ And the lrttle hulls
rejorce on every side they shout for joy they also smg  Sun
flowers are a2 * Rogues Gallery  shrll msects fill the aur with staceato
marks Nature has seldom been more imagmanvely persomufied

Not the least remarkable feature of these water colors 1s the mven
tve style m which they are pamnted Certam elements such as the
sharply peaked roofs and dripping walls of his buildings or the witch
face 1n a cloud scem drawn 1n a very general way from an nternational
f:ury tale convention at least they are n the spuit of the brothers
Grimm There 15 also a fanter hmship with Ryder whose work
Burchfield probably did not know at this time i the abstract patterns
of cloud and mght shapes Certamly he was entirely unaware of the
force lines of the futurists when he pamted spring trees and foliage
sharply aspining chevrons or outbursts of snuous curves although he
may have seen reproductions of Orental art with 1s comparable
shorthand for leaves and branches Whatever hus sources Burchfield
created a remarhably mature and personal style for so young a panter
From 1918 through the decade of the thirties he laid 1t aside for the
more sober realism which we have already discussed but 1n recent
years 1t has served him agam as he has returned once more to fanciful
speculations on nature Indeed he has found 1t so well smted to his

needs that he has altered st lirtle on occasion he has even enlarged his

e complex compositions
early papers using them as the center of mort p P

which h 15 out mn the 2dded margins

Bmcif‘;c?ésss‘;rk of 1916-1918 was forgotten or unknown for
many years even his own Teference to 1t, quoted above had a half-
apologetic rng Yert 1t 15 an unusual comcidence that several other
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dufference berw een therr art and that of the others 1s not 2 question of
subject alone, although they have often tended to 1solate small frag
ments of the world and to find their miracles 1n mucrocosms rather
than 1 ¢the Jarger aspecis of narure Yet the disuncuon does not he
here for they have also sought the general mysienes of moonhght
forest and sea Rather 1t depends on the privacy of their vision on the
mtensity of personal meaning which they have found 1n external things
and embodied 1 mumate svmbols that are yer related to a2 larger
spuntual truth It 15 2 question whether their art could have custed
before surrcalism opened the avenues of mtrospection bur whatever
it may owe to that movement has been largely submerged mn the course
of uts quire different quest
Two of the leading figures 1n this kund of art Mark Tobey and
Morns Graves share 2 mysucal and religious fervor which has drawn
sustenance from Orental thought as therr art has drawn also on the
Far East for a certam calligraphic quality Lven before 1920 Tobey
was deeply interested 1n automatic wrung wich the planchette, but 1t
was not unul after a tnp o China 1 1934 that he developed the style
by which he 1s now best hnown the semu automatic * whie wrinng
which enmeshes his fudden evocamne mages m an endless web of
wcredibly complicated Iines Sometimes the 1mage 1 part of the web
asmhss Drftof Summer  sometimes it hies behind 1t or 15 intertwaned
with 16, as m “Istand Memories or Tundra * But m erther case the
shimmering network creates a remote, unearchly splendor hle the
endlessly varied and repeated thymes of Poes poetry or the patterns
that float behind the ¢y chds when they are suddenly closed in sunhght
Graves who came under Tobey s nfluence about 1938, has made
occasional use of the same desice, but has used 1t less abstractly, often
10 denote the moonhght which weas es its enchanted linear spells around
the birds and snakes of fus nocturnal world For Graves 15 more of 2
reabist than Tobey and even when he pants that composite and obses
swe creatore the * Little Known Bird of the Inser Lye, 1t 1s msunct
with the character of better-known species This reshsm or rather
this acuteness of abservation 15 necessary to the magic symbols which
Graves creates 1t 15 part of the tesmble pathos of hus blind and wounded
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creatures, 1t 15 what gives hus very small Burd Smgmg m the Moon
light 1ts moving bravery i the lonely mght Half real half hallucina-
tory his concentrated images have m James Soby s words an
uncanny sense of privacy, as though they had not been witnessed by
the pamter but had been recorded on enchanted film by shutters
tripped 1n the primeval dark with no one near °

A more lightly fanciful bestiary has been created by Darrel Ausun
m nchly crusted canvases built up entirely with the palette kmfe His
forlorn maidens lost 1 swamps with therr bulls foves wvgers cata
mounts and strange birds have the same irreahity and the same obscurely
legendary look as those of Arthur B Davies though none of the latter s
sweetness and light Indeed they are closer to surrealism than the work
of most of this group for Austin has said that he usually starts a picture
with no conception of what 1ts subject will be and permuts 1t to evolve
from subconscious promptmngs ®

More than any of the others Loren Maclver has captured the
magic 1n the small commonplace things of Lfe Her unqualtfied state-
ment  Quite simple things can lead to discovery 1 one hey to her
art” In a blistered pavement the fading chalk marhs of a hopscotch
game or the discarded treasures of sn ashean she finds the poignant
records of life s passing joys obliquely serenely they recall the lost
laughter of children and the affection that once found use and beauty
in rejected things Her prevailing mood 1s warmly human poetic 2
little mysucal her method like that of Graves vartes widely from
sharply focused realism to near abstraction The deltcate balance of
humor and sadness 1n her clown portraits the flickering llumination
m her rows of votive lights or the gleaming branches of a tree 1n winter
mist are spiritual manifestattops that shine through corporeal eustence
Much of her work especially the guuaches done on black Fagcr 18
subtly phosphorescent the decp colors glowng like those of Austn
but more gently with an other W orldly light Jeah

Many more arusts several of whom we have discussed ef sew here
mught with some jusuce be linked to these for the sense of mystery
1s perhaps more w rdespread today than it has ever been at [east in our
arts The relation of such abstract painters as Stamos Baziotes and
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Rothha ta Arthur G Dove was pomnted out mn Chaprer VI In hke
manner, the complicated lnear abstractions of Jackson Pollock bear
a certamn resemblance to those of Mark Tobey, while the magical
nature symbols of Adolph Gortheb or Knud Merrild are fairly close
to those of Mornis Graves especially m the lawer s early “Message

sertes The dividing line berween those who have embraced whole-
heartedly a romantic mystcism and those who have tempered its
domunton with formal or other mterests cannot be drawn with any
degree of precision
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THE ARTIST IN THE MODERN WORLD

In 1823 the poet James Gates Percrval wnting to 2 friend of the
fallure of Morse s great canvas of The House of Representatives
remarked  He labored at 1t eighteen months and spent many hundred
dollars 1n 1ts execution and now he has to pay the public for looking
atit Allston says 1t 15 a masterptece of colormg and perspective Who
would write or paint any good thing for such a fashionable vuigar as
ours® For my part Iam tired of patung the dogs I will now rurn to
kicking them !

And behold the wealthy American patrons of the arts' wrote
Benjamun De Casseres nearly a century later  Ring Olympus with thy
laughter! They carry therr exhausted souls to Europe and buy art
objects the great money value of which they are made to appreciate

Srupldxty and Vulgarity thy name s America! 2

We must try to see 11 perspective the schism which has always
existed to some extent between the American artist and his public
since at least the first quarter of the nineteenth century Those who
blame the modern arust for his falure to meet their needs and for
thus creating the breach overlook the fact of s long duration
Eip:cmlly they overlook the fact that popular indifference to the fine
arts has at all times forced certan American artists to work out their
own salvation outside the narrow field of public taste  Here we see
the arts developing and expanding themselves not in the genal sun
shine of wealth and patronage but the cold damp shade of neglect
and obscunity  sad the Analectic Magazine in 1815 and 1t concluded
of our artists  Their productions are of course somew hat adapted to
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the character and habus of the nanon yet they have always
rather led than followed the public taste®  No, said the Nanon
eighty-sevenyears later  The pubic does not really care for art — that
ssthe truth of £ 2

Two cxrcumstances contssbuted to the steady grow th of the schism
3 the mineteenth century  one — matersalism - wag constant indeed
stanceeased grearly at the century send the other — 2 narrow aesthene
stindard — changed character but was never broad enough to contain
all the creative work besng done at given time This does not mean
that no creatve work was don wihin the current hamits of public
wste For many years before the Crual War the pamters of the Hudson
Ruver School met successfully the twin standards of reasm and sdealsm
then dominant later Homer Inness Duneneck and others found
ample support for thewr respectine binds of mmpressionsm Yet we
must remembee i each peried the rasny neglected and despised
figures not only the remantic vistonaries hike Quidor, Ryder and
Blakelock whose art so obviosly flouted the dommant sealsst standard
but even the extreme realists bhe Heade Lane 2nd Ealns who fared
better but were not granted therr full due becsuse ther work faled
ta micet other specificanons

Under the twin pressures of mdfference and musunderstandmg
many of our earher artists either gave up art or withdrew from the
mam suream of Amercan hfe i one w ay ot another and cultvated
therr private gardens m relanve wolaon Morse turned to sctence
Quudor 1o farmng Homer became a recluse on the Maine coast
Ryder in the airy Baluns zenred to 2 nasraw aircle of famuly and
friends Blakelack t0 an msane asylum Whistler Cassaet Sargent
Vedder Currier, and scores of others becarne expatriates hving out
heir Ines 1n London Pars Rome or Munich where sooner or latet
they faced the mescapable difemma of Henry James that one could
RO zematn an Amencan nor became an Enghishman but must remam
fores er suspended berween two entruses

¢ 0% thight mood of ruch Amerscan are i the lateer y ears of the

mngteenth century 55 partly one suspects a reflection of the breach
betw een the counrry and her actises Uproorted or forced moa spiritual
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solation many paraters turned thear ¢yes inward i melancholy mero
specuen They recall James s herome i The Portrast of a Lady whesn
the truth of things thewr mutual relations their meamag and for the
most part. thewr horror rose befare her with 2 kind of archutectural
astness Al porpose all mtenvion was suspended afl desire 100
In the brooding sadness of a face by Ealmns ar the emsgmane revere
of 3 figure by Dewmg we mght well be looking at Tsabel Archer
who 15 50 often posed 1n an arttude betraying  a singular absence of
purpose her hands hanging at her sides lost themselves m the folds
of her black dress her ey es gazed vaguely before her* In the landscapes
of Blahelock Homer Marem Ryder ] F Murphy fnness (n hus
late years) 1 the Nocturnes of Whistler the ideal heads of Huar
and the rehgous pretures of Newman the mood recurs OF the great
figures pethaps only Homer escaped enurely although many lesser
men bhe Sargent and Chase whose art was closer o the matensal
standards of the day were of course untouched While ¢t 15 too sy eep
g & generalization there 15 snll much truth m the words Claude
Phullips v rote 1n 1902 The keynate to the art of this period he sad
thatss 1o the are w huch is nesthier officual fashionable mor commercial
5 sadness heart searching musgrving  melanchaly ~ 0% spiritual
ROW sensuous — revole aganst surrounding circumstance
On the whole the American public remamcd pleasantly unaw are
of this schism uaeyd the early years of the twenueth century There
W e1e no arganized revolutionary movements as it France to shake uts
confidence 1 the established osder or to force a tevision of values
Even mipressionssm  here shpped quietly m the bach door barely
rufﬂmg the calm of our Oy mpsan enitses Qur Quidors and Blakelocks
© true nonconformsts managed to starve 10 decent obscunity  The
it Neieny g bty e by e Sy o
cd an autocratic do:
Am;e:t;: ;:::x;tosn:o;\;‘;: all this has changed The c'dnbmo; of z!;c
ght 1n 1908 gave the public its first mhlag that orgamzed revole

he defensive epithes already noted Bur i was
;\a(smp:rssscxbtlgeaz‘i:)i;‘ ghow of rgt3 which first stirred the Amerrcan

mind to an awareness of the fact that an art which wt did nor hke or
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understand could ewst i the proportions of a serjous movement and
could not be consigned ke an mdnidual to obhvien As first the
conservative cntics tried By calling the modermsts madmen charla
tans and poseurs perhaps thev could be effecuncly discouraged When
ths failed America reahzed for the first ume that a breach between xt
and 1ts creatsve artists eisted It blamed this on the perversity of the
modermist faling to reahize that a schism had eusted for nearly one
hundred y cars before faling also to reahze that we, a5 a people, might
be more to blame than any possible artisuc aberration

If the Armory Show brought this schism 1nto the open and made
1t seem more mathed 1t was also an smportant step m us healing —2
pracess still far from complete Momentanly the breach was widened
the arust was confirmed m his belef that he must pame for himself
alone the public 1 s distrust of all devianions from academic stand-
ards But already one persistent cause of the divorce was partally
removed The public might not be able to understand but at least
1t was not mdsfferent And as cortosity grew more and more men of
good will made the effort to meet the arust on his own ground just
as many artists eventually made the effort to return modernism to
forms more closely related to native tradstion and hence more under
standable ‘Thus by a process of advance and retreat, of expenment and
consohdation of action and reaction American art finally caught up
with and entered the mam stream of mternational are at the same ume
beating with st certan native qualines and a growmng public wmterest
and under tanding 1Ve must now examine some of the forces, agences,
and smplications mn this struggle

Asde from his art sself, the 1 noteest problem for the American
modernist in the early years of the century was where to exhibit The
annual exhibitions of the National Academy of Design were stilf she
principal medium n how many biographics one reads sentences ke
L}")d Goodrich  concerning Weber ¢ He submutted wotk o0 2
Nanonal Academy exhibition and was of course rejected, and never
tried agan* * The commercal gallenses, not so numerous then as now
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were equally hostle to anything as unprofitable as modern art though
some could be rented if an arust had the money which few did The
one evception was Alfred Stieghtzs Photo Secession Gallery also
known a5 the Luttle Gallery or 291 because of its address on Fifth
Avenue In its small room beginning m 1908 Americans saw the first
exhubitions of work by the leading French modernists and of the
prmitive African sculpture and children s drawings mn which they
were mterested From tgog on Stueghtz showed the worl of many
pioneer Amernican modermsts Bluemner Carles Dove Macdonald
Wright Mann Maurer Nadelman O Keeffe Weber and others
With some lshe Marin he made financial arrangements w hich per
mitted the arust to devote hus entire ume to pamting w ichout immediate
concern for sales His messiamc zeal supported by a sharp wit and
tongue did much to weld the 1solated efforts of the early men into
a cohesive movement Their almost mystical respect for the spire of
29t and s proprietor 1s documented 1n the pages of Camera Work
the pallery s quarterly magazine

After the Armory Show the number of gallerses exhibinng modern
American art increased rapidly Of the older dealers N E Montross
was the first to be converted Martm Birnbaum ar the Berln Photo-
graphic Gallery show ed the work of Maurice Sterne and several others
Marws de Zayas Charles Daniel and Stephan Bourgeors all founded
new galleres devoted to modern art Damel was parteularly acuve
and courageous m launching young and untried arusts In Brooklyn
Hanulton Easter Field converted a room in one of his houses on the
Heights 1nto a gallery to show the work of his proreges Henry Firch
Taylor himself an abstract panter directed the Madison Gallery m
New York

Another pressing problem for the modern arusts was the lack of

mformed criucs quabfied to judge their worh and explam 1t to the
pubhic At the beginung most of the established figures men like
Arthur Hoeber Roval Cortissoz Frank Jewert Mather Jr were
strongly opposed to all form: of modernsm A few hke James
Huneker and Sadalachy Hartmann tried harder to be farr but generally
took their place with the opposiuon One of the first to be converted
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was Charles H Caffin In 1907 Caffin had finushed writing fus Story
of American Parnting with 2 rather pessumustic view of its future but
as we have seen hus tall with Mansse two years later opened hus eyes
to the ams of the modern movement whach he defended vigorously
thereafter even standmg up for Alfred Maurer when few voices were
rassed i the latter s support

Caffin was only one of a growing group of ertics who were closely
associated wath Swueglz and wrote extensively for Camers Work
Marms de Zayas the Mewucan born canicaturist was another who was
comverted to modermusm about 1g11 With Paul B Haviland, also of
the Sueghiz group he wrote an extended essay A Srudy of The
Modern Exolution of Plastic Expression published by 91 1n pamphlet
form mn 1913 — cloudy and obscure but pethaps the first general ex-
position of modern art to appear outside a magazme m this country
One of Suegltz s most interesting contnibutors was John Weschsel,
whose distrust of cubssm s mtellectual basis and whose argument for
2 unnversal abstract art based on racial plasuc relanons (by which
hie meant those rooted in the unchanging primitive nature of man)
were mntethgently argued

Outside the Steghtz group several new erties with a genwne hilang
for modern art began to appear Henry McBride on the Suz and
Llisabeth Luther Cary on the Tiaes wrote of the new art with warmth
and understanding Guy Pene du Bos m Ares and Decoration W D
MacColl and Willard Huntingron Wright m Forum came to the de
fense of the Armory Show Wialter Pach did sympathensc articles for
varous magazmes Books on modern art began to appear The first and
10 some ways the best despite 1ts rather confused organmzation was
Arthur Jerome Tddy s Cubuzs and Post-Tmpressiomsm  published m
1914 This was followed a vear later by Willard Huntingron Wright's
Mederp Pamting 2 more orderly discussion of the yarious movements
but violenty partisan to Synchromism of wiich his brother Mac
donald Wright had been cofounder (Later Wright follow ed hus cont
vicuons to therr fogical conclusion when he argued that the art of the
future lay m the color organ thercafter he gave up art cnncism and
became a detectve story wniter under the name of § § Van Dinc)
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Finally 1 The Arts founded by Hamilton Easter Field 1 19 1 and
long edited by Forbes WWatson we had our first mdependent and
progressive art magazine

In the meanume Amencan arusts and their friends were domng
what they could to win recognitton for the new movements This
was Jiefe compared to what was accomplished abroad for there were
1o closely organized groups here with the possible exception of the
Synchromusts who followed the European pattern of manifestoes and
well publicized shows For the most part 1t was 2 case of liberal artists
combiung and recombrmung mn sporadic efforts to get modern art
before the public The Armory Show was the result of such an effort
S0 was the Forum Exhibinon of 1916 assembled by a commuttee of
progressive artists and cnues including Henn Suegltz  Chrisuan
Brnton  Willard Hunungton Wrght and several others From fifey
names submitted the commutree made 1ts choice of the sixteen  best
modernists 1n America and gave them an impressne group show On
3 smaller scale the same thing was tred elsewhere In Philadelphia
Morton 1, Schamberg assembled the first modem exhibion at the
McClees Gallery also m 1916 Various groups with common 1nterests
such as the Introspcm-.es or the members of the Penguin an informal
anu acadermuc club were also holdmg shows at abour this time

The most successfully sostamned effort however was mspired by
2 prnciple rather than 2 commumty of wterest No jury —no
Prizes  was at the heart of the Independent movement, whose goal
Was to establish an annual exhibiion m which any arust modern or
2cademic professional or amateur could have hus work hung by pay-
ment of a small entrance fee The 1dea had been born i Pans with the
founding of the Societe des Arustes Independants n 1884, but the

St attemnpts at an American equv alent were abortne Of these we
have already discussed the so called Onginal Independent Show
Organized m 1go8 by Arnold Friedman Glenn O Coleman and Julis
Golz Friedman s account mahes clear however thar the COHL\'IbU[OlS‘
were more or less hand piched and thatevenso some were excluded
The first truly nonyury exfubit appears to have been the one organized
bY members of the Eight with huhn Bellows du Bois and others and
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held m a2 loft bulding at 29 West 35th Street 1 1910 ‘ Over two
thousand people atrended the reccption and nearly a5 many were
turned away after the gallertes were crowded to the lumt of thew
capacity 3t was reported ‘ A wartmg hne extended nearly to the end
of the block, and finally police assistance was found necessary 7 In
spite of thus success the exhibition was not repeated

Seven years passed before a permanent orgamzaton the Society
of Independent Arnsts, was finally formed m rgry with William
Glackens 1ts first president and Charles Prendergast, Walter Pach, John
R Coverr and Walter Arensberg fithng other offices Its first exhib
tion held 1n Apnil at the Grand Central Palace, was 2 model of demo-
craue fairness the hanging was done 1 stnictly alphabetical order of
some twenty five hundred works submitted only one was rejected —
Marcel Duchamps Dadast unnal ‘La Fontane For many years
thereafter largely under the prestdency of John Sloan, the Soctety
held 1s huge spring annual, open to all who could pay sts modest
membershp fee While 1t was always well filled with the outlandish
and mncompetent many good artists recenved their first recogmtion 1
1ts gallertes The 1dea spread efsew here Charles H Walther organized
the Society of Balumore Independent Arusts and Clucago started 2
senies of Independent exhibinions m 19.2 The same vear saw the
secession from the New York Society of a group Jed by Freld which
founded the Salons of America thus gmng the aity a second nonjury
annual Later the movement dwindled 2s museums and other mstitu-
tions hberalized thewr exhibition policies partially remaving the need
which 1t onginally filled Today most of the Independent groups are
exuisct or iactive although sporadic efforts to revive them have been
made And it must be admitred that no jurted or mvited exhubicon,
0o mattes how biberal can entrely replace the old free-for all spimt
of the Independents

The support of modern art was only an mesdental past of the In
dependent program, 1t was the mam object of anather group of arusts
who called themselves the Societe Anonyme Founded 1n 1920 by the
abstract punter Katherne § Dreser i collsboration with Marcel
Duchamp and Man Ray the Sociéte launched an ambitious program
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of extubinons and began formig 1ts permanent collection for a mu-
seum of modern art, now at Yale University In addiuon to the many
group and one man shows of modern European and American painters
held in their New York gallery the Societe sent an incredible number
of extubitions to museums  schools colleges clubs state fawrs and
community centers throughout the country spreading the knowledge
of modern art 1n a way that had not been attempted before Its collec-
tion was formed with great catholicity of taste and today 1t 1s the only
public one 1n which the work of several of our obscure early modern-
15ts such as Bruce and Coverr can be found

These were some of the proneering efforts which American artists
themselves made to close the breach with the public They were aided
eventually by the country s museums but the older of these were slow
to overcome their conservative distrust of moderism In 1913 Bryson
Burroughs had persuaded the Metropolitan Museum to buy a Cezanne
the first to enter a public collection here and in the same year the
Newark Museum gave Weber a one man show But 1t was not unul
1921 that modern art began to recerve museum recognition on any
scale In that year there was a sudden outburst of exhibiions The
Worcester Art Museum showed 2 group of pamntmgs assembled by
the Societe Anonyme 1m New York the Brooklyn and Metropolttan
Museums both held large exlubuts of modern French art mn Philadelphia
the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts gave Amenican painters
therr chance 1 1ts Later Tendencres exiubition review ed mn The
Arts a5 the best show of modern Amerzcan art ever held *® There
after the established museums became gradually more hiberal 1n therr

policies

The most progr:
growing number of new musew
Interested 1n promoting creatts € &

1 in this field was done however by a
e e ms founded by mndividuals who were
rtin Amertca In 1915 Mrs Gertrude

V. helped found and support the Friends of the
Ygzg;rbAll;n:Zhgzte}:)f iwfl:ch grew three years later the Whitney

Studio Club with Mrs Julana Force as its director The club gave its
of group and on¢ man shows 1ncluding an

art; es
1st members a sen Europe in 1920-1921 By 19 81chad

Overseas Exhibiton which toured

129



MODERN AMERICAN ART

sic hundred members and theee. hundred appheants for whom there
was no room It was therefore transformed mro the Whitney Studio
Galleries and three y ears later mto s final form the Whitaey Museum
of American Art as which st has continued to function as one of the
most active and progressive forces m our are

Actually the first museum devoted chiefly to work by hving arusts
was the Phullips Gallery m Washgton, D C, founded by Duncan
Phitlips 1 5918 With rare perception and mdependence, Phallips has
given an unusual measute of support to those arusts hike Dove and
knaths, 1n whom he has had special fath 1 the end s judgments
have usually been confirmed by cntical opimon elsewhere Five years
fater Albere C Barnes established the Barnes Foundation 1n Menon
Pennsylvanse, with hus fine collection of modern trench art, but 1ts
mfluence has been hmuted to the Foundation s students as ats founder
has nigorously excluded the public

While s came too late to play a part 1n the earlv struggle, the
Museum of Modern Artn New York founded m 1929, has probably
done more than any other single mstirution to educate the public 18
the aums and methods of the contemporary artist Under the guidance
of Alfred H Barr Jr 1t has produced a seres of exhibions and mono
graphs tracing the varions modern movements uncovering new talent
both here and abroad and reporting developments 1n archutecture
photography industrial design and other relatnvely neglected arts Its
unusual combinatson of scholarship and show manship has given it an
mfluential position 1n sts field More specnaliced the Solomon R Gug-
genherm Foundation s Museum of Non Objectnve Pamtmg founded
11 1937 has given abstract art its own excluse temple Outside New
York many other museums societses and msututes devoted to modern
art have sprung up while neatly all the older muscums now give it 2
farger place than before n thewr exhibitions and purchases

In spue of these many activities i his support, the modern artist,
with some exceptions has fared rather poorly i the important matter
of making enough money to hve In the early years of the century the
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I"“'ge collectors of modern art could be numbered on ones fingers
Some like the Steins were extraordinanily generous and did much to
help the painters 1n whom they were mrerested through the perennial
emses which beset the world s most uncertamn occupatton Without
the support of Mrs Nathan J Miller Weber could scarcely have
continued to paint John Quinn and Lizzie Bliss in New York Duncan
Phillips n Washington Ferdmnand Howald n Ohio Etta and Claribel
Cone i Balumore Walter C Arensberg m New York and Califorma
—these and several others 1 a more modest way built early collec-
tions which helped the pioneers of the modern movements at a tme
when help was most needed

Yet even their devored efforts were small compared with the need
In the nineteenth century the artist had had a second string to hus
bow m illustrating which was then not so far removed aesthencally
from his more serious mterests The pamtings and the dllustrations
which Homer did of Civil War subjects are essentially 1 the same
vem and s late as the time of the Eight magazine work required no
surrender of aesthetic standards only perhaps 2 lesser effort Even
comic strips as Luks and Fernger ‘demonstrated could be infused
with many of the qualies of their authors pantings For the abstract
arust and the expressiomust however this adjustment became virtually
mpossible Even for the more realistic pamters 1t was difficult since
magazine 1llustrations evolved m the direction of a slich impressionism
with which it was hard to compete on more sober terms Caricature
remaned one of the few commercial outlets for the creatve artist as
Gropper s cartoons and the drawings of the New Yorker group wit
nessed bur this was a small field which could not contam many The
attempt of the newspaper P to revive pictortal reporting m dthe 194; s
Was not very successful and while artist correspondents during the
second World War did some excellent work the photographers on
the whole did better

As a result the career of neath
dependent means has been studded
tons Burchfield and Hopper for m
pamting enurely and did commercis

y every modern artist without 1
‘with excursions into other occupa
any years gave up their serious
| work Sheeler and Kuniyosht
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became photographers Others ran eley ators, restaurants beauty shaps,
worked m factories shipyards on ranches and farms Hundreds tanghe
art an private classes or the varions schools Al of them suffered 1o
some extent many tragically, from the dramn of energy and the en
forced estrangement from thewr work

Then came the \wastng economic depression of the 1930’s and with
it this country s only large scale cipenment 1n government sponsorship
of the arts Perhaps because of our tendency to regard art as an easily
dispensible baxury  American pamnters were among the first to feel the

and are now once more one of the fey awvihized nations of the world
without 3 federal burcan devoted to the support and encouragement
of the fine arts A century and a half of efforts to correct this omssion
have 5o far been unsuccessful 1n spite of the construcnive results which
the temporary measures of the depression produced

The first of these measures was the estabshment 1 1933 of the
Public Works of Art Project admunistered by Edward Bruce and
Forbes Watson under the Treasury Department The country was
drvided 1mto sixteen reglons with 3 volunteer commutree 1 charge of
each and 5o one did 3 more difficult or desoted job than the members
of these commutrees 1 screening the flood of desperate applications
which descended op them In June 1934 this project had to be
abandoned and for a rime there were only small state projects operating

supervise this Harry Hoplans called Holger Cahill to Washington
Regonal dircctors w ere appomnted and m each region stare and Jocat
divistons were ser up The arts were elassified i some fiftcen categorres
mural punting ease} pamtng graphic ants sculprure and so forth
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to work 1n their own studios, on their own subjects 1n their own styles

Those opposed to government sponsorship of the arts have pomted
to the faurly large body of medtocre work which the Project did mdeed
produce They forget that this was pnimarily a relief measure and that
human need took precedence over high aesthetic standards Even had
1t been otherwse this would have been 1 small price to pay for what
the Project accomplished Some of our best and most famous artists
men like Stuart Davis Yasuo Kumyoshi and Marsden Hartley could
not have contimued without its aid Great numbers of our promising
younger artists — Levine Breiun Graves Bloom Machver and scores
of others — whose careers were just startmg 1 the early 19305 might
well have been forced to give up pamtng without sts encouragement
To many of these the Project gave their first opportunity to work full
time at their art The loss to the creatrve forces m American hfe winch
was averted by the Federal Art Project and the allied program of the
Treasury Department s Section of Fine Arts w ould mdeed have been
aserious one

The moral has been unfortunately less apparent to our legislators
than to others Since the final dissolutton of the Project i 1943 sev eral
attempts by government agencies to make use of Amenican art have
faled 1n almost every mstance to win Congressional approval Appro-
priations for the War Department s plan to send panters to the various
theaters m the last war were eluminated by Congress i 1943 and as
we shall see later pressure was placed on the State Department to with
draw 1ts traveling exhubition of modern pictures Withm very regent
years the American Federation of Arts and several other indepen: en;
bodies have renewed the attempt t© establish a government E)ureau o
art with a long range plan for its encourag

t and wider 12
tion through the country Sooner or Jater such a step seems mev table
but whether 1t can be accompl

shed 1 the near future 1s sull difficult
to judge

Several other new avenues have opened to thclalx;ust }:n the last
twenty years or so which have promised rfnu?hh altl oulg n many
cases the promise has proved ephemeral Chuel oht esehls the ;ia‘;mnag;:
of the creatwve artist by Amer: dustries without the usual demand

ycan 1
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that hus work be commercialized to meet the low standards of shick-
paper adverusemnents The water colors which Marsh and others have
done for the Standard Oud Company, or the sems-abstract designs of
de hoonmg Charles Howard, and Man Ray for the Contamer Corpo
ration are cases 1 pont The annual exhubitions of Pepst Cola from
whuch the subjects for theur calendars were drawn, the advertisements
of Abbott Laboratories and Lucky Strihe the extensive though rather
conservauve collection of International Business Machines are other
varsatsons on a trend, 1f we can call it that, tow ard more adult standards
mn commercial art Unfortunately many of these cfforts have been
discontmued, and 1t 15 difficult to tell whether they are the genune
portents of 2 movement that may draw the arust mto closer relation
with our material csvilization or whether they are only a brsef and
experimental flowering

Like sndustry labor too has sohcited the help of the aruse Its
patronage has not yet been as extensive as that of the large corporations
but the cartoons of Gropper the briflant posters which Shahn has done
for the Polical Action Commuttee of the CIO, and the dlluserated
booklets of the Marstime Unton and perhaps others appear to be the
harbingers of 4 spreading use of art for propaganda and snstruction
Regardless of ones political convictions one cannot deny that the
unions have forged some extraordinanly sharp prctorial weapons by
employ ing creative artists sympathetic to their cause

What, then 1s the modern artist s matenal position today® Museums
have multiphed 1n the twentieth century and more contemporary art
1 purchased for public collections than at any tume mn our history
Industry and labor have become patrons at feast rentatively Commer
cial gallertes exhibiting modern art have mereased many fold and even
department stores have entesed this field though seldom for long The
buying public has widened greatly no longer can one pomt to a few
devoted collectors of ample means to thesr number have been added
thousands of small collectors whose total purchases may exceed those
of the wealthy
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Yet these gams are more apparent than real for the last half century
has also seen an even greater mcrease in the number of artists In 1902
Sadakich: Hartmann estimated that this had  increased to an alarming
extent There are about three thousand arusts m New York Boston
and Philadelphia alone ’® The 1940 census hsted 13 897 for the same
three cittes and this figure was not complete Staustics are unreliable
but 1t seems evadent that this increase represents an enrichment of our
art at the expense of the mdividual arust Such a conclusion 15 supported
by the results of a poll conducted by Elzabeth McCausland 1n 1946 **
Questionnaires were sent to five hundred of America s most prominent
arnsts chosen on the basts of the frequency with which they exhibrted
m the various large annual shows About forty per cent rephed Of
these the average yearly mcome from all sources was $4 144, but the
average from sale of thewr art (commercial work excluded) was only
$1 154 And this 1t must be emphasnzed was no random cross section
of our pamnters and sculptors bt a hand prcked Iist of our presumably
most successful men

Whle they have long been panfully aware of thus condition 1t 15

only recently that the artists themselves have taken concertedhacgfn
to improve 1t Aruists Equity Association founded m 1947 15 the first
national non pohtical esthettcally non partisan oli'gam;auon ;un-
mg purely at the economic betterment of 1ts mtlagl ers t ;t w ; blav;
had 1n this country Its ambitious program Wwoul no; only em ;s

legal protection from various forms of exploitation . ut \;’;m ha 5o
take practical steps to promote the use and dlffll]lsmnho art (" tzug out
the country It has made an auspicious start although 1t 15 sull too soon

to tell how effective 1t will be
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TRENDS AND PORTENTS

Tt s apparent thar modern art 1n Amersea desprte 16 constantly grow
ing strength has not yet won s battle for 5 recagattion wide enough

tonal panting of our yme has concerned resclf increasingly with the
problems of man 1n our compley and fearful enalization The doubts
which surreahsm hag ©ast on the rational powers of humamity and the
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doubts which the socially conscous painters have expressed on the
Justice of our socio political ways have aroused the bitrer enmity of
those who would confine all phllosophwal or soctological thought to
safely worn channels Paradowcally the chief opposttion to modern art
today 15 based partly on the abstract painter s so called divorce of art
and Iife partly on the realist s too deep concern w 1th Iife 5 controverstal
1ssues

The reactionary counterattach 1n the 1940 s has taken place on two
levels of ntelligence An 1nstance of the low est ty pe of prejudced and
uninformed criticism was provided by the Hearst press i 1ts campaign
aganst the State Department s traveling exhibition of modern American
art In 1946 the Department 1n answer to fequests from abroad had
purchased seventy nmne pamtmgs representing the more advanced
movements These were exhibited first at the Metropolitan Museumn
i New York where they were fauly and m general favorably reviewed
by the professional crities of the city s press They were then sent
abroad on a projected tour of vartous countries and were actually
evhubited m Hain Pans and Prague where they scem to have been
warmly recerved and aroused much mnterest Their tour was cut short
m 1947 however when the Hearst press with certain conservative art
organizations embarked on a campaign of ndicule and vilification
which made no attempt to understand the asms or methods of modern
art but took advantage of the wninformed public s natural bewilder
ment by reassurtng them that only common sense \as needed to see
that this art was ugly absurd jun] lunatic deltght and thelihe Acutely

sensitive to charges of extravagance and un Americansm several mem-
of art was quesnonable added thewr

bers of Congress whose Lnowledge f
voices to the protest while the President made a caustic reference to
one of the pictures Under this pressure the exhibition was canceled
and the paintings were turned over to the War Assets Adlmmxstranon
which sold them 1n 1948 for a fracuon of therr ongmnal costd—nor
because they were worthless as some reports of the s;le 1r;1‘plxed but
because all except five of the prctures were allotted un. her l: e Admin
Istration s system of prionities 10 public mnsttutions which recety eda
Tunety five per cent discount
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Often, i these days of pohuical tension, criticism of this hind resorts
to the epithet ‘communistic,” which 1t tends to apply sndiscriminately
to all are which st dishikes As far as abstract pamung 1s concerned the
appellation 15 patently absurd, for the highly regimented arts of Soviet
Russ ave umformly natarabstic and abstraction 15 2 form of “bourgeoss
aesthetscism’ which 1s not permutted There may be among our pamters
of social comment members of the American Communest Party In
relation to our modern 3rt as a whole their number would seem to be
wfinatestmal and thewr pamnungs, as far as I am aware have never
preached forable overthrow of our democratic government Ther
central theme has been soctal wjustice and those undemocratic flaws
m our country which most liberal Americans deplore As such their
work can scarcely be branded ‘ communistic  even if their personal
sympathies should lte m that direction To attempt to discredu all
modern panting through 2 loose and maccurate sugmatization of ene
of 1ts smallest parrs 15 charactensstic of the bused and emotional nature
of the reactionary counterattack at us most uresponsible

We cannat so ightly dismiss how cver, the objections of mtelligent
eritres and scholars who de not Ike modermism, espectally abstraction
for a varsety of reasons which have some basis 1 fact Theur arguments
agamst the vahdiry of abstract expression may be collectvely sum-
marized 35 follows first, that 1t 15 a form of escapism which refuses v
deal with the expeniences and problems of hfe second, that it 15 ex
clusrvely self-espressionist an are of private symbols and forms which
fails to communicate with the average spectator, third that it 35 un-
American, not sa a chawvimisue sense but m depending too heavily on

Jated foresgn mfluences such as thar of Picasso fourth, that
much of « lacks craftsmanship and s 2 refuge for the sncompetent
Those who do not mahe the first charge ofter 2dd 2 ifth thatstss 2
oo farthful reflection of the stertle scienufic determunsm and empty
morahry which they behieve to be charactenisuc of our umes

These are serious objections and there 15 an element of truth 8
several of them, although I belseve 1t 15 only a parual truth which 15
qualified or controverted by other censtderavons We must examine
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these objections carefully for they are advanced in good faith by men
of know ledge and mtegricy
Is abstract art a form of escapism® One of 1ts staunchest defenders
Lloyd Goodrich has written  The prevalence of abstract art i the
perods of the two World Wars may have sull another significance
Abstracuon may serve as an escape from troublng realities into a world
of aesthetic order where the artist 15 m full control just as surrealism
18 an escape wnto the world of private fantasy * But 15 this actually
escape? It mighe be more precise to say that the arnst who worhs with
the classical forms of abstraction 15 attempting to establish order out
of chaos to build new values m a troubled world to reaffirm the
dignity of man gs a ratonal creature that the surrealist 1s strugghng
to reaffirm the mystertous mmuve powers of mans spunt These
answers cannot be accepted by those who hold that the arust only
murrors the Zestgesst or spmt of the umes But for those who beleve
that he 15 sometimes more mstrumental than other men in creatng the
Zetgerst of the future this escape from the present can well be
viewed as a constructive effort n that direction
The charge of escapism however 1s advanced m sull another sense
% hich holds that the abstract atuist has deliberately refused to deal with
common expenence that he has dehumanized hus art by bamshing
subject matter his 1mpovenshed 1 of all the associative and hterary
values which have enrrched Western pamnting suice the Renassance
and made 1t mto a coldly scientific and mtellectnal exercise If this
charge 15 qualifted to appls only to that relatively small body of art
which 15 totally abstract in the classical lme of the movement, its truth
must be admatted Art of this hind 15 narrow but 1t 15 also deep Tr has
saenificed assocnative values to try to speak the language of pure form
and, as Emerson remarked Tt is 2 proof of the shallowness of the
doctrine of beauty as it Jies the minds of our amateurs that men seem
to have last the perceptton of the mstant dependence of form upon
soul It ss ntellectual but not cold for intelligence generates 1ts own
asston It 1s a rather speaial {snd of art which wall probably never
P eople but there have been other specal kinds
appeal to a grene mary POP b of therr self d
of art 1n the past which are 0o less g
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lmstatsons At the opposite pole from pure abstracton, for smstance
there 15 the work of the evtreme realists 1 the nmeteenth century
Considersng them s 31883 Charles Lamned exclasmed  Intellect has
broken jail and stalks abroad armed with the scalpel and the lens
while the heart carefully dissected hangs at s girdle  * words steangely
prophetic of a kind of cnticssm now frequently leveled ar abstrachon

The second charge that abstrace art fuls to commumeate with the
average spectatar (s certanly true today Butwe must ash whether the
fmlure 1s the artist sand if true today whether it will be so tomorrow?
For at least the Jast hundred years new art movements have often
proved ynmrelhgible to the general audience of ther tme but have
been widely understood and appreciated by succceding generatons
The arust s responsiility 1s not w the common denominator of pabbe
witelligence but 1o the highest from which his meamng will spread m
tme to wider understanding He cannot be required to populsrize his
thought any more than the scieaust or the mathematenn for all seek
truth and truth 1n s newly discovered aspects 15 often difficult 1o
comprehend This s widely recognized by the more mtelligent op
panents of modem art and yet they feel that abstract pamters particy
larly those m the surrealist lme are somehow an exception that thewr
art 15 so entirely personal and wrrospective so deeply abscured by
unesplamed prvate symbols that i can never be fully comprehensible
1o anyone but the artists themselees This 15 an oblique recogmition of
the fact that are of this land 15 purposely irravonal htlucinatory
fantssuc and dreamiike msofar as it makes use of automatsm we may
even doubt whether 5t 15 entirely clear to the artst humself It ss flogueal
then to expeet that st will ever be fully explicable w rivonal terms
But of 1t awakens echoes of strangeness m the spectator and sumulates
his magination with suggestions of elusive meantngs and emouons it
will have conmmumeated as forably w 1ts own way as the more exphert
forms of a ranional art Thus it does ndeed to those who are wilhng
to meet It on 1ts own ground

Another fundrance to communicauon 1s the mescapable fact that
we n6 Jonger have as mn the past a wngle homogencous style casily
onderstood by all since the middle of the mincteenth century new
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movement has followed new movement with bew ildering dis ersity and
speed As Rene d Harnoncourt has demonstrated this drversity has
been the result of the growth of personal freedoms and of a correspond-
g mdnsdualism  ‘Freed from the restriction of collective style the
artist discovered he could create a style 1n the image of his own person
ality The art of the twentieth century has no collecuve style not be
cause 1t has divorced 1tself from contemporary society but because 1t
sspartof 1t If then our object m a democracy 15 to create an order
which reconciles the freedom of the mdividual with the welfare of
society we must welcome its equvalent m the arts To expect
a dwversified sociery to produce 2 untform unw ersally understood art
1sameasure of our true fear of facing the results of our own advances *
The third charge that abstrict art 1s un Amertan m the sense of
having no roots m our soil and dependmng too heavily on European
models raises problems which we shall discuss later For the moment
Wwe may pomt out that our art has always been a part of the larger
Western tradinon from which 1t w ould be as impossible for us to
divorce ourselves as 1t would be to turn our c1v ihization nto an Ortental
one The revolutionary advance 1 communzcations durmng the last
century has mevitably lessened our material and spiritual 1solatron and
mvolved us 1n mternational movements of which art 1s but one Even
50 much of our abstract panung 1§ More supra than mter national
as Robert Motherwell has pomted out while another large part of 1t
s still deeply colored w 1th local and national feelmg as the work of

Marm Dove Stuart Davis and others can tesufy Both hinds seem
equally valid for they draw on creative thought and emotion though
they find them i different sources The empty copysst who apes
Picasso without feeling or understandmg exists 1 nuambers and 1s de-

plorable Bur his counterpart has ewsted m every pertod and 15 no more
or less deplorable when he apes Benton or Marsh or Curry in the same
vy lacks craftsmanship and 15 a refuge
The objection that abstract art 1a bs crs osh a refug
for the incompetent 33 seldom sertously advance 3: sev erabcl) our
abstract and sem: abstract pamnters have demonstrated therr ability n}
draw or pamt % 1th a precise reahsm which would be the desparr o

141



MODERN AMERICAN ART

many academicians Sheeler s work 152 case i pomt Moreover, abstrac-
uon uself often requires great technscal shall as the dexterous expers-
ments of Rice Pereira with glass plasucs parchment and vanous new
media have shown It 15 sometimes harder to detect incompetence m
abstract than 1 representational art and 1t 15 doubtless true that many
a2 young pamnter with inperfect techmeal equip has been d
te hude hus shorrcommgs m cubes and cones bur sooner or later these
become pamfully apparent as anyone who has looked st much student
work can testfy

The most serious charge of all1s thelastone  that modern art reflects
our farchless iconoelasuc world wich 1ts steride screntific determusm
Ths 15 the reverse of the charge of escapism for it mantains that the
artist 15 no more responsible for our sputual poverty than any other
man that hus art meswably reflects condinons as they 2re and may
therefore be 4 valuable socral document but 15 none the Jess decadent
Those v ho hold ths view can pomt wth some justice to the mockery
of Dada 1o the savage phases of Picassos arr to the large body of
morbid work which surrealism has unquestionably produced In the
representational ficld they can poumt to Cadmus or Koerner as murrors
of decadence or to certain pictures by Kumyosht and Evergood as
reflections of despar

This 15 obviously too sweepng an mdictment when apphed to all
modern ast for 1t sgnores the many shades of feeling wathmn the work
of every movement and aruist It overlooks the fact that of Picasso has
been savage he has also been gentle and full of lyric poetry that if
surrealisn has been sensational st has also helped to define the nature
of man’s intuave powers that of cubism and the other classical phases
of abstraction have been revolutionary they have been so only i thewr
extreme emphasis on the Platoste virtues of order clanty and reason
In Amenican art ¢ disregards the Jarge body of work which falls so
plamly outside uts strictures No one can well mustake the ample
and courageous strength of Marm Hartley Dove Hopper Sheeler
Tesinger and a good many more of our leading figures Theirs 1s an
art of spursenal affirmation wihich transcends despair and finds its wnspifs
tion an the dignity of man and the beauty of natuse Sull others like
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Weber and Frankhin Watkuns have of course dealt directly with rels
Bous themes 1n a spurse of genune reverence

But such ermcisms are sins of omussion albert mmportant and the
farger indictment deserves a more direct ansser No one can deny
that much moderat art 15 indeed touched with pessimism and bitrerness
bur the mmportant pont 15 that these qualines are not necessanly de-
Plorable and thar above all they are not synonymous with decadence
or matenalism The tragic sense of life has mformed some of the
Steatest are of the VA estern world from the tme of Greeh civilizaton
to the present At of thus hind 1s as firmly rooted m spiritual values
3 that which celebrates man s ot 1 a more optimstic ver ndeed 1t
15 pethaps more deeply concerned with such values because of as
despair at their submersion or ssolation

Our own pantng of the last fifty years would be poorer without
the bitterness and irony of Shahn Evergood Levine and many others
becauge they distlled a gall of protest not of resignation and thas
affmed therr farch 1n man The gray desparr of huntyoshis warume
Dctures way the direct reaction of a sensttive pamter to 2 spintnal
Catastrophe The preoccupation with mortal transience and decay
which a few of our aruists lthe Albright and Hyman Bloom have show n
5 the somber but not the hopeless side of 2 metaphysical concern with
ultimate reality The strange symbols of Graves Stamos Gottleb and
others are the sull plamer mstruments of a search for spintual values
In contrast co these men our true apostles of materialism do not appear
to be the modermsts but those academic or commercial pamnters w hose
fleshly nudes and edible stall lifes speak to the senses alone Some of our
fomantic realists have moved dangerously close to this position but

few h;

ave succumbed
Zestgerst 15 always a dangerous generalizanon The charge that
modern art or abstraction or surrealism 1S 2 mirrof of decadence 1s
t which first establishes 1ts pessimisnc

enerall or! argumen
iew Zlfyo a;l ;I&:wwn g;:, d then relates an are which 1t dislikes and
mlsunders:ands to the unhappy state of the world Even a historian lile

Arnold Toynbee who h spinrual strength 1 our society

s o magd hing but the brealk
1n modern art nothin, ut the brea:
to be cautigusly optumustic €1 S€¢ 8
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been largely submerged in the romantic one * Today, as we have prevt
ously shown the trend toward romantic forms of abstraction has
become even more pronounced particularly among the younger men
who will deternune the furure diections of our art If this s true of
the abstract movement 1t 1s 16 fess 5o in the representational field Ex
pressiomism  which ss still one of the major currents in American pamt
g 15 predominantly romanuc of the various kinds of realsm 1t 15
romantic realism which has the largest followng although extreme
realism has recently shown signs of greater vitality Thus does not mean
that classical forms are entiely absent from our art There s sulf 2
vigorous classical minority among our pamters and sculptors while m
modern architecture the International Style continues to dominate the
others Nevertheless classicism appears to be momentaily wanmg and
1 seems likely that, m the near furure at least our art will follow 2
genenally romantic direction

Witha this wade classification there will prebably be for many
years as much diversity of movements and 1ads iduat styles as there 55
today Yer 1t may also be that we are now 11 a transitional pertod from
which a dommant movement will 1n nme emerge In periods of transt
won wrote S R Kochler m 1880 1n which some men adhere to old
faiths and others tear themselyes away from them whie the new farth
that 15 to be thewr hght 1s sull hidden from ali or at best but dimly
seen mdwidualism asserts seself there bemg no generally
fecognized leaders  * With the advantage of hindsight 1t 15 now casy
enough to see what was happening to Amenican art in 1880 as the
sharply focused realism of the mid-century yielded to various strains
of impressionusm Loolung bach at the 19405 3 half century hence 1t
may be possible to say that 1 these years the foundation was lud for
the ulumate triumph of abstraction” of expressionism of some hand
of realism oreven concewvably of 2 mysucal and visionary ast Today
all these movements have so much vitality that 1t 15 difficult to believe
any 15 on the verge of extmetion and st 15 equally possible as Rene
d Hamnoneourt has pointed out thar dry ersity and change are now
permanent charactensuces of our art *

In a recent symposium on  The State of American Art” 2 group
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of crities was ashed among others, two questions  Is there a well
marked trend or direction of style in American pamting and sculpture
today®” and ‘How does 1t appear to you that American art today
stacks up agamnst the Old World 1n quabity of indvidual accomplish
ment and vigor of general actvity? ® With a few exceptions the
answers were remarhably similar that no single dommant trend could
be percerved but that Amerscan are 1n 15 vitality and onginality com
pued very well indeed with that of any European country if
the work of the great proneer modernists 2broad who still survive from
an eatkier generation be excepted
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WHAT 1S AMERICAN?

Throughout our hustory, the relation of American art to that of Europe
has been a subject of controversy Have we a genume natwve art with
recagnuzable characteristics or have we only 2 provincial reflection of
foreign movements® If our art 1s national what makes s so? If it 15 not
can 1t be mnternational> What 15 the effect of foreign study, of expatriz-
tion of close indentification with European born movements These
are some of the questions which have risen 1n the past and which con
tume to divide crities and artusts today

There 15 by now, fanly general agreement that we have mdeed
produced 2 natwv e art which 15 more than 2 pale imitation of Enropean
models though plamly an mtegral pare of the Curopean tradwion There
15 no such agreement as to when our art first took on 2 pronouced
native cast some finding 3t our carhest seventeenth century ¥ otk
some 1n the pantings of Copley Peale and other exghteenth centary
figures, some claumung that the Hudson Ruver School ta the mneteenth
century was our first natnvc movement and a few Jihe Jerome Mellqust
believing that Amenican art emerged fully from Europesn bondage
aonly 1 the twentieth century * This seems however the least impor
tant consideration for the truth 1s that a certam natve flavor has 3p
peared i much of our art since very nearly the begnnng and 1t 8§
only a2 questton of when 1t became suffictently pronounced to be rec
ognized as the mark of an American School

A more sertous difierence of epinton has been caused by attempts
to find a single definiuon for this nauve flavor Most efforts i this
direction have followed the hine Jad down by an anonymous wsiter &
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1815 who found that American pamters were generally skilled 1n
acureness of observation 1n truth and accuracy  and were chiefly
defictent 1n cultwvated taste 1 varsety and grace and 1 generalitv and
grandeur of conception  With a prouder emphasis on the positive
qualtties this opinion 15 echoed through the mineteenth century and
wellmto the twenueth  Now 1¢ 152 curious thing  sad Birge Harnison
In 1909  that, while we m America have for the past twenty years
been discussing the question of whether anv such thing as a navonal
school of art exsts here m Pans | Ecole dmericame has for fully as
long a tme been recogmized as a distinet school whose chief
characteristie was an unusual directness and clanty of vision coupled
with a corresponding simphcity of statement * A varmation of this
Opmon which placed greater stress on American subject matter and
tegional forms was the central philosophy of the Amencan Scene
pantersin the 1930 s Still another variation has recently been advanced
by John A" Kouwenhoven who finds the essence of Amenican art 1
the smplicity and functionalism of our natve crafts and in those paint
mngs which he feels reflect the same vernacular tradiion*

Insofar as one can generalize then the commonest atrempts to
5olate the Amerscan quality m our art have centered on such adjectives
s sumple naive, vigorous matter of fact_mgentous reabisue indepen-
dent and the Iike which are supposedly descriptive too of a common

element 1 our national character Of our mneteenth century painters
¢ n the twentieth 1t 15 Bellows Benton Curry

omer 15 the protof
or Wood Bu}t) wthsllch adjectives do mdeed ndicate a2 quahty mn
many of our people and m much of our art 1t 15 also obvious that they
ate totally madequate for all of erther When the anonymous writer of
1815 was commentng on our artists truth and accuracy and lack of
Vanety and grace Washington Allston was the foremost American
pamter and 1t 1s hardly necessary to pomt out that his art 15 the exact
opposite of those trais Moreover Allston while an 1solated figure

sentative of a farly broad phase

re!
among our painters was not UNICP!
of Amerlcarf culture his dreamy and vistonary art as E P Richardson

b elated to the quictism  of Hawthome s early
Stfns:sg;:ﬁ &fg?i?féi{ : Hyperonand Voices of the Night and to the
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dealism of the Transcendentalists ® A theory which sgnores so impor
tant an exception cannet lay clam o more than pastal ruth and there
has been no tme smce 1855 when equally important exceptions did
not exsst The fanrasy of Quidor 2nd the scriousness of Willtam Page
the brilliance of Flomer and the darkness of Rydur the sdyls of Davies
and the dynamusm of Stella are all coeval products of opposed phases
of American envihzation at verous nmes They are sharply natne bus
w different ways and no single definitton can embrace them alt for
there 15 no commeon denomunator apparent The Amencan chasserer
m people or m art 55 nonexssent m 2 monoituc sense which 15 also
true of any modern country todsy We can only say that a variety of
rratts often dissirnitar and often changing have been charactensuc of
some of our people and some of our art m the perods when they were
dommant

Those who seek 2 unifymg spint 1 Amencan art are generally m

spired by a prior comiction that our art shordd be wholly mdigenous
and that tts Virtue 1nCreases M PropOrtion to is American ness Thewr
definmons are often accompanted by animadversions agamst European
art and those Amencans who have come largely nnder its mfluence
Our expatniate arusts have been a frequent targer they do not as2
rule compsre 1 genume manly fesufts with those w ha are working
night among us 2 mneteenth century sentment echoed by Sadakicht
Hartmann when he wrote  Anybody w ho has a serous mterest 1n the
welfare of American are can feel but liutle sy mpathy for these France
and Teuro-Americans how o er one may admure their work Kowwen
hoven s dismay at the inroads which the sophusticated European trad
won made on the <ernacular and Cravens demuncition of the
emasculated tradiuon of the French modermusts and those American

mtellectusls who tell us that art 15 an international business  are part
of the same pattern®

Stnce at least the myddfe of the nincteenth century however a vocal

munonty has pleaded for a greater rather than a lesser Luropezn mfiu
ence an the theary that we are all part of 2 long Western tradimon that
we can sull learn much from Curope and that our art will nev wabls
refiect Amersean charactenistics without sclf-conscously strvang for
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k

’Am’:“; Z“:;;‘:; “J asnever more pessuasively stated than by the briliant
Amenca clects 1 ;mesl Jackson Jarves who wrote m 1864 that of
ence t the accum lcwe op her art wholly our of herself, without refer-
emustahe, and ulated experience of older civilzanons she will make
us, ]arve,s o Srotrnct her improvement There 15 a set of men among
gonth of An[; mued  who talk lofuly of the mdependent 1ndigenous
vodd of erican art, of 1ts freedom of obliganon 10 the rest of the
0w of ;lts mborn capacity to ongmate mient, create and make
tudy are ; spotling of those minds whose mstincts prompt thesm to
aps s I\; ere 1t 15 best understood and most worthily followed Per
19 es ertheless it would be a great waste of tme to adopt such
adsrad and possibly 1t might fail We have not nme 10 inVent
ot ph Y everything anew No one dreams of 1t 1 sCIEACE ethics
¥ physics Why then propose 1t m art? We ate 2 composite people

ur Imow]edgc 1s eclecuc 1t remams then for ust@ be as eclectic
007 22t 15 1n the rest of our cvihizatop To geramsue riches by virtue
oF assuntlated examples knowledge and 1deas drawn from all sources
a8 made nantonal and homogenepus by sohdanity of our own 1s our
fght pathway to consummate att

It will be noted that Jarves dsd not argue aganst 2 natwve arc bat

assumed that American painters would ineviably reflect American lfe
W that Iife had solidanity then ovr art would be homogeacous and by
mplicarion if that lire was gersificd then our art ® ould show
diversity In excher case st would be 2 truly American 28 that which

fell withun the narrow er lumts of chapvamste definuions
In persods when extreme pantonalsm has % aned, Jarves position has

een maintained by many others
Do you consider st night to gne up
characters ashs the exparmate American it
‘Ah one doesnt give up 00%S country
p one s grandmother rephies Ralph Touchett
choice
*T have noted a tendency + sad Rabert Henrr a good many years
later to consider the pantings of 2 man who has never been abroad
more American than those of 3 man who has been abroad May as well

your country® one of Jamess
Portrast of a Lady

any more than one gives
*It s antecedent to
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say that Benjamin Franklin left his Amenscan spuit 1 Phladelphia
when he went to Europe* *

The evidence of our past art fends greater support to thus theory
than to that of the wsolationists Throughout the nineteenth century
large numbers of our painters and sculptors studied and hved for long
pertods abroad One thinks at random of Allston Whittredge Crop-
sey, G L Brown Eastman Johnson, Duveneck Theodore Robinson
a5 well as the more famous cxpatrates such as Whistler Sargent, and
Cassatt In therr own day the Furopean influences which thev felt
seemed at times, the dominant elements in their work Johnson was the

Amerscan Rembrandt  Brown the Amencan Claude ” Todav, these
mflaences are fess apparent and few would denj that the pantings of
thus group have on the whole a marked native character — not because
they share any single trait but because they reflect varions aspects of
American Iife If we can apply the lesson of hustory to our modern art,
1t would seem hkely that even those men who now foltow European
models most closely may 1 time appear nearly as Amenican as those
who work more obviously 1 a natve tradition

Nearly, but not quite for thus theary 2lso needs qualification The
expatsiate artist may never be able to shed his Amerscan background,
but he can 2nd often does submerge 1t to a varying extent m the culmre
of another conntry or i an snternarionalism or supranationalism com
pounded of many elements No one would clawm that Whistler 15 as
charactensstucally American as Homer or that the work which Eastman
Johnson did m the Hague reflects Amerscan hfe as purely as fus later
pamtings on Nantucket Marm and Stuart Davis will wathour doube
always seem more native than Gorky or Morgan Russell Perhaps we

may say that the American quality m 2 worh of art depends on two
factors the length of ume that the arnst has been exposed 10 30
Amenican emvaronment and the artist’s sensiuv ity to that environment

This does not mean of course that the only nate arc s chat which

15 concerned with American landscape, peoples, customs, and the Iihe
Paradovically internationalism is as characteristic of American thought

at certun umes and places as 1s 2 more obvious nationalism The former

has mantfested sself parucularly duning periods of upheaval such 25
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those of the two World Wars, and 1t 1s probably no accident as Lloyd
Goodnich has pomnted out that the internanonal style of abstract art
has had sts greatest flowermg in Amenca durmng the years following
those conflicts ® Internationalism has also been stronger at all tmes 1n
the cities of the eastern seaboard than it has in the middle west agam it
1s no accrdent that the apostles of the Amenican scene were acuve in
the latter region while abstract art has centered i the former

The ideological struggle berween the two concepts of what
Amenican art should be 15 nfluenced partly therefore by the waung
and waning of a nationalistic spirit 1n the country as2 W hole pardy by
the perenmal urban versus rural and eastern versus western sphit 1
Amencan hfe One would enrich our national culture from all assunt
lable sources, a process which logically leads towards mternationalism
though 1t does not at all preclude the persistence of nauve forms and
sprtt The other would enrich our culture by isolation and punifica
ton  strengtherung those traits which 1t concenves to be indigenous
and rigorously excluding others Its greatest theoretical weakness Ites in
the impossibility of reaching any acceptable agreement on what these
indigenous characteristics are its greatest practical weakness n the
mpoverishment and eventual stertity which 1t would wreak on ourart

Probably there 15 no real chorce mvolved for the evolutionary
Pprocess appears to be slowly strengthening the urban internatronal
posiien although there may be many fAuctuations before 1t 1s generally
accepted Nor 15 thus necessanily deplorable for the Ley to 1ts vahdiry
lies 1n the ability of the artist and the country to assimulate and the
Process of assymilation as we have seen 10 0ur discusston of abstract art
fequires time and pauses and cansohidation T also frequently involves
a fruntful reaffirmanion of more easily understood natwe trais The
umetable of this process 15 unpredicrable for 1t 1s established by the
action of artists who worh msunctvely and spontancously m one
direction ot the other and 1€ SOMENMES SEEMS that those who care Jeast

f crning contributions Our best regionalists
or theary make the de n hkf Hopper and Burchfield who do not

m; be me!

c;ll}y X:&::S:sm:;:: (;ur best abstract panters may be men like

Marin, Davss and knaths who ar¢ Jeast bound to programs It will be
y
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MODERN AMERICAN ARTY

better,’ sad Leo Stewr  for the pamnter to be great maidentally than
to be great on purpose * **

Tv1s the virtue of the broader theory of what constitntes American
art that 1t can comprehend all these and a hundred other opposed and
dissnudar talents wathin its definstion It 15 the virtue of art 10 a democ
racy that 1t can argue or disregard all theories and continue its prorean
growth 1 every duectton that promuses frureful reflections on man on
nature, and on spmit Crinicism can help to clanifv past directions and
may venture to predict future oncs but 1t cannot presenibe them  In
one word art 1s free here,’ as Jarves remarhed some exghty five years
ago *as free to surpass all previous art as st 1s free to remam if 1t 50
mclmes low and common ™ In regard to the latter there scems hude
ground for concern
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