


Los Angeles is a city on the Pacific Rim where things appear on edge, for
they lack a permanent footing even while occupying a specific locale.
The city’s genius loci produces this dual vision of fixed place in a state

of constant dislocation.

It is only appropriate for the edge-bound Getty Center to initiate a
series of publications that aim to expose the historical study of artifacts to
the oscillation of rigorous debate. Each of these books proceeds from a
specific body of historical material, not because that material is in itself
inherently imbued with controversy but because its exposure to different
disciplinary approaches raises new questions of interpretation. In the
realm of historical studies, issues often emerge at the intersection of the
various perspectives scholars have constructed for the examination of
their subjects. As their debate refracts and refocuses the material under
scrutiny, it also invites reflection upon itself and thereby exposes the
assumptions and tendencies of scholarship to no less assiduous criticism
than it does the underpinnings of its subjects.

Volumes in the series Issues & DEBATES will result from symposia
and lecture series, as well as from commissioned writings. Their scholarly
editors are invited to frame highly focused essays with introductions,
commentaries, and/or sources, documents, and illustrations that further

contribute to their usefulness.
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Thomas W. Gaehtgens and Heinz Ickstadt

INTRODUCTION

Until recently, American art remained almost exclusively the province of
American art historians, and explorations in this realm by European schol-
ars were the exception. This relative isolation has had a significant impact
on the history of the subject itself and retlects the fact that many Europe-
ans have remained largely unfamiliar with the American art that was pro-
duced from the eighteenth century until World War 11. There are, in fact,
no collections of pre-Modern American painting in Europe apart from the
private collection assembled by Baron Thyssen-Bornemisza in recent years.

Given the pattern of otherwise close academic contacts between the two
cultures, such a gap clearly calls for an explanation; and although ques-
tions of this sort rarely admit of an casy answer, two interconnected factors
do appear to have been at work. On the one hand, the American people
have historically seemed to suffer from a lack of confidence in the intrinsic
value of their own art and as a consequence have often overlooked the
uniqueness of their artistic discoveries. On the other hand, Europeans have
tended to equate the history of art with the evolution of their own culture,
dismissing American art as a provincial by-product devoid of any sound
basis in theory or technique.

Ironically, Americans reinforced the European perception by tradition-
ally opting for allegiance to the established material and cultural values of
European art — after all, “anyone who was anyone” collected European,
and especially French, masterpieces. Even today Claude Monet and Pierre-
Auguste Renoir are more popular with citizens of the United States than
George Caleb Bingham, George Inness, or Childe Hassam. Immigrants
from the Old World and their descendants put their faith in Western Euro-
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pean culture and its institutions; few were able to see that the New World
with its different social and historical background was swiftly developing a
cultural consciousness and artistic traditions of its own. It is only in the last
few decades that a surge of national self-confidence, coupled with a critical
interest in the ideological roots of the American self-image, has led Ameri-
cans to discover and to value adequately their own cultural achievement.

In the recent past, a specialization in American art did not hold out much
prospect of academic recognition in the United States, and publications on
the Italian Renaissance or on nineteenth-century French art are still more
prevalent in the art history departments of American universities than are
studies of Bingham or Winslow Homer. The comparatively small number
of scholars active in American art history and the history of the field’s iso-
lation in terms of contacts with other disciplines have until recently con-
tributed to a lack of openness of method — a hesitation in confronting the
pressing new art-historical issues that first surfaced in the 196os.

In other words, American art (unlike American literature, on which the
research efforts of the relatively new discipline of American Studies have
principally been concentrated) has only begun to be adequately investigated
as a part of cultural history or a cultural critique. Those American art his-
torians who have carried their quest for knowledge beyond the aesthetic,
stylistic, and iconographic confines of their specialist field have often met
with cool response from their colleagues or encountered an unprepared
and therefore skeptical or even hostile larger public.

Only recently, the questioning of a traditional interpretation of American
painting led to a political fracas that seems extraordinary from a European
perspective. The exhibition The West as America, organized by the National
Museum of American Art in the summer of 1991, set out to analyze the ideo-
logical sources of the historical imagery of America’s Manifest Destiny —
the divinely ordained westward expansion. This endeavor aimed to bring
the results of recent scholarship in a variety of fields of American social
and cultural history into art history. It reflects an effort on the part of Ameri-
can art historians to introduce into their discipline the revisionist approach
to traditional historical images that historians and specialists in American
Studies have long employed.

It is hard to believe that the grand, panoramic landscapes of Frederic
Edwin Church and Albert Bierstadt could still be regarded as records of
reality or that the genre paintings of Richard Caton Woodville and George
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Caleb Bingham (most of them idvllic renderings of national virtues and
characteristics) could still be seen as images of “how it really was.” This
being the case, however, the American public found itself rather too abruptly
confronted with the truth that “landscape” and “genre,” which increasingly
came to assume the functions of history painting, served to legitimize, and
thus conceal, historical processes rather than to depict them “realistically.”
Many visitors to the exhibition were shocked at the prospect of subjecting
the “sacred” images of the pioneer myvth to historical critique, regarding
such activity as virtually iconoclastic.

This reaction indicates, of course, that American art is still not taken
seriously enough as art. Too many take the paintings at face value, accept-
ing the artistic image as a “reflection” of reality rather than as an inter-
pretation of it. Clearly, this is a signal that the changes that American art
history has recently been undergoing are long overdue. When outraged
senators can endanger positions and demand revision of museum budgets,
1t is obviously high time to question critically the outworn historical images
and dogmas.

It is a truism that ideologies call for the closest academic scrutiny; and,
in recent American historical writing, the revisionist school of New Western
History has set out to cast a critical light on beloved stereotypes. It was
inevitable that the impulses generated by this body of work would find their
way intc art history; and The West as America was an unpopular — because
unfamiliar — attempt at a new and more informed presentation of the his-
tory of American art. However, its massively didactic effort to demytholo-
gize the frontier was not well received. Scheduled to tour a number of cities,
the exhibition closed early; and in the city of Saint Louis, which owes its

existence to the frontier, it was never seen at all.

Given this situation, there is much to be said for a comparative approach,
both in cultural history and in the history of art. To examine American art
from the outside, undistracted by national ideology, becomes an urgent and
vital task. However, some of the preconditions for such an undertaking have
vet to be fulfilled.

The low opinion of American art that prevails on both sides of the Atlantic
is based on a misunderstanding. This is art that can be properly evaluated

only if we avoid looking, exclusively and a priori, for affinities. All com-
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parisons between European and American art — especially when governed
by doubtful criteria of quality — are doomed if they fail to reflect the differ-
ing conditions that have governed artistic evolution on the two continents.

By the time that American painting first came into existence, art in
Europe had long since come to be taken for granted as a part of everyday
life. Few eighteenth-century Europeans failed to encounter a work of art in
some way at some time in their lives. Across wide sections of the popula-
tion, the interest in art was fast growing. The bourgeoisie of the Age of
Enlightenment, vastly more confident than ever before, expected to play
an active part in the academy, the museum, and the salon, that is to say, in
art as a part of public life.

None of this was even thinkable in America, hence the need to look for
the specific, distinctive quality of the American tradition. American art
emerged under conditions totally different from those in Europe. Not only
did the Puritan prohibition of images preclude the religious function that
led to the finest flowering of painting in Europe: from the very first the
priorities of settler life were different. Until well into the nineteenth cen-
tury those who went West to the ever-advancing “Frontier of Civilization™
faced a land that was rich in natural beautv and in natural wealth but also
posed a constant threat to survival. No wonder the arts bore the stigma of
uselessness; no wonder, too, that they developed primarily in those areas
where they could show themselves to be useful — in portrait painting or as
documentary records of hitherto unseen landscapes and native peoples
beyond the frontier.

This confinement of art to its societal and, above all, practical and com-
municative functions corresponded to the virtual absence of all the institu-
tional mechanisms of artistic production and appreciation that had evolved
long before in Europe. At the same time, this pragmatic bent gave rise to a
populist, democratic view of art that was to survive all subsequent tenden-
cies toward the establishment of a hierarchy of aesthetic values by an increas-
ing differentiation and specialization of the art public as well as the art
market. The thematic and stylistic emphasis on the dignity of the demo-
cratic and the common — “the equality of things and the unity of men,” as
the realist writer William Dean Howells put it! — and the idealization of
good craftsmanship, as appealing equally to the judgment of gentleman
and common man, became recurrent features of an artistic tradition that

relied upon “the patronage of the people.” It was a tradition that countered
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the imported European division between high and low art and clashed with
the institutionalized definition of art promoted by the academies. In search
of appropriate places to show their paintings, the trompe 'oeil painters thus
alternated between the museum and the saloon, thereby reflecting a demo-
cratic aesthetic that valued popular culture and refused to leave art to the
judgment of educated connoisseurs. Not that these artists would have turned
down the patronage of the nouveaux riches, if offered — far from it. As it
happened, however, the latter preferred to fill their salons with still lifes
by Jean-Baptiste-Siméon Chardin.

In this connection, it is significant that the emergence of a national
art coincided with the most intensive phase of the quest for an American
political and cultural identity in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries. In accepting its public function, art participated in an ongoing
process of national self-interpretation by producing concrete images of a
new and democratic nation as well as, on occasion, by expressing fears con-
cerning the course of the republic (vide Thomas Cole's exhortatory “The
Course of Empire” or Bingham’s satirical versions of frontier life). The his-
tory painting of the late eighteenth century, faithfully patronized by the
founding fathers of the youthful republic, and the subsequent idealization
of the American landscape by the Romantic painters created a national
iconography as part of a symbolic self-invention in which the whole nation
was engaged. If history painters interpreted secular events in terms of
sacred history and historical developments as the fulfillment of a quasi-
religious promise, landscape painters presented American views, majesti-
cally stylized, as a revelation of God and thus, by implication, Americaasa
divinely decreed “Nature’s Nation.”

It is therefore no great exaggeration to say that American painting sat-
isfied its need for legitimacy and also for financial patronage primarily
by playing its part in a public — even, to a degree, official — process of
national self-creation in which America’s history was transformed into
myth. In its depiction of wilderness and of frontier life, in its metaphorical
interpretation of the drive westward, in its glorification of the wide open
spaces, even in its highly ambivalent ritual of grief for the idealized vic-
tims of the white man’s “civilizing mission” {wild Nature in the widest sense
of the term, as represented by Indians, forests, and buffalo herds), Ameri-
can painting not only identified with the American myth but labored to

extend and perpetuate it.
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Barbara Novak has shown that the rise of American landscape painting
exactly coincided with the wholesale destruction of the American landscape
in the 1830s and 1840s, just as, one might add, the self-definition of America
as Nature’s Nation went hand in hand with the beginnings of industrial
development. Striving to capture what must soon fall victim to the “ravages
of the axe,”? the American landscape painters — not unlike the trappers,
backwoodsmen, and pioneers of fiction and history — represented the van-
guard of a civilization from which they were themselves trying to escape.
Landscape painting and landscape clearance might even be seen as meta-
phorically related actions, as contrasting forms of cultivation, subduing
untamed Nature to the formative Will.

This is a plausible interpretation of the ax that makes its appearance in
several of Cole’s paintings. It is both a sign of impending destruction and a
metaphor for the painter’s brush, a token of mastery over the thing that has
been painted. The social order that is established by the detested “axe of
civilization” and the aesthetic order that is imposed by the brush — the
one symbolically restoring what the other has literally destroyed — are
opposed but complementary systems, related through a shared faith in the
historical inevitability of progress.

Such ambivalences left their mark on American landscape painting right
down to the threshold of the twentieth century: still dedicated to the Ameri-
can myth, it almost entirely ignored the new world of experience supplied
by urban and industrial expansion. And vet that world is present through
the very intensity of the effort required to suppress it. In Bierstadt’s huge
paintings of a Rocky Mountain Arcadia, it is the theatricality of his nostal-
gia for a primeval world that inadvertently reveals the change that had
already overtaken American society.

The American writers of the 1830s and 1840s complained that political
independence had not ended the country’s cultural dependence on Europe;
it is a complaint that applies still more forcibly, perhaps, to painting than
to literature. For, even though the American painters of the later eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries sought to anchor their art in the uniqueness of
the American experience (both that of the country and that of its history},
they were also under constant pressure to legitimize themselves by refer-
ence to traditional European models. Their painting, therefore, was a com-
plex act of mediation between different cultural worlds. Even where they

defined themselves in terms of their mastery of European conventions, their
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manner of painting remained clearly marked by American themes, motifs,
and convictions. Conversely, however keenly aware they were of their Ameri-
can uniqueness, they still needed the techniques that only Europe’s artistic
conventions could supply.

It would be an oversimplification to see this relationship only as a more
or less successful imitation of European models. For American artists,
Europe was a storehouse of traditions and styles from which they could
choose at will. To innovate, in this context, was not so much to depart from
existing conventions as to transpose them into new forms and contexts with
specifically American ends in view. And so Cole used and transformed
motifs taken from religious iconography to create an American “Natural
Sublime,” while Bingham reinterpreted the conventions of Dutch genre

painting in a democratic myth of commonness.

More or less explicitly, all the essays in this book address the issue of the
similarities and differences between American and European art, although
they approach it from different directions: thus, Werner Busch, William
Hauptman, and Barbara Gaehtgens adopt a comparative perspective; Bar-
bara Groseclose, in her inquiry into the representation of Columbus, links
academic and popular art, while Ursula Frohne’s essay on the social status
of the American artist discusses the possibilities and dangers of a “people’s
patronage”; Martin Christadler and Francoise Forster-Hahn pursue spe-
cifically American developments in the mythopoeic rendering of history;
Barbara Novak and Olaf Hansen discuss the specific, quasi-religious status
of objects in still life and also in landscape; Nicolai Cikovsky analyzes
Winslow Homer’s conception of a democratic (national) art; Hubert Beck
discusses late nineteenth-century city painting and Kathleen Pyne the spe-
cifically American variant of the fin de siécle.

The contributions by Pyne and by Beck mark the chronological limit of
the volume. The next topic would be the American path to Modernism,
which made use of the European avant-garde in its own search for that
“American Newness™ that had always resided in the American object as
well as in the subject of America.

The present volume sets out to initiate a necessary dialogue. In it Amer-
ican and European scholars comment on themes in American painting from
the end of the eighteenth century to the end of the nineteenth. Not all of
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the contributions are by art historians; some are by Americanists, and this
introduces an interdisciplinary dimension. The essays all revolve around
the defining characteristics of American art; however, the hope that the
authors would focus on the relationships between European and American
art has not in every case been fulfilled. These processes of exchange and
appropriation remain largely virgin terrain or, better, terrain that has been
cultivated only at the margins. Even so, this book will surely stimulate,
through the multiplicity of its methodological approaches and the variety
of questions that are raised.

The book itself is the result of an unusual symposium that took place in
Berlin in 198g. Unusual because at long last it brought together a number of
scholars from areas in which one might have supposed collaboration to be
long since established. However, as Wanda Corn ruefully pointed out in her
brilliant survey paper on historical scholarship in American art,> there is
virtually no intellectual contact between those art historians whose concerns
extend beyond American art and those who make it their specialty. The Ber-
lin symposium set out to establish that contact. It also brought together two
other groups of researchers: European art historians and German Ameri-
canists, that is, those cultural historians at German universities whose field
of study is American culture and literature. These unprecedented encoun-
ters led to some extraordinarily fruitful and stimulating exchanges. The
differences in the contributors’ backgrounds will be apparent to the atten-
tive reader of this book, which contains not the papers given on that occa-
sion but subsequent essays by the participants on selected themes.

The symposium was held to complement the exhibition Bilder aus der
Neuen Welt, in which a superb selection of American art was presented to
the German-speaking public at Schloff Charlottenburg in Berlin and later
at the Kunsthaus Ziirich. Controversy was stimulated in particular by the
opportunity to compare the evolution of American art with that of German
art. In attempting to define the nature of the artistic discoveries made on
the two continents, the participants could agree only in recognizing the
differences. The task of analyzing those differences and of understanding
the context in which they arose remains a largely unexplored avenue of
comparative research.

The essays collected here mark a beginning. Even though the compara-
tive approach does not always prevail, all contributors use their familiarity
with their “own” art to ask, or to answer, questions about the other. The
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question is no longer that of artistic quality, on which American scholars
expended so much effort for so many vears. That issue has long been set-
tled and to defend American painting on aesthetic grounds now would be
like pushing an open door.

It is still worth arguing, however, that a European view of artistic devel-
opments in the New World (or an American view of the art of the Old World)
has many new revelations to offer. The perspective from outside ingrained
national traditions and prejudices is a great promoter of insight. This cer-
tainly applies to the essays included here on John Singleton Copley, George
Caleb Bingham, Fitz Hugh Lane, and Winslow Homer, whose American
authors discuss their respective subjects from an awareness of European
developments in the arts as well as in the study of art history. It is equally
true of the essays on Benjamin West, Emanuel Leutze, and William Michael
Harnett, and on the representation of the city from Impressionism to the
Ash Can school, whose German authors have sought new answers by choos-
ing fresh approaches.

For the stimulus to take this first step and to press forward into what was
formerly a rather circumscribed area of study, all those involved owe a
debt of gratitude to the constant, generous, and erudite support of David

Huntington to whom this volume is dedicated.
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Barbara Groseclose

AMERICAN GENESIS

The Landing of Christopher Columbus

“The myth of the birth of a nation,” James Oliver Robertson has written
apropos of the significance of 4 July 1776, “provides the structure through
which Americans understand their history.”! Of course — as Robertson
acknowledges in passing — myths of beginning prior to that day in the
eighteenth century have also shaped us, for they tell of the “discovery”
and settlement of a “New World,” events that themselves were constructed
through a mythopoeic language. Among the overlapping though not exclu-
sionary versions of American genesis, all of which have served as symbolic
antecedents for a “national” character and “national” policies, none is so
apparently incongruous as that associated with Christopher Columbus.2
Here was a man who was born in Italy, spent a few years in Portugal, sailed
as the admiral of a Spanish fleet, and who never set foot on any land that
would later be a part of the continental United States; yet Columbus has
been regarded as one of the founders of the American nation and one of
the primary models for its people’s character.

In this essay I want to consider not so much how Columbus became an
American forefather (and, by extension, an “American”) but some ramifica-
tions of the manner in which his story was Americanized. I shall concentrate
on the “Landing of Columbus,” imagery that portrays the arrival of Euro-
peans and, sometimes, their first meeting with the native inhabitants of the
Western hemisphere. Not incidentally, we call these natives “Indians” as
did Columbus (who thought he had reached the East), thereby perpetuat-
ing European dominance through the controls of language: by permanently
misnaming “Indians,” we define them as, among other things, irrevocably

out of place. Consequently, since Native Americans can never be “right,”
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they have all the more easily been perceived as “wrong.” Through official
United States policy in the Indian Removal Act of 1830, they have had the
peculiar experience of finding the dislocation implicit in their name matched
post hoc by physical circumstances. While Native Americans were actually
transportable, the persona of Columbus has been metaphorically mobile.
Columbus started his American life twinned with George Washington; later
he was represented as possessing the traits, at once audacious and laud-
able, of a pioneer; and he ended the nineteenth century with a physical
and spiritual demeanor molded by a variety of agendas, from defensive
Catholicism to ethnic pride.

Though I shall be concerned primarily with the fine arts, scenes of the
Landing of Columbus (fig. 1) appear anywhere an image of American gen-
esis could more or less reasonably be expected — on cigar box labels, in
textbooks, on souvenir banners. The scene also occurs in places where even
the most dedicated populist might not expect it, for instance, carved on a
pipe bowl or printed on a bedspread.? Nor have “Landings” been the pre-
occupation solely of an earlier generation; following the rise of the Ameri-
can Indian Movement, renditions prompted by new perceptions are being
created (fig. 2). In fact, the only time the theme did not occur in American
art was during the pre-Revolutionary period, probably because the required
mise-en-scéne (water, land, fauna, foliage, boats, groups of people) was
beyond the reach of Colonial artisans and because neither of the settled
cultures — Dutch and English — thought of Columbus as having any bear-
ing on their own presence. Indeed, one finds merely isolated references to
him or his exploits in Colonial literature.

With the advent of independence and subsequent nationhood, however,
Columbus, and especially “Landings,” assume more importance. The desire
to possess a national beginning point led, ineluctably, to 1492. Joel Barlow,
inspired by reading William Robertson’s Historv of America of 1777, was
apparently the first writer to trace American national origins to Columbus
in his lengthy poem The Columbiad, first written in 178g. Among other
inducements for Barlow’s preoccupation with Columbus, we might list the
inclination of his era to formulate history around the actions of individu-
als, as well as Barlow’s own desire, born of the Revolution, to posit a non-
English patrimony for North America.

An early Landing scene of 1800 by David Edwin and Edward Savage

{fig. 3) reflects the adoptive twist, so to speak, given to Columbus’s heritage
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by post-Colonial Americans and likewise springs from the chauvinistic fer-
vor induced by the Revolutionary War. Edwin’s figure of Columbus imme-
diately calls to mind a portrait of George Washington, irrefutably a founder
of the young nation, by Charles Willson Peale (fig. 4).4 According to the
legend at the bottom of the engraving, Edwin’s picture drew on a European
prototype, but his pear-shaped Columbus, standing in a self-conscious
stance while genially engaging the viewer’s eye, looks unnervingly like the
cheerful portrait of Washington at Princeton painted by Peale in 1779.

Washington-Columbus ties are even more direct in literature of the
Revolutionary era, furthering Columbus’s position as a forerunner, thus as
an ancestor, of those who birthed the new United States. Barlow’s Columbiad,
for example, expends most of its rhetoric not on Columbus himself but on
General Washington, especially on his role in the war. It must have been
the meagerness of the new republic’s history, or the scarcity of figures in
whom historians could discover the shape of the future, or the sheer weight
of references to the two together — epitomized by the naming in 1791 of the
nation’s capital Washington, District of Columbia — that instilled this popu-
lar fixation on Columbus and Washington, re-creating them as the Romulus
and Remus of the fledgling nation.>

Though Washington and Columbus were briefly reunited in the hyper-
American rhetoric of 1893, their imagery went separate ways throughout
most of the nineteenth century, and their respective contributions to the
establishment of the nation were recognized individually. In place of found-
ing-father motifs in the historical arts came an interest in the heroic char-
acter as a behavioral model. In Columbus’s case, the traits that presumably
made him a great explorer were vaunted at the same time that westward
migration was being encouraged through metaphors equating his voyage
across the seas “to find a new world” with the spread of settlers across the
continent. Columbus’s daring, perseverance, intrepidity, and individualism
were championed as necessary ingredients to the transcontinental endeavor.
In 1849 Senator Thomas Hart Benton named Columbus the spearhead of
what Benton envisioned as the completion of the journey of 1492: a west-
ward road to Asia across North America.% One needs no further proof of the
ease and thoroughness with which Columbus became the very embodiment
of an American pathfinder than the familiarity of the Columbian metaphor
in the same context today: In celebrating the twentieth anniversary of the

lunar landing, President George Bush declared that from “the voyages of
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David Edwin (American),

The Landing of Christopher Columbus,
ca. 1800,

engraving published by Edward Savage,
61.5 x 46.2 cm.

Worcester, Mass., American Antiquarian
Society.

. Charles Willson Peale (American),

George Washington at Princeton, 1779,

oil on canvas, 238.5 x 150 cm.

Philadelphia, The Pennsylvania Academy of
the Fine Arts, Gift of Maria McKean Allen
and Phebe Warren Downes through the
bequest of their mother, Elizabeth Wharton
McKean, no. 1943.16.2.
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Columbus to the Oregon Trail to the journey to the moon.. [Americans]
have never lost by pressing the limits of our frontiers.”” It was, however,
not only the historical memory of his four crossings of the Atlantic that
matched Columbus to American transcontinental ambitions, for the char-
acteristics ascribed to him had recently been expounded by Washington
Irving in The Life and Voyages of Christopher Columbus (1828), regarded as
the most complete, scholarly, and closely reasoned Columbian biography
of its time.8

Very little about Columbus the man is known with certainty, though
everything from declarations about his abnormally keen sense of smell to
hotly disputed claims as to his nationality, religion, stature, and age have
been alleged in many and conflicting publications. No verifiable contem-
porary portrait exists, despite numerous attributions. Hence it is all the
more remarkable that Irving’s biography of Columbus has been so compel-
ling and persuasive. Irving wrote of a man full of flaws but even more
completely possessed of virtues, virtues conspicuously similar to those the
New World Adam was finding it highly desirable to develop: resourceful-
ness, independence, piety, and domesticity accompanied by innate demo-
cratic sensibilities and a capacity to lead. These are the qualities to which
one might expect pioneers of any sort to aspire, but many of them are, as
well, features Europeans thought distinguished them, as “civilized” people,
from “savages.”

In Irving’s treatment of the Landing, Columbus’s mettle in these terms
is demonstrated by his success at finding land and his actions immediately
subsequent to that event. So intensely does Irving narrate the critical inci-
dents that the reader barely notices certain lapses in his descriptions as to
where and how the encounter with Indians took place. For example, the
terrain onto which Columbus stepped, Irving writes, was “covered with trees
like a continual orchard” (p. g3). But this is really all he has to say about
an island that must have seemed exotic by both American and European
standards. Irving states that Columbus “threw himself on his knees, kissed
the earth and returned thanks to God” (p. 93) as soon as he was ashore.
However, he says nothing more (at this point) about the missionary zeal
that Spaniards (and, intermittently, Columbus himself) claimed motivated
their dealings with the native inhabitants, nor does he put a name to the
Catholicism that sustained Columbus personally. Finally, Irving simulta-

neously allowed Columbus to acknowledge his royal patrons vet implied
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his complete independence from them. The eventual popular conception of
Columbus’s Landing — the feat of a crvpto-Protestant explorer who, acting
alone, first set foot on soil somewhere near Plymouth Rock — clearly was
made possible by points of vagueness in this otherwise apparently authori-
tative biography.

John Vanderlyn’s Landing of Columbus at the Island of Guanahani, West
Indies (fig. 5), a mural on canvas in the United States Capitol, which both by
its location and its significance deserves to be called an “official” portrayal,
filled in the lacunae of Irving’s story. In so doing, the painting completed
the Americanization of the Landing and, perhaps more important, made
evident the extent to which Columbus’s personal glory could be carried.
Although very little can be discerned of the terrain of the island Vanderlyn
so carefully gives a proper name, Guanahani, a lone tree stands on the right.
It is not a palm but instead looks very much like a specimen that might grow
in a temperate climate such as one finds in the United States. A crucifix
pokes above the heads of the crowd, unemphasized in terms of the neigh-
boring verticals of spears, halberds, and standards, but strategically placed
behind Columbus’s head. That head, bearded, with a fair complexion, and
shoulder-length, grayish-brown hair, is tilted slightly upward, following
the diagonal of the standard planted on the ground. Thus Columbus looks
toward heaven with the crucifix behind him, suggesting the cruciform halo
usually associated with portrayals of Christ. In addition to the insertion of
these subtle but crucial details, Vanderlyn, like Irving, managed contra-
dictions smoothly. Columbus is isolated from and so appears to be indepen-
dent of the men who surround him.

The Native Americans are also isolated, but for a different reason. Engrav-
ings more nearly contemporaneous with Columbus’s own time illustrate
Native Americans bringing gifts to the Europeans as they come ashore, a
welcoming gesture Columbus himself noted in his diary.? Vanderlyn, on
the other hand, depicts the natives as near-feral beings identified with the
forest, who crouch behind trees or fall forward in genuflection (reinforc-
ing the Christological overtones with which Columbus is endowed). These
bare-breasted women and fearful males behave like defenseless animals, a
treatment that at once heightens the primordial condition of the “New
World” and confirms the subhuman status of its inhabitants.

At this point we might stop to ponder briefly the inferences imperial-

ists draw from their “knowledge” of a people they (intend to) subjugate. For
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5. John Vanderlyn (American),
Landing of Columbus at the Island of
Guanahani, West Indies, 1846,
oil on canvas, 369 x 554 cm.
Washington, D.C., United States Capitol
Art Collection.
Photo: Courtesy Architect of the Capitol.
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6. John Vanderlyn (American),
The Landing of Columbus, 1840,
oil on canvas, 69.5 x 102.3 cm.
Washington, D.C., National Museum of
American Art, Smithsonian Institution, Gift
of 1. Austin Kelly, III, no. 1971.5.
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example, an argument advanced by Columbus and many of his Western
descendents in favor of imperialist deeds, from the taking of slaves to the
taking of land, was that most of the native population was too debased to
be converted. Conversion of benighted souls usually forms at least part of
the rationale for modern Western imperialism, but if it can be determined
that the souls are beyond reach — that the invaded culture is permanently
stalled, not momentarily halted in the great progressive climb toward “civi-
lization” — then the European imperialist is not constrained to behave in a
“Christian” manner toward them. As Columbus pointed out to his spon-
sors, the slaves he took on the islands he “discovered” were only those natives
who were cannibals and so beyond redemption. After he had taken nearly
five hundred Native Americans as slaves, it began to look as though he
meant to designate nearly all the native inhabitants unredeemable.10

Oddly, an oil sketch of 1840 (fig. 6) for Vanderlyn's mural differs so point-
edly it might stand as a contradiction to the attitude toward Native Ameri-
cans that one senses in the finished work. In the preliminary work, roughly
the same European cast of characters meets a group of Native Americans;
among the latter some cower, prostrate or crouched, others huddle together.
However, the two groups occupy the same ground, literally and hence figu-
ratively, a feature that allows one to read both within the framework of a
shared humanity. Whatever Vanderlyn’s reasons for altering this sketch,
which among other things left him with a caped Martin Pinzon in the cen-
ter of the mural disdainfully glaring at nothing, the decision takes on an
element of irony when one considers his timing. While Vanderlyn was mak-
ing the choice to demote Native Americans within the artistic centerpiece
of the United States Capitol Rotunda, the Indian Removal Act of 1830 had
swung into force, and entire tribes, for instance, the Cherokee nation, were
removed from areas of European settlement.

Irving and Vanderlyn together contribute in no small way to the fash-
ioning of a Columbian mystique responsive to growing chauvinistic urges
in the nineteenth century. They both blur the location of the landfall. They
both acknowledge Columbus’s fidelity to his royal patrons at the same time
as they suggest his complete independence from them. And they both cre-
ate a larger-than-life hero (in Vanderlyn's terms, metaphysical), whom they
then commemorate in a manner that helped plant the notion that Columbus
was a proto-American. Their Landing scenarios also rely in part on estab-

lishing a contrast of Europeans and Native Americans, promoting the link-

20



AMERICAN GENESIS

age then being forged between national character (the traits that prompted
Columbus’s feat) and national destiny (the possession of a continent already
occupied, but “only” by a people “easily” and “deservedly” removed).

Perhaps it was the arresting implications of Vanderlyn’s Columbian por-
trayal and the topical relevance of his diminished Native Americans that
helped the painting achieve a nachleben of proportions unusual even in a
hero-worshiping, image-rich culture like that of the United States at the
end of the nineteenth century. More likely, it was the craving for unifying
symbols and the painting’s presumably official imprimatur that boosted
its fame. Circus wagons, stamps, advertisements, and towels circulated the
mural’s likeness among a public probably already acquainted with repro-
ductions of the scene in school texts. Very often these popular renditions
cropped the composition so that the Native Americans and the minimal
landscape disappeared altogether, or condensed it so that the figure of
Columbus holding his sword and standard stood entirely alone. Far from
being trivialized by appearing on commercial products, these depictions
of Columbus grew instead to be pannational emblems, and the image of
Columbus came to signify the point of origin or consumption of a commer-
cial item as the United States.

The mutually reinforcing perspectives shared by Vanderlyn’s painting
and two Capitol sculptures must also be considered as furthering the mural’s
impact. Luigi Persico’s Discovery of America, 1844 (fig. 7), a colossal free-
standing marble commissioned in 1836 and formerly installed on the left
side of the main staircase, and Randolph Rogers’s bronze relief doors to
the main entrance, 1861 (fig. 8), likewise treat the Landing. Rogers’s doors,
patterned after Lorenzo Ghiberti’s fifteenth-century baptistry doors for the
Florence cathedral, give the place of honor to the Landing in a lunette. In
composition, Rogers’s scene varies scarcely at all from the Vanderlyn mural
except to arrange the participants on a hill with Columbus at the crest. The
readily observable connection between Rogers’s door panels depicting the
life of Columbus and those of Ghiberti depicting the life of Jesus merely
adds lustre to Vanderlyn’s Christlike Columbian portrayal. Persico’s two-
figure group, a composition more essentialized than reduced, extravagantly
throws the accepted historical scenario to the winds, representing, said then-
Senator James Buchanan, “the great discoverer when he first bounded with
ecstasy upon the shore, all his toils past, presenting a hemisphere to the

world, with the name America inscribed on it.”11
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7. Luigi Persico (Italian-American),
Discovery of America, 1844,
marble, 492 x 259 cm.
Originally located near the east front
entrance to the Capitol, transferred to the
Smithsonian Institution for storage in 1976.
Photo: Courtesy Architect of the Capitol.

8. Randolph Rogers (American),
Rotunda Doors, 1861,
bronze, 519 x 900 cm.
Washington, D.C., United States Capitol
Art Collection.
Photo: Courtesy Architect of the Capitol.

22






GROSECLOSE

Anachronisms aside, the Persico statue can be regarded today as the
bluntest of the three Capitol “Landings.” Instead of identifying Native
Americans as “savages” and thus at the bottom of the ladder of human
development, as Vanderlyn did, Persico portrayed them in more human
terms but qualified the ability and power of the personification by making
the figure female. Mother of any future generations, she also signals (by
her gender) the vulnerability of the race and by her exposed breasts gives
proof of its otherness. What is most unavoidable is her ugly fleeing motion.
The removal and eventual extermination of the majority of Native Ameri-
cans, as the logical and, if not desirable, certainly inevitable consequence
of the white advance westward, are conveyed by her awkward movement.
One United States representative interpreted both the aesthetic and icono-
graphic message unequivocally: “Gentlemen might laugh at the nudity [of
the woman]; but the artist, when he made Columbus the superior of the
Indian princess in every respect knew what he was doing,” he claimed and
went on to announce, “We got [Indian] possessions by the strong arm of
power. We removed these tribes from their hunting grounds, who did not
cultivate the land, in order that we might accomplish the greatest amount
of good to the human race.”12

It may be that the familiarity of the three Capitol “Landings” preempted
further artistic examination of the theme or that the ubiquity of the subject
in the popular arts exhausted its appeal. Whatever the case, although the
print industry continued to turn out the scene, no major new works rep-
resented the Landing of Columbus until the turn of the century. Then,
prompted no doubt by the Chicago World’s Columbian Exposition of 18g3,
large paintings and public monuments once again took up the topic. Edwin
Austin Abbey conceived the event in dramatic terms with the hero identi-
fied as a white-haired, armor-encased knight (fig. g). Beginning in 1882,
when the Knights of Columbus formed, Columbus’s Catholicism had been
vigorously reasserted in the face of nativist groups insisting on a “tradi-
tionally” Anglo-Saxon Columbus. Here Abbey’s elderly admiral kneels
behind a magnificently robed prelate who is conducting a ceremony of
thanksgiving flanked by two decoratively clad friars. As a bizarre embel-
lishment, Abbey filled the sky with dozens of flamingos. The “Protestant”
versus “Catholic” Columbus comes into play in later years in N. C. Wyeth’s
Columbus Discovers America, 1944 (fig. 10). Wyeth’s Nordic-looking, Puritan-

plain Columbus staggers gratefully onto shore accompanied by a few crew
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members and then closes his eyes in private prayer; most of his men are
likewise personally offering thanks.

New emphasis on Columbus’s Italian heritage also appeared in the last
quarter of the nineteenth century. Italian-American communities in Phila-
delphia, New York, Baltimore, New Haven, Scranton, and Providence,
among other places, erected statues of Columbus. Usually carved by Italian
sculptors, they were all single figures, sometimes holding a globe, some-
times staring manfully ahead as though simultaneously looking out to sea
and into the future. These monument commissions were not the result of
increased prosperity nor of patriotism among immigrants but a profound
reflection of Columbus’s symbolic role in the new kingdom of Italy. Occa-
sionally, bas-reliefs on the pedestals of these monuments — that in New York’s
Columbus Circle, for example — include a Landing scene, but the overall
impact of the solitary figure is that discrete episodes in Columbus’s history
count little against the overwhelming significance of the man as an indi-
vidual, an Italian, who was seen by his compatriots during the Risorgimento
as a figurehead for a new Italian nation. Native Americans, one could say
with justice and appropriateness, were neither here nor there as far as these
monuments, their makers, and their patronage were concerned.

We might begin to appreciate the essentially self-reflexive significance of
American typologies of the Landing of Columbus and their relation to racial
issues throughout the century by comparing them to European treatments
of the event. While scenes of Columbus’s departure from Palos and of his
triumphant return to the court after his first voyage not surprisingly pre-
dominate in Italian, French, and Spanish art, “Landings” appear with enough
frequency to identify exemplary canvases. Ligurian art provides an intrigu-
ing case. In the nineteenth century, nationalists of that region symbolically
invested Columbus, by most accounts a native of Genoa, with a patriarchal
role as a means of identifying a past separate from that of the Kingdom of
Savoy, under whose authority Liguria fell after the Congress of Vienna. With
the exception of a few naval heroes, Ligurians, like eighteenth-century
Americans, could not summon many figures on whom to pin a new national
flag; however, they could refer to a rich tradition of Columbian iconography.
The seventeenth-century Landing scenes by G. B. Carlone in the Palazzo
Ducale and by Lorenzo Tavorone in the Palazzo Belimbau, both in Genoa,
exhibit a pronounced interest in the royal and religious sponsorship of the

enterprise as well as in Columbus’s personal devoutness and decidedly well-
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9. Edwin Austin Abbey (American),
Columbus in the New World, 1906,
oil on canvas, 221 X 304.8 cm.
New Haven, Yale University Art Gallery,
The Edwin Austin Abbey Memorial Collec-

tion, no. 1937.2417.

10. N. C. Wyeth (American),
Columbus Discovers America
(The Roval Standard of Spain), 1944,
oil on wood, 6g.2 x b5.4 cm.
Annapolis, Md., United States Naval

Academy Museum, no. 44.16.2.
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born appearance. A nineteenth-century painting (fig. 11), also in Genoa, by
Francesco Gandolfi continues the tradition and adds the hosannas of a myr-
iad of otherworldly beings to the occasion. Two French artists, Pharamond
Blanchard in 1850 (fig. 12) and Jean-Francois de Troy a century earlier, also
underline the mission’s proselytizing aspect and Columbus’s courtliness.

It would be unwise to read the European concentration on conversion
of the native inhabitants or the “enlightenment” offered by Christianity to
the New World as a sign of sympathy for the Native Americans or of high-
mindedness in singling out the alleged Christian purpose of imperialism.
Instead, it should be remembered that none of the documents available then
(or now) describing Columbus’s landfall mentions the presence of religious
or the erection of a cross. Europeans were not ignorant of the devastation
their advent wrought on the native populace through disease as well as
through deportation into slavery.l? Europeans also had the possibility of
learning, through biography, that Columbus certainly never conceived his
mission as an effort to convert natives, despite what happened subsequently.
Image and “knowledge,” in other words, did not match. European artists,
like their American counterparts, lived within a culture in which heroes
embodying pannational concepts or ideals were never born but always
made. Thus, even as he became Americanized in the United States, Colum-
bus never lost his European identity in Europe.

What seems important is not that Europeans or Americans each con-
structed their own Columbus but what that construction was. Using the fine
and popular arts of the present as well as the past century as an index, one
can conclude that in the United States Columbus has been perceived as
Christian but not popish; of European heritage but detachable from any
foreign ties, even those of the Spanish monarchy; a heroic individualist,
yet one who served others. He eventually became a man so obviously des-
tined to found the American Republic that artistic license nudging the place
of his disembarkation to the north and west of the Caribbean has seemed
not out of keeping with Columbus’s original intentions.

And what were those original intentions? It seems likely many Ameri-
cans would answer, as artists have done, “to find the New World.” Columbus’s
own words present him as a good sailor obsessed with the strongly mercan-
tile goal of finding a water route to a very old world — Cipangu or Japan,
at that time believed to be the farthest point of the East, which was called in
general “India.” He named the native inhabitants of the islands on which he

28



11.

12.

Francesco Gandolfi (Italian),

Columbus Takes Possession of the Newly
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First Mass in America
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Dijon, Musée des Beaux-Arts, Donation
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landed “Indians” because, in the ecstasy of the moment, he thought that he
had found what he sought. Most Westerners know the word “Indian” reveals
that Columbus did not in fact realize where he was. Such is the flexibility
of myth, however, that it has been possible to acknowledge his error without
relinquishing the belief that his achievement lay in his ability to discover
what became the United States of America. And such 1s the empowerment to
be gleaned from myths of beginning that Americans could use as part of
their arsenal of symbolic sanctions for the destruction of the native inhabi-
tants the image of Columbus, destroyer of the Native Americans in the first

encounter of the races.
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Washington, D.C., National Gallery of Art,
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Werner Busch

CoprLEY, WEST, AND THE TRADITION OF

EurorEAN HicH ART

We have become used to seeing American painting of the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries from a European perspective, that is, as an art of only
relative merit. In the eighteenth century, American art seems totally depen-
dent on English models, while in the nineteenth century it is largely domi-
nated by the influence of the Diusseldorf school. Very often it is precisely
the American element in American painting that is considered provincial
and naive. Recent exhibitions — such as Thomas Gaehtgens'’s Bilder aus der
Neuen Welt — have tried to do justice to the particular contribution of Ameri-
can painting.! As a correction of current views, this is useful and necessary.
In academic discourse, however, established positions are not that readily
discarded. I think it justifiable, therefore, to assume the European role once
more — playing a kind of devil’s advocate.

In the following discussion of American history painters working in
England at the end of the eighteenth century, I shall argue that the novelty
of American history painting — so abundantly stressed in recent critical
discussion — is not so much a specifically American phenomenon but
instead follows an English tradition and is part of a general change of the
European conception of painting in the late eighteenth century. It is possi-
ble, however, that the American origin of these painters made them react
more sensitively and decisively to these new trends, which can be related
to a new manner of art reception resulting from the changed character of
the public.

England’s prominent role in this change derives, roughly speaking,
from two English peculiarities: first, from the early existence of a constitu-

tional monarchy, which, at least in large cities, brought about 2 measure of
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social transparency, if not social permeability, with a powerful debating
press, and, second, from the absence of a specifically English art tradition
before the first third of the eighteenth century. Subsequently, this absence
led to a need to compensate by inaugurating a national school of history
painting, and at the same time it created an awareness of English particu-
larity. The general change in the European conception of painting first
became evident as an international Neoclassicism during the second half
of the eighteenth century in Rome. The important share English artists had
in this development has only now been realized. The separate English way
and the change of European art language converge in what we now call the
rise of historical thinking.

This meant that English art did not see itself as an integral part of a
European tradition of High Art but began to look at this tradition in an
art-historical way (which was connected to the rise of a new public and facil-
itated by the development of a new aesthetics of perception). It also meant
that the archaeological dimension of this international Neoclassicism — its
attempt to reconstruct the purity of classical antiquity — accounted for its
sentimental and reflective tendency. This specifically English conscious-
ness of artistic and historical difference was expressed with great lucidity
by Sir Joshua Reynolds in 1790 in the last of his Royal Academy discourses:

In pursuing this great Art [i.e., the High Art tradition of Michelangelo], it must
be acknowledged that we labour under greater difficulties than those who
were born in the age of its discovery, and whose minds from their infancy
were habituated to this style; who learnt it as language, as their mother
tongue. They had no mean taste to unlearn; they needed no persuasive dis-
course to allure them to a favourable reception of it, no abstruse investigation
of its principles to convince them of the great latent truths on which it is
founded. We are constrained, in these later days, to have recourse to a sort of
Grammar and Dictionary, as the only means of recovering a dead language.
It was by them learned by rote, and perhaps better learned that way than

by precept.?

I shall attempt to show in a detailed analysis of a single painting by John
Singleton Copley what consequences such consciousness and the recourse
to the dictionary of a lost language of art had for the American-English art

of the late eighteenth century. It will be necessary, however, occasionally to
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broaden the context to include Benjamin West and, beyond West, William
Hogarth, in order to show the relevance, in this context, of a genuinely
English tradition.

Copley’s Watson and the Shark (fig. 1) has certainly received exhaustive
critical attention.? This appears to be even more true of West's Death of
General Wolfe (fig. 2).* Nevertheless, I shall discuss Copley’s painting once
more, using West’s Wolfe as a foil. I cannot come up with new historical
evidence, but I hope to give more depth to what we already know by looking
at it from a different perspective.

The novelty of West’s as well as Copley’s historical paintings lies — as
established scholarly opinion has it — in its concentration on contempo-
rary history in contemporary guise. This new realism in history painting
is the first American contribution to Western art, as one can read in the
standard work on Copley.> West, the Quaker from Philadelphia, and Copley,
the Puritan from Boston, developed a distinctly naturalistic pragmatism,
free from the burden of European tradition. West — as the more nuanced
opinion of a more recent monograph would have it — on the one hand aimed
at authenticity, at the reconstruction “of how it actually was,” and on the
other strove to achieve the monumental dignity of the classic historical
tradition.f In the case of Wolfe he was able to link both by transcending the
merely illustrative elements: Wolfe’s death connoted Christian martyrdom
by the dying general’s assumption of the pose of the dead Christ. Or, as
maintained elsewhere, the death for the fatherland is ennobled by the allu-
sion to Christ’s death for mankind.” In similar fashion one could say of
Copley’s Watson that its youthful hero, in attacking the monstrous shark,
assumed the role and figuration of Saint Michael forcing Evil back into hell.
Thus the common contemporary event was made part of Christian sacred
history.® None of these interpretations is wrong: West’s Wolfe is indeed
modeled after the scene of the Lamentation of Christ, and Copley’s hero
definitely follows the Saint Michael type. And vet both observations are
nevertheless insufficient, for the connection to the Christian model is in
both cases much more complex. Therefore its meaning has to be modified.

First we shall examine Copley’s Watson, exhibited in 1778 at the Royal
Academy in London. Its quality of reportage has often suggested a compari-
son with Théodore Géricault’s Raft of the “Medusa” (Radeau de la “Méduse”),
1818-1819g (Paris, Musée du Louvre). In other respects, too, these two paint-

ings would seem to be related: with the unusual novelty of their themes,
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2. Benjamin West (American),
The Death of General Wolfe, 1770,
oil on canvas, 153.7 X 213.4 cm,
Ottawa, National Gallery of Canada, no. 8o07.
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they both aimed, quite successfully, at the audience’s curiosity, its lust for
excitement and sensation.? Thus, the functional aspect of a new bourgeois
art becomes evident: since the reaction of the public — that is, the audience
and the press — determined the ranking and success of an artist, the artist
had to surpass in novelty his competitors, whose works covered the walls of
the Academy exhibition by the hundreds. Ever since the late eighteenth
century, the arts, compelled by the market and its peculiar forms of distri-
bution, have thus been under constant pressure to innovate.

Copley’s painting — and this is also significant here — is a private com-
mission to record a singular and dramatic event in the life of its patron.
Nevertheless, the painting obviously courts the public by its covert allu-
sions to High Art. It therefore comes as no surprise that Copley made two
reproductions, and as in the case of West’s Wolfe, the print after the paint-
ing was an enormous success. Later, Copley painted contemporary history
directly for the public without an intervening patron, organized his own
exhibitions, and became dependent on the income from entrance fees and
from the sale of reproductions offered for subscription (since the selling of
contemporary history painting was decidedly difficult without the help of
a patron). Such painting necessarily implied taking sides in contemporary
political debate and thus inevitably became entangled in party politics. But
it thrived on the curiosity of the public no matter what position it assumed
toward the event it represented.

The particular quality of Copley’s Watson also relates to the character
of the new bourgeois public. In its allusion to established convention and
its use of formula, the private subject matter becomes available to collec-
tive reception — which is, however, individualized in as much as the pri-
vate invites individual and subjective interpretation since it cannot claim
historical or universal meaning.

The event that occasioned the painting can be told in few words. Brook
Watson, a successful London merchant, had been attacked by a shark in
1749 when, at the age of fourteen, he was swimming in the harbor of Havana.
He received serious leg injuries and lost his right foot in the shark’s sec-
ond attack. When it attacked for a third time, however, it was driven away
by the inmates of the accompanying boat. Copley records this dramatic and
decisive moment of the story. The composition is relatively simple: a tri-
angle shifted from the center in accordance with the rules of the golden

section. The triangle ascends from the brightest part of Watson’s body
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(helplessly drifting in the water), to the man on the right bending forward,
to the figure holding him, and from there to the black man standing upright
behind him; then it leads downward again along the straight line of the
harpoon. The basis of this triangle is formed by Watson and the shark. In
addition there is a correspondence between the rising line of the oar and
the descending line of the monster’s back.

For Copley the history painter there is an obvious dilemma. The main
protagonist of the painting had to be its patron. But Watson is completely
helpless in the water. Because of the passivity of the painting’s principal
figure, the hero’s role is shifted to the young harpooner at the bow of the
boat, who, with hair streaming, raises the lancelike boat hook to deal the
decisive and saving blow. In contrast to the classical conception of history
painting, however, all persons in the boat receive the same attention. Their
presence is not dependent on a hero; each one is allowed to react individu-
ally. The press praised especially Copley’s ability to differentiate physiog-
nomies. The garments of the protagonists appear to be contemporary; it
can also be proved that Copley used contemporary views for his silhouette
of Havana. Nevertheless, two things seem unusual: first, Watson is almost
completely naked, and the extreme paleness of his body had critics remark
with some irritation that it made him look as if he were already dead.?®
Second, the white undergarment of the youthful hero falls unusually wide
and, in distinctly noncontemporary fashion, well down below the belt;
furthermore it is draped above the knee of the left leg, which is raised at
a right angle. Here the contemporary is represented in a definitely classi-
cal manner.

The motif can be traced to the iconography of Saint Michael, whose
iconographical type was firmly established already during the Middle Ages.
It found its classical form in the circle of Raphael, and from there it spread
over all Europe. Especially famous in England was Guido Reni’s version of
1635 (fig. 3), which exists in a great number of copies, one of which was in
the possession of Benjamin West. In 1776/1777, just before Copley deline-
ated Watson, West had painted, in the manner of Reni, a huge Saint Michael
for the chapel of Trinity College in Cambridge. It is very likely that West
had familiarized his compatriot and protégé Copley with his copy of Reni,
his own painting of Saint Michael, and with the whole Saint Michael ico-
nography. West’s painting clearly shows that he had examined this com-

plex iconography in great detail.ll Here, as in many other examples of the
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3. Guido Reni (Italian),
Saint Michael (San Michele), 1635,
oil on canvas, 293 x 202 cm.

Rome, Santa Maria della Concezione.
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Raphael tradition, Saint Michael is shown in the act of conquering Satan,
who is writhing underneath him, often with a huge and gaping mouth and
quite frequently, as with Reni, with the long, coiling tail of a serpent. There
can be no question that in Copley’s painting the incarnation of evil is the
shark with its threatening mouth wide open and its tail fin rising out of the
water behind the boat. Yet, in his version of the Saint Michael topic Copley
goes several steps further.

The group of Saint Michael and Satan is found in Revelation 20:1-3.
In Reni’s painting, the chain in Saint Michael’s hand refers precisely to this
passage. But the iconographical type is taken from a larger scenic context:
that of the fall of the angels, Revelation 12:7-9. Lucifer had taken posses-
sion of God’s throne, from which Michael expelled him, pushing him with
his lance into hell along with his whole devilish brood. Theologically, this
marks the beginning of the history of salvation. Analogous to this topic is
another iconographically related theme that also involves Saint Michael
and marks the end of the history of salvation: the Last Judgment. Michael,
the weigher of souls, separates the saved from the condemned, who writhe
at his feet as did the fallen angels. Quite often, Michael uses his lance to
rush the damned into hell a little faster. Seen in this iconographic tradi-
tion, the motif of Watson and the range of its meaning become a little clearer.

The figuration of Watson derives from the group of the resurrected souls
at the Last Judgment, who, with writhing and distorted bodies, fearfully
await God’s judgment and its execution by Saint Michael. Just as Satan has
to give up the soul saved by the divine judgment, so the satanic shark, at the
last moment, has to let go of Watson, whom it was about to tear apart. Thus
Watson can be said to experience his resurrection already during his life-
time. In addition, the shark also incorporates the gaping mouth of hell —
indeed this may help explain the rather strange appearance of its forehead.

The problem inherent in this conception of history becomes apparent
in its secularization of the sacred. As such the transfer of the iconographic
type to the actual historical event is not yet blasphemy. The use of an icono-
graphical figuration in thematically related contexts was common classical
practice and had also been applied to the topos of Saint Michael. Let me
mention just one example, which, by the way, is a good illustration of the
motif of the left knee intentionally bare of garment. It derives from the East-
ern iconography of the ruler and can be traced uninterrupted to Ingres’s

official representations of Napoleon as emperor.
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The print by Egidius Sadeler after Bartholomius Spranger (fig. 4) shows
the victory of science over ignorance and barbarism in the figuration of
Saint Michael.!2 Here the transfer of the Michael motif is rather far-reach-
ing. The donkey-eared embodiment of ignorance and barbarism takes Satan’s
place, and the angel’s palm of victory and the flying garment of science
optically replace Saint Michael’s wings; furthermore, the fetters derive from
the chain with which Michael throws Satan into the abyss.

And yet there is a fundamental difference between these two forms of
transfer. With Spranger the motif functions exclusively as a formula indi-
cating conquest that was canonically developed in classical picture language
in connection with the Saint Michael topos. The meaning of the Christian
paradigm from which it originated is by no means called into question. It
may be recognized by the connoisseur of art, who will read it as a confirma-
tion of the classic and normative quality of Spranger’s work and as a refer-
ence to the Christian foundation of all psychomachia. The art public of the
eighteenth century, however, for whom the motif had lost its normative
meaning, could comprehend its origin only art historically. It could make
it an object to prove one’s education. But this knowledge had to include not
only the meaning of the motif but also the historical and art-historical func-
tion of its meaning — and this, indeed, is an important difference. We can
see it very clearly in the entire contemporaneity of its new context. For the
motif Is used, not — as it is by Spranger — as part of an abstract transhistorical
allegory but for the real Watson existing beyond the painting and its frame.
The timeless motif is radically transplanted into time. Thus it becomes nec-
essary to comprehend the timeless motif from within its new context of con-
temporary perception and usage. There is a noticeable gap — a discrepancy
not solved in or by the painting — between the real private existence of the
protagonist and the religious and nonsecular direction of the motif. It seems
to transform the Last Judgment into a secular event and its representation,
whether intended or not, into blasphemy.

One might ask, of course, whether the allusion to the Last Judgment was
not within the range of Puritan religion and mentality. Might not Watson,
In retrospect, have considered his accident in the harbor of Havana the cen-
tral event, the turning point of his life, providing it with new meaning and
direction? Despite the physical handicap he had suffered, Watson had again
and again been able to start from scratch and to work his way up. Upon

returning to Boston after his terrible accident, he learned that his guardian
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4. Egidius Sadeler (Flemish) after
Bartholomiius Spranger (Flemish),
Triumph of Science over Ignorance and
Barbarism, after 1595,
engraving, 49.5 X 35.7 cm.
Braunschweig, Herzog Anton Ulrich-
Museum, no. AB 2.121.

Photo: B. P. Keiser.
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had run away. Through courage and self-confidence Watson had neverthe-
less been able to make something of himself: he became a highly decorated
British agent, an independent and wealthy merchant, and later, in 1796, he
was made Lord Mayor of London after he had been, for many years, a mem-
ber of the British Parliament. Thus, what had happened to him in Havana
might later have appeared as a sign of his election, of his salvation from
Evil, a sign of God’s providence and of his own experience of grace. Such
an interpretation would be supported by the fact (of which the critics have
been aware for some time) that the two figures leaning out of the boat in
the effort to rescue Watson seem to be modeled after the fishermen hauling
in their nets in Raphael’s Miraculous Catch, 1514-1515 (London, Victoria and
Albert Museum).13 All this may indeed have been part of Copley’s (and
Watson’s) intention — yet the way that intention was put into practice is
nevertheless highly problematic.

Copley evidently tried to reconcile classical form and individual par-
ticularity. The highest objectivity and the highest subjectivity were to be
brought together in a coherent form of representation. One may doubt, how-
ever, whether such reconciliation was indeed possible. The appropriateness
of applying the traditional language of iconography to the private event
depended on the audience — and the audience decided according to per-
sonal taste or political opinion. Seen aesthetically, however, there is a dis-
crepancy between form and content; at least we are aware of their rather
tentative connection. The Christian image and motif become mere formula,
in Reynolds’s sense, a mere word in the vocabulary of High Art, whose main
function now consists of ennobling its secular and prosaic subject. Such
ennobling seemed indeed necessary since reportage had no artistic value
in the eyes of the public. In other words, the public’s conception of art
remained conventional, that is, the public demanded more from art than
what it was consciously willing to allow.

Let me test this assertion by briefly looking at West’s Death of General
Wolfe. West's strategy is the same as Copley’s: not only is the main figure
modeled after a Christian prototype but in its composition the whole paint-
ing is an imitation of a complete iconographical scheme. In a Christian con-
text this method of transference is the method of typology, of prefiguration.
In West’s case, it has obviously been secularized, to say the least. In enno-
bling his theme, West actually returns to one of the most elevated formulas
of Christian art — the type of the Lamentation of Christ. Just as Saint John
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or the Marys assemble around Christ, so the soldiers surround Wolfe, who
is rendered entirely in the pose of the dying Christ, a pose that was well
known in England through the tradition of Anthony van Dyck {fig. 5): the
body elegantly swerved, the left arm hanging down in a curve and supported
by an angel or by one of the Marys, the eyes raised in transfiguration upward
toward the sky, which has opened after the battle, announcing a new day.
In the Baroque tradition, this is the locus of divine self-revelation — in
West’s painting the dissolving smoke of the battle reveals a steeple as the
sign and promise of salvation. (This, by the way, is a motif that can be traced
to the iconography of the Prodigal Son, who experiences conversion at the
sight of a steeple.) Likewise, West does not stop here but demonstrates his
downright art-historical awareness and iconographical finesse. The mourn-
ing Native American not only supplies an exotic element of local color but
evokes a specific type of the traditional scene of lamentation: the isolated
figure of the mourning Saint John.1* The painting’s second figure of impor-
tance, Brigadier General Robert Monckton — who was Wolfe’s deputy and
like him was severely wounded in the battle — equally evokes a very spe-
cific type, namely, that of the fainting Mary in the scene of Christ’s Descent
from the Cross. This is apparent in the curious rendering of Monckton’s
limp left arm, which hangs loosely over the arm of the figure supporting
him. In this case we can name the source from which West borrowed the
motif: Rembrandt’s Deposition, 1634 (Saint Petersburg, State Hermitage
Museum), of which there existed at least one copy or variant in eighteenth-
century England, which is now in the National Gallery of Art in Washing-
ton, D.C. Rembrandt’s fainting Mary is supported by her companions in
precisely the same way that, in West’s painting, the wounded Monckton is
held upright by his officers. Here, too, the adaptation of a Christian type
reaches extremely far, and it is just as complex as in Copley’s case. We may
even assume that Copley and West discussed this method of image forma-
tion. A small detail would seem to confirm this. In West’s Wolfe, the assist-
ing figure to the right — a grenadier meant to represent the mourning
of the common soldier — is modeled, as Charles Mitchell observed some
time ago,!> after the facial expression of Charles Le Brun's Compassion,
down to the inclination of the head and the cascading hair. No wonder West
resorted to a classical type of the passions, especially for the representa-
tion of a figure that did not need the particularity of portraiture. This tall
figure standing in the foreground strikes the psychic note required here,
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Anthony van Dyck (Dutchj},

The Lamentation of Christ {Pietd), 1634,
oil on wood, 108.7 x 149.3 cm.

Munich, Alte Pinakothek, no. 606.
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6. Detail of figure 1. Photo: Markus Hilbich.

7. Charles Le Brun (French),
Dread (La Crainte), 1698,
engraving, g X 5.5 cm.
From Charles Le Brun, Méthode pour
apprendre a dessiner les passions (Amsterdam:
Francois van der Plaats, 1702), fig. 18.
Santa Monica, The Getty Center for the
History of Art and the Humanities.
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8. Detail of figure 1. Photo: Markus Hilbich.

9. Charles Le Brun (French),
Astonishment with Fright
(Etonnement avec Frayeur), 1698,
engraving, 9.1 X 5.3 cm.
From Charles Le Brun, Méthode pour
apprendre a dessiner les passions (Amsterdam:
Francois van der Plaats, 1702), fig. 35.
Santa Monica, The Getty Center for the
History of Art and the Humanities,
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true to Leon Battista Alberti’s ancient recommendation. 10

Copley applies this method of guiding the viewer’s reaction to the paint-
ing by way of the classical typology of the passions to his Watson, making
use of the same source that West had used: Le Brun’s treatise on the pas-
sions. This may explain the very positive reaction of the newspapers to
Copley’s representation of emotion in the different faces of the figures in
the boat. Thus the London Morning Chronicle wrote that the face of the
black man “is a fine index of concern and horror’17 Hence, Copley would
seem to have reached the highest level in the classical representation of the
passions, namely, the representation of the so-called mixed passions. If we
examine this in more detail, we see that the facial expressions of the boat’s
crew largely follow Le Brun’s prototypes. Thus the figure on the left half-
standing in the boat (fig. 6), is modeled on Le Brun’s Dread (fig. 7); the old
man holding by the shirt one of the two figures leaning out of the boat (fig. 8)
is clearly an imitation of Le Brun’s Astonishment with Fright (fig. ), as evi-
denced especially in his round, open mouth. This differentiation between
Dread and Astonishment with Fright is quite logical. The man on the left
looks only at Watson and fears for him, while the old man stares at the mon-
strous shark that emerges directly in front of him, his fright mixed with
wonder at its huge dimension. Within the frame of contemporary thought
this may have suggested to the viewer the experience of the sublime, which,
according to Edmund Burke’s famous treatise of 1757, On the Sublime and
Beautiful, is a category of high aesthetic value. In contrast to the beautiful,
it results from our reaction to something dangerously powerful that is yet
distant enough for us to feel safe from its energy of destruction.

Copley had learned his lesson in the language of European classical art.
He seems to have known its complex iconography, its repertoire of formal
conventions, and its typology of the passions. He appears to have been so
fully aware of contemporary aesthetics that his work may be considered a
conscious exercise “in sublimity.” That he also quoted well-known formu-
las and consulted Le Brun like a dictionary, may be shown by two completely
literal renditions. In Watson, the sad oarsman staring through the legs of
the Saint Michael-type is placed so that his right eye remains concealed.
The face of Le Brun’s Sadness { Tristesse), in the illustration of his treatise, is
in large part completely hidden — just as it is in Copley’s oarsman — by the
shadow of the nose. Le Brun’s illustrations seem to have been sacrosanct to

Copley even in their smallest detail. The same holds true for the hero with
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the lance (fig. 10): his profile with its wide-open eye — which is not com-
pletely logical in the context of the picture — duplicates, in fact, Le Brun’s
Contempt (fig. 11). Contempt vis-a-vis the monster shark may be the suitable
response of a hero, yet on the aesthetic level these painfully exact repeti-
tions from Le Brun seem evidence almost of the consciousness of a histori-
cist — as if a book of samples had been opened. Apparently Reynolds was
right: European art had become “a dead language,” which — as Copley also
seems to have believed — had to be revived.1®

Contemporaries, however, noticed the discrepancy between the tradi-
tional types and the new context of their application. West’s Wolfe — which
already had its predecessors — produced a flood of representations of heroic
deaths, all of them more or less following the type of the Pieta. As a reac-
tion to this specifically English inflation there is a rather malicious carica-
ture of 1792 by Richard Newton entitled Tasting a Norfolk Dumpling (fig. 12).
In it the duke of Norfolk is shown lying on a table tasting (or rather, testing)
the three daughters of the duchess of Gordon in order to find the one who
kisses best and is best qualified for marriage. Newton’s satire uses the com-
plete scheme of the Byzantine type of the Entombment of Christ (fig. 13),
with the dead Christ on the stone of ointment and Mary embracing and
kissing him (as one of the duchess’s daughters kisses the duke) while the
other Marys stand about. The target of Newton’s wit is a fashion of histori-
cal painting that mechanically cloaked its representation of dying heroes
with the Christian prototype. Newton makes fun of its hollow idealism and
the presumptuousness of its ennobling formulas. The role of the contem-
porary hero is exposed to public debate and thus thrown into doubt. In the
case of West’s Wolfe, we can see this in the controversy over Wolfe’s monu-
ment and in the fact that West’s figuration was caricatured repeatedly.

The existence of a caricature paraphrasing the Byzantine type of the
Lamentation proves once more to what an extent the late eighteenth century
was indeed able to see and reflect in an art-historical way. This reflection on
the tradition of art in England began with William Hogarth, and it is possible
that Benjamin West knew this. West’s recourse to Christian iconography in
his representation of the painting’s central figure (and of one of its minor
ones) has its precedent in Hogarth. The final scene of The Kake’s Progress,
1795 (fig. 14), enacts to the last detail a Lamentation of Christ (fig. 15); even
Christ’s pot of ointment reappears in the soup bowl of the rake. The fifth
scene of Marriage a la Mode, 1745 (fig. 16), uses, to an even greater extent than

51



Buscu

10. Detail of figure 1.

11. Charles Le Brun (French),
Contempt (Le Mépris), 1608,
engraving, 8.8 x 5 cm.
From Charles Le Brun, Méthode pour
apprendre a dessiner les passions (Amsterdam:
Frangois van der Plaats, 1702), fig. o.
Santa Monica, The Getty Center for the
History of Art and the Humanities.

K2



53

12. Richard Newton (English),

Tasting a Norfolk Dumpling, 1792,
etching with some burin, 25.5 x 35.2 cm.
London, Collection of Andrew Edmunds.

13.

Ugolino di Neri (Italian}),
Entombment (Deposizione), ca. 1325,
oil on wood, 40.8 x 58.4 cm.

Berlin, Gemildegalerie, no. 1635B.
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14. William Hogarth (English),
The Rake’s Progress, Scene 8.
Scene in Bedlam, 1735,

etching and engraving.

From The Complete Works of William Hogarth
(London: The London Printing and Pub-
lishing Co., 1861-1862?), vol. 1, pl. 2q.

Santa Monica, The Getty Center for the
History of Art and the Humanities.

15. Lucas van Leyden {Dutch),
54 The Lamentation of Christ (Pietd). 1521,
engraving, 11.5 X 7.4 cm.

Berlin, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin,
Kupferstichkabinett.
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does West’s painting, the type of the Deposition, especially Rembrandt’s
version, as can be seen in the pose of the dying protagonist.1?

One further example of Hogarth should be mentioned. His Cruelty in
Perfection from the third scene of The Four Stages of Cruelty, 1751, in which
the murderer Tom Nero — who has killed his mistress in a beastly manner —
is taken prisoner in the churchyard by a crowd of infuriated citizens, is
modeled on the capture of Christ. Even the disciple of Christ, mentioned
in the Bible, who loses his garments reappears in a somewhat different form:
he has become a citizen approaching in great haste.20

What do we have here? The blasphemic transformation of an icono-
graphic tradition or its total loss of meaning? I would maintain that it is
neither one nor the other. Since the method of transfer is a rather complex
one, I shall have to focus on one aspect. Religious art had no place in
eighteenth-century England, even if Hogarth painted an altarpiece once
and Reynolds tried to revive it from an academic point of view, with West
following in his footsteps. On the other hand religious art poured into the
country — collected by aristocratic connoisseurs. The religious became
almost exclusively an aesthetic object — cult, as Hogarth remarked, was “out
of date” In developing its repertoire of forms, classical art had made ample
use of religious art with its canonical themes and figurations. Hogarth had
revealed its syntax and applied it to contemporary themes and objects. The
connoisseur was able to see the sacred subtext within the contemporary text.
This strategy provided aesthetic pleasure and raised the contemporary sub-
ject to the level of art in the classical sense. This, however, is only one side
of the problem, for it seems hardly possible not to realize that aesthetic
pleasure gave way to an awareness of the discrepancy between the tradi-
tional meaning of the religious scheme and its contemporary application.
Contemporary experience increasingly undermined the value of Christian
convictions as example and as norm of action. Thus they became objects of
historic or aesthetic contemplation. Let me emphasize again that this had
radical consequences for history painting. Form and meaning were drifting
farther and farther apart throughout the eighteenth century. Indeed, art
was well on its way toward what we now call aesthetic autonomy. After all,

this is not only a gain but a loss, too.
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16. William Hogarth (English),
Marriage d la Mode, Scene 5,
Death of the Earl, 1745,
etching and engraving.
From The Complete Works of William Hogarth
(London: The London Printing and Pub-
lishing Co., 1861-18627), vol. 1, pl. 8.
Santa Monica, The Getty Center for the
History of Art and the Humanities.
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Barbara Novak

SELF, TIME, AND
OBJECT IN AMERICAN ART

Copley, Lane, and Homer

Theories of the self have themselves a history, traditionally preoccupying
philosophers and theologians and more recently psychologists and psycho-
analysts, from Freud’s ego, superego, and id, to Jung’s ego, anima/animus,
and shadow, to Jacques Lacan’s special readings of je and mot. These are
models, just as we have models of the atom, which was once seen as a minia-
ture planetary system and is now succeeded by a far more paradoxical model
of electrons and quarks. Each of these opens avenues of insight, and the
criterion for their currency is their usefulness. Yet, one cannot look at these
models, both of the self and of the atom, without a sense of the extraordi-
nary imaginative coefficients that have been brought to bear on these prob-
lems. In a way, Freud, Jung, and Lacan are fulfilling their fantasies of what
the self might be — fantasies that many have found extremely convincing.

So the definition of the self is always debatable, and in that debate one
may invoke a variety of models. No wonder James Joyce spoke of a man
who was Jung and Freudened. After him, Lacan has written, “I shall speak
of Joyce...only to say that he is the simplest consequence of a refusal...of a
psycho-analysis, which, as a result, his work illustrates. But I have done no
more than touch on this, in view of my embarrassment where art — an ele-
ment in which Freud did not bathe without mishap — is concerned.”!

As we know, Lacan’s “embarrassment” with art did not prevent him from
making important contributions to our understanding of the artist’s self,
and especially, of the gaze.

But in the broadest sense, the most useful psychoanalytic text for our
present purposes is offered by Heinz Kohut, the psychologist of self who
defines the self as "an independent center of initiative, and independent
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recipient of impression.”? This is very simply and directly applicable to
the artist.

But the artist is also a historical consciousness, and one aspect of self as
we will consider it here is historical. What is the idea of the self held ex-
plicitly or implicitly in any period?

In early and mid-nineteenth-century America, the artist was told that
“before Nature you are to lose sight of vourself and seek reverently for
truth...It is not of the least consequence whether vou appear in your stud-
ies or no”; and, “A painter should lose sight of himself when painting from
nature — if he loves her — if a painter loves nature he will not think of
himself.”s

How did mid-nineteenth-century American aesthetics identify the self
when it appeared in painting? Obviously, the work of art has issued from a
source that, however removed from the final work, submits itself to what we
usually call a “reading,” to distinguish it from mere “looking.” That source
could be said to function as Kohut's independent recipient of impression.

The one factor common to all paintings, at least up to certain works in
the twentieth century, is that they are painted stroke by stroke with the hand.
Just as the fingerprints on the hand vary, so does the hand as it writes or
paints. And traditional systems of connoisseurship have been built upon
this. Attributions are made according to the scholar/connoisseur’s reading
of the stroke — an ambiguous sign — that operates as personal signature.
How does that stroke, the handling, as it is called, of the paint, give us access
to the self? Freud’s famous comment may be useful here: “The ego is first
and foremost a bodily ego; it is not merely a surface entity, but is itself the
projection of a surface.’¥ Can the tissue of paint be seen as an extension of
that bodily ego? This is perhaps more viable for our purposes than tradi-
tional ideas of expressiveness. The artist’s body is displaced into modalities
of touch, pressure, and movement on a plane surface.

The medium of paint, which is art’s body, can also have a corporeal or
biological connotation. It is juicy. It oozes. It accumulates lavers and tis-
sues. We can perhaps take stroke then as connoting a bodily ego that is a
displacement or residue of self. But what if the stroke is absent? Is this a
repression or denial of self? And how does this idea relate to what I believe
to be specifically American attitudes, from Puritanism through Transcen-
dentalism and up to this moment?

Let us take some paintings as texts, basing our reading on the syntax of
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stroke — which includes its absence. We must recognize that the possibility
of reciprocal paradox is always with us in these ambiguous matters. Just as
a violent and energetic stroke can be read as conveying emotion in certain
Expressionist paintings, in Van Gogh for example, the repression of the
stroke may in some cases — and this is true in some Surrealism — also be a
sign of violence or hysteria.

In earlier periods, in America especially, the erased or masked self also
requires a reading. But how are we to read it? Is not the repression of stroke
itself an assertion of self? Missing or not, the stroke is primed by other fac-
tors that operate through the executive mind or hand. Though we might
be able to read in stroke the self as bodily ego, we must also remember that
stroke can be the carrier of style as well. How much then, we must ask, is self
and how much is style, in the sense of a shared period formula or convention?

But the problem is even more complex. We cannot read self only in terms
of the presence or absence of stroke. How is the painting approached? It is,
after all, the result of the artist’s strategies, method, and procedure. In Ameri-
can art, that procedure has to do with certain confrontations with nature,
object, or thing, which I feel implicate attitudes in the culture at large.

We have then, to summarize, the issue of the self from several points of
view: its presence or absence, as signified by stroke and by procedure, by
how nature is engaged and represented, how that process is related to
broader social and cultural practices, including, but extending beyond,
style — all the while aware that the self itself is a highly labile construct, an
individual or social fiction for which no single definition has been achieved.

I should say, too, that another set of texts — Walt Whitman and Frederic
Edwin Church, for example — would involve a different reading, but I have
chosen here to deal with the three New England artists, John Singleton
Copley, Fitz Hugh Lane, and Winslow Homer, and through them to track
the vanished self.

The first mature American master, John Singleton Copley, offers us a pleth-
ora of p’s. To philosophical, and perceptual, we might add the words phenom-
enological, pragmatic, practical, provincial, primitive, precursor, and even
to some extent puritanical. Yet on some levels, Copley seems to have been far
from a Puritan. He was an Anglican of Anglo-Irish lineage. His sensual han-

dling of stuffs indicates an apuritanical love of luxe. Yet he is practicing his

63



Novax

art in Boston, the cradle of American Puritanism. He is painting portraits,
not only of Anglicans but mostly of Congregationalists, and he marries a
Congregationalist, Sukey Clarke, whose father had his tea tossed overboard
in the Boston Tea Party. Copley is working not long after the Great Awak-
ening, indeed he is a child in the crucial decade after the Awakening of
1740. Thus, he is situated in time quite close to the great theologian Jonathan
Edwards, who dies in 1758, five years after Copley made his earliest paintings.

Like Edwards, Copley may be said in some ways to be a child of one of
the age’s dominant philosophers, John Locke. Edwards had discovered
Locke perhaps as early as 1717.5 We have no direct proof that Copley read
Locke (but we know he read art theory in the library of his stepfather, Peter
Pelham, including Francesco Algarotti, who did read Locke).® We could also
paraphrase Michael Baxendall on Jean-Baptiste-Siméon Chardin and say
that there was no need for Copley to read Locke: The culture was Lockean.”
Edwards, the revivalist, was also a philosopher of idea and matter, and this
philosophical aspect of his thinking is shared by Copley’s canvases — which
are also very pragmatic.

Copley’s pragmatism relates to that of another key figure for the eighteenth
century, Benjamin Franklin, who vigorously embodies a pragmatic, how-to
strain in American thinking and practice. That strain can be seen as part of
the utilitarian tide that, as Thomas Cole was to maintain in 1838, set against
the fine arts in America. In America, it generally has.

This was certainly so in Copley’s time, when portraiture was the only
art making that patrons found acceptable. It had the useful function of pro-
viding a likeness. But the idea of the practical and the useful also directed
the artist’s procedure. The work of art was crafted with a kind of common
sense. This notion of craft situates the artist between High Art and the work-
ingman’s craft. Copley was sensitive to this issue. He wrote that it was mor-
tifying to make art in a place where the artist was treated as no better than a
shoemaker.8 But he had no idea, since he had not yet been to Europe, what
the art of the great masters looked like. He felt acutely the provincial’s dis-
tress at the ocean separating him from the artistic mainstream, and he had
no access to the studio training that would have taught him artistic formu-
las and conventions. So with little to go on but the ideational primitivism
of the early limners and some eighteenth-century English mezzotints, he
invented his art according to his idea of what great art would look like. Like

R.W. B. Lewis’s American Adam, Copley started virtually at the beginning.9
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In doing so he defined attitudes and properties that can still be found
in American art today, for instance, the habit of solving problems freshly
as if they had never been solved before and approaching them with the prac-
tical query ultimately formalized by William James into a philosophical
system: Does it work?

Copley’s astonishing achievement raises questions about the making of
art that are very difficult to answer. One is moved to look at this, not only
as an extraordinary triumph of the will but as a visual product of much
contemporary philosophical inquiry.

The figure of Locke enters here in a tantalizing way. Copley’s method of
procedure, his validation of idea through sensation and experience, is a
visual analogue to Lockean theory. Locke stressed Sensation, “this great
source of most of the ideas we have, depending wholly upon our senses,
and derived by them to the understanding.”i0 As one look at his paintings
will show, so did Copley. Edwards had noted, “The whole of what we any
way observe whereby we get the idea of solidity or solid body are certain
parts of space from whence we receive the ideas of light and colors, and cer-
tain sensations by the sense of feeling.... These parts of space, from whence
we receive these sensations, resist and stop other bodies.” 1!

This reveals a man intensely involved in the act of looking at some-
thing — of figuring it out. The source of this kind of basic speculation is
obvious. The regnant philosophy dealt with how the mind formulates ideas
from sensations. As we read Locke and also George Berkeley, the problem
of how the external world is perceived is an urgent issue.

The concreteness of Copley’s objects, the felt volume and dimension of
his sitters, the sheen and gloss of silk and satin surfaces, represent a kind of
sensational literalism, or vice versa (fig. 2). Out of his pragmatic responses,
Copley literally mimics the process of perception. In so doing, his practice,
relying on consciousness, also reminds us that Locke, in a very provocative
addendum of 1694 to the second edition of his famous Essay Concerning
Human Understanding of 1690, had located the self in consciousness, there-
by launching fierce literary and philosophical battles about identity in
eighteenth-century England.?2

Copley exhibits a great urge to reexperience his sensations on the can-
vas, to exercise a kind of power that in some cultures, certainly in this
one, is intimately involved in the re-presentation — indeed re-creation — of
things. This impulse draws not only on the sensation of sight but on the
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sensation of touch, which serves to reinforce and confirm the visual.

Copley investigates the nature of thingness, of — we might say — Locke’s
materia prima. On one level, he is a Colonial phenomenologist, dealing with
things. In so doing he immediately presents us with another problem: What
is the nature of the things he deals with? And what does his dealing with
things signify? For this concern with thingness, with what Etienne Gilson
has called the “actionless existentiality”!? of things, seems to nag at the
American artist as periods and eras wax and wane. Is this persistent sub-
text in American perception derived from a durable amalgam of Locke,
Edwards, Puritanism, and primitivism? And, we may ask, why does it per-
sist when the force of the original components has been dissipated?

Perry Miller wrote of Jonathan Edwards that he represented “Puritanism
recast in the idiom of empirical psychology.”1* Much the same thing could
be said of Copley. Though he was an Anglican, it would have been difficult
for a painter such as Copley in mid-eighteenth-century Boston to avoid sub-
scribing to some Puritan values, if not theological, then simply social and
cultural. Can we also read in his images the growing Yankee approval in the
1760s and 1770s of the gathering of property? Do they indicate the values of
the New England patrons, many of them merchants, who are having their
portraits and those of their families painted — their images preserved —
for a portrait is an investment in self, a displacement of one’s living image
into property and thus value. Do these patrons by now have few metaphysi-
cal or Puritanical qualms about their pursuit of wealth — including the rep-
resentation of themselves as capital? These portraits of Copley’s implicitly
authenticate the value system that they in turn represent. And what of the
maker of these portraits?

Copley was himself a property owner. He owned three houses in Boston.
Benjamin Franklin might have called that success. A scholar of the Enlight-
enment, Henry May, has written of the strong grip of Arminianism and
ideas of personal happiness in Boston after the Awakening.1> Are we deal-
ing here with simulacra that signify material success? With objects that are
equated with freedom and happiness? Such interpretations have already
been presented by Copley scholarship.

To this we might add additional queries. Is the sensuality of fabrics a
sign of Copley’s own sensuality, a self-reflexive joy and pleasure in the
sumptuousness of the matiére? Is there here some retention of his Anglican

roots, a reverberation of High Church splendor?
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But we are confronted with the objects, the things themselves. The art-
1st 1s hard to find because the things have displaced him. This is the enigma
of Copley. The self as indicated by the hand, by the handwriting of stroke,
has been erased from the smooth surface. The anonymous paint surface of
the primitive has been transformed by Copley into the surface skin of the
objects he depicts, the satins and laces and brocades that adorn his sitters
(fig. g). Self as procedure, located in consciousness, has been utilized, but
all trace of it is gone. What is the meaning of this vanished process? Copley’s
self was ultimately declared in the ambition that brought him to Europe in
1774, there to indulge in the bodily sumptuousness of paint, not things, an
expression of both self and historical style. But in his American work of
the 1760s and early 1770s self has been erased, not only through the stylis-
tic retention of anonymity via the limner tradition from which he springs
but possibly also through the humility of Puritan habit and environment.
Are there in these American Copleys some echoes of the admonitions of
the seventeenth-century English Puritan Richard Baxter?: “It is self that
Scripture principally speaks against.... The very names of Self and Own,
should sound in the watchful Christian’s ears as very terrible, wakening
words, that are next to the names of sin and satan.”1

Sacvan Bercovitch reminds us of the ambivalence of the Puritan attitude
toward self when he notes that “the force of I-ness is transparent in the vio-
lent vocabulary of self-abhorrence” and suggests that “the very process of
self-denial is also a provocation of the self.”1” Where then has the self gone?
Has it been erased, sequestered, immersed, violently displaced? Can we
speak, following Bercovitch, of an antiself that works against the self’s as-
sertiveness to take on the mask of things? The object’s presence is in inverse
relationship to the absence of the self. Are Copley’s objects vessels for the
transformation, displacement, and annihilation of this hidden self? If this
is so, we may ask, to what end?

Do the objects, the things, in Copley’s paintings, which anticipate the
demands of the nineteenth century for a reconciliation of the real and the
ideal, also resolve a conflict between the secular and the metaphysical? If
we compare Copley’s still life of fruit in the portrait of Mrs. Goldthwait
with a still life by the seventeenth-century Spaniard Francisco de Zurbaran,
it is evident that Zurbaran’s forms have a more clearly articulated and very
different spiritual agenda. But does the way in which Copley’s objects pres-

ent themselves also raise questions about their metaphysical status?
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Perry Miller has said of Edwards, “His technique remained that of the
Boston lecture, a rigorously unornamented prose, and a stark, logical dis-
section of some Calvinist platitude, where the deceptive simplicity concealed
the fact that certain immense metaphysical assumptions had been smuggled
in through the vocabulary.”!® Miller’s point could again apply to Copley’s
things. An over! metaphysics could have been suppressed, not only by the
growing spread of Enlightenment reason but by certain latent aspects of
Puritan dogma itself. Yet it is also true that Copley’s things are more than
things, that there is in them precisely that actionless existentiality cited
earlier, in which time, checked by the absence of process, stops, delivering
them into that suspenseful precinct where the ideal and the real conjugate
an illusion of timelessness. There the fictions of the masked self or antiself
regulate their own displacement into the representation of the natural world.
It is a situation to which the nineteenth century in America returns again

and again in different contexts.

Like Copley’s, Fitz Hugh Lane’s earliest works are primitive. Copley, we
recall, found it mortifying to be considered little better than a shoemaker.
Lane’s nephew, Edward, informs us that “before he became an artist he
worked for a short time making shoes, but after a while, seeing that he
could draw pictures better than he could make shoes, he went to Boston
and took lessons in drawing and painting and became a marine artist.”19

Lane went to Boston from his native Gloucester and while there worked
as a printmaker. In the late 1840s he returned to Gloucester and with his
brother-in-law, Ignatius Winter, he built a stone house inspired by the his-
toric House of Seven Gables, immortalized shortly afterward by Nathaniel
Hawthorne. We do not have the shoes but the house and records of some
banners Lane designed survive. All these are solid evidence of a grounding
in craft. Early craft experience occurs frequently in the personal history of
American artists. We could perhaps say that the idea of self-taught craft
lies behind the American obsession with the how-to: How to Make Your
Own Furniture, or How to Lose Ten Pounds in Seven Days. Lane’s house,
also proceeding from the primitive and the pragmatic, is as spare as Copley's
carefully crafted portraits. On another centennial occasion, the anniver-
sary of Lane’s death in 1865, the poet Charles Olson, also of Gloucester,

wrote that Lane was “one of the chief definers of the American ‘practice’ —
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the word is Charles Peirce’s for pragmatism — which is still the conspicu-
ous difference of American from any other past or any other present, no
matter how much we are now almost the true international to which all bow
and acknowledge.”?0

As it is in Copley, the reciprocal relation between object and idea in Lane’s
work 1s painstakingly negotiated. The making of an object is rehearsed by
mimicking its substantive creation, by recreating it from its ideational nam-
ing to its tangible presence. The same meticulous observation duplicates
experience sensation by sensation. The paint is again smoothed into a vir-
tually anonymous surface (fig. 4). With this erasure of stroke, of handwrit-
ing, of the hand, of overt personality, we must again try to follow the voyages
of the missing self. But now, eighty years after Copley, in a different time
and, though still New England, in a different place, we may well ask, what
self? We recall that the mid-century critics had advised the artist, “It is not
of the least consequence whether you appear in your studies or no.” This
was a direct contemporary acknowledgment of the issue of the missing self.

William James reminds us that “the oddly-named thing pragmatism...
can remain religious like the rationalisms, but at the same time, like the
empiricisms. .. preserve the richest intimacy with facts.”2! Well, let us look at
the facts, the facts in Lane’s painting The Western Shore with Norman’s Woe
(fig. 5). Each object, each pebble and rock is perceived, clarified, and repre-
sented with a hyperintensity that doubly confirms its presence. (This neces-
sity for doubled sensations in American art possibly connects to a larger
distrust of the senses in American culture as a whole. The world would seem
to need confirmation over and over again.) The artist has become the trans-
parent medium through which the spectator apprehends the scene. Again
we can invoke the inverse rule of the object’s powerful presence and the
painter’s absence. But the terms of that absence have changed.

Does a Puritan suppression of self linger here? Or are we dealing with
something else? Can we perhaps say that Lane achieves in these paintings
what Wilhelm Worringer would have called “a human self-consciousness”
so small and a “metaphysical submissiveness so great?”2?

To raise the name of the great German theorist Wilhelm Worringer here
1s not coincidental. We are all well aware that there are powerful parallels
between the works of the Luminist Lane (fig. 6) and his German colleague
Caspar David Friedrich (fig. 7). The American Transcendentalists, as we

know, were deeply steeped in German philosophy. If, with Copley, we could
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4. Fitz Hugh Lane (American),

Boston Harbor, Sunset, 1850-1855,

oil on canvas, 61 x gg.7 cm.

Los Angeles. collection of Jo Ann and
Julian Gangz, Jr.

Fitz Hugh Lane (American),
The Western Shore with Norman’s Woe, 1862,

oil on canvas, 56.7 x g2.g cm.

[

Gloucester, Mass., Cape Ann Historical
Association, no. 1147¢.
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6. Fitz Hugh Lane (American),
Brace'’s Rock, 1864,
oil on canvas, 25.6 x 38.5 cm.
Gloucester, Mass., collection of Mr. and Mrs.
Harold Bell.
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oil on canvas, 33.5 x 51 cm.

Vienna, Osterreichische Galerie, no. §700.



Novak

find an intellectual parallel in the ideas of Locke in England, now we can
find powerful intellectual confirmation for American artists and writers in
Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph von Schelling’s Naturphilosophie; in Goethe,
who was a hero to nineteenth-century American culture; in ideas that came
to the Americans, primarily the literary figures, through their own read-
ings in German ideal philosophy and through the translations by Samuel
Taylor Coleridge and Thomas Carlyle. The intellectual and philosophical
rapport was strong. Many American landscape paintings of the mid-nine-
teenth century, especially those we call Luminist, can be seen against such
a background.

Elsewhere I have discussed the relations between Lane and Friedrich,?2?
so I will just summarize them here. Their mutual sophistications in each
instance grew out of the primitive and planar folk/craft traditions, advanc-
ing finally into Transcendental invocations of the numinous. Although there
are many cases in art history when similar forms embody differing content,
here there are distinct philosophical correlations that tally also with the ver-
bal declarations of Goethe and Karl Gustav Carus in Germany and with such
figures as Ralph Waldo Emerson in America. As when Goethe states, “The
works of nature are ever a freshly uttered word of God.”2* Emerson not only
quoted this in his journal but then offered his own, “The noblest rﬁinistry
of nature is to stand as the apparition of God.”?> And Carus’s “You are noth-
ing, God is all”?6 could apply to manv works by both Friedrich and Lane.

Nonetheless, there are also crucial differences, especially in the area of
the self, for Friedrich, in speaking out for “heart” or “feeling” (“The heart
is the only true source of art.... A painter should not merely paint what he
sees in front of him, he ought to paint what he sees within himself”),27 indi-
cates that his smooth anonymous surfaces are not intended fully to mask
the self. Despite Friedrich’s vanished process, his belief in the subjective
differs from the almost Asian impersonality of the Americans.

Worringer has noted that “mysticism: born of individualism...immedi-
ately preaches against its own origin.”?® With Friedrich, the overt disap-
pearance of self maintains the idea of an original self. Indeed, the German
self often seems to remain present, despite its striving for mystical annihi-
lation. It is perhaps for this reason that the object in Friedrich’s art, far
from asserting its own presence, remains mainly a painted form. Though
not painterly, it nonetheless carries within it the diachronic “bud” of later

German Expressionism.
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So for all the similarities between Friedrich and the Americans, the dif-
ferences enable us to distinguish between the various artistic traditions.
Friedrich’s self is distilled abstractly into the overall feeling of his mat
painted surfaces. Lane’s self is immersed in and masked by the hyperrealism
of the objects or “facts” in his painted world. The self or ego is somehow
displaced into the object of its attention. It is the thing, not the self, that
remains obdurately present. In the Transcendental period in America,
moreover, the natural fact is more readily equated with Deity without sig-
nifying other cultural systems through overt signs.

Perry Miller, to whom this essay might most properly be dedicated, puts
it succinctly when he speaks of the Transcendental discard of the husks of
Puritan theological dogma separating God, Man, and Nature.2? Now, in the
Transcendental era, they are inseparable, and Lane’s halated forms, his
harbored boats and luminous expanses of still water, can be seen in Emer-
son’s words, as facts that are “the end or last issue of spirit.”30 To go from
Copley to the Luminist Fitz Hugh Lane 1s to go from the metaphysical
assumption of the thing to the thing as the embodiment of a metaphysical,
that is, Transcendental, system. The objects in Lane’s paintings are pre-
sented in terms of Transcendental hermeneutics. They are emblems, to use
Emerson’s phrase, and as emblems transport a providential worldview,
enhanced by correspondences. I have always held that Lane is the painter
whose works best parallel many of Emerson’s most deeply felt dicta. He is
the American Transcendental painter.

Is Lane then just illustrating Emerson? And if he is, which Emerson is he
illustrating? We do know that Emerson was as contradictory of himself as a
weather vane. Literary historians have questioned Emerson’s intent in the
famous “transparent eyeball passage” that was first connected with Lumi-
nism thirty-five years ago by the late John I. H. Baur.3! We see Emerson as
a transparent eyeball in the caricature by the poet and painter Christopher
Cranch. In Emerson’s words, “All mean egotism vanishes. I become a trans-
parent eyeball, [ am nothing, I see all.”3? But though Emerson and Lane
probably met at the Gloucester Lyceum when Emerson was lecturing there,
no direct influence is necessary to confirm the extraordinary consonance
between many aspects of Emerson’s thinking and Lane’s implicit aesthetic.

“It 1s not words only that are emblematic,” Emerson wrote in Nature, “it
is things which are emblematic. Every natural fact is a symbol of some spiri-

tual fact.”3 Lane nonetheless grasps the Emersonian fact pragmatically, like
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Copley’s fact or thing, in a self-reliance that has by now also become part of
the Transcendental credo. Emerson, in an interesting comment that deals
with the flow of sensory traffic between the interior and exterior worlds,
says, “I am always environed by myself. What I am, all things reflect to me.
The state of me makes Massachusetts and the United States out there” He
also said, “Here’s for the plain old Adam, the simple, genuine self against
the whole world.”

Insofar as Lane partook of this Emersonian self, he too was Adamic. But
one of the most jealously guarded canons of art-historical theory is that
there are no Adams among artists, that art basically derives from other art.
In America, I feel, this is not so much the case. Kohut's definition of self as
an independent recipient of impression is useful here. The pragmatic pro-
cedure is itself ad hoc and by definition a rejection of the past. R.W. B.
Lewis, in his classic study The American Adam, has written about the Ameri-
can case against the past.?> We have seen Copley invent art. Throughout
American art we can point to the American habit of starting from the begin-
ning, again and again. And in Lane, we witness the same pragmatic reli-
ance on his own eyes, the clinical tang of the ad hoc encounter with nature.
I have long stressed that the American artist’s consistent pragmatic rela-
tion to nature and the object is one of the things that distinguishes Ameri-
can from European painting. Though my own research has pointed up
Dutch prototypes for Luminist structure, I have also argued for the Dutch
example of going directly to nature and observing.3

What did Lane observe? In discussing his philosophical implications,
one must never lose sight of the way in which his observation was firmly
grounded in a specific place with a specific economy. Place, topos, and the
recording of place, have a crucial role here. Though Lane painted and trav-
eled in other places, especially Maine, Gloucester was his most compelling
model. From the outset the town claimed its identity from the sea and ships,
as well as from the fish and fisheries that were part of its livelihood and
economic and social raison d’étre. A plaque set in a huge rock near Stage
Fort memorializes the founding of the Massachusetts Bay Colony and the
fisheries at Cape Ann in 1623. Ships, fish, and rocks define Gloucester as
much as do the houses and streets that Lane from the very beginning of his
career had delineated in topographical prints.

Today Gloucester maintains the same essential character. The town docu-

ments, the archival records of Lane’s friends and patrons, the stones at Oak
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Cemetery where he 1s buried, all bear names that are still a vital part of
Gloucester today, so that the slowed rate of contemporary change offers
within itself an odd parallel to the suspended time of Lane’s paintings.
Insofar as Lane’s work sustains this illusion of time stilled, it finds access
to the Transcendental idea.

It 15 both difficult and telling to speak of time in relation to a work of
art. The work itself is of course subject to time. It ages and crackles. But
each work has in it an attitude toward time, particularly landscape paint-
ing, which often chooses, especially in America, a specific time of day. How
do Lane’s works represent time? Not only what time is it but also what kind
of time is so represented? For with the displacement of the self through a
perfectly graded, smooth surface, something also happens to time.

There are moments before nature — particularly at dusk — when the
world seems to hold its breath, as it were, and silence adds its auditory coef-
ficient to the general stillness. There is nothing remarkable here. We've all
experienced those moments. But what if they are sought and stilled in a
painting from which the author has vanished? And what if they are regu-
larly structured with the kind of discipline that holds the scene doubly still?

James Jackson Jarves, the most sensitive of mid-century American crit-
ics, had complained that artists such as Church and Albert Bierstadt left
their labor trail on the canvas.?” With Lane, we see no labor trail. Rather,
the self assumes the state described by Henry David Thoreau when he stated,
“He will get to the Goal first who stands stillest.”8

The stilled self in Lane’s paintings is aided in its effects by the measure
that clarifies the reading of distances inward from the foreground, as plane
parallel to plane the scene steps firmly back, however these planes may be
disguised by the accidentals or incidentals of the scene. Along with the
erased stroke, this measure is how he manufactures the illusion of stopped
time, thereby bringing the scene into the realm of one of mid-nineteenth-
century America’s obsessions — the Eternal, for behind every change was
an immutable presence. To make that presence present, by holding every-
thing still, seems a reasonable strategy, here brilliantly carried through.
It brings to mind Thoreau, the surveyor, at Walden Pond, measuring its
dimensions with obsessive exactitude to confirm his own physical experi-
ence of the scene. It would seem, in fact, that to think of the Transcendental
mind as simply up in the clouds is to misjudge it severely. It is the strong

dose of the concrete in American Transcendentalism that enables it to exist
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side by side with the pragmatic, in the art as well as in the philosophy.

To the perennial question of how we experience time, we might add
the question of time in Luminist paintings. Maurice Merleau-Ponty has
remarked that “time as the immanent object of a consciousness is time
brought down to one uniform level, in other words it is no longer time at
all.” Such time is timeless. It has lost its own process. It is, Merleau-Ponty
says, “of the essence of time to be in process of self-production and not to
be; never, that is, to be completely constituted.”® The complete constitu-
tion of time in Lane’s paintings, as in Copley’s, converts the present into
timelessness. It is no longer time at all.

There is an interesting literature in this area, and we can perhaps take a
clue from Samuel Beckett, who wrote, “time has turned into space and there
will be no more time”;% or from Thomas Mann, who wrote in The Magic
Mountarn, “Time is drowning in the measureless monotony of space, motion
from point to point is no motion more, where uniformity rules; and where
motion is no more motion, time is no longer time.”¥

Thoreau’s journal also conjures up marvelously the lost self that has
vanished along with time from Luminist painting and reports on what is
left behind, “Drifting in a sultry day on the sluggish waters of the pond I
almost cease to live and begin to be...I am never so prone to lose my iden-
tity, I am dissolved in the haze.”42

When the Luminist self is not dissolved in haze, it is dissolved in light.
Light, in Emerson’s words, is “the first of painters.”*? The universe, for
Emerson, becomes transparent, and the light of higher laws than its own
shines through it. We usually think of painters of light as Impressionists,
plein air artists capturing actual sunlight by that tiny synaptic crackle
between strokes on the white surface. The Impressionist self stands asser-
tively behind those strokes, each one signs the artist’s presence. And the
canvases glow when we retreat from them.

In Luminist art too, with Lane’s paintings, the canvas yields up its glow
as we retreat, until from the end of the gallery it often seems as if the paint-
ing is holding a pocket of air and light. Close up, however, we can see no
stroke, only a rather primitive matness and anonymity of surface. Yet that
surface 1s deceptive, because like the structure it, too, is governed by mea-
sure. The graduated tonalities of hue are so infinitesimal as to be invisible,
mimicking their author’s stealthy retreat from view. Precisely because they
are so subtly controlled, they emanate that celestial glow. More than the
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vanished stroke (of which, however, it is a [unction), that glow attests to the
artist’s orderly control of his own transcendent entry into a larger universe,
where, as Emerson reminds us, “the laws of moral nature answer to those of
matter as face to face in a glass”* These surfaces, too, are glasslike. The
Luminist painter, like Emerson’s poet, turns the world to glass.

And where there is glass, there is reflection. Luminist paintings are filled
with reflections, as indeed are Copley’s paintings. In Copley’s burnished
table tops, stuffs and still lifes gleam with a doubled existence. This dou-
bling has, of course, a convenient metaphysical analogue, for this world
was commonly spoken of as the reflection of the next. Jonathan Edwards
wrote of the images or shadows of divine things, “The whole outward crea-
tion, which is but the shadows of His being, is so made as to represent spir-
itual things.”# This is brought home sharply in the art of the mid-nineteenth
century. God is reflected in nature, there are reflections of nature in nature’s
mirrors, the painting reflects nature, within the painting represented nature
1s reflected, and on all this the mind itself reflects. So between natural reflec-
tion and painted reflection is a series of translations as the artist reflects
on, and in turn reflects, God’s original creation. A complex system of reflec-
tions lies open for decoding.

The aesthetic, philosophy, and religion of the period abound in reflec-
tions, twins and doubles. Representations of nature negotiated their way
between the real and the ideal, dialectical twins, and a central theme in
American nineteenth-century art and taste. Emerson had referred to the
universality of “this old double.”

Lane’s art, and Luminist art in general, was arguably the most authentic
answer to nineteenth-century America’s call for a perfect merger of the real
and the ideal. Lane’s marine paintings are carefully controlled by his knowl-
edge of weather, shipbuilding, rigging, designer’s plans, and even an occa-
sional photograph. The painting’s facts are instructed by ideas about reality
that clarify the mess we might call actuality. But beyond this conceptual
expertise, an ideal core inhabits the Luminist object, and ultimately halates
it with its Platonic perfection. The ideal it represents presses on the thin
membrane of the Emersonian fact as “the end or last issue of spirit.”

With Lane’s reflections, then, we are dealing with mirrors within mir-
rors. The painting itself, by aesthetic criteria going back beyond Leonardo
and Leon Battista Alberti to Plato, is of course a mirror of reality. But what

happens if the painting, like the mind, is given the possibility of reflec-
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tion? The conditions for reflection — calm and stillness — are the same for
nature and for the mind. These conditions donate their mood to the Lumi-
nist painting. Reflections have — as we know — the most fragile of surfaces.
The fragility, which a pebble can fracture, makes for suspense. This perfec-
tion cannot hold. So time, though suspended, is imminent, and we hold our
breath lest we disturb it. This perfect double is fugitive and transient and
has an apparitional quality. Reflections are visible but vulnerable to the
slightest touch, and to the degree that we can destroy them, they empower
us. In the mathematics of desire, they inversely reproduce a reality that is
knowable, while they themselves cannot be fully known. In Transcendental
terms, a reflection is a glimpse of a perfection that puts us in a state of grace
and returns us to Emerson’s laws of moral nature answering to those of mat-
ter as face to face in a glass. They also recall Emerson’s comment that “when
the act of reflection takes place in the mind, when we look at ourselves in
the light of thought, we discover that our life is embosomed in beauty.”4

Self-reflection, as thought’s light, and actual reflections as otherworldly
mirroring are linked through idea and ideal and through the submersion
of self in the Emersonian universe. The thinking creature, reflecting, both
discovers and loses the self, which is asserted sufficiently for thought, and
then willingly surrenders. It was in his own mind, wrote Emerson in Self-
Reliance, that the artist sought his model, the thing to be done, the condi-
tions to be observed. “Insist on yourself,” Emerson wrote, “never imitate.”*’

The Luminist self is at once self-reliant, transcendent, pragmatic, and
private, inviting also a private response from the spectator, who often must
conceptualize his or her own size, reduce it to thought, before entering the
painting. In this instance, the mirroring extends from artist’s thought to
spectator’s thought. Thought must answer thought to draw the spectator
into the universal currents. Led by the act of reflection and by reflections
into that which is beyond nature, both artist and spectator, reduced to
thought, enter a Godly realm.

That realm has all the perfection of the pre-Darwinian era. It mirrors
the perfect planning of the providential blueprint, the grand design with
its carefully plotted rungs of the scala naturae. As with Lane’s paintings,
with their classic mensuration, we always know where we are within this
blueprint. We are fortified by the theory of the immutability of species,
which has not yet yielded to Darwinian change and chance.
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Darwin, of course, changes all this. Winslow Homer, yet another New England
artist, makes his first paintings in the mid-186o0s, when Darwinian mutabil-
ity is beginning to be accepted by American science. Boston and Cambridge
have witnessed the fierce Agassiz-Gray debate over Darwin’s ideas in 185g.
Louis Agassiz, Emerson’s darling, to whom Thoreau recounted his experi-
ment with a frozen fish at Emerson’s dinner table, has lost the contest. By
1865, Lane is dead. Those landscape painters who survive him — Martin
Johnson Heade and Church, John Frederick Kensett, Asher Brown Durand,
and Bierstadt — continue to paint landscapes embodying spirit. Church,
especially, spends the rest of his life trying to reconcile religion with post-
Darwinian ideas. The moment for Transcendental painting has passed.

Homer is heir to the new moment, becoming one of America’s first pri-
marily secular artists. In his works the Transcendental glow of Luminism con-
verts into the more natural glow of sunlight on objects (fig. 1). Those objects
maintain their solidity with an obdurateness that again recalls Lockean pri-
mary matter. The solidity probed by Edwards and Copley is still with us.
Elsewhere I have called this an American Look. The Look, sparse and spare,
recalls Perry Miller’s comments about the rigorously unornamented prose
of the Boston lecture. But Miller in that same comment had alluded to
metaphysical assumptions. We may question whether these also remain.
We are also confronted with an element of time that recalls Luminist time.

Though we are now at a point in advanced thinking that embodies evo-
lutionary flux (in Europe signaled by Impressionism), the time component
in Homer remains curiously stilled. This despite the active skin of paint,
which Homer often shares with the international tradition. That paint sug-
gests process, but it does not carry its temporal components.

The paradoxes are compounded by Homer’s relation to the European
developments. He was in France in 1867, the year of the Universal Exposi-
tion in Paris, at a time when Impressionism was developing. Did he encoun-
ter any of the Impressionists? We do not know. Years ago, one of my graduate
students placed him on the same street as Edouard Manet and his friends
at the Café Guerbois. Did Homer ever walk through the door? Again, we
do not know. He could have seen paintings by Manet and Gustave Courbet
at a special exhibition, and he could have seen the works of the Barbizon
men. But what else he might have seen eludes us.

Like many Americans before him, Homer paid as much attention to the

landscapes and people he saw in Europe as to the art. He was familiar with
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the Louvre, so he could have known the splendid gallery of Poussins. Do
they partly account for the rigorous, classic mode that defines his works
from 1871 to 18747 But that mode also inherits Luminist geometries and
Luminist time. And comparisons with early works by Claude Monet indi-
cate that even before his trip in 1866-1867, Homer was developing attitudes
to out-of-door painting that could be characterized as an indigenous Ameri-
can Impressionism.

So unsolved mysteries surround Homer'’s Parisian visit, inflecting vir-
tually all of our knowledge about his relation to European art. Homer
the man was just as mysterious. As with Copley, and to some extent Lane,
Homer’s self remains an enigma. Copley was a family man, well connected
with a wide circle of friends on both sides during the Revolution. Yet we
have not yet deciphered his mystery. Lane’s reclusiveness could be chal-
lenged by scholarship that stresses his community activity in the town of
Gloucester. Yet his self remains closed to us. The idea of Homer’s isolation
is mitigated by recent knowledge of his close family ties in Prout’s Neck.
Copley, we remember, was a property owner. Homer was something of a
land developer, helping his family sell lots and houses in Prout’s Neck to
summer visitors, even doing some of the handiwork himself. But like Lane,
he has left us only a few letters and comments about his art. Scholarship
seems to resent this anonymity. It has used Freud to elucidate attitudes
toward women in Homer’s paintings and has translated his last obsession
with the sea in sexual terms. Some accounts present a self suffering the
ubiquitous Modernist affliction, that angst so familiar to us in Van Gogh
or Edvard Munch.

However, with Homer, as with Eakins, who has received similar atten-
tion, the pressures of the inner vision, if such they be, do not distort the
integument of the external world. Despite the stroke that signals his pres-
ence, the terms of that presence are unusually distant. His stroke shows the
force of the personality but does not express it. Homer’s self remains imper-
sonal. As with Copley and Lane, the idea of self is deferred or perhaps
referred to that equivocal location — elsewhere. Homer’s forceful style and
painterly impastos emphasize the convention of painting, qualifying the
thing represented with the process of representation. To the definition of
nature is added an implicit definition of the nature of art. Nature now begins
to lose some of its preeminence in American art. The object, however, sur-

vives this growing tide of process. From Homer’s pragmatism, so evident in
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8. Winslow Homer (American),
Northeaster, 18gs,
oil on canvas, 88.5 x 128.2 cm.
New York, The Metropolitan Museum of Art,
Gift of George A. Hearn, 1910, no. 10.64.5.
All Rights Reserved, The Metropolitan

Museum of Art.
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his attitude toward the concrete, it is but a short step to William James’s com-
ment, “A pragmatist...turns towards concreteness and adequacy, towards
action and towards power.”*® This can be applied not only to the concrete
thing but to the process by which it is apprehended and recorded. James
goes on to say, “At the same time it does not stand for any special results.
It is a method only.”#9

As with Copley and Lane, Homer’s method starts from the conceptual,
then pragmatically builds the picture out of blocks of experience. Again
James states it well, “Theories become instruments, not answers to enigmas,
in which we can rest. We don’t lie back on them, we move forward, and on
occasion, make nature over again by their aid.”0

Homer’s paintings are re-made, re-formulated, re-shaped through the
instrumentation of his empirical responses. In his late works he paints as
though he were using large geometric sections — hunks — of sea, which have
what Edward Hopper called “Homer’s weight” (fig. 8). They are pieced
together almost as a workman might, with some of the practical how-to effi-
ciency of his two artistic predecessors, Copley and Lane. Like them, Homer
would seem to be answering a Jamesian query: does it work?

It has always interested and excited me that American artists practiced
pragmatism long before James codified it. As Harold Bloom has said of
Emerson, “His relation to both Nietzsche and William James suggests that
Emersonian Transcendentalism was already much closer to pragmatism
than to Kant’s metaphysical idealism.”> This applies to the artists of Emer-
son’s era as well. If Homer, following upon them, also fortifies idea through
the pragmatic encounter, this encounter seems even more telling now be-
cause it corresponds historically to the development of the pragmatic sys-
tems in Peirce and James.

For all this, what strikes me most when looking at Homer’s art is the con-
tinued emphasis on thingness, on the blunt thereness of the object, which
now, however, lacks the specific identity of differentiated surface texture
found in Copley and Lane. Copley’s fabrics are shiny and satiny. His tables
are made of wood. Lane’s sails are sewn for his ships. His water is crystal-
line clear and retlective. Homer’s objects all have the same texture. In the
works of America’s greatest sea painter, water is not wet (fig. g). It solidifies,
returning us to a kind of Lockean primary matter.

Why this extended concern with solidity, this need to transform the tran-

sient state of water into the minerallike density of rock? In Freudian terms,

86



SELF, TiME, AND OBJECT IN AMERICAN ART

87

9.

Winslow Homer (American),
West Point, Prout’s Neck, 1goo,

oil on canvas, 76.4 x 122.2 cm.

Williamstown, Mass., Sterling and Francine

Clark Art Institute, no. 7.



NovAk

there might seem to be a cathexis here, a holding or Besetzung, in which
the psychic energy of the artist is invested in the solid state of thingness.
When we identified this property in Copley, it was easy to attach it, through
convenient historical congruity, to John Locke. Now we find it in a post-
Darwinian moment, a moment brimming with prerelativistic flux, a flux
also signaled by some aspects of Jamesian philosophy, as well as by the sty-
listic maquillage of strokes in the painting itself.

If we wish, we might query whether the object here functions to some
extent, in Kohut's terms, as a self-object, mirroring the self in a partial nar-
cissistic fusion. But if we put psychoanalysis aside, we can perhaps ask it
still more simply: is the necessity for this object, with its solid connection
to a primary tactile function, as something that can be touched and grasped,
a basic and fundamental statement about existence within this culture?
Homer’s self is reified here into a sea that is presented to us as a calcified
tundra. In presenting the sea in this way, Homer also succeeds in halting
time, freezing it into those solid sections mentioned earlier, removing it to
that place so eloquently described by Thomas Mann when he wrote, “Where
motion is no more motion, time is no longer time.”

I began this discussion of Homer with the comment that he was a secu-
lar artist. Certainly, he is no longer imbued with Transcendental faith. But
perhaps it could be argued that his concern with the concreteness of things,
with the solidity of the fact beyond time, borders on areas of the timeless
and eternal. In this, he also brings us to William Butler Yeats quoting Vil-
liers de L'Isle-Adam quoting Saint Augustine, “Eternity is the possession
of one’s self as in a single moment.”>?

Over one hundred years, despite profound changes in the intellectual
climate from Locke, Edwards, and Franklin, through Emerson to Darwin
and William James, the works of these three major American artists share
distinct attitudes toward the object, toward the self that perceives it, and
toward the temporal context of that perception. These attitudes reify self
and time into the irreducible density of the object, and we may well con-
tinue to ask, what does this persistence of the object through various cul-
tural contexts imply? A material passion, a pragmatic mind-set, a primitive
terror, a Transcendental urge, a reductive modesty, the morality of craft, a
cyclical desire to begin culture anew, a repetition that implies forgetting, a
memory that seeks confirmation, a tactile urgency signaling an existential

dilemma, a desperate yearning for an absolute — or any and all of these
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often held in contradiction. These contradictions are inseparable from any
definition of a culture. They are contradictions that reveal our own assump-

tions as much as they reveal the object of our inquiry. ©Barbara Novak
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Martin Christadler

RoMANTIC LANDSCAPE PAINTING
IN AMERICA

History as Nature, Nature as History

America as “Nature’s Nation” — Perry Miller used the concept as key to the
self-interpretation of American culture in the pre-Civil War period, and
Barbara Novak has demonstrated its relevance to the representation of
American landscape from Thomas Cole to Frederic Edwin Church and the
Luminists.! The concepts of the nation, of nature and space, dominated
the cultural discourse of the first sixty years of the new republic, serving as
tools for the ideological construction of the meaning of national history. As
experience of the wilderness, of apparently limitless space and continental
expanse, as a useful rhetorical and legitimizing concept in political dis-
course, and as a base for economic exploitation and scientific knowledge,
nature was a category deeply interwoven with the intellectual, cultural, and
social development and self-constitution of the United States. But while
granting a privileged role to the concepts of nature, of landscape, and of
open space in the historical-cultural discourse of the new republic — at least
up to Frederick Jackson Turner’s frontier thesis — in what way can it be
said that these concepts generated a form of landscape painting different
from the established European traditions, genres, and types? Given the
widely shared conventions of the sublime, the beautiful, and the picturesque
and given also the type of mythological and historical landscape so wide-
spread and pervasive in Europe and England since the Venetians, since
Claude, Poussin, and the Dutch, it is difficult to make a case for the excep-
tionalism and specificity of the American variations on these generic and
lconographic traditions.

This essay will nevertheless make an attempt to describe some of the

emphases in American landscape painting before the Civil War that we have
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come to consider distinctive: the georgic rural pastoral and the heroic wil-
derness sublime, the special tension between these two modes and their char-
acteristic thematic repertoires (as country and city, wilderness and culture,
work and ease). Such an analysis will require more than the identification
and description of motifs, topoi, and tropes; it will have to consider the
rhetorical and symbolizing strategies through which the basically mean-
ingless materiality of the earth’s topography achieves meaning in paint-
ing. Meaning derives from history and social construction, from cultural
process and discourse; and it is the embodiment, the enactment of prob-
lems of history and culture, of conceptions of history in these paintings,
that primarily interests me. The meaning-generating strategies in question
have variously been described as those of Emersonian Transcendentalism
and Humboldtian scientific idealism, by Barbara Novak; as those of pro-
phetic nationalism, Manifest Destiny ideology, and natural theology, by
David Huntington; and as those of self-reflective Romanticism question-
ing assumptions about the mind and the nature of reality, the validity of
authority and tradition, by Bryan Wolf.2

Ronald Paulson has observed that “the major shift in 18th century art
was from history painting to landscape”; in the nineteenth century land-
scape painting became the norm of artistic expression.? This did not mean
that all historical content was eliminated or that landscape paintings became
simply exercises in escapist exoticisms and fantasy. M. H. Abrams, Karl
Kroeber, and James Heffernan,* in their studies of the English Romantic
poets and of J. M. W. Turner and John Constable, have made it clear that
after the breakdown of the utopian politics and millennial hopes awakened
by the American and French revolutions and with the rise of the natural
sciences, history became displaced and translated into the private and psy-
chological and into new perceptions of the natural — especially of natural,
that is, geological time. Displacement of history, according to Heffernan,
refers to “the process by which natural phenomena, personal history, or
rural episodes are made to assume the value and the importance tradi-
tionally associated with scriptural episodes or sociopolitical history.”?

After its flowering in the post-Revolutionary and Federal periods, his-
tory painting in the United States indeed became displaced by landscape
and genre — the two major forms through which the culture of the new
republic explored and articulated the meanings of America. Thomas Sully’s
Washington Crossing the Delaware, 181g {Boston, Museum of Fine Arts), and
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the installation of John Trumbull’s Revolutionary paintings in the Capitol
Rotunda in Washington, D.C. (1817-1824) marked the termination of what
one might call *heroic republicanism,” which would not surface again until
the 1850s with Emanuel Leutze’s monumental and successful Washington
Crossing the Delaware, 1851 (see p. 176), Daniel Huntington’s Republican
Court, 1851 (Brooklyn, The Brooklyn Museum), and Winslow Homer’s Civil
War paintings, especially the great Prisoners from the Front, 1866 (see p. 246).
The dominant form of artistic expression that emerged from the 1830s on
was a culture of images that projected historic-national concerns through
the use of landscape — concerns connected with Jacksonian republicanism,
westward expansion and colonization, sectional conflict over “free soil,”
industrialization and urbanization, the spread of technology, and the ten-
sions between science and religion. In this ongoing transformation, the ide-
ological, philosophical, religious, and political certainties and beliefs of
the post-Revolutionary, Federal, and Constitutional periods were shaken
and partly dissolved, partly — in nostalgic retrospect — apotheosized in
etiological myths of origins and “the Fathers,” partly adapted to, and fused
with, the new mind-sets and worldviews.6

Landscape painting responded and related to these social and ideologi-
cal processes not by “mirroring” them but by reflecting them in and through
its distinctive grammar and syntax, which it obviously owed to conven-
tions of the sublime, the beautiful, and the picturesque, to the heroic and
the pastoral landscape, but which were increasingly modified by the two
competing mindsets of the nineteenth century: instrumental rationalism
and empirical science on the one hand, religious idealism in the form of
evangelicalism and natural theology on the other.

The modes or types of landscape painting that emerged from this matrix
of discourses, traditions, iconographic conventions, and social processes
can be classified, with some conceptual boldness and simplification, as the
georgic pastoral, agrarian and republican in its ideological implications;
the heroic wilderness sublime, religious and scientific; and the topographi-
cal prospect, essentially factual and documentary. The latter is largely out-
side the scope of this essay, but its factual bias has fed and enriched the
iconography of the other two more traditional forms of representation. It is
linked to the surveying expeditions and to the technological opening up of
the new territories, to the documentation of the land used or destined for

use by American railroads, pioneers, military, farmers, and founders of
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towns and parks. Appropriately, it quickly merged with the new visual tech-
nology, photography.” The ideological forces and the “mythical” compo-
nents it reveals are those of instrumental empiricism, expansive capitalism,
and nationalism.

Nationalism encouraged the production of images of supposedly “char-
acteristic” American landscapes, scenery, and wonders that would hold
their own against the great Furopean travel and tourist landscapes and
would affirm national identity and self-contemplation. The pastoral — ubig-
uitous as it had become since the Venetians and Claude, and the Dutch and
English country-house painters in the nineteenth century — took a distinct
turn toward the georgic or “hard pastoral.”® Between Thomas Jefferson’s
vision of an agrarian America, a yeoman farmer republic,? and the widely
disseminated lithographs of Currier & Ives,!0 the georgic version of the pas-
toral came to dominate the economy of images of Jacksonian and antebel-
lum America, both as “high” art and as “primitive” or “folk” art. As early
as 1782, in his Notes on the State of Virginia, Thomas Jefferson had defined
the materials and the rhetoric of the sublime and of the pastoral landscape
in his descriptions of the passage of the Potomac and Shenandoah rivers
through the Blue Ridge Mountains and of the Natural Bridge over Cedar
Creek in Virginia. In both instances, he opens his description with the vision
of a convulsive moment of origin and creation, a catastrophic collision of
natural forces. He then proceeds to delineate and envisage a prospect in
the far distance, “the fine country around Fredericksburg” or the mills or
farms along the banks of the river: culture, the prospect of civilization, a
utilitarian palimpsest, is directly inscribed at the heart of the elemental
and the wild. The telos of Jefferson’s prospect, which emerges so apocalyp-
tically from the sublime landscape of original creation, is neither Eden nor
the divinely inhabited wilderness: it is the agrarian pastoral showing up at
the end of the visual axis, suggesting that American space embodied the
temporal movement away from origins toward the man-made future of his-
tory and civilization.!!

It was with the emergence of the Hudson River school, with Thomas
Cole, William Sidney Mount, and Asher Brown Durand, that the pastoral
image of America in painting came to the fore. “High” and “low” repre-
sentations of American landscape in this period used the same vocabulary
and repertory but differed in complexity of register and grammar, in their

semantic emphases, and in their structure of appeal. Vernacular pastoral
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paintings — Edward Hicks’s Restdence of David Twining in 1785 (fig. 1), the
innumerable views of portraits of individual farms, the images of idyllic
farming by G. H. Durrie and Currier & Ives (fig. 2) — presented the pasto-
ral landscape in terms of ownership and possession. This mode produced
icons of social status, proprietorial pride, and social progress, emphasizing
the achievements of culture and the transformation of nature into socially
controlled and useful space. At the same time, these artists showed little
concern for the problems of process, for the collision between the compet-
ing ideologies of nature and culture. By contrast, the high-cultural idiom
of the Hudson River school painters betrayed a consciousness of cultural
conflict and the cost of change, that is, of history (fig. g). These paintings
did not simply depict rural life in the East; they nostalgically celebrated a
moral idea and a way of life that were passing, one that the social theory
of the Jacksonians had elevated to a normative position: the freehold, the
yeoman, the agrarian republic. The georgic pastoral is part of a larger dis-
course on the values of republicanism — the morality of the simple life, the
virtue of “true,” that is, productive work, the pernicious and corruptive
influences of commerce, luxury, the city — and their diminishing reality in
an America of growing sectional dissension, mass politics, and capitalist
land speculation.

Mount’s and Henry Herrick’s evocations of rural work and leisure uneas-
ily refer to evidence of social change and political strife while simultane-
ously trying to suppress such evidence and to make it invisible (fig. 4).12
The great pastoral images of Durand, Jasper Francis Cropsey (fig. 5), and
George Inness are a sharp contrast to the Civil War photographs of Mathew
B. Brady, Alexander Gardner, and George N. Barnard (fig. 6}, which dis-
played an American countryside violated and victimized by fortifications,
trenches, siege artillery, mine explosions, and corpses.!® The paintings
offered for contemplation landscapes of calm opulence and plenitude, vil-
lages and farms integrated with the rhythms of the seasons, immune to time,
purged of history: an America restored to the pristine shape of the ideal
original agrarian republic. In articulating the myth of America as garden,
the very brutality and force involved in the process of transforming natu-
ral space into culture was rendered invisible.

That other mythical vision of the American landscape, the high Roman-
tic landscape of the wilderness sublime as we encounter it in the works of

Thomas Cole and Frederic Edwin Church, even more rigorously excluded
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2. Currier & Ives (American),
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lithograph, 43.2 x 61.4 cm.
From Currier and Ives’ America, ed. Colin
Simkin (New York: Crown, 1952), fig. 13.
Santa Monica, The Getty Center for the
History of Art and the Humanities.

3. Sanford Robinson Gifford (American),
Hunter Mountain, Tiwilight, 1866,
oil on canvas, 77.8 x 137.5 cm.
Chicago, Terra Museum of American Art,
Daniel J. Terra Collection, no. 5.1983.
Photo: Courtesy Terra Museum of American
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overt social thematics from its system of representation. Rooted in the Prot-
estant religious traditions and modes of thinking from the seventeenth cen-
tury and now under pressure from the secularizing forces of scientific
naturalism and expansive nationalism, the sublime became the preferred
mode and vehicle for — in Thomas Weiskel’s phrase — “the massive trans-
position of transcendence into a naturalistic key,” for the attempt on the
part of the religious culture to preserve and salvage the concept of the divine
from the impact of secularization by “naturalizing” it.14 Biblical creationism
and prophecy, the natural theology of “design” based on Newton’s cosmos
governed by law, providential history of America as “the New Heaven and
the New Earth” promised to the elect by the Revelation of Saint John the
Divine — these traditional elements of Protestant theism had to be adjusted
to the conditions of modernity and the major discourses that articulated it.
These discourses included Manifest Destiny nationalism, which instru-
mentalized the American land for power politics, and the new science of
landscape — geology — which since the end of the eighteenth century, and
with Alexander von Humboldt and Sir Charles Lyell, proposed a non-Bib-
lical, anticreationist genesis of the history of the earth. The high Romantic
landscapes of Cole and Church were one of the cultural arenas in which
the clash of ideologies and discourses was enacted. The attrition of the
traditional religious semantics of the sublime, the drama of a conscious-
ness threatened by the waning authority of religious and metaphysical
beliefs can be observed nowhere better than in these paintings and in the
writings of Poe, Emerson, Hawthorne, and Melville.

Even if one accepts the contention that Cole, Durand, and especially
Church construed the meaning of America in terms of apocalypse and
epiphany, as original creation and continuous regeneration {(a preoccupa-
tion also shared by Henry David Thoreau in Walden, 1854), as prelapsarian
and prehistoric “Nature's Nation” not yet contaminated by Old World guilt,
corruption, and decay, and by the fatality of unregenerate man'’s history —
even if this interpretation, most eloquently formulated by David Huntington
and Barbara Novak, is accepted — it is imperative to recognize, as Bryan
Wolf has done for Cole, the strain and tension, the ruptures and discords in
the semantic strategy, the rhetoric of appeal, and the structuring of the spec-
tator relation in the works of these painters. For these paintings reflect their
painters’ and their culture’s growing uncertainty about the moral meaning

of landscape and of the natural world generally. Contrary to Emerson’s opti-

99



CHRISTADLER

4. Henry Herrick (American),
Life on the Farm, 1867,
wood engraving, 3g x 27.5 cm.
From Harper's Weekly Magazine 11
(10 August 1867), 504-505.
Photo: Courtesy University of California,
Santa Barbara, University Library, Special
Collections.
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Jasper Francis Cropsey (American),

The Valley of Wyoming, 1865,

oil on canvas, 124.4 x 215.4 cm.

New York, The Metropolitan Museum of Art,
Gift of Mrs. John Newington, 1966, no. 66.113.
All Rights Reserved, The Metropolitan
Museum of Art.

George N. Barnard (American),
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mistic and wishful statement in Nature, 1836, natural facts did not easily, if
at all, flower into symbol and sign, into spiritual truth. For the American
Romantic painter, from Washington Allston to the Luminists, the attribu-
tion of significance, of meaningfulness to the topographical phenomena of
the American landscapes, the work of semantic determination, became
increasingly difficult, indeed, became the enactment of a crisis of conscious-
ness that, often enough, was suppressed or only hesitantly acknowledged
by the artists themselves.

The strategies of semantic negotiation adopted by the “consciousness in
crisis” sensitive to the changes in social and ideological formation may be
conceptualized in three ways: psychoanalytically, as projections of the fan-
tasmatic operations in the ego and the unconscious; syntagmatically, as
reorganization of conventional or traditional semantic elements of the sub-
lime and the pastoral to form a new “narrative”; and semiotically, as the
increasingly willful allegorization of the process of signification, the impo-
sition of secondary systems of meaning in landscape representation.

In his psychoanalytically informed study of Allston, Cole, and the tra-
dition of the sublime, Bryan Wolf has connected the morphology and icon-
ography of paintings such as Landscape, Composition, Saint John in the
Wilderness, 1827 (fig. 7), Expulsion from the Garden of Eden, circa 1827-1828
(Boston, Museum of Fine Arts), and Sunny Morning on the Hudson, 1827
(Boston, Museum of Fine Arts), with the working out of ego processes: the
private self struggling with fantasmatic figurations of authority and power,
enacting in the arena of the painting the oedipal situation and the anxiety
of influence, in ambivalent movements of rebellion against and submission
to “the Father,” to power and domination.?®

Syntagmatic analysis, as it partly informs the approaches of Wolf, John
Barrell, and Ronald Paulson, describes nineteenth-century landscape paint-
ing as a profound, if not revolutionary, revision and transformation of the
heroic-idealistic model for the representation of landscape, namely, Claude
Lorrain (fig. 8). His landscapes had been constructed around a central axis
of vision leading from an object-filled foreground and middle ground to a
zone of visual rest and calm on the horizon — a Platonic-Christian “narra-
tive” of pilgrimage that took the eye of the viewer through, past, and along
a set of objectified referential signifiers: embankments and rocks; woody
dells; shrubs and trees; brooks, rivers, and lakes; human activities and habi-

tations; monuments and ruins; places of worship; and the passage of time.
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Landscape, Composition, Saint John in the
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Hartford, Wadsworth Atheneum, Bequest of
Daniel Wadsworth, no. 1848.16.

Claude Lorrain (Frenchy),

Hagar and Ishmael Exiled (Paysage avec
Abraham chassant Agar et Ismaél), 1668,
oil on canvas, 106 x 140 cm.

Munich, Alte Pinakothek, no. 604.
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g. Frederic Edwin Church (American),

Niagara, 1857,

oil on canvas, 22¢.9 x 108 cm.

Washington, D.C., The Corcoran Gallery of
Art, Museum Purchase, no. 76.15.
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At the end of this axis was a distant light-suffused sky, irradiated by the ris-
ing or setting sun, that is, a dematerialized sphere of spiritual promise and
suggestion. Barrell and, after him, Wolf have shown how in the works of
John Constable, Allston, and Cole this visual axis has become obstructed,
the progress of the eye through space complicated, and the zone of rest and
redemptive refuge inaccessible.10 If this can be argued for paintings such
as Expulsion; Landscape, Composition, Saint John in the Wilderness; The Voy-
age of Life, 1842 (Washington, D.C., National Gallery of Art); or even for
Asher Brown Durand’s Kindred Spirits, 1849 (New York, New York Public
Library), where the eye has to travel an ascending path lined with signs
of mortality, toward a distant epiphany behind the hills, it seems perhaps
somewhat surprising to read Church’s thunderous Niagara, 1857 (fig. g9},
also as a variation on the Claudian landscape of pilgrimage, which, how-
ever, it both implies and negates. Its furiously dynamic and accelerated
world of process deprives the beholder of any imaginary foothold or shel-
tering place, of any sense of control in one’s progression, forcing one along
a “path” leading straight into the abyss rather than toward a Platonizing,
spiritually significant, morally charged rising or setting sun. Of course,
the very brightness emanating from the white wall of water, which one can
read as a substitution for the Claudian horizon, seems to reaffirm the link
with the epiphanic, apocalyptic landscape of Romanticism: Shelley’s “white
radiance of eternity” and his “light whose smile kindles the universe,” or
Emerson’s “religion of Abyss-radiance.”!” However, if we place Church in
the context of the works of Edgar Allan Poe and Herman Melville, after all
contemporaries of his, we discern in the engulfing whiteness of the wall of
foaming water also “the heartless voids,” the “thought of annihilation and
nothingness” of Fureka and Moby-Dick. And observe that the rainbow in
Niagara (also used by Melville as an alternative emblem to oppose the abyss)
is thin, feeble, broken.!8

As Church produced his series of major paintings in the crisis decade
between 1855 and 1866 — Heart of the Andes, 1859 (see p. 225), Cotopaxi,
1862 (fig. 10), Icebergs and Wreck, circa 1860 (see p. 197), Twilight in the Wil-
derness, 1860 (Cleveland, The Cleveland Museum of Art, no. 65.233), Aurora
Borealis, 1865 (Washington, D.C., National Museum of American Art, Smith-
sonian Institution), and Rainy Season in the Tropics, 1866 (San Francisco,
The Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco) — he seems to have searched out

and composed landscapes that confronted him and the viewer with the pos-
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sibility of a universe of sheer matter, governed by flux, catastrophe, and
energy, challenging the customary modes of meaning attribution and spiri-
tualization. The perception of pure force, destructive and indifferent to
human purpose, in Niagara Falls, in the volcanic geology of the Andes, or
in the frozen world of eternal ice of the Arctic, together with the political
earthquake of the Civil War, which was shaking the political foundations of
the American Republic, put pressure on Church’s beliefs and convictions,
as well as on those of the entire culture, causing strain and crisis in the sig-
nifying systems and codes of Christian-idealist middle-class culture. The
immediate result was a heavy emphasis on allegorization.

In his study of John Constable and J. M. W. Turner, Ronald Paulson has
pointed out how much the development of nineteenth-century landscape
painting toward “pure” landscape — that is, into a nonnarrative genre —
involved an emancipation from traditional systems of signification. He sug-
gests that the loss of meaning was compensated for, on the one hand, by the
projection of private, autobiographical, often sexual contents and, on the
other, by the introduction of quasi-linguistic signs referring to concepts and
doctrines.’ In American Romantic painting it was Thomas Cole who relied
most directly both on the expression of the private dynamics of the uncon-
scious and on conceptual signifiers in his representations of landscape —
most clearly so, as Bryan Wolf has demonstrated, in Landscape, Composition,
Saint John in the Wilderness, in which the overt reference to the Word and
to Biblical history, to the cultural activity of naming, brings a potentially
threatening abysmal landscape into the safe orbit of Christian meaning.
Cole’s later cycles are based on the same strategies of narrative and allego-
rization, in order to rearrange a world slipping from the established struc-
tures of meaning.

This particular kind of semantic structuring was continued by Church
but was made more difficult and complicated by his deeper involvement in
the naturalistic perception of nature and in the discoveries of modern sci-
ence. In Heart of the Andes he succeeded in constructing a virtually sym-
metrical world, perfectly balanced between signifiers of flux and stability,
of energy and repose, of vast spaces and intimate shelters, of concrete
specificity and transformative dissolution. The painting offers a totalizing
mythical image of nature as a harmony of opposed forces, as regenerative
cycle and process, as organic unity, indebted and comparable to Humboldt’s

idealistic science and to Walt Whitman’s poetic myth. In Cofopaxt, however,

106



10.

RomanTic LaANxpscareE PAINTING IN AMERICA

Frederic Edwin Church (American),
Cofopaxi, 1862,

oil on canvas, 121.g X 215.9 cm.

Detroit, The Detroit Institute of Arts,
Founders Society Purchase with funds from
Mr. and Mrs. Richard A. Manoogian, Robert
H. Tannahill Foundation Fund, Gibbs-
Williams Fund, Dexter M. Ferry, Jr., Fund,
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Fund, no. 76.89.
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Church — now under the double impact of volcanic geology and of the
bloody battles of the war — finds it more difficult to contain his anxieties
concerning the possible predominance of a destructive rather than a redemp-
tive-regenerative principle at work in the creation. Characteristically, how-
ever, he counters such doubts and possible misreading of his landscapes as
mere matter by imposing on the moral indeterminacy and neutrality of his
naturalistic, scientifically informed vocabulary the christological-redemp-
tive symbol of the cross. In Heart of the Andes the very title signals the key
role of the devotional scene (Andachtsszene) in that painting; in Cotopaxi
the sun’s reflection in a lake in the shape of the cross is seemingly inscribed
by a divine agent into the very body of the natural creation; in Twilight in
the Wilderness a shrub in the foreground is twisted into the shape of the
cross, and on the right a cluster of three trees alludes vaguely to the crosses
of Golgatha; similarly, the rainbow in Rainy Season in the Tropics contains
a reference to the Biblical emblem of grace and reconciliation of the deity
with his world. In all these cases, such “imports” from another symbolic
order, from theological-religious discourse, serve to clarify the notion of
the presence of a transcendent order and purpose in pictures of wilderness
and chaotic energy, inserting conceptions of sacred history and providen-
tial design into the history of the earth. These paralinguistic signs func-
tion, then, to clarify doubts and confusion in the discourses on nature and
the truths of religion.

To the extent that Church’s “cosmoramas” aim at a symmetrical repre-
sentation of destructive and regenerative forces and of eternal cyclical trans-
formation, implying the presence of structure and design in the order of
matter, Church subjects his naturalistic vision to the idealistic-religious
argument from design of the ministers’ natural theology and of anti-Darwin-
ian scientists such as Louis Agassiz. And yet the specter of a nonhuman
and indifferent universe is raised, as in Melville’'s Moby-Dick, and the re-
sulting anxiety assuaged only by a reaffirmation of the symbolism of the
redemption of man from a fallen world. Contrary to Gerald Carr’s claim,
in Church’s works “nature and spiritual symbolism” are not, or are only
very uneasily, united. As a matter of fact, in the superimposition of ele-
ments from two different symbolic orders there is a semantic violence at
work that suggests the clash of two opposing, finally incompatible codes.

Icebergs and Wreck?) seems to represent a different case, as it (in its origi-

nal form, without the shipwreck in the foreground) apparently dispenses
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with the strategy of symbolic superimposition and unfolds a world purely
of the elements. At least one contemporary critic commented perceptively
on the absence of any “trace whatever of human association” in this paint-
ing (see the Albion, New York, 4 May 1861). Contemporary critical opinion,
however, reacted primarily in two other ways. One was to stress the féerie
magique of Church’s striking color and lighting effects and the bizarreness
of the shapes of the icebergs, that is, the surrealism of the painted land-
scape. These comments, interestingly, imply a primarily aesthetic point of
view, making the painting conceptually available in terms of Poe’s proto-
Modernist aesthetics of negativity. We can see in Church’s painting the
beginning of the freeing of the signifiers from their function of reference to

[}

“reality,” the characteristically Modernist construction of an “autonomous”
object, separated from the world, liberated from the burden of representa-
tion. Again I would argue that in the case of Church this “aestheticization”
of a world of ice and empty space served the painter to distance and to con-
trol the anxieties arising from the recognition of a possibly nonmoral,
nihilistic universe.

The other approach prominent in the critical reception of Church’s
paintings worked precisely to override and to suppress the implications of
meaninglessness. This was the approach of allegorization in terms of the
dominant “systems” of knowledge and ideology of the time: natural sci-
ence, Christian belief, and the doctrine of nationalism. Cofopaxt was read
as an illustration of the theories of volcanism and neptunism, as an alle-
gory of the War between the States, as a symbol of divine power and wrath,
a reflection on a Calvinist, Old Testament conception of the deity.2l Ice-
bergs and Wreck, in the light of scientific and exploratory investigations of
the Polar Sea and the Arctic, was explained and interpreted as a commentary
on the “Law of Circulation” in the terrestrial economy, on the slow, eternal
rhythms of natural time. It was variously seen as an image of “the white
throne of Apocalypse,” “the celestial city,” the cathedral of Milan, and the
creation of light — in short, as an allegorization of Genesis and the Revela-
tion of Saint John the Divine. Church was surrounded by writer friends and
minister critics and by books in his library that drew on the language and
doctrines of the books of Revelation, Genesis, and Ecclesiastes and, equally,
on the discoveries in Arctic exploration and volcanic geology. They were
engaged in the effort of nineteenth-century liberal, enlightened Christianity

and idealistic philosophy to reconcile and integrate the emerging worldview
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of modern science, its new conceptions of time and of the history of nature,
with Biblical creationism and idealistic metaphysics. In their attempt at syn-
thesizing the paradigms of science and religion, Church’s contemporaries
relied on the “argument from design,” with its twin principles of divine
origin and rational law, on the notion, in Agassiz’s phrase, “of a general plan
fully matured in the beginning, ... the work of a God infinitely wise, regu-
lating Nature according to immutable laws which He has Himself imposed
on her” (Comparative Physiology, 1861).22 This pre-Darwinian, essentially
Newtonian view was, several years after the publication of The Origin of
Species and in light of Romantic process philosophy (as in Emerson’s essay
of 1842 “The Method of Nature”), a definitely exhausted paradigm.

Church’s major paintings of the years between 1857 and 1866 have been
read as a resolute and informed contribution to the effort to construe and
maintain such a geognostic synthesis, to hold together “geography and
Christianography.”2? David Huntington has documented carefully all the
likely sources for such an intention on the part of Church. It is neverthe-
less interesting to note that Church himself, in his own descriptions and
self-commentaries seems carefully to have refrained from providing explicit
attributions of meaning, leaving an indeterminacy that certainly allowed
for, maybe even counted on, the semantic slippage of the signifiers in his
naturalistic vocabulary. It is this slippage that is “stabilized” by the intro-
duction of Christological emblems and by the allegorizations in the critical
discourse. In the late work of Church, from the 1870s, I find that the syn-
thesis of the naturalistic code and the religious code has finally fallen apart.
On the one hand, we have the purely “naturalistic” views from Olana, meteo-
rological studies a la Constable that do not seem to have any idealistic-
religious connotations; on the other hand, there is the series of images of
the great ancient cities around the Mediterranean, views of the cradles of
civilization and religion and of the ruins of history and empire. With this
separation of the historical and the natural, the project of American Roman-
tic painting — to see the two spheres as fused, compatible, and reconciled,
to discover the meaning of America through and in nature and landscape —
has come to an end.

The works of the Luminists Fitz Hugh Lane, Martin Johnson Heade,
and John Frederick Kensett, though at first glance so different in rhetoric
and expression, nevertheless reveal tensions similar to those in Church.

Barbara Novak?4 has made an eloquent and strong case that their light-
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drenched, quietistic, and self-renunciatory canvasses represent the last flow-
ering of Emersonian Transcendental idealism, an affirmation of faith in a
pre-Darwinian, Newtonian, divinely inhabited universe. To claim, however,
as she does, that Luminist paintings depict a mystic state in which “oneness
with Godhead is complete,” or that they represent “the transformation of
the formal appearance of nature into a new vocabulary of religious sym-
bols,” or that their light is a “spiritual metaphor for divinity in nature” is
to read these works too much in terms of a spiritualized, optimistic Tran-
scendentalism. Many Transcendentalists, including Emerson and Thoreau,
showed an interest in “desert places” and reveal, beneath their apparent
calm confidence and quietude, disturbed accents of concern and unease,
distinct semantic tensions and ambivalences.?

The foreground in paintings by Heade (figs. 11, 12) and Lane is often a
desert of rocks and shale, delineated with a hallucinatory precision and
hard-edged sharpness, a stretch of barrenness only timidly balanced by
traces of sparse vegetation.?6 Quietude and silence suggest muteness and
stasis; symmetry can be read as stagnation and inertness; and translucent
light-filled spaces signify emptiness and absence.?” Massive rocks, glassy
surfaces, and pure skies bespeak the impenetrability and barrenness of
nature as much as epiphany; and narrative details — boats dilapidated and
beached on the shore or pushing out into the vastness of sea or lake, tiny
human figures gazing out into space — suggest shipwreck and alienation as
well as quest, mystic immersion, and union. Lane and Heade are still linked
to the paradigm of the Christian pilgrimage landscape a la Claude Lorrain,
but like Church in Niagara they revise and subvert it. Narrow openings
between rocks and islands in Lane’s shore pictures (see pp. 73 and 74) and
the curving river in Heade’s paintings of the Newport Marshes form cen-
tral visual axes taking the viewer’s eye toward a distant low horizon, which
still alludes to the model. But the towering clouds and soft mists, or the
bloody red of sunset in Heade’s paintings, and the glassy surfaces and
smooth transparent skies in Lane’s create a sense of threat, of bleakness and
emptiness. The austerity of Lane’s compositional geometry, the abstract
sparseness or minimalism of his shore views, imply a denial of the myth of
plenitude, of growth and the very life of things. They are evidence of a need
for control, a will to rule over nature. In Heade one can observe a develop-
ment away from the bleakness of landscapes such as his Lake George or the

glaring light contrasts of The Coming Storm to the fantasies of humming-
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birds and orchids. Kensett's marine and shore pictures project a view of
landscapes in which massive rocks and hills are juxtaposed with immobile
waters, in which the precise curve of beaches, like a knife, divides sea, land,
and the vast reaches of the sky — images perhaps more of the alien and
nonhuman in matter and space, of solitude and indifference rather than of
the presence of spirit.

Such a vision differs considerably, not only from the Christianizing views
of a Cole and Church but also from that of the Transcendentalists. For
Emerson, Thoreau, and Whitman, redemption, transcendence over death
and annihilation, were the result of the regenerative power of the natural
universe, of change, growth, and process, of metamorphosis. But it is pre-
cisely the dimension of change and movement that is lacking in — seems
even negated by — the paintings of the Luminists with their geometrically
ordered composition, their crystalline hardness, their frozen stasis and clas-
sicist balance. Theirs is an almost ideologically willed and conscious effort
to counter and neutralize the extraordinary pressures of time and history
impinging on American culture during the decades before and after the
Civil War — pressures that had to do with the acceleration of conflict, with
the prospect of the failure of the redemptive idea of America, the dawning
awareness that what America would inherit from the apocalypse of the war
would be its terrors without the redemption and the renewal. The silence in
the Luminists’ representations of American landscape connotes the absence
as much as the presence of metaphysical sense, muteness as much as prom-
ise. Even if these artists did study Emerson’s essays and listen to his lec-
tures, they were just as likely to have come across his less optimistic, darker
utterances in “Experience” or in “Fate.” Like other readers of Emerson of the
1850s — Herman Melville, Emily Dickinson, Frederick Goddard Tuckerman,
even Walt Whitman in his darker moods — they were participants in a dis-
course that had increasingly become suspicious and critical of the prem-
ises and certainties of idealism. Poe’s theory of the autonomy of the aesthetic
object, the freeing of the sign from referentiality, and the unspeaking signs
of Melville’s universe — the hieroglyphic wrinkles and the blank, or poly-
valent, whiteness of the whale — are such debunkings of the myth of one-
ness and harmony between self and nature. The space and light of the
Luminists may hark back to Claude and Platonic myth, but in the context
of their time they also point to an epistemology of the void, a crisis of the
sensibility, of the intellect, and of faith.
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Frangoise Forster-Hahn

INVENTING THE MYTH OF THE
AMERICAN FRONTIER

Bingham’s Images of Fur Traders and Flatboatmen as Symbols

of the Expanding Nation

On 13 December 1988 the New York Times published a lead article under
the headline “Old West’s Centennial Effort: Hail Indians (and Custer, Too).”
The article addressed the deep conflicts between Native American peoples
and United States government officials as six Western states prepared to
celebrate their centennials in 1989 and 19go.! While Native American peo-
ples strongly oppose both official and popular versions of “how the West
was won,” historians struggle to effect a radical reassessment of the country’s
history and to deconstruct the most persistent mythologies of the “frontier”:
those of the cowboy, the trapper, and the “wild” Indian. As one historian
explained, “the hardest concept to change may be the Western image of the
lone cowboy or settler who fights Indians and the elements to clear the wil-
derness for civilization.... There may be no hope for ever seeing the cow-
boy in his true form.... We’re just now finishing up with a President who is
the embodiment of that myth.”2

The rewriting of the history of the American frontier must necessarily
include its visual culture and particularly those images that invent the his-
tories of the West. The recent exhibition The West as America: Reinterpret-
ing Images of the Frontier, 1820-1920 and the vehement political debates it
raised among the international community of Americanists reveal the explo-
sive character of the current historical discourse that categorically rejects
Frederick Jackson Turner’s frontier thesis and its interpretation of west-
ward expansion as a “mystical nation-building process.” If the revisions of
the New Western History are brought to bear upon interpretations of the
rich and varied visual culture that accompanied America’s westward expan-

sion, then we must read George Caleb Bingham’s images beyond their func-
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tion as symbols of heroic progress in order to investigate their position in a
particularly conflicted historical moment, the violence, displacements, and
contradictions of which not only shaped Bingham’s personal life and artis-
tic temperament but also determined the very choice of his subject matter
and its mode of representation.?

While American historians, perhaps beginning with Frederick Jackson
Turner, have tried to explain how certain national images began to func-
tion as symbols and how the “mythology of the American frontier” cuts
across American history as well as its art,? historians of art have been slow
to recognize the powerful role myth making has played in the production
of images.

Already in the 1840s, however, the American Art-Union advocated the
persuasive power of pictorial representation: “It is the object of art not to
reproduce itself, but to look to Nature for its models, and these exist within
the limits of our own territory, in as grand and imposing forms as in France
or Italy.”® Two years later, in 1845, the same committee was even more
emphatic in its advocacy: “Every great national painting of a battle-field,
or great composition illustrating some event in our history — every engrav-
ing, lithograph and wood-cut appealing to national feeling and rousing
national sentiment — is the work of art; and who can calculate the effect of all
these on the minds of our youth? Pictures are more powerful than speeches.”
Here, the organization directly links the making of images with the inven-
tion of an American identity.

The ambivalence of many Americans toward their own history is evi-
dent in the centennial commissions referred to above, but it has also shaped
several generations of art-historical scholarship. The diverse readings of
George Caleb Bingham’s images of life on the Missouri and the Missis-
sippi rivers provide a good case in point. E. Maurice Bloch, whose work on
Bingham laid the foundation for future scholarship, sees in Bingham the
“realist” artist of innovative Western genre scenes: “Bingham’s individual-
ity and strength lay in the virile realism he was able to bring to his portray-
als of the local scene.”7 Jules Prown followed this interpretation in a paper
on the Fur Traders Descending the Missouri, 1845 (New York, The Metro-
politan Museum of Art).8 In his analysis, Prown discussed “the conjunc-
tion of civilization and wilderness” in the context of the frontier. He rejected
the methods of social history in favor of a reading based primarily on “inter-

nal evidence.” By contrast, Henry Adams has stressed the “spirit of western
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expansion” in the Fur Traders.® Dawn Glanz concentrated on the theme of
racial intermarriage, reading the image as a symbol of harmony between
civilization and wilderness: “Bingham’s French trader and his son can thus
be seen as symbols of the white man’s integration with the Indian and, by
implication, with the wilderness”1% In 1986, in the revised edition of his
earlier catalogue raisonné, Bloch modified his reading of Bingham’s Fur
Traders slightly, but he insisted that the image was intended to convey “fac-
tual statements” about the scene portrayed and that it should be read “pri-
marily as a commentary on the family unit and on a social structure already
firmly established on the Missouri frontier through racial intermarriage.”!1

Most recently, it is Bingham's river paintings that have been the objects
of scholarly attention. Following Bloch, Ron Tyler interprets these images as
representations of “authentic frontier types” and “an accurate document of
certain elements of frontier society.”12 Nancy Rash connects the river scenes
more specifically to Bingham’s political activities and to Whig politics,
reading the Fur Traders as “the ‘forerunners’ of commerce and, by exten-
sion, of civilization.”13 According to her, the three early riverboat paintings
are “as optimistic as the images on Bingham’s political banners.” Chroni-
cling river trade and celebrating the life of hunters and boatmen, these pic-
tures reflect “Whig sentiments about economic progress and the morality
of labor.”14 The most recent scholarly assessment of Bingham’s work and
of his role as an artist comes in a book of essays published in conjunction
with a comprehensive exhibition.!> Here, Barbara Groseclose reads the Fur
Traders as an image that “calls attention to assimilation.”16 Elizabeth Johns
sees The Jolly Flatboatmen as “enjoying a natural Eden” and Bingham’s
genre and landscape world as “receptive and peaceful.”l” Michael E. Shapiro
relates the Fur Traders “to the popular and sentimental use in the nine-
teenth century of the image of water as a metaphor for life.”!® Likening The
Jolly Flatboatmen to “the poetry of Walt Whitman,” he reads the picture as
“a song of the open road”!? and “an ode to the positivist spirit.”20 It is cer-
tainly true that the river scenes represent “a series of utopian views” and
articulate “the complex dialogue of meditation on labor, on nature, on prog-
ress, and commerce.”2! However, I would seriously question Shapiro’s con-
clusion that Bingham’s images “bear within themselves the most exemplary
values of American experience,”?? as their very utopian agenda precludes
representation of the American experience. Only through the sublation of

the disjuncture between life and art, between historical document and fic-
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tional transcendence, did Bingham produce images that so effectively con-
tributed to the creation of an American myth.

Despite efforts to contextualize Bingham’s work, there remains the task
of revealing those disjunctures and contradictions between the so-called
realism — or reportage — of Bingham’s river paintings and their highly
fictional and artificial nature; between the popular demand for contempo-
rary authenticity and the painter’s evocations of the past; and, perhaps most
unsettling, between the paintings’ reception as authentic “American” art
and Bingham’s pictorial mode based almost entirely upon European mod-
els in the academic tradition. Rather than seeing in Bingham’s scenes of
the Missouri and the Mississippi rivers pictorial documents or “reportage”
of an authentic nature, or even symbols of a “new harmony” between man
and nature, civilization and wilderness, I propose to show how they func-
tioned to generate myths. Consciously conceived as characteristically “Ameri-
can” scenes, these paintings had a strong patriotic appeal from the time of
their first public exhibition. An analysis of historical and biographical cir-
cumstances, of patronage, critical reception, and manipulative pictorial
strategies uncovers ruptures — rather than coherence — between historical
experience and artistic invention.

Let me first turn to some of the biographical circumstances that left their
mark upon Bingham as an artist. George Caleb Bingham was born in 1811 on
a plantation in Augusta County, Virginia. When he was eight vears old, his
family moved westward to Franklin in Howard County, Missouri Territory,
then a typical small town on the Western frontier, where his father operated
a tavern. When the Binghams settled in Franklin in 1819, it was a booming
town with a population of about one thousand and new settlers arriving daily.
As the local newspaper, the Missour: Intelligencer, stated on 1g November of
that year, “Emigration to this Territory, and particularly to this County dur-
ing the present season almost exceeds belief.... Immense numbers of wag-
gons, carriages, carts...[and] families have for some time past been daily
arriving.” The lore of the “West,” which at that time meant the Missouri Ter-

ritory with its river, had already found vivid expression in popular songs:

To the West, to the West, to the land of the free,
Where the Mighty Missouri rolls down to the sea.
Where a man is a man, so long as he'd toil,

Where the humblest may gather the fruits of the soil.23
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When Bingham’s father died in 1823, the family was left destitute. The
following year, Bingham’s mother opened a school for girls in Franklin to
support her children. In 1827, when Bingham was sixteen years old, the fam-
ily moved to a farm near Arrow Rock, where the boy reportedly was tutored
by a cabinetmaker and Methodist minister, the Reverend Jesse Green. From
about 1828 to 1832, Bingham was apprenticed to the Reverend Justinian
Williams, also a cabinetmaker and Methodist minister. It was during these
years that, inspired by the works of itinerant portrait painters who traveled
throughout the country in search of commissions, Bingham decided to
become an artist. Largely self-taught and inspired by the model of these
itinerant artists, Bingham began his own career as a portrait painter, first
in Arrow Rock and later in Columbia and Saint Louis. It was a miserable,
strenuous, and insecure existence, one from which the artist only slowly
emerged as the celebrated painter of Western genre scenes. At the age of
twenty-seven Bingham visited the cities on the East Coast for the first time:
in 1848 he spent three or four months studying in Philadelphia, then the
cultural capital of the country, and also visited New York City. In the autumn
of that year, he exhibited his first scene from life on the “middle border,”
entitled Western Boatmen Ashore (present location unknown), at the Apollo
Gallery in New York. From this time onward, Bingham traveled continu-
ously, studying intermittently during his visits to the East Coast. Though he
still worked as a portraitist, by 1845 his focus had shifted to the painting of
genre scenes from life in Missouri. In that year, he submitted four paintings
to the American Art-Union in New York: among them were two landscapes
entitled Fur Traders Descending the Missouri (French Trader and Half-Breed
Son), 1845 (New York, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, no. §3.61) and The
Concealed Enemy, 1845 {Orange, Tex., Stark Museum of Art).2¢

The actual circumstances of Bingham’s early years clearly account for
this new direction in his painting, but in a rare conjunction, the artist’s
own childhood recollections of life on the Missouri River frontier would
be sanctioned as a typically “American” experience by the Art-Union, whose
philosophy and mission converged in support of nationalistic patriotism.
The Art-Union promoted paintings of a “national character” in a dual effort
to encourage young American artists and to “cultivate the general taste,”
thus revealing its intentions to educate simultaneously both the makers and
the consumers of art. A “Notice” in the Art-Union’s Transactions for 1844

stressed: “No American can fail to be proud of the fact, that American art-
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ists in every walk of Fine Art, have already won distinction, even in the
most cultivated circles of the Old World, and that amongst us, artistical
talent is showing itself in every quarter.”? The organization, originally an
outgrowth of the same Apollo Gallery that in 1838 had exhibited Bingham’s
first Missouri genre scene, Western Boatmen Ashore, clearly articulated its
“philanthropic and patriotic desire to foster American Art through (1) the
financial and moral encouragement of producing artists and (2) the aes-
thetic education of the public.’?6 In addition to organizing exhibitions, the
Art-Union instituted a system of membership subscription through which
works of art were distributed to its members by lot at annual meetings. The
Art-Union’s Bulletin promoted Bingham’s reputation as “The Missouri Art-
ist,” and in 1849 — four vears after agreeing to buy his best and most original
paintings — issued the first biographical account of his life. In view of the
confluence between Bingham’s river scenes and the Art-Union’s espoused
nationalistic and democratic ideology, it is no surprise to read in the Bulletin
the patriotic interpretation of The Jolly Flatboatmen, Raftmen Playing Cards,
1847 (Saint Louis, Mo., The Saint Louis Art Museum), and The Stump Ora-
tor, 1847 (present location unknown), as “works [that] are thoroughly Ameri-
can in their subjects, and could never have been painted by one who was
not perfectly familiar with the scenes they represent. It was this striking
nationality of character, combined with considerable power in form and
expression, that first interested the Art-Union in these productions.”?7

When Bingham sent the Fur Traders to the Art-Union in 1845, it was
purchased for distribution at the annual meeting in December of the same
year.28 The painting immediately elicited such a response that in 1851 the
artist produced a variant entitled The Trappers’ Return (fig. 1),29 which,
along with The Jolly Flatboatmen of 1846 (fig. 2),° will be the subject of the
following discussion.™

The two subjects Bingham chose for his debut at the Art-Union were
scenes depicting life on the frontier, scenes of hunting, trading, and the
transportation of goods on the Missouri and the Mississippi, potentially
dangerous and violent pursuits on the untamed rivers. Yet both images,
one peaceful and serene, the other optimistic and exuberant, deny the very
existence of danger and violence, as if the artist had produced them in
direct response to the Art-Union’s preference for paintings “taken from
the every day scenes of life, those that are not suggestive of...[nor] create

painful emotions” and its advocacy of “anything, however, that illustrates
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2.

George Caleb Bingham (American),
The Jolly Flatboatmen, 1846,

oil on canvas, 97.4 X 124.4 cm.

Taylor, Mich., Manoogian Collection.
Photo: Dirk Bakker.
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3. George Caleb Bingham {American},
Trapper’s Son, 1851,
black India ink, wash, and pencil on rag
paper, study for The Trappers’ Return.
17.6 x 25.9 cm.
Kansas Citv, The Nelson-Atkins Museum of
Art, Acquired through the generosity of
Interco Incorporated Charitable Trust.

Photo: Courtesy the People of Missouri.

126



INVENTING THE MYTH OF THE AMERICAN FRONTIER

our country, [its] history or its poetry.”3?

Beyond simply describing its subject, the original title of the first ver-
sion of Fur Traders, that is, French Trader and Half-Breed Son, specifically
refers to the phenomenon of interracial marriage in a region where white,
primarily French, traders often married Native American women. These
hunters and traders lived and worked in rough, unstable, generally “unset-
tled” situations, moving between the wild interior of the country and the
rapidly developing centers of commerce along the rivers and taking advan-
tage of an open geographical and social space as yet not firmly defined by
borders. Sharing wilderness and civilization, Native American and Western
culture, and communicating in a language of their own, these men came to
represent the very idea of freedom.?? Their existence inspired American
folklore and was soon forged into a persuasive symbol of the free and unfet-
tered life in the vast expanse of the West.

In 1836 Washington Irving published his account of the hunters and trad-
ers, describing their situation in poetic terms that at once elevated and popu-
larized it.3* In the mid-1840s, when Bingham painted the Fur Traders, he
must have been aware of the literary and folkloristic traditions that had
firmly established images of the trapper and fur trader in the American
imagination and that held great appeal for his audience on the East Coast.
Bloch noticed that the painting indeed reads like an illustration of certain
passages in Irving’s book. Bingham’s pictorial representation, however,
contains a “subtext” that betrays something other than the harmony the
viewer so easily reads at first glance. The long, narrow boat moving gently
downstream, a simple dugout, lies parallel to the picture plane with space
enough in the foreground for its own mirror image. The two figures — the
old French trader in the stern and his half-breed son, in pensive pose, lean-
ing over the cargo amidships — dominate the composition. On the left side,
at the bow of the dugout, a small black bear cub is chained to the boat.3> It
hardly counterbalances the monumental figures of father and son, thus sub-
tly introducing imbalance into an otherwise stable composition. All three
figures, the two humans and the animal, look directly out of the picture to
engage the spectator’s attention. The stillness of the water reflects the boat,
its passengers, and the cargo. But the frame of the picture sharply cuts into
this reflected image, severing the heads of the two human figures but leav-
ing ample space for the small animal’s reflection. Only the animal, part of

untamed nature, 1s shown in complete mirror image in the shiny surface of
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the water. A golden haze — in the manner of Claude Lorrain — envelops the
scene, whose serenity is undisturbed by the movement of wind over the water
or by any other sign of traffic on the river. As Irving had written, “Some-
times the boat would seem to be retained motionless, as if spell bound,
opposite some point round which the current set with violence, and where
the utmost labor scarce effected any visible progress.”36 By excluding any
hint of looming danger or abrupt change of scenery, Bingham created a
sense of timelessness that effectively communicated the illusion of harmony
rather than the prospect of collision. Yet the sign of destruction is visible at
the center of the picture: the gun, over which the young son leans as if to
protect his booty, is aimed toward the land along the shore. While the bushes
and rocks on the shoreline protectively frame the two human figures, the
small dark animal is sharply silhouetted against the golden surface of the
water. Standing forlorn, set apart, the bear cub signals displacement from,
rather than harmony with, nature. Both the gun and the animal function as
signs of rupture. Moreover, the firmly contoured boat and its figures — care-
fully prepared in preliminary drawings (fig. 3) —introduce a sense of dis-
crepancy, for it appears like a “cutout” placed in front of, not integrated
into, the composition. Thus, the apparent harmony between nature and
civilization, native and Western culture, is subtly jarred by alarming sig-
nals of confrontation and conflict. But the golden haze and dreamlike still-
ness of the scene — “as if spell bound” — conveniently veiled for Bingham’s
audience the destruction of nature, its fauna and flora, and foremost, of its
native population.’” It was by no means the painting’s “authenticity” or fac-
tual properties that elevated it to the status of an icon of the American West,
but rather its very denial of reality.

One year after the success of the first version of the Fur Traders, Bingham
painted The Jolly Flatboatmen, first entitled Dance on the Flat Boat. He sub-
mitted that to the Art-Union as well, which published it as a print in the
Transactions of 1846 (fig. 4). The Art-Union had instituted a plan whereby
“every subscriber of five dollars is a member of the Art-Union for the year,
and is entitled...First...to the production of a large and costly Original
Engraving from an American painting,” thus guaranteeing the widest pos-
sible dissemination of Bingham’s image. A vear later, in September 1847, an
anonymous wood engraving after The Jolly Flatboatmen appeared in Howitt’s
Journal of Literature and Popular Progress as an illustration to a story about

life on and along the Mississippi and the Missouri rivers (fig. 5).3 Describ-
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4. After George Caleb Bingham (American),
The Jolly Flat-boat Men, 1846,
etching, 48.7 x 61.5 cm.

From Transactions of the American Art-
Union for 1846 (New York, 1847). Ithaca, N.Y.,
Cornell University Library.

5. After George Caleb Bingham (American},
Life on the Mississippi, 1847,
wood engraving by H. Linton. From Houwitt’s

Journal of Literature and Popular Progress
2, no. 3 (4 September 1847): 145.

Berkeley, University of California at
Berkeley, The Library.
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ing “all the toil, and danger, and exposure, and moving accidents,” the
author also refers to the rich folklore that the print of the “jolly flat-boat
men” evokes: “In speaking of these boats, who does not immediately call to
mind the well-known songs of the boatmen on these American rivers, with
their merry and yet half-melancholy airs, and which, like all music which
is truly national, have grown out of the life of the people.’*¢ He goes on to
praise the steamboats that navigate the Mississippi for “their immense size,
as if built to correspond with the magnitude of the river.’#! Thus Bingham,
eager to carve out a reputation as the Missouri artist, consciously chose
another subject that was as rich in folkloristic connotations as it was tvpical
of “national” character: the image of the flatboatmen conjured up a power-
ful vision of youthful vigor and unfettered life at the borders of civilization.

The work of the boatmen was rough, hazardous, and not at all well paid.
Yet Bingham’s image does not depict work, danger, or violence: just as the
Fur Traders does not represent the action of hunting or trading but rather
a moment of tranquillity, so The Jollv Flatboatmen does not depict the boat-
men laboring but instead their carefree recreation after work. If the Fur
Traders reads in part like an illustration to Washington Irving’s text, The
Jolly Flatboatmen seems to represent a scene from Timothy Flint’s account
of The History and Geography of the Mississippi Valley, published in 18g2.42
In fact, long passages from Flint’s text were reprinted in Howitt’s Journal

with Bingham’s print serving as an illustration:

All the toil, and danger, and exposure, and moving accidents of this long and
perilous voyage, are hidden, however, from the inhabitants, who contemplate
the boats floating by their dwellings on beautiful spring mornings, when the
verdant forest, the mild and delicious temperature of the air, the delightful
azure of the sky of this country... the broad and smooth stream rolling calmly
down the forest, and floating the boat gently forward, present the delightful
images and associations to the beholders. At this time there is no visible danger,
or call for labour. The boat takes care of itself; and little do the beholders
imagine how different a scene may be presented in half an hour. Meantime,
one of the hands scrapes a violin, and the others dance. Greetings, or rude
defiances, or trials of wit, or proffers of love to the girls on shore, or saucy

messages, are scattered between them and the spectators along the banks.#?

The artist transforms the activities of the boatmen into a spectacle for

the beholder on shore. Like Flint, who assumed the observer’s point of view,
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6. George Caleb Bingham (American),
Flatboatman, 1846,

graphite on paper, 23.7 x 18.6 cm.

Kansas City, The Nelson-Atkins Museum of
Art, Acquired through the generosity of
Governor and Mrs. Christopher S. Bond.
Photo: Courtesy the People of Missouri.
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Bingham effectively distances his subject from reality. He “orders” the eight
figures that make up The Jolly Flatboatmen within a pyramidal frame as if to
contain their often “riotous behavior”¥ within a static and closed pictorial
construction. Like the dugout in the Fur Traders, the boat has been placed
parallel to the picture plane, and only the narrow strip of water in the paint-
ing’s foreground separates the viewer from the painted scene. Traces of work
are relegated to the lower deck of the boat, while several of the colorful
boatmen set against the calm surface of water and sky and framed by the
forests on shore look out from the painted scene to engage the viewer’s atten-
tion. Each of the highly individualized figures, again the result of careful
preparatory studies (fig. 6), comes into sharp focus in contrast to a land-
scape that recedes into indistinct haziness. Among the eight flatboatmen, it
is clearly the central figure of the “dancer” at the top of the pyramid who
dominates the scene and commands the spectator’s attention, though his
self-absorbed look does not acknowledge the viewer. The pictorial construc-
tion virtually hinges on his pose, which at once epitomizes Bingham’s com-
positional strategies and locates the artist’s specific historical situation: the
dancer is obviously modeled upon the figure of Christ in Raphael’s Trans-
figuration (La Trasfigurazione), 1517-1520 (Vatican, Pinacoteca, no. 433).*>

Bingham’s symmetrical and stable compositions derive from a careful
study of Renaissance and Baroque compositions, and his frequent quota-
tions of specific motifs point to a unique juncture between European and
American culture. Though primarily self-taught, the young artist must have
studied popular treatises on painting. These typically offered rather crude
graphic reproductions of masterworks of the European tradition to accom-
pany practical advice. John Burnet’s Practical Treatise on Painting in Three
Parts of 1828, in which a reproduction of Raphael’s Transfiguration (fig. 7)
appears, is only one of the examples Bingham might have seen. In the “Prac-
tical Hints on Composition in Painting” Burnet singles out the image of
Raphael’s Transfiguration as particularly “well suited for a display of the
powers of eloquence.”#6 At a moment when the flatboatmen were about to
be lost in the margins of American history, Bingham was able to picture
them with such compelling immediacy because he underpinned his image
with a powerful Renaissance model of “eloquence.” With this ingenious pic-
torial strategy, the artist elevated a subject of reportage through rhetorical
abstraction to an icon of native virtues whose “eloquence” suggests convic-

tion because of — rather than despite — its distance from reality. By com-

7. John Burnet (English),
Raphael’s “Transfiguration,” 1822,
uncolored line etching.
From John Burnet, “Practical Hints on
Composition in Painting,” pl. 6. fig. 5, in his
A Practical Treatise on Painting in Three
Parts (London: Author, 1828). Santa Monica,
The Getty Center for the History of the Arts
and the Humanities.
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pressing his image of youthful exuberance and unrestrained life on the
frontier into a composition based on a classical formulation, he fashioned a
scene with “a charm for the imagination” that reproduces “a tempting and
charming youthful existence, that naturally inspires the wish to be a boat-
man.”*’ Indeed, Bingham’s regional theme transcended a specific histori-
cal moment — which had already been fictionalized in contemporary lore —
and in the process he forged the persuasive symbol of a youthful and free
nation engaged in Western expansion.

The mutually beneficial arrangement between patron and artist, as well
as the Art-Union’s insistence on “national” themes, must have influenced
the production of this genre of painting, for which the public displayed an
avid taste. But just as we have come to question literary “idealization” of
the West — in the works of Washington Irving and James Fenimore Cooper
and in the journalistic and scientific reportage of figures such as John James
Audubon, Edmund Flagg, Timothy Flint, and Basil Hall — so we must now
attempt to deconstruct the often-praised “authenticity” of Bingham’s images.
By the time the Art-Union’s Bulletin began to promote Bingham’s paint-
ings as “thoroughly American,”™* the actual frontier had already shifted
westward to California, where the gold rush lured miners, explorers, adven-
turers, and settlers by the thousands. Missouri became the “middle-border,”
the gateway to the Far West. Bingham'’s idyllic scenes are thus not observa-
tions of contemporary reality but rather memories from his childhood. His
paintings evoke images of a past that had vanished as quickly as white set-
tlers and their technology began to advance across the West, but they also
idealize a past that had in fact never existed in the terms he depicted.

If the artist Bingham ordered the rough and unsettled populace into pic-
torial formulations of seemingly classical balance, scientists sought to orga-
nize and classify systematically an abundance of hitherto unknown material.
One of them, the German ethnographer and naturalist Maximilian, Prince
of Wied, traveled with the Swiss artist Karl Bodmer on an expedition into
the interior of North America between 1832 and 1834. Acclaimed for his
published explorations of Brazil, Maximilian was well prepared for his ven-
tures into the Missouri and the Mississippi territories, where he undertook
extensive studies of flora, fauna, and geological and meteorological condi-
tions and, most important, of the native population he encountered. Upon
returning to Europe, he published his observations in a German edition
entitled Reise in das innere Nord-America in den Jahren 1832 bis 1834 ( Travels
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8. Karl Bodmer (Swiss),
Tower-Rock, View on the Missisippi [sic],
aquatint, 46.2 x 62.8 cm.

From Maximilian, Prince of Wied, Travels in
the Interior of North America (London:
Ackermann, 1843), accompanying Atlas by
Karl Bodmer, vignette IX. Los Angeles,
William Andrews Clark Memorial Library,
University of California, Los Angeles.
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g. Karl Bodmer (Swiss),
Franklin and Arrow Rock on the Missouri, 1833,
pencil on paper. 16.4 x 22.1 cm.

Omaha. Joslyn Art Museum.
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in the Interior of North America, 1832-1834) — two volumes accompanied by
an atlas descriptively illustrated by Bodmer — which was soon followed
by French and English editions.

Maximilian, of course, came as a foreigner. Unhampered by the Ameri-
can desire for a national ideology, the German scientist was free to apply
a lens that focused, not only on new discoveries and the innovative but
also on the very conditions that fostered them. While he often refers to the
American literature on the subject, Maximilian consciously positions him-
self as an outsider whose interest is inspired by the “rude, primitive char-
acter of the natural face of North America, and its aboriginal population,
the traces of which are now scarcely discernible in most parts of the United
States” rather than “the immigrant population, and the gigantic strides of
civilization introduced by it.”50 In his preface the prince candidly writes that
“the observation of the manners of the aborigines is undoubtedly that which
must chiefly interest the foreign traveller in those countries, especially as
the Anglo-Americans look down on them with a certain feeling of hatred.”>!
His view, however, is not restricted to the Native Americans: criticizing “the
very favourable colours” of picturing the “oppressed race” of the “negro
slaves” in Saint Louis, the author observes that “the manner in which they
are treated is generally not so good as has been represented.”*2 He reports
at length about the activities of the fur-trading companies that were already
using steamboats to conduct their extensive business dealings.”® There are
long passages describing the commercial traffic on the rivers, the particu-
lars of life in the new settlements, the situation of the “half-breeds,” but
also the destruction of nature and native populations, who, he observes,
“in the eastern part of the continent are supplanted, extirpated, degener-
ated, in the face of the constantly increasing immigration, or have been
forced across the Mississippi, where they have for the most part perished.”>
With the penetrating eye of the naturalist, he recognizes in the ravages of
hunting a haunting metaphor for the devastation of the wilderness: “The
scene of destruction...the whitening bones of buffaloes and stags, recurs
everywhere in the prairie’» As an acute observer from Europe, Maximilian
had no interest in concealing the circumstances of “the gigantic strides of
civilization” he witnessed.

When Bingham started out as a young artist in 1832, Maximilian and
Bodmer were ascending the Missouri in primitive paddle-wheel steamers

and keelboats (fig. 8). Their paths may actually have converged when, in
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April 1833, Maximilian and Bodmer visited New Franklin and Arrow Rock
{fig. 9), where Bingham was just beginning his career as a local portrait
painter.> When John Jacob Astor’s giant fur-trading company was pushing
up the Missouri River into Indian country, Maximilian and Bodmer set
out — just in time — to record life along the rivers. Their documentation of
the American frontier and beyond and, even more important, of the Native
American tribes they met in the course of their travels (fig. 10), constitutes
one of the most comprehensive and scientific visual records of the Ameri-
can West before photography. Bodmer’s studies of the Native American
peoples — perhaps more than Charles Bird King’s and George Catlin’s, both
of whom traveled up the Missouri River in 1832, shortly before Bodmer
arrived —are recognized as an accurate record worthy of the greatest schol-
arly attention; but his highly descriptive drawings and watercolors of life
along the river, including detailed visual accounts of new settlements and
bustling commercial activities, constitute equally important documents. For
example, the first steamboat had sailed up the Missouri in 1832, just before
Maximilian and Bodmer took passage on the steamer Yellow Stone. Bodmer
sketched examples of the various other types of boats used to transport
cargo and passengers along the riverways: keelboats, flatboats, sailboats,
and canoes — some of which would soon be replaced by the steamers.5” Even
as Bingham painted his first version of the Fur Traders, in 1845, the intro-
duction of steamboats on the rivers and the rapid decline of the fur trade
due to extinction of the animals had already drastically altered the demo-
graphic and socioeconomic structures of the Missouri Territory.

Life on the frontier was rude, violent, and dangerous. Certainly Maxi-
milian and Bodmer suffered due to crude conditions of travel through the
wilderness and the uncouth habits of traders. But one cannot overlook the
stark disparity between Maximilian’s letters and Bodmer’s luminous images,
most of which convey a majestic peacefulness but reveal little about the real-
life conditions that Maximilian recorded, for example, at Fort Clark: “We
are tired of life in this dirty fort to the highest degree. Our daily routine
is conducted in such a filthy manner that it nauseates one.”>® Whereas
Maximilian’s private letters express the two travelers’ frustrations, Bodmer’s
colorful images, intended for public consumption, seem to observe the can-
ons of exotic travel-book illustration. Similarly, Bingham’s Fur Traders —
intended for an American audience — at once evokes nostalgia for a bygone

era and conceals the confrontation between civilization and nature that both
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10. Karl Bodmer (Swiss),

The Travellers Meeting with Minatarre

Indians near Fort Clark,

aquatint, 46.2 x 62.8 cm.

[The artist is shown at the extreme right

with Maximilian by his side.]

From Maximilian, Prince of Wied, Travels in

the Interior of North America {London:
139 ) .

Ackermann, 1843}, accompanying Atlas by

Karl Bodmer, vignette XXVI. Los Angeles,

William Andrews Clark Memorial Library,

University of California, Los Angeles.
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Bingham and Bodmer witnessed. Bingham's pictorial strategies — pyrami-
dal structure and symmetrical composition — reinforce the sense of harmony
and timelessness that dominates his paintings. Though most of them are
about the bustling commercial activity on the rivers — for instance, Watch-
ing the Cargo, 1849 (Columbia, Mo., State Historical Society of Missouri},
or Boatmen on the Missouri, 1846 (San Francisco, The Fine Arts Museum of
San Francisco) — they transcend reality and evoke a realm of the imagina-
tion. Bingham shared the American public’s vision of “the land of the free —
where a man is a man,” which he monumentalized in images based on the
pictorial formulae of the classical tradition. For The Jolly Flatboatmen, the
painter devised a compositional scheme that ingeniously merges the pyra-
midal structure of Raphael’s Transfiguration with a symmetrical configura-
tion ultimately patterned on such models as his School of Athens (La Scuola
d’Atene), 1510-1511 (Vatican, Stanza della Segnatura). Thus, by applying the
pictorial principles of the grand tradition to an idealized depiction of life
on the frontier, Bingham achieved both monumentality and transcendence
of reality.

As tur traders crossed the borders between indigenous and Western cul-
tures, and as flatboatmen traversed the boundaries between wilderness and
civilization, Bingham mediated a new American subject matter and the
established artistic traditions of the old continent. Perhaps he succeeded in
manipulating Renaissance and Baroque formulas to articulate an Ameri-
can discourse on man’s harmony with nature and the utopian concept of
freedom because his own activities in the political arena and his allegiance
to the Whig belief in free enterprise and progress propelled the painter’s
agenda beyond the aesthetic sphere. Thus, the artist framed themes of an
unfettered — but often chaotic — existence on the frontier in conventional
pictorial schemes that effectively undercut the construction of authenticity.
The optimistic vision conveyed in Trappers’ Return and The Jollv Flatboat-
men is rooted in Bingham’s artistic choices. Rather than picturing what
Maximilian described as “the rude, primitive character of the natural face
of North America,” Bingham responded to an articulated need for images
that projected harmony. Committed as he was to shaping both an American
ideology and an American image-making tradition, he edited the histori-
cal facts of the concrete situation, in the process coining symbols that would

fuel the nation’s westward expansion.
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Barbara Gaehtgens

Ficrtions oF NATIONHOOD

Leutze’s Pursuit of an American History Painting in Diisseldorf

The history of German-American artistic relations has been rich in fruitful
exchanges but also in prejudices. Among the most persistent misconcep-
tions has been the image of the American artist as a mere derivative echo of
his European mentors. As late as 1920, the German art historian Richard

Muther wrote:

American painting...is distinct from European painting only in a spatial sense.
Walk the streets of New York. and you will see nothing but old acquaintances.
A bank building looks like the Loggia dei Lanzi, a post office like Saint
Peter’s, a department store like the Palazzo Barberini. And the painting is no
more American than the architecture. Fertilized by its European counterpart,
it has contented itself with the prompt and skillful execution of maneuvers
dictated to it from Europe.

First there were portrait painters, such as Gilbert Stuart, who went to
England for their technical equipment. Then there were history painters, like
Emanuel Leutze, who used the tricks they had learned at the Dusseldorf
Academy to present the incidents of American history in a decidedly dry style
of reportage. From 1859 on, yvoung Americans mostly sought enlightenment
in Paris. Some were at pains to repeat the message of the academicians
Cabanel and Bouguereau. Others roamed the park of Fontainebleau. or the

woods of L'Isle-Adam, in the company of Rousscau and Corot.!
All the prejudices that set their mark on art-historical scholarship for

decades, not only in Germany but also in America, are here fully repre-

sented. Muther was denying the existence of a national American school of
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art: an art with a tradition and a stylistic identity of its own. The image of
the American imitator, who pursues his European mentor like a shadow
and remains dependent on his every move, has remained remarkably per-
sistent. It seems, indeed, to retain some of its potency even now, to judge by
those articles on early nineteenth-century American art in which — over and
over again, and mostly apropos of those painters who studied in Europe —
a European work is set up as the “original” alongside an American “imita-
tion.”2 The intention in such cases is less to analyze the individual achieve-
ment of the recipient artist than to find circumstantial evidence to support
the old legend of the original and the copy.

This is not, and manifestly cannot be, a productive approach. Recently,
therefore, attempts have been made — and made from a European view-
point — to emphasize the distinctive nature of American art and to use
comparisons with Old World painting to define the achievement and the
individuality of American artists.? It has thus been proved that when Ameri-
can artists visited the academies and studios of certain European artistic
centers, they did so not only to gain technical proficiency but — just as on
the grand tour — to clarify their own ideas. Bv observing and studying
other national schools, they hoped to bring their own identity into sharper
focus. All were well aware that their new nation lacked both an artistic
tradition of its own and an academy where they could obtain a solid techni-
cal grounding.

It therefore seems worthwhile to trace the course of such a quest for artistic
identity, and for that the case of the history painter Emanuel Leutze (1816—
1868) offers a useful example. Leutze was born in Germany, in Schwibisch-
Gmind, and emigrated to Philadelphia with his parents at the age of nine.
In 1841, now an American, he returned to Germany to enter the Dusseldorf
Academy.

How did an American painter explain the unfamiliar artistic context of
his chosen place of study? What kind of teacher, and what kind of stylistic
model, was this particular student looking for? Does the choice of a teacher
in itself denote an artistic goal? And, perhaps most important of all: how,
in contact with the regional and local traditions of the host country, did the
artist succeed in putting into practice his own ideas of an American national
form of history painting?

At the outset we need to ask whether the specific artistic context in which

Leutze found himself in Diisseldorf — and in Germany generally — was a
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defining influence on his painting of American history. Was he affected by
the debate on history painting within the Dusseldort school, which pitted
the idealistic concepts of Peter Cornelius and Wilhelm Schadow against an
art of more immediate, concrete, topical relevancer

Large areas of Leutze's extremely varied output must be left out of consid-
eration here. The main focus is on those historical works in which, in pursuit
of his own idea of American history painting, he was imitating or radically
adapting sources primarily derived from Diisseldorf. At the same time, it
will become evident that his new historical approach also reflects influences
from beyond Diisseldorf: namely, those of Belgian history painting.

The presence of American painters as students in Dusseldorf is a brief
but crucial chapter in the history of German-American artistic relations.
The attractiveness of the Dusseldorf Academy to American artists first be-
came evident in the early 1840s; it culminated in 1848 with the “Dusseldort
Gallery” exhibition in New York, which coincided with successes for Leutze
in Germany and America; and it ended around 1860, when Diisseldorf lost
to Munich its reputation as the best academic training ground.

The intervening years provide rich material on the relations between
American painting and the Dusseldorf school.? However, there have as yet
been no studies of detail;> and most accounts have restricted themselves to
the accumulation of materials, the bald recital of historical facts, and the
classification of styles, with no attempt at a closer scrutiny of these extremely
important artistic encounters. A lack of interest in the interpretation of the
social and artistic context of the available German exemplars has tended to
block access to the question whether such artistic relationships were fruitful
or whether the Americans deliberately chose to depart from their German
contemporaries’ ideas. An artist such as Leutze seems either to be lumped
in wholesale with the Diisseldorf school or — as has most recently been the
case — placed in an exclusively American context.® There is still room for a
closer examination of the encounters, appropriations, and new impulses
that were involved.

The present study is an attempt to set in motion this second stage in
the investigation of the material. It therefore centers on an analysis of the
status of “original” and “imitation™ and of the divergent aims of German
and American history painting in the mid-nineteenth century, by refer-
ence to the examples of Carl Friedrich Lessing and Emanuel Leutze: fic-

tions of nationhood.
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When Leutze arrived in Diisseldorf from Philadelphia in 1841, he had
already served an apprenticeship in the studio of the painter John Rubens
Smith and had launched his artistic career with a number of portraits and
paintings on historical subjects.” At the same time, his resolve to become a
history painter seems to have been confirmed by the decisions on two occa-
sions (in 1830 and 1846) of the United States Congress to commission Wash-
ington Allston to paint two historical scenes in the Capitol Rotunda in
Washington, D.C.8 These commissions caused a great public stir and must
have made a particular impression on an aspiring artist such as Leutze. In
the period between 1817 and 1824, John Trumbull had painted four scenes
for the Rotunda, one of which in particular, The Declaration of Independence,
July 4, 1776, was regarded as the first manifestation of an American continen-
tal school of history painting. However, the debate that followed the offers
of the commissions to Allston revealed history painting in America as a
highly problematic business.

Allston declined the commissions on the grounds that the events of the
War of Independence were not suitable subjects for history painting. Plainly,
America lacked an official art through which to celebrate its own impor-
tance and its democratic ideals. Unlike the French state and the monarchies
of Europe, which could look back on a long tradition of painting on histori-
cal, allegorical, and mythological subjects, a democracy such as the United
States had great difficulty, in the capacity of patron of the arts, in finding
an appropriate iconography. Virtually no themes or precedents existed for
the official art of a liberal, bourgeois society. There was a keen awareness
of the dearth of those great themes that might prompt citizens from a vari-
ety of cultures to identify themselves with the body politic to which theyv
all owed allegiance.

After Allston’s withdrawal, the congressional committee charged with
commissioning the paintings set itself the goal of formulating a program that
would remedy this deficiency. The instructions were how to depict an event,
“civil or military, of sufficient importance to be the subject of a national
picture, in the history of the discovery or settlement of the colonies.”® Dis-
covery, settlement, a shared British past, and a common religion furnished
a pictorial program well calculated to persuade all Americans of the sound
historical foundation of the aims pursued by the present government.

One figure whose importance was not merely national but global was, of

course, Christopher Columbus — as both a discoverer of America and a repre-
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sentative of a new world order founded on science. Around 1836, as William
H. Truettner has convincingly shown, there emerged an iconographic pro-
gram — rooted in, and promoted by, patriotic conviction — through which
the American nation established the framework of a historical tradition of
its own.! This program was to remain valid throughout the two decades
that followed.

The four scenes in the Rotunda were painted, respectively, by John
Vanderlyn (see p. 18),1! John Gadsby Chapman,!? Henry Inman and Wil-
liam Powell,1? and Robert Weir.™ The public response was cool. Whether
the cause lay in the shortcomings of the individual works or in the failure
of the themes to add up to a convincing national iconography, the history
of this ambitious project — that of creating a showpiece of American narra-
tive art in the very seat of government — made all the more apparent the
lack of a national school of history painting that could carry conviction
either in technique or in content.

All this must have made Leutze, along with many other young painters
of his time, acutely aware that his own training had left him unqualified to
undertake a major commission of this kind. And, although clients for his-
torical painters were few, history painting — in accordance with a French
academic tradition that dated back to the seventeenth century — was re-
garded as the noblest form of art in the new United States. Whether or not
prompted solely by the topical debate in America, Leutze resolved to leave
the country for a while to pursue his education as a history painter at the
Diisseldorf Academy.

There are several possible reasons for Leutze’s decision to go to Dissel-
dorf. For one thing, a period of residence in Europe was bound to enhance
the prestige of any American artist who wanted to paint historical subjects.
For another, the Dusseldorf Academy had a rich tradition and an up-to-date,
respected curriculum devised by its former and current directors, Peter
Cornelius and Wilhelm Schadow. In addition, its prestige had recently been
enhanced — and Leutze’s choice may well have been influenced — by Count
Atanazy Raczynski’s three-volume history of modern German painting,
published in French and in German from 1836 onward. In his first volume,
devoted to the Disseldorf school, 15> Raczynski gave great prominence to the
history paintings of Schadow and to those of his most distinguished stu-
dent, Carl Friedrich Lessing (1808-1880). In a brilliant stroke of cultural

diplomacy, this German-Polish collector and diplomat had endowed the
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Diisseldorf Academy, and the Diisseldorf school of painting, with an inter-
national reputation.

Leutze arrived in Diisseldorf in 1841 and some time later entered the
academy.’® Nothing is known of the nature or duration of his studies there,
except that he soon left and moved into a studio of his own in Disseldorf.
This decisive step is mentioned only in passing in the literature, but it is
clearly of extraordinary importance. Leutze had already trained as an art-
ist in America before he reached Disseldorf. At the academy, he was com-
pelled to submit to the same rigorous and protracted course of instruction
as everyone else. This could hardly satisfy him for long. One thing is cer-
tain, however: even a brief stay at the academy, say eighteen months or two
years, would have been quite enough to familiarize him with the practical
application of Schadow’s ideas. And so, in addition to the technical instruc-
tion he received, he was initiated into the current controversy in Dusseldorf
over the nature of a German school of history painting.

Since succeeding Cornelius as director in 1826, Schadow had devised a
curriculum based on thorough instruction in drawing, painting, and com-
position.” The course generally lasted several years; the student advanced,
step-by-step, from the elementary class to the so-called master class, in which,
with a studio of his own, he was entrusted to the individual tutelage of a
distinguished teacher. Schadow regarded history painting as the supreme
objective toward which the whole program was directed.!8

When Leutze went to Disseldorf, the reputation of the academy was still
intact. But there were already groups of artists in the city who distanced
themselves from Schadow’s leadership, which was increasingly felt to be
too conservative, too Catholic, and too Prussian. Among those individuals
was Lessing, who had lost Schadow’s favor and broken his ties with the acad-
emy as a result of the public scandal caused by his painting 4 Hussite
Preaching (see fig. 2).

Other members of Lessing’s independent faction were the landscape
painter Andreas Achenbach and the genre painter Johann Peter Hasenclever.
They were joined by a large number of other unattached young painters
who had made their way to Diisseldorf but had failed to gain admission to
the academy. This nonacademic group of rejects, independents, and ama-
teurs formed a pool of uncommitted artists from whom new and invigorat-
ing ideas could emerge. They shared an independent attitude, but they
lacked the cohesive force that would have made the group a “Secession,”
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for, as Karl Immermann pointed out, the link with the Dasseldorf school
was fundamentally useful to all of them.1¥

The existence of two warring artistic camps in Diisseldor{ is basic to an
understanding of Leutze’s artistic orientation. Contemporary critics, over-
simplifying somewhat, reduced this to a split between “idealists” and “real-
ists” and defined the contestants respectively as a reactionary grouping
attached to the academy, on one side, and a free brotherhood of artists dis-
tinguished by talent and progressiveness, on the other.20 But the latter was
definitely not an avant-garde in the modern sense, since most of the inde-
pendents themselves were academically trained. The points at issue were
these: the nature of the effect and the relationship to reality to be pursued
in history paintings; a higher status for genre and landscape painting; and,
increasingly, the religious and ideological confrontation between Schadow’s
strongly Catholic, Nazarene tradition and the Protestant and politically
liberal tendencies associated with Lessing and other leading independents.

A contemporary observer, Wolfgang Miiller von Konigswinter, was to

define the new tendency as follows:

Times were changing, and a fresh breeze was blowing away the sweet dreams
of Romanticism. Hollow abstractions were no longer in demand; what was
wanted was solid depictions of flesh and bone.... Without realizing it,
Diisseldorf painters began to fight the same battles that were raging in the

contemporary world at large.2!

In other words, Diisseldorf painters, and the independents in particular,
were beginning to sense — and to work into their art — the political conflict
and turmoil of their age and society.

Miiller von Konigswinter also recorded that Leutze embarked on an
ambitious project immediately after arriving in Disseldorf. This was a
history painting, Columbus before the High Council of Salamanca, 1842
(present location unknown),22 which was based — significantly enough — on
Washington Irving’s book The Life and Vovages of Christopher Columbus,
published in 1826, an apotheosis of the navigator and discoverer of America.
Here Leutze adopted a subject that was by now common artistic property
in Europe but that was also — as the paintings in the Capitol in Washington
had shown — regarded by Americans as part of their own early history.

The young Leutze thus promptly and deliberately adopted a theme that
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satisfied the historical criteria laid down by Congress in 1836. From the
very first, he apparently painted with an American market in mind. In
Germany, too, as he knew, he could expect to arouse interest by showing a
confrontation between a scientifically minded pioneer and a conservative
and theocratic ideology.

Leutze’s subject was the occasion in 1486 when Columbus was granted a
hearing before a tribunal of professors and ecclesiastics. In this confrontation
between the representative of the new, scientific mentality and the digni-
taries of the Church, “the noble, simple figure of Columbus, with his poetic
expression of honest conviction,” marks, says Miller von Kénigswinter, “a
wonderful contrast. The artist leaves us in no doubt as to who is in the
right”?3 At the same time, as Miiller von Koénigswinter went on to point
out, with the onlookers Leutze portraved a multitude of individuals in whose
features the viewer could read everv nuance of sympathy and hostility.

This painting made Leutze’s reputation in Diisseldorf. Schadow himself
recommended that the Kunstverein Rheinland Westfalen purchase it. The
painting has since disappeared, but its theme, and the contemporary testi-
mony of Maller von Koénigswinter, a Disseldorf man, suffice to show that
here — in spite of his “American” choice of subject — Leutze was intention-
ally competing with a specific German history painting, namely Lessing’s
Inguisition of Hus at the Council of Constance (fig. 1), completed in the same
year. In Lessing’s painting Jan Hus, religious rebel and forerunner of the
Reformation, appears in a medieval ecclesiastical setting, confronting an
array of representatives of the Church, who listen to his words with mixed
reactions. The two works seem to have shared the theme of confrontation
between individual truth-seeker and Church establishment, as well as an
individualized treatment of the audience.

Disseldorf gave a unanimously favorable reception to Leutze’s small-
scale painting of an event interpreted by him as an American theme. For

3

“conservatives” and “independents” alike, it seems to have fitted uncon-
troversially into the academic tradition of Leutze’s chosen place of study.
Lessing’s large-scale work, on the other hand, dealt with a German theme,
and in spite of the lofty serenity of its pictorial effect, it unleashed a storm
that revealed, not for the first time, the entrenched positions that divided
the world of German historical painting.?! Behind the historical subject,
the painting’s explosive topical relevance was obvious to a contemporary

eye. Lessing himself never admitted this, but his painting was open to inter-
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pretation as a comment on the conflict that was raging in the Rhineland
between the Catholic Church and the Prussian state.

In this work, Lessing was reverting to a theme that he had used a few
years before. In 1846 he had painted a large-scale work, A Hussite Preaching
(fig. 2), in which, in a rural setting, he showed an anonymous follower of
Hus raising to the peasants the chalice of the Eucharist, which was forbid-
den to the laity, thus inciting them to rebel against the Church. This aroused
lively controversy, and contemporary critics saw the work as a turning point
in the evolution of German history painting.?” In their analysis they made

the following points:

1. Lessing was showing an individual in passionate resistance to authority. In so
doing, he was overtly taking sides in the contemporary conflict between
Catholics and Protestants, especially in the Prussian-ruled, Catholic Rhine-
land: and in depicting a layman offering the chalice to the people, he was
presenting what was for Catholics an act of sacrilege.

2. The painting broke with all the principles of elevated history painting, as
practiced in Germany to date, which maintained the convention of an enclosed,
stagelike pictorial space. Instead, the theme was so realistically presented
that the Hussite preacher’s appeal seemed to be directed not so much to his
listeners inside the picture as to the viewers outside it. This, again, must
have looked like sacrilege to Schadow and his school.

3. As the painting seemed to take sides politically and to treat the common
people as a historical subject, it looked like a Tendenzbild, or thesis picture, a
work with a theme outside of art, and thus an intervention in public affairs.
At the same time, there was some sympathy for Lessing’s desire to free his-
tory from the idealizing light in which it had been shown by the school of
Cornelius and Schadow and to transform it into a living statement with
contemporary relevance.?6

Students of the period have generally recognized that Lessing was the
one painter in Disseldorf who was in a position to teach Leutze the most
modern form of history painting. However, Leutze’s response to his men-
tor’s work still calls for study.

Lessing’s most recent paintings had features that must have appealed at
once to Leutze in his pursuit of an American history painting. One aspect

that invited close study was the immediacy with which historical events
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2. Carl Friedrich Lessing (German),

A Hussite Preaching (Hussitenpredigt), 1836,
oil on canvas, 229 x 293 cm.

Dusseldorf, Kunstmuseum, on permanent
loan from Berlin, Staatliche Museen zu
Berlin, Preuflischer Kulturbesitz,
Nationalgalerie, no. a 11 82q.

Photo: Jorg P. Anders, Berlin.
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were evoked. At the same time, however, Leutze must have been aware that
Lessing’s history paintings embodied a profoundly critical attitude toward
thetr subject matter. The Hus paintings conveyed no assent to the scenes rep-
resented: they were an invitation to pass critical judgment. They addressed
themselves to a viewer politically conscious enough to draw his own con-
clusions as to the historical significance of what was shown.

This was a new posture for an artist to adopt, especially with a contem-
porary reference thrown in; and for Leutze, in quest of an American his-
tory painting, it raised problems. He evidently knew this from the start;
what he was looking for, no doubt partly under the influence of the icono-
graphic program laid down for the Capitol, was an attitude that viewed the
nation and its achievements not critically but affirmatively.

The selective nature of Leutze’s response to Lessing is evident in the
second of his Dusseldorf paintings, The Return of Columbus in Chains to
Cadiz (fig. g). This shows the episode when after a spell of self-aggrandiz-
ing rule in defiance of the Spanish Crown as governor of Santo Domingo,
Columbus was returr od to Spain in irons, together with his two brothers.
Columbus is clearly dericted as a martyr. Eyes turned heavenward, bathed
in light, and stretching out his clasped and fettered hands, he offers the
image of a great man who is suffering an injustice. One of his brothers is
characterized as a proud, unbending grandee, the other as a penitent sin-
ner. At their feei, a crowd gives Columbus a mixed reception: some pas-
sionate, some accusing, some pensive, some hostile. A Native American
kneeling and seen from behind, raises his manacled hands toward the dis-
coverer of America. The composition clearly alludes to an Ecce homo scene.

With its dominant diagonals and the foreground figures who lead the
eve into the central action, the layout of the painting is entirely in keeping
with the academic practice taught in Diisseldorf. The carefully executed
details, the clear identification of individuals through the use of contem-
porary costume, and the figures of Columbus and his brothers reveal close
and detailed historical research. The varied and incisive drawing of the
individual figures endows the action with a monumental immediacy and
a sense of historical presence.

In formal terms, it is apparent that the painting has been staged as a
tableau vivant, but in its content there is something novel. The artist has
established a wide range of characterization not only in the central group but

also in the crowd of onlookers, entirely through different individual reac-
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The Return of Columbus in Chains to
Cadiz, 1842.

oil on canvas, g4.2 x 134.6 cm.

Tavlor, Mich., Private collection.
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tions to the person of Columbus himself. This was something that Lessing
had taught Leutze in A Hussite Preaching, which was the first history paint-
ing at that time to allow individual members of the common people to show
emotional reactions of their own.

Leutze’s work, painted at the Dusseldort Academy, made two things clear.
In style, it marked the first appearance in his work of the full academic
technique of history painting, as learned in Diisseldorf. In substance, it
showed Leutze’s close dependence on works by Lessing, who had decisively
influenced his handling of figures. The foreground crowd incorporates a
number of direct quotations from Lessing’s Hussite Preaching. It is worth
observing, even so, how Leutze has converted Lessing’s frontal staging, with
its histrionic preacher, into a calmer and more self-contained scene.

Leutze thus seems to have kept in mind all along that Lessing conceived
and painted his works for a German public in a specific political context.
To contemporary Germans, the resistance of the fifteenth-century Hussites
to the dogmatism and secular ambitions of the Church presented a many-
layered analogy to the ecclesiastical and political situation of their own time.
Between the revolutionary upheavals of 1890 and 1848, a politically minded
German public found Lessing’s paintings highly topical.27 But how was
Leutze to adapt Lessing’s specifically German style of history painting for
an American public? All along, he unquestionably set his sights on an
American public; and, with that market in view, he maintained close con-
tacts with American patrons and collectors.?8

Certainly, Leutze was neither able nor willing to tackle as wide a politi-
cal spectrum as Lessing. But the liberal temper of Lessing’s work must have
touched a chord in him. Lessing’s Hus paintings were primarily about indi-
vidual autonomy and freedom and the aspiration to change the world. They
were not meant in any spirit of hostility to state power as such, let alone
anarchistic in intention; their basic message was optimistic and forward-
looking, based on the expectation that everyone would one day be able to
assert his own freedom and make rational use of it.2? Lessing’s Hus paint-
ings were an appeal for the maintenance of individual freedom against
Church or state tyrannv.?0 In this liberal aspect of their message, Lessing’s
themes were decidedly relevant to American history painting.

In his early Disseldorf works, Leutze systematically “Americanized”
Lessing’s concepts for his own ends, that is to say, he absorbed Lessing’s

imagery only to the extent that it could be adapted to suit the needs of an
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American public. In his Columbus paintings, he followed Lessing in plac-
ing his protagonist centrally. He used the reactions of the subsidiary fig-
ures to convey the fateful and dramatic nature of the action and thus to
manipulate the viewer’s involvement. But what he sought to convey was
not the impassioned appeal of a preacher — which would most likely have
been lost on his American public — but above all a sense of the protago-
nist’s aspirations or sufferings, with which the viewer could empathize and
identify. He reinterpreted Lessing’s histrionic preacher as a more sober and
emotionally more approachable figure. He thus created a national role
model better suited to the American historical awareness: not a personifi-
cation of history so much as an individual who could elicit an emotional
response to a historic event of major national importance. Lessing and the
Disseldorf Academy had furnished him with the resources, both of style
and content, that he was now able to use for purposes of his own.

Miller von Kénigswinter, who recorded the genesis of this second
Columbus painting, commented that the painter had no great success with
it in Dusseldorf and that the constraints of his academic schooling had led
him, in the end, to ruin the work. Plainly, Miiller regretted the absence of
anything “American” in the painting. It seemed to him to be far too close to
the Disseldorf formula. The great advantage enjoved by the American art-
ist over his European counterpart was that “his past was almost his pres-
ent”; his history painting ought therefore to be marked by “a fresh, lively
approach.” In an American painter, Muller plainly expected more sponta-
neity and something much more like an eyewitness version of history.*
What he failed to appreciate was that this was precisely what Leutze was
trying to get away from; he had come to Dusseldorf to learn to treat histori-
cal subjects in an academically sanctioned way.

In 1843 Leutze left Disseldorf. In so doing, he gave up on precisely the
systematic academic training that he had set out to acquire. It is possible
that the success of his first painting and the failure of his second had made
him doubt the usefulness of the rigorous course of instruction in which he
was engaged. That same year he moved to Munich, which he now regarded,
in his own words, as “the best school of painting in the world.”32 There,
evidently in close contact with another of Cornelius’s former students,
Wilhelm von Kaulbach, he painted his next ambitious history painting,
Columbus before the Queen (fig. 4),* in which he nevertheless continued to

work through the lessons of Disseldort.
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4. Gottfried Emanuel Leutze

{German-American).

Columbus before the Queen, 1843,

oil on canvas, 98.4 x 130 cm.

Brooklyn, The Brooklyn Museum, Dick S.
Ramsay Fund and A. Augustus Healy Fund
B. no. 77.220.
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This, the third painting in his Columbus series (which is not a true cycle,
as the paintings vary in size), shows the latest, chronologically speaking, of
the scenes that Leutze selected from the life of the great explorer. Having
returned to Spain, Columbus appears in chains before the Spanish king
and queen and puts his patrons to shame. We can see that the king has just
loosened his chains. Columbus stands in the center of a Moorish hall. Deep
in thought, the discomfited king and queen sit beneath a canopy on the left
listening to the words of the accused, who, hand on heart, is evidently mak-
ing a proud speech in his own defense. He is flanked to the left and right
by a throng of courtiers: dignitaries, both lay and clerical, men, women,
and a page in rich costumes, all listening to his words. Some are enrap-
tured, some skeptical; most are thoughtful. A few occupy themselves with
tracing his voyages on a map.

Commentators mostly compare Leutze's painting with Lessing’s Inquisi-
tion of Hus at the Council of Constance (painted one year previously, in 1842,
see fig. 1),% on the assumption that Leutze modeled his work on Lessing’s.
At first sight, this idea seems plausible. There are clear analogies between
the two, not only in the arrangement of the figures in two groups but also
in the placement and attitude of the accused, surrounded by the representa-
tives of ecclesiastical and secular power. The lessons that Leutze had learned
from Lessing are apparent in the way both artists capture the listeners’ ani-
mated reactions to the words of the centrally placed protagonist. But this
is not the whole story. It has hitherto been overlooked that Leutze was
responding to other stimuli that were affecting artists, critics, and the Ger-
man public at the time.

In the wake of the public controversy aroused by Lessing’s historical
subjects, the whole issue of national history painting gained new attention
in Germany through a triumphantly successful touring exhibition of two
paintings by Belgian artists. This was a show whose progress Leutze, more
than anyone, must have followed with the greatest interest. From Cologne,
the Belgian works traveled to a number of cities, including Disseldorf,
Berlin — where they were shown together with Lessing’s Inguisition of Hus
at the Council of Constance — and, in 1843, Munich. Leutze thus had more
than one opportunity to see them. One painting, The Abdication of Charles
V (fig. 5), was by Louis Gallait; the other, The Compromise of Breda (fig. 6),
by Edouard de Biefve.

These two paintings attracted great attention wherever they were shown
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and provoked a debate in the artistic press on the question of topical rele-
vance in history painting. This led Leutze to look beyond Lessing’s exam-
ple and toward new categories of national imagery.3®

The Kingdom of Belgium, founded in 1830, was still a young state when
it commissioned these two large-scale paintings in 1837. They represent two
important events in the sixteenth-century wars of liberation fought by the
Netherlands against Spanish Habsburg rule. Contemporary commentators
on the paintings dwelt on two issues in particular. One was the choice of
the decisive moment in a process of historical change, a moment that encap-
sulated the whole future course of a nation’s struggle for liberation and
national unity. These paintings, it was also said, not only depicted the his-
toric event as a specific, historically authenticated act: by evoking a con-
centrated moment of human decision and emotion, they also brought the
past to life. The event was, as it were, shared among a number of charac-
ters, whose reactions afforded the viewers an emotional access to the work
and made them eyewitnesses to the making of history.

There were, it is true, some dissentient voices.?® However, the message
received in Germany, generally speaking, was this: that Belgium, having
just achieved national unity, was able to draw on native traditions to pres-
ent itself in its history paintings with a greater sense of patriotic identity
than the fragmentary German states could muster.

For Leutze, this notable artistic event must have had a distinct personal
relevance, one that students of the period have hitherto overlooked. He,
too, was preoccupied with a quest for national themes that would convinc-
ingly express the identity of his own country. In this, he was not so much
interested in topical politics as in subjects that would evoke a national con-
sensus. As he saw it, American history painting needed to find and depict
the precise moment in history that would succeed in concentrating the emo-
tions of Americans on their shared past.

One glance at Gallait’s Abdication of Charles V is enough to reveal that
this was an artistic source far more important to Leutze than anything in
Lessing’s work. True, he took from Lessing’s major painting the central,
erect figure of Hus, together with his gesture, which is that of a man who
expounds and justifies a sincerely held position. Leutze also repeated the
effect of a cardinal’s red mantle on the far left from Lessing’s work, and he
converted the passageway that opens behind Lessing’s Hus figure into a

perspectival tour de force of Moorish architecture. But when it came to
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5. Louis Gallait (Belgian).
The Abdication of Charles V
(Labdication de Charles-Quint). 1841,

oil on canvas, 485 x 68¢ cm.

Brussels, Musées Rovaux des Beaux-Arts de
Belgique, no. 26g5. ©A.C.L.-Brussels.

6. Edouard de Biefve (Belgian),
The Compromise of Breda (Le Compromis
des Nobles), 1841.
oil on canvas, 482 x 680 cm.
Brussels. Musées Rovaux des Beaux-Arts de

Belgique. no. 26g6. ©A.C.L.-Brussels.
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matters of substance, Lessing’s unequivocally Protestant, anti-Catholic,
and thus critical posture had nothing to offer Leutze.

Unlike Lessing, Leutze made it his first priority to capture the historic
occasion in a scene that was dramatic right down to the incidental details
of the staffage. He therefore took from Gallait’s work rather more than
the lavish presentation of historic royal pageantry. The steps that rise to
the enthroned couple under the canopy, with an empty space in front of the
principal figures, reflect a pictorial strategy derived from the works of
both the Belgian artists. These steps, intersected in the foreground by the
edge of the painting, are Leutze’s variation on the theme of inviting the
viewer to “enter” the picture and thus be integrated into the scene as an
eyewitness.

Leutze also adopted Gallait’s diagonal composition, though not the light-
ing scheme that divides and articulates his animated masses. In Leutze’s
painting the scene is bathed in brilliant light. Every figure and every object
is clearly distinguishable. The magnificently ornate room and all the indi-
viduals in it, from the knight in his plumed helmet (a typical touch of
Disseldorf-style medieval romance) through the varied representatives of
the Church, to the sorrowful queen and the apparently crestfallen king, all
these, in their precision of drawing and their realistic rendering, convey
an impression of immediacy and historic authenticity. To an unprejudiced
contemporary observer, Leutze’s painting suggested that what he saw before
his eyes, being so clearly visible and based on such evident historical learn-
ing, must be the truth.

Leutze also owed much to Gallait in terms of content. The Abdication of
Charles V depicted a decisive turning point in history. It captured the
moment at which the Habsburg Empire was divided and its decline began.
The dark figure of Philip 11 and the brighter one of William of Orange were
the opposite poles of a long historical process that would one day lead to
the foundation of the Belgian nation-state.

Here, for Leutze, was the central idea of a tvpe of historical painting that
he could also apply to American history. Columbus before the Queen is not,
of course, set in America, but it contains the germ of American indepen-
dence and democracy. Columbus, the founding father of America, holds
the stage. He stands there as a prisoner and a man accused; and vet, despite
his chains, his noble composure and air of calm and collected argumenta-

tion clearly mark him out as a free man. In his confrontation with the mor-
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tified and irresolute king and queen, Columbus appears more confident,
more kingly, than any of the courtiers who sit in judgment of him.

Leutze thus depicts the discoverer of America, even in his dependence
on the Spanish monarchy, as the first of those confident democrats who were
to mold the future of the American nation. Taking his cue from his Belgian
predecessors, he {focuses on the historic occasion that encapsulates America’s
democratic, bourgeois destiny.

Leutze, like John Singleton Copley and Benjamin West in the eighteenth
century, was using his knowledge of current European history painting to
create a form of historical image that would shape his own nation’s self-per-
ception. Not as a mere echo of Lessing, but by consciously taking stock of the
various schools of patriotic history painting that existed in Europe, Leutze
had created a form of imagery that was specific to the American viewer. In
later years, the formal atfinities between his art and the Dusseldorf school
would be adduced to discredit it as “un-American.” To contemporary eyes,
however, its careful, academic drawing, its rich coloring, and its use of his-
toric source material dating back to the sixteenth century were just what
was required to satisfy the positivist craving for authentic and verifiable
facts and thus to manifest the renewal of American history painting.

Clearly, there was no ready market in America for ambitious historical
subjects on a large scale. Leutze therefore painted a series of small, genrelike
histories drawn from the lives of the kings of England and of the Puritan
divines in which the emphasis was on the private aspect of great historical
events and personalities. Scholars have hitherto dismissed these scenes as
“purely anecdotical,”7 relegating them to a subordinate role in evaluations
of Leutze’s work. It is high time to consider them in the context of an evolv-
ing tradition of history painting. For what all these scenes had in common
was the depiction of English history as an anticipation of the American pres-
ent. There was also, no doubt, an implicit message that the United States
had outgrown the intrigues of royal courts and the religious strife of the
Puritan age. The depiction of the English past could serve the certainty of
American progress.

Leutze’s next ambitious project, with its continuing emphasis on the
English connection, invites a similar interpretation. His search across
Europe for a specifically American form of history painting now led him
in a new direction. In 1844 his friend and patron, Edward Carey of Phila-

delphia, evidently gave him a commission for a large-scale painting of the
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mythical landing in America — long before Columbus — of two Anglo-Saxon
chieftains, Hengist and Horsa. This painting is now little known and its
importance has usually been overlooked.

Leutze, who had now moved on tfrom Munich to Italy, completed the
commission in Rome and sent his painting from there to America (fig. 7).38
Miiller von Kénigswinter had seen the cartoon for the painting in Dussel-
dorf* and regarded it as one of the artist’s finest achievements. In his

account of the cartoon, he wrote:

A comparatively small vessel has carried the brave heroes of that mighty
nation far across the ocean and has made landfall on a lovely, verdant coast.
Proud, blooming, blond men in lofty cagle helmets stride ashore, bearing a
girlish figure on their shoulders: they raise a cheer in face of the unknown
land whose trees offer them shade and whose vines give them a smiling wel-
come. A strangely poetic charm hangs over this scene, in which a mighty

breed of men and a mighty land greet one another for the first time. 10

Miller von Konigswinter had unequivocally caught the national and
indeed nationalistic message of the painting; and, from a German point of
view, he had clearly approved of it. It invoked a legendary band of Anglo-
Saxons, from whose two chieftains the kings of Kent traced their ancestry,
as the true founding fathers of America. To present these European war-
rior chiefs in the guise of idealized American settlers was to legitimize
America’s national pedigree as a polity founded by English immigrants.
This brought the painting manifestly within the thematic ambit of “Dis-
covery and Settlement” that had been proclaimed as a national theme for
the paintings in the Capitol.

Gone unnoticed so far, Leutze’s theme was in itself an allusion to the offi-
cial iconography of the young republic. In 1775 Thomas Jefferson designed
an official seal for the United States. One face showed the Israelites in the
wilderness, led by a cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night. On the other
face were Hengist and Horsa, the Saxon chiefs.# Leutze had thus taken his
cue from his American patron to illustrate a patriotic interpretation of his-
tory, whereby historical figures from the remote past could be invoked as
symbols of American political identity.

Another fact that has yet to be remarked upon is that, at the time when

Leutze painted this picture, the German public was concerned about very
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similar issues. Just as Leutze’s American patron looked to the heroes of the
Dark Ages for symbols of national origins and national liberties, so the bour-
geois democratic movements in Germany were seeking a symbol of national
liberty that would antedate Germany’s territorial dynasties. When Leutze
painted his two armor-clad Anglo-Saxon chiefs, he may well have been
thinking of a project that had unleashed great patriotic enthusiasm in
Germany shortly after his own arrival in Dusseldorf in 1841. This was Ernst
von Bandel’s colossal monument to Arminius the Teuton, the Hermanns-
denkmal, in the Teutoburg Forest (fig. 8).12

The inaugural ceremony of the plinth structure had caused a great sen-
sation and attracted thousands of visitors. Illustrations of the projected
monument were everywhere. Not only the figure of an ancient champion of
liberty, with upturned gaze, but also the raised arm (which in the German
case carried a sword), the shield, and the winged helmet, were part of the
heroic typology that Leutze transposed into American historical painting
from the European national monumental art of prehistory.

Artistically, he failed to bring the scene fully to life; even so, the variety of
characterization, the powerful joint resolve expressed by the Anglo-Saxons
in the boat, and the auspicious flood of light from on high are effective
means of transforming this legendary ancestral landfall into an appoint-
ment with destiny.

It is hard to say whether Leutze had any success in conveying Jefferson’s
political allegory to an American public. Any American history painting
that had been done outside America — and based, furthermore, on “for-
eign” sources — faced self-evident problems. This seems, however, to have
been Leutze’s first attempt to deal with a theme that was later to find its
definitive form.

It was not until he painted his celebrated Washington Crossing the Delaware
(fig. g)*% that Leutze once more touched on a theme related to the Columbus
series. In George Washington, Leutze had chosen the one American hero
who could unite all of his country’s patriotic concerns. At the same time,
this was a figure who — as Miiller von Kénigswinter had said — could vir-
tually serve as a link between the history of the young country and the
present day.*

Unlike Leutze’s earlier history paintings, this work is still central among
the incunabula of American art. It has been the object of a number of

detailed analyses,* mostly concerned with its genesis and with the power
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of its subject matter for American history. It is accepted, too, that Leutze
owed its theme to his own zealous support of the German democratic move-
ment that led to the revolution of 1848.

The aim of that failed revolution was the creation of a German nation-
state. The figure of Washington played an important role for the German
democratic movement, and already in 1846, Ferdinand Freiligrath had
hailed him in a poem as the helmsman of the good ship Revolution.*6 This is
not the place to discuss this at length. But the painting’s dual nationality —
with its thematic source in contemporary political movements in Germany
and its form and content aimed at an American public — does merit a few
additional remarks. On one hand, Washington Crossing the Delaware is a
masterpiece of the Diisseldorf school, manifesting an exemplary fusion of
Schadow’s academic conception and Lessing’s new, realistic approach to his-
tory. On the other, Leutze has succeeded in emancipating himself from his
artistic sources and creating out of them, for all to see, a new, a convincing,
and — at last — an American version of history painting.47

It is noticeable that the German popular paintings and prints of the year
1848 consistently use the raising of the flag of a unified nation as a topos of
freedom (fig. 10). This was a motif with a long artistic tradition behind it,
but in 1848 it took on an urgent topical relevance. It is quite possible that
this motif — which his German contemporaries regarded as a political one —
supplied Leutze with his central inspiration. Transforming the historical
context, he elected the corresponding moment in American history: the
moment immediately before the unfurling of the flag of liberty.

Here Leutze was making two crucial statements. First, at a time when
German unity had become a forlorn hope, he was holding up the history of
the American nation as an example. Second, he was looking beyond con-
temporary events to give his fellow Americans a national, indeed national-
istic, apotheosis of the ultimate American hero. This perfectly answered
the demand from American art critics for a national school of history paint-
ing that must be both “heroic” and “calculated by its commemoration to
elevate the character of its hero in the minds of his countrymen.”#®

In terms of Schadow’s principles, the germ and stimulus of Leutze’s paint-
ing were thus embodied in the motif of the national flag, raised and about
to unfurl. This he combined with the pictorial tradition of fateful water
crossings, as seen in Théodore Géricault’'s Raft of the “Medusa” (Radeau de

la “Méduse”), 1818-181g (Paris, Musée du Louvre), and Eugéne Delacroix’s

8. Ernst von Bandel {German),
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bronze.
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Dante and Virgil (La Barque de Dante), 1822 (Paris, Musée du Louvre}; in
Ludwig Richter’s Crossing of the Elbe at Schreckenstein (Uberfahrt itber die
Elbe am Schreckenstein bei Aussig), 1837 (Dresden, Gemildegalerie Neue
Meister); and above all in Coplev’s popular Watson and the Shark, 1778
(see p. 34).

According to Schadow’s outline of the genesis of a painting, this initial
idea must be followed by a subject sketch, which is then worked out in detail
with the aid of suitable models. As Schadow himself pointed out, it was no
easy matter to find models who could achieve an emotional identification
with the poses that the painter required them to assume. In his quest for
total authenticity of pictorial content and form, it seems that Leutze went
in search of American models sufficiently tall and stalwart to be inserted
Into the picture as heroes of liberty. As his contemporary Miiller von
Konigswinter remarked, “Even the boatmen are no ordinary working men;
they are patriots.”*® The American painter Worthington Whittredge tells
in his autobiography how, immediately after his arrival in Leutze's Dussel-
dorf studio, he was obliged to pose as Washington.>® He also tells us that
Washington’s uniform had already arrived from America, as historical ref-
erence material, and that the portrait itself derived from the celebrated bust
by Jean-Antoine Houdon. The realism of detail for which the Disseldort
school was celebrated reveals itself in Leutze’s study of historical material,
which was intended to endow the painting with documentary value in its
own right.

After the studies of detail, the next stage in the process, according to
Schadow, was the cartoon, followed by sketches to establish the color and
lighting. In an American private collection there is an oil sketch, which
Barbara Groseclose regards as a replica of the first version of the painting
with corrections made in preparation for the second.?® It is quite possible,
however, that it actually represents one of those intermediate stages that
were inserted, in academic practice, between the initial cartoon and the fin-
ished work, in order to make sure of the overall effect. The pencil under-
drawing on which this oil sketch is based has a precision of line that recalls
the cartoons of the Nazarenes; its technique could have come from nowhere
but Disseldorf.

Leutze had thus achieved his original purpose in coming to Germany to
study: At the Dusseldorf Academy and in the studios of his Disseldorf men-

tors and friends, he had so thoroughly absorbed the academic routine of pro-
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ducing a history painting that he was ready, as a technician and as a painter,
to create one that was “in accordance with all the rules of art.” The preci-
sion he had learned in Diisseldorf lent an illusive reality to his paintings.

In the process, he reintroduced to American painting a technical profi-
ciency that had long been sorely missed; and, at the same time, he won
recognition in Europe. The perfection of his technique drew singular atten-
tion in the citation for the gold medal that he won at the Berlin Salon of
1852 for the first version of Washington Crossing the Delaware. Topical though
the theme also was in Germany, it was explicitly categorized as belonging
to American history.?? Leutze’s success induced young painters to flock to
Dusseldorf in order to pursue, in the painter’s own studio, the link between
Dusseldorf technique and American themes that had won him such fame
on both sides of the Atlantic.

When it came to content, however, Leutze had not at all followed the
pattern taught at the academy and practiced by his Diisseldorf friends. His
engagement with the work of Lessing and with such other contemporary
European painting as he then knew had led him to adopt a highly personal
approach to the pictorial rendering of history.

In 1850 Lessing was working on his large painting Hus at the Stake, later
shown in the Disseldorf Gallery in New York (fig. 11). Its theme was the
failure of the Hussites’ hopes of freedom of worship, and in it Lessing
showed the aspirations of the 1848 revolution going up in flames. Leutze’s
contemporaneous view of the idea of national liberty was a far more posi-
tive one, not — as with Lessing — a retrospective look at medieval Germany
and a yearning for unity but a prophetic look forward, as defined by the
decisive moment before Washington’s victory over the British.

Leutze’s painting was a vision of future national greatness. Its theme was
the “principle of liberty,” as exemplified in the person of a victorious hero
who united many diverse interests and also in the motif of the star-spangled
banner that was raised behind him. Where Lessing reconstructed a histori-
cal event as a lesson to the present, Leutze projected an idea of nationhood
into the future. The painting sprang from an engagement with national
history that was not critical — as Lessing’s was — but entirely affirmative.

Leutze must have been keenly aware, at that moment, of the gulf that
separated his painting, so perfect in its conformity with the prevailing politi-
cal ethos of his own country, from the backward-looking posture of Lessing

in Dusseldorf. In 1854 when Leutze was awarded the commission for the
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g. Gottiried Emanuel Leutze

(German-American),

Washington Crossing the Delaware, 1851,

oil on canvas, 382 x 656.4 cm.

New York, The Metropolitan Museum of Art.
Gift of John S. Kennedy. 1897, no. ¢7.34.

10. Bernhard Stange (German).
Commemorative Broadside for the Year 1848
(Gedenkblatt auf das Jahr 1848), 1848,
lithograph.

Munich. Miinchner Stadtmuseum, no. z 1860.
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11, Carl Friedrich Lessing (German}),
Hus at the Stake (Hus vor dem
Scheiterhaufen), 1844-1850,

oil on canvas, 360 x 539 cm.
Berlin, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin,
Preuflischer Kulturbesitz, Nationalgalerie,

no. 558.
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major mural painting in the Capitol, he wrote in triumph: “Give us a
chance, and my word on it we’ll do what Europe cannot do even with her
best artists (and I can say so because I know them all...personally) we will
paint ‘American pictures. 33
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I wish to express my gratitude to John Wilmerding and Heinz Ickstadt for their careful
readings of this essay and many constructive suggestions.
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Karl Bodmer (Swiss),

William Hauptman

KINDRED SPIRITS

Notes on Swiss and American Painting of the Nineteenth Century

When in 1984 the French public saw a large retrospective of nineteenth-
century American painting organized a year earlier in Boston, the event
prompted some revealing remarks by Pierre Rosenberg on how little known
this aspect of New World art had been in the Old World.! He noted in par-
ticular that in Europe distinctly American painting was generally associ-
ated, in an almost mythic fashion, with the ground-breaking paths of the
Abstract Expressionists, to the point that there existed a collective ignorance
of earlier American artistic movements. One of the reasons why American
painting had been relegated in the past to a minor or even marginal frame-
work in the context of the nineteenth century — falling far behind, it was
thought, the achievements of France, England, or Germany — lies in the
previously accepted notion of quality as a synonymous component of the
avant-garde. In this archaic system, European scholars have had difficulty
discerning the American equivalents of Paul Cézanne, or J. M. W. Turner,
or Caspar David Friedrich. Only recently has this equation of value and
merit changed so that now artistic interest and excellence can be more fully
comprehended within an ongoing tradition in which the mainstream and
the avant-garde cohabit, if at times uncomfortably. The resulting artistic
judgments offer a wider historical scope of the totality of artistic accom-
plishment and provide a more fulfilling picture of artistic development
and production outside the once tightly knit but restrictive Paris/London/
Berlin axis.

Rosenberg’s astute remarks on the European view of American art may
equally be applied, although in a different context and perspective, to the
traditional European and American view of Swiss art. Like American paint-

Pehriska-Ruhpa. 18321334,
aquatint and etching, printed by Bougeard,

64.5 x 44.7 cm.

Lugano, Thyssen-Bornemisza Foundation.
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ing before its rediscovery, Swiss art has escaped vigorous art-historical inves-
tigation and indeed has generally been relegated to footnote status in most
surveys of nineteenth-century art. Leading Swiss artists were often falsely
associated with artistic schools according to the generic origins of their
names. Thus, Arnold Bocklin was sometimes thought of as a German,
Giovanni Segantini as Italian, Charles Gleyre as French, and so forth, with
the inevitable result that it was difficult to imagine the very existence of a
tflourishing native school. To be sure, the international art-historical com-
munity has always acknowledged the importance of such titular figures as
Johann Heinrich Fafili (although at times he still is listed as belonging to
the English school), or Léopold Robert, or Ferdinand Hodler, and in our
own century, Paul Klee or Alberto Giacometti. But the point to be raised
here is, what about the other artists who formed a continuous line from Jean-
Etienne Liotard, the contemporary of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, to Hodler,
the contemporary of Albert Einstein? Why has it been so difficult to trace
that line or even to place it firmly within the framework of artistic develop-
ment from Jacques-Louis David to Cézanne?

These questions are difficult to answer — they are linked to political and
economic reasons as well as artistic ones — and should be addressed in
greater depth in a different forum altogether. Nevertheless, one answer that
must be underscored here is the fact that Swiss art has remained almost
exclusively localized in the domain of Swiss art historians,2 who like their
American counterparts suffered from a national inferiority complex regard-
ing their own respective cultural traditions. It was as though the Swiss
thought there were no local equivalents of Cézanne, Turner, or Friedrich
and therefore no need to explore further for fear of being mired in study
of second-rate figures. As late as 1948, one of the prominent Swiss art his-
torians, Adrien Bovy, asked why the Swiss Romantic Movement never pro-
duced a local analogue of Eugeéne Delacroix or Paul Delaroche.? Even today,
detailed scientific investigation of Swiss art of the nineteenth century, car-
ried out with the same standards that Americans have practiced in their
art, 1s still rare and often consigned to journals of history or archaeology;
there is at present no art-historical journal or review in Switzerland devoted
exclusively to the study of Swiss art. But it must be said that the makeup of
the country itself helps to impede that kind of rigorous and impartial inves-
tigation: with a total population smaller than that of New York City dis-

persed into four distinct regions, each with its own cultural, economic, and
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linguistic roots and with greater differences than similarities, unity of pur-
pose and interest cannot always find a common voice.

However, when we look at the nature of Swiss painting from the end of the
eighteenth century, when the Old Confederation was coming to an end and
the new Swiss state was emerging, we notice remarkable parallels between
Swiss and American art. This fact is so striking and indeed so prominent in
character that I know of no other similar resemblances in artistic production
in any other two countries so geographically separated from one another.
When I began to examine the nature of these relationships, I returned to
Barbara Novak’s important study Nature and Culture, in which the author
examined the notion of landscape and painting during the crucial years
between 1825 and 1875. The last chapter concerns the conjunctions between
America and Europe and contains a brilliant discussion of American artis-
tic associations with France, England, Germany, and the Scandinavian coun-
tries, but no mention is made of the parallels with Swiss art.4 The only Swiss
painter cited in the text is Karl Bodmer, who is mentioned in a section
devoted to European travelers in the New World frontier. The fault of omis-
sion 1s not the author’s; the past insular approach of Swiss art historians,
fostered in part by this sense of national artistic insecurity, has severely
limited the knowledge of Swiss art beyond its borders, a situation in fact
not unlike that in America regarding its own art some fifty years ago.

It may be surprising to learn that the issue of national artistic inade-
quacy did not escape the attention of the Swiss authorities. On 11 January
1799 the newly installed minister of art and science, Philipp August Stapfer,
published an inquiry asking a wide range of artists why native Swiss paint-
ers in particular were known and celebrated elsewhere but remained unrec-
ognized and unencouraged in the motherland.> He documented his claim
by citing Swiss painters well established in London, Paris, and Rome who
were virtually unknown — or at least unappreciated — in Geneva, Zurich,
or Basel; Stapfer noted almost ironically that a part of their very celebrity
was due to the fact that their art production was on foreign soil and thus
removed from their inherently Swiss identity. Stapfer wanted to know why
the Swiss painter had to emigrate in order to educate himself and practice
his art, why the republic itself could not accommodate the artist economi-
cally or socially within its borders, and what could be done by the state to
alter this appalling situation so that the artist could train, produce, exhibit,

and thrive within the country and thus contribute to the emergence of a
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truly national republican culture. Stapfer’s inquiry, as high-minded and
worthy as it was, met with little response, and the unstable political and
economic situation before the creation of the modern Swiss state with the
Federal Constitution of 1848 — in which, incidentally, there was no clause
on cultural policies — prevented any significant changes.b

This, too, was noted indirectly again in 1867, on the occasion of the Uni-
versal Exposition in Paris. The Swiss pavilion was organized, not without
some difficulty, by the celebrated Swiss painter Charles Gleyre, who wrote
a summary report on his activities along with a critical evaluation of the
artistic results.” While Gleyre could rightfully acknowledge the strength
of the Swiss landscape contribution, he also stated that Swiss painting hardly
compared in quality or inventiveness with other European schools in the
more exacting and ennobling areas of history painting and other artistic
genres. Without mentioning Stapfer’s appeal, which he probably did not
know, Gleyre noted the fact that little had changed in the political or eco-
nomic structure of his own country that might have permitted excellence
or a more vibrant national expression. Gleyre made no comparisons to the
American pavilion that year nor to how the Swiss might be regarded in light
of the American painting seen nearby. But it is interesting to note that the
Swiss representation was about double that of the American, a revealing
statistic considering the relative views we have today of the merits of Swiss
and American painting of the nineteenth century.8

Stapfer’s pioneering interests in 1799 coincided almost exactly with the
ideals expressed by the early American presidents, who likewise sought a
way to encourage native American expression in New York and Philadelphia
rather than London, Rome, or elsewhere. The intention was very similar —
that is, to envision a meaningful place for art on native soil within the fab-
ric of a nascent mercantile society ready for and in need of an inherent
cultural tradition. Both governments felt that the rulers had a moral obli-
gation to provide the people with accessible intellectual enlightenment
along with stable political order. In each case, they could not resort to a
lasting aristocratic patronage, nor to the support of the Church, nor to an
already existing academic structure that could accommodate the artistic
need. Both countries tried to implant the conditions that would permit a
new national artistic expression and, at the same time, tried to educate audi-
ences to appreciate the fruits of that expression. It is no accident that in

America and in Switzerland the first national societies of art were founded

188



KINDRED SPIRITS

within four years of each other.

It is perhaps commonplace to say that parallels in social and political
systems in two different countries would necessarily influence the produc-
tion of artistic affinities, yet these structures are very much in evidence in
America and Switzerland and should be discussed, if only briefly. First, the
notion of geographic isolation as a determinant factor: just as in America
the Atlantic on one side and the frontier on the other provided a formidable
physical and psychological distance from Europe, so in Switzerland the
Alpine ranges acted as perpetual insulators and isolators from neighboring
countries. In each case, these daunting barriers at once protected and alien-
ated artists, creating an intrinsic provincialism.? Switzerland had indeed
maintained ties with her adjacent countries at all cardinal points, but these
ties, as in America, were more commercial and ancestral than physical or
aesthetic. In this sense, Geneva was as far away from Paris as was New York.

An equally important factor, although an obvious one, was the shared
republican form of government, which likewise served to differentiate, if
not exclude altogether, each country from its European roots. While both
democracies were widely respected — and even served as models for each
other!® — it was also recognized that as enviable as that form of government
was, it did not always stimulate artistic expression in a beneficial manner.
This can best be illustrated in Swiss history when in 1865 a liberal faction
of the government of the oldest democracy sought to pay homage to the
newest in the form of a commission for the Bundeshaus in Bern.1! Frank
Buchser, a Swiss painter of uncommon energy and invention, even under-
took a voyage to America to prepare studies for the commission; he was
able to paint portraits of Andrew Johnson, Robert E. Lee, and William
Seward, as well as gather valuable iconographic documentation on the
American scene after its wrenching Civil War.12 However, the painted hom-
age he had in mind never came to fruition, partly because of the gnawing
question of what type of painting would best serve to exemplify the demo-
cratic ideals. During a debate on the subject, it was decided that the true
symbols of democracy that should ornament the Swiss capitol — thus, the
worthiest veritable homage to the American ideal — should be wise laws
and nothing else, an all too practical application of conservative Swiss Cal-
vinism, which incidentally underscores an aspect of the basic situation to
which Stapfer earlier addressed himself. In certain ways, this polemic recalls

the heated debates in the 1820s surrounding John Trumbull’s decoration
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scheme for the Capitol Rotunda in Washington.!® The diverse nature of the
population of each country during the nineteenth century — both at once
assimilated but not wholly, both based in agriculture and trade and there-
fore removed from the time-honored domain of High Art, and both heav-
ily oriented toward the Protestant ethic — should also be considered as
important elements in explaining these artistic correspondences.

It is not surprising, then, that each country had an active interest in
folk art at a time when it was hardly esteemed elsewhere.! From this com-
mon point it can readily be seen that one of the affinities most in evidence
throughout the century was a widespread lifting of the stature of genre and
anecdotal painting. In Switzerland this form of painting, with its subjects
drawn from peasants and community life, was generally associated in the
early nineteenth century with the Geneva school.!> A typical example is
Wolfgang Adam Topffer’s Village Wedding (fig. 2).15 The simple scene,
appropriately rustic and vividly quaint, has no pretensions other than
recording a joyous event, not unlike William Sidney Mount’s numerous
dancing and reposing figures, who take 2a moment from their toil for amuse-
ment. It is correct to see a common denominator between the two in the
influence of Dutch art of the seventeenth century, an influence that is par-
ticularly apt in Swiss painting since Dutch painting was avidly collected in
Geneva and elsewhere, often with the same zeal with which Americans would
purchase Italian art later in the century.? We even see Dutch art as a proud
symbol of local taste in Jean-Etienne Liotard’s portrait of 1757 of the col-
lector Francois Tronchin (Geneva, collection of L. Givaudan), in which a
Rembrandt canvas is eminently displayed on an easel at the right side of
the composition, a painting within a painting that seems like a curiously
disoriented icon in a portrait of a distinguished contemporary of Voltaire.!8

Topffer’s associates in Geneva — especially Pierre-Louis de La Rive,
Firmin Massot, Jean Huber, and Jacques-Laurent Agassel® — continued this
tradition in the early half of the century, as did Albert Anker in the second
half of the century in the German part of Switzerland.20 Anker spent many
of his holidays in his native village of Ins, where he came into direct contact
with local peasants. Anker’s images of Swiss farmers, like Eastman Johnson’s
or James Clonney’s analogous paintings, incorporate the Romantic image
of the happy worker engaged in mundane but fulfilling daily tasks — hark-
ening back to the images of Adriaen van Ostade and Adriaen Brouwer —

but without trespassing into the harshness of Gustave Courbet’s Realist
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2. Wolfgang Adam Topffer (Swiss).
The Village Wedding (La Noce), 1816,

oil on canvas, 67 x go.5 cm.

Geneva, private collection.
Photo: Courtesy Schweizerisches Institut fir

Kunstwissenschatt, Zurich.
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iconography. In both the American and Swiss schools, the picturesque and
the accessible remained a major element, even with regard to subjects of
back-breaking labor, though clearly the basis was present from which to
embark upon social commentary, an aspect that neither school fully ex-
ploited. This is well illustrated in Frank Buchser’s masterpiece of 1870, The
Song of Mary Blane (fig. 3).2! The painting is a compassionate portrait of
African Americans after Emancipation but with hints of their earlier plight.
The singer recounts the story of Mary Blane, a slave violated by a white
man and then put on the market, where she is discovered in her humiliated
state by her lover. Although the scene is pregnant with drama and ripe for
social critique, Buchser’s treatment, like that of Eastman Johnson in his Old
Kentucky Home of 1859 (New York, New York Historical Society),?2 has the
charm of Victorian anecdotal painting without forcefully promoting the
political allusions that its subject might imply or warrant.

One aspect of genre painting, however, that was not shared by both coun-
tries was still life. Even though Swiss artists were strongly drawn to Dutch
art of the seventeenth century, where ornamental still life played a major
role, this form never found a viable and lasting audience in Switzerland
after the late eighteenth century. Liotard, Anker, and Félix Vallotton, to
name but three examples, represented various forms of still life in their
respective later years, but their efforts are considered to be minor excur-
sions into the theme. In America, little still-life painting appeared after
the works of Raphaelle Peale, but the genre flourished in the last quarter
of the nineteenth century in that imaginative trompe ’oeil fusion of art,
artifice, and symbol, as exemplified by Charles Meurer’s dazzling Royal
Flush (fig. 4).2% The Swiss have no contemporary equivalent to this kind of
object worship, as indeed neither does any other European school. But the
ultrarealism and playfulness displayed in American trompe I'oeil painting
is not wholly alien to Swiss art either; we must go back a century and a half
to see examples produced by Johann Caspar Fiili, the more famous Fufili’s
father, whose Composition of about 1740 (fig. 5) is an eerie and unfamiliar
forerunner of William Michael Harnett, John Frederick Peto, and John
Haberle.24 But Fafli’s work in this domain is almost unique and hardly
representative of a trend in Swiss art; it seems to be more a current of eccen-
tricity that appears from time to time in Switzerland, which might be said
to culminate to a large extent in the work of Fufili fils.

Perhaps the most obvious form of artistic congruity between American
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3. Frank Buchser (Swiss),
The Song of Mary Blane, 1870,
oil on canvas, 109.5 x 154 cm.
Solothurn, Kunstmuseum, Deposit Gottfried
Keller-Stiftung, 1goo, no. c 13.
Photo: Courtesy Schweizerisches Institut fir
Kunstwissenschaft, Zurich.
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Charles Meurer {American),

Roval Flush, ca. 1899,
oil on panel, 35.6 x 55.9 cm.

Lugano, Thyssen-Bornemisza Foundation.

Johann Caspar Fufli (Swiss),

Composition (Stilleben, Kalender

an der Wand). ca. 1740,

oil on canvas, 83 x 58 cm.

Solothurn, Kunstmuseum, no. A 57.

Photo: Courtesy Schweizerisches Institut fiir

Kunstwissenschaft, Zurich.
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and Swiss painting may be seen in the area of landscape painting. Both
countries could boast of almost inexhaustible natural resources and a rev-
erence for nature that formed a part of their respective national identities.
It is true that for the American and European alike, America’s unspoiled
nature represented a mythical, exotic Eden redux, but the monumentality
of the Alps and the utopic vision of unimpaired Swiss valleys created a simi-
lar impression on generations of travelers.?> In both countries, the quasi-
religious implications of the awesome landscape, at once redoubtable and
mesmerizing, could not but serve as an alluring artistic incentive, reflec-
tive not only of current trends but particularly of a living expression of the
attitudes enumerated by that archetypical Swiss, Jean-Jacques Rousseau.26
Switzerland’s discovery of its own landscape as a viable source for its artists
dates to the end of the eighteenth century, chiefly through the works of
Caspar Wolf, who produced a new form of nature painting rooted in the
national pride in this unique geography, in which faithful representation
of topography superseded the purely picturesque.?’

In the early nineteenth century a wide variety of Swiss painters began
assiduously to study the formation of these resources, in much the same
manner as painters of the Hudson River school began to explore the picto-
rial language of the Catskills and areas beyond. In Switzerland artists almost
literally adhered to the advice of the painter Pierre-Louis Bouvier, who in
1827 published a widely circulated manual of painting in which he coun-
seled artists to represent what he called the true portrait of the country —
that is, the appropriate image that defined the Swiss character of painting.?®
For the Swiss artist that “portrait” was best understood in the common
denominator of Alpine geography, one of the few pictorial subjects that
linked the disparate cultural divisions of the country. The most important
early masters of the genre — Maximilien de Meuron, Francois Diday, and
Alexandre Calame?® — traveled regularly in the 1820s to still-remote Alpine
sites in search of subject matter, this at a time when such travel was still
hazardous. In contrast, American painters generally associated with moun-
tain painting — key figures such as Albert Bierstadt — would not explore
the Rockies until later and, it is important to note, then generally after hav-
ing first painted in the Swiss Alps, as was the case not only for Bierstadt but
also for John W. Casilear, Worthington Whittredge, William Trost Richards,
and others.30

As we know, American landscape painting of the nineteenth century has
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several facets, and the same appears to be true for the Swiss. Diday was capa-
ble of producing the grandiose or the majestic operatic form of composi-
tion in the same manner as Thomas Moran, but his colleagues were also
adept at depicting the quiet, intimate scene, more pastoral than awesome.
However, it is not easy to find in Swiss painting that spectacular sublimity
that forms the essence of Frederic Edwin Church’s art; there are few equiva-
lents to a composition such as his Icebergs and Wreck (fig. 6), here seen in one
of his esquisses,3! with its Friedrichlike pavsage moralisé evoking a fearsome
sense of danger. Yet, this form of painting, in which the choice of a specific
landscape is metaphoric in principle, finds echoes in some of Calame’s com-
positions, as in the case of his Landscape with Precipice (fig. 7), which is con-
temporary with Church’s canvas.32 The point of view in Calame’s work, as
in Church’s, is crucial, for the viewer is forced in the former picture toward
the edge of a void, creating that disquieting feeling of vertigo and menace,
cardinal points of the sublime ethic. If Admiral Perry could feel at home
in Church’s disturbing image, so could Manfred in Calame’s.

This sense of landscape as metaphor, generic for the German and Ameri-
can schools, is less pronounced in Swiss art, but it is nevertheless present
in veiled form at the end of the century. A work such as Félix Vallotton’s
Sunset (fig. 8)33 is illustrative of this trend and naturally owes its heritage
to Friedrich, in much the same way as does Thomas Cole’s blatantly sym-
bolic The Cross and the World (fig. g), painted a half century earlier. But
even more than Vallotton, or any other Swiss painter for that matter, it will
be Ferdinand Hodler who will best imbue his paintings with an unhesitat-
ingly philosophic and religious content within the scope of his landscape
depictions, as is well exemplified by his Eiger, Monch, and Jungfrau in
Moonlight (fig. 10). Here, with Hodler’s succinct, economic view of Switzer-
land’s most celebrated Alpine troika, strict topography, although clearly
discernible, plays a secondary role; context, scale, and traditional perspec-
tive are all but eliminated in favor of abstraction. What remains is the pure
and now purified metaphor of the mountain as an unreachable infinity,
the very notion of the Magic Mountain where faith and communion unite,
as in Hodler’s image, without a physical, terrestrial base.34

In Swiss landscape painting humanity and the stable attributes of civili-
zation do not always appear as dominant characteristics within the icono-
graphic intention. As in Hodler’s sparse image noted above, the unpopulated

landscape better serves the notion of representing unblemished nature or
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Frederic Edwin Church (American),
Icebergs and Wreck, ca. 1860,
oil on paperboard mounted on canvas,

20.6 x 33.1 cm.
Lugano, Thyssen-Bornemisza Foundation.

Alexandre Calame (Swiss),

Landscape with Precipice (Vallée de haute
montagne et précipice), 1857-1863,

oil on canvas, 33.5 x 52 cm.

Lausanne, Musée Cantonal des Beaux-Arts,
no. 586.

Photo: Courtesy Schweizerisches Institut fir

Kunstwissenschaft, Zurich.
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8. Felix Vallotton (Swiss),
Sunset (Le coucher du soleil), 1910,

oil on canvas, 54 x 79 cm.

Winterthur, Kunstmuseum, no. 1258.

Photo: Courtesy Schweizerisches Institut fiir
Kunstwissenschaft, Zurich.
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Thomas Cole (American),
The Cross and the World, ca. 1848,
oil on canvas, 81.9 x 129.2 cm.

Lugano, Thyssen-Bornemisza Foundation.

Ferdinand Hodler (Swiss),

Eiger, Monch, and Jungfrau in Moonlight
(Eiger, Monch und Jungfrau im Mondschein),
1908,

oil on canvas, 72 x 67.5 cm.

Solothurn, Kunstmuseum.

Photo: Courtesy Schweizerisches Institut fur
Kunstwissenschaft, Zurich.
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ideology. Yet, the inhabited landscape in Swiss art may be said to distin-
guish two purposes. The first is to indicate that the Edenlike setting was
not just a propaganda myth created out of Romantic needs. Topffer repre-
sented that concept well in various works in which the idyllic setting is also
useful and not just poetic, where local inhabitants can participate, as they
do, in picnics and games, just as in some of Winslow Homer’s paintings
later. The second purpose is to note that even unbridled nature can be colo-
nized and therefore mastered to produce a natural harmony between man
and nature, in effect the local manifestation expressed in that American
icon, Asher Brown Durand’s Kindred Spirits, 1849 (New York, New York
Public Library), but understood with a slightly different twist; whereas
Durand’s painting implies a natural order of harmony, in Swiss painting
the harmony, particularly in an Alpine setting, is imposed and forged. The
concord between man and wilderness in American art is also understood
in the domestic image of the log cabin, the American symbol par excel-
lence of taming conquest; the Swiss equivalent of the rustic chalet evokes a
similar idea and toward the middle of the nineteenth century appears more
frequently as a fixed staple of mountain scenes.

If mountain iconography eclipsed other forms of landscape painting in
Swiss art of the period, there were still other possibilities available to portray
the less dramatic vision of the bucolic that coincided with the American
Luminist Movement.?> The concerns with light, atmosphere, and pictorial
geometry were also primary interests of one of the greatest and most under-
rated Swiss practitioners, Francois Bocion.? His painting Tugboat on Lake
Geneva (fig. 11) unifies those graphic elements commonly associated with
such Americans as Martin Johnson Heade, Fitz Hugh Lane, John Frederick
Kensett, or Francis A. Silva, whose Kingston Point, Hudson River (fig. 12},
painted only a few years later, could serve as a distant pendant to Bocion’s
painting. The play of the horizontal and vertical forms, the use of dense
colors, and the brilliant splashes in Bocion’s canvas bring to mind dozens
of American counterparts but only a few contemporary European equiva-
lents. One cannot, however, speak of a true Swiss Luminist Movement, but
the movement’s general attributes and concerns are present in Bocion’s
numerous studies of the Lake Geneva area. Unfortunately Bocion left no
notable students to continue the tradition, and the Luminist path was an
unfrequented one in later Swiss art. Vestiges of this form of paysage intime

are nonetheless present in the works of the so-called second Geneva school,
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Francois Bocion (Swiss),

Tugboat on Lake Geneva

(Le Remorqueur), 1867,

oil on canvas, 67 x 155 cm.

Lausanne, Musée Cantonal des Beaux-Arts,
no. 280. Photo: Jean-Claude Ducret.

Francis A. Silva (American),
Kingston Point, Hudson River, 1873,
oil on canvas, 50.8 x g1.4 cm.

Lugano, Thyssen-Bornemisza Foundation.
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especially around such figures as Barthélemy Menn, Gustave Castan, Pierre
Pignolat, and Daniel Thly.37

Ishould like to return briefly to a painting by Albert Anker, his Peasant
Reading a Newspaper (fig. 13), painted the same year as Bocion’s canvas,
which wholly typifies Anker’s style and choice of subject matter. Once again
we are struck by a controlled classicism applied to scenes of everyday life,
evocative of the works of George Caleb Bingham or perhaps Richard Caton
Woodville.38 At the far left of Anker’s composition, we can discern a crude
map of the United States, a surprising element in a Swiss peasant house
that curiously shares the background space with the more common folk
image of the Crucifixion. This detail in such an unassuming context is a
timely reminder of the fascination that America held for the Swiss in the
nineteenth century. Anker himself never made the journey to the New
World, but his compatriots, including the peasants he portrayed, went in
large numbers during periods of political or agricultural insecurity: such
American cities as Canton, New Glarus, Geneva, or New Helvetia (later
known as Sacramento) attest to the Swiss presence in the New World. This
allure for another frontier inevitably attracted dozens of Swiss painters, for
example, Frank Buchser, whose voyage to the West produced some remark-
able studies still little known in either country.3¥ But Buchser’s voyage to
America was at the virtual end of a cycle that had begun almost a century
earlier when, as Stapfer had noted, Swiss painters left the motherland in sig-
nificant numbers. Johann Waber, later known as John Webber, accompanied
Captain Cook on his third voyage to the South Seas in 1776 and remained
in Canada and the American north where he produced a plethora of Ameri-
can images.4 Peter Rindisbacher, born near Bern, settled in America in
1821 and became one of the first painters actually to live among Native
American tribes, painting unusually vivid images of their life and rivaling
artists of the caliber of George Catlin and Charles Bird King.4

The most gifted Swiss artist to have recorded the American scene with-
out necessarily having been influenced by New World art was certainly Karl
Bodmer.42 He was hired to accompany Maximilian, Prince of Wied, on a
trip into the interior of North America, with the intention of documenting
the latter’s well-known interests in natural history. They docked in Boston
harbor on the propitious date of 4 July 1832 and proceeded in the next three
years to traverse the continent under conditions that were sometimes excru-

ciating. Like most European voyagers in America, Bodmer was enthralled
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Albert Anker (Swiss).
Peasant Reading a Newspaper
(Die Bauern und die Zeitung), 1867,

oil on canvas, 64 x 80.5 cm.

Zurich, private collection.
Photo: Courtesy Schweizerisches Institut fiir

Kunstwissenschaft, Zurich.
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by the diversity of the landscape and the still-unfamiliar forms of flora and
fauna. In delineating the latter, Bodmer practiced and developed an art
form that was generally alien to the Swiss painter for obvious reasons but
was bred into the American artistic experience, as is best mirrored in John
James Audubon’s lavish enterprise Birds of America, published in part dur-
ing Bodmer's travels. Bodmer’s most distinguished series of works in the
United States is composed of the portraits he so assiduously painted of the
Indians. While the Native American was hardly unknown in Europe,* few
Europeans had recorded the minutiae of their daily lives and rituals as did
Bodmer. His unflinching scientific portrayals, generally free of the roman-
tic trappings common in his contemporaries, set new standards of ethno-
graphic accuracy, including, as his paintings did, meticulous observation
of varied physiognomies, details of dress, body decorations, and tribal
ceremonial fineries (fig. 1).

It is true that Bodmer’s exotic images, like the works of Fiifili or Bocion,
remain exceptional examples of Swiss painting and are not always indica-
tive of regional or national trends. Yet, when the more characteristic ele-
ments of Swiss painting in the period under consideration are examined in
an international context, it can be seen that in most cases similarities of
style and purpose between Switzerland and America are very much visible,
perhaps more so than between Switzerland and her immediate European
neighbors. As was seen at the beginning of this paper, both countries were
subject to provincial isolation and to the need, therefore, for artistic self-
assertion, dominant factors that helped assure parallel artistic paths. The
republican nature of their respective political structures inevitably led to a
formation of painterly goals that separated them from older European tra-
ditions, thus providing a practical, if simplistic, response to the question
why these affinities are at times so striking and indeed expected. These
aspects were recently underscored in a major exhibition in Bern, which
treated the theme of democratic art as a broad concept and in which both
Swiss and American paintings were prominent.* One of the results of perus-
ing the examples selected is a surer picture of why Swiss-American artistic
correspondences should be considered with still greater depth and scien-

tific attention.
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STRATEGIES OF RECOGNITION

The Conditioning of the

American Artist between Marginality and Fame

You had better learn to make shoes or dig potatoes than become

a painter in this country.
— John Trumbull

Conditions

Over the past twenty years, within the wider context of the American quest
for intellectual and historical identity, art historians have increasingly
joined in arguing the continuity of native traditions. This growing sense of
national self-regard has been affirmed by a stream of exhibitions, accom-
panied by catalogs, monographs, and works of synthesis, many of them with
upbeat, patriotic titles proclaiming the urgent need for cultural autonomy:
The American Muse, American Light, An American Perspective, American
Paradise, A Proud Heritage, and American Art, American Vision are just a
few examples of this trend.! In place of the traditional pattern of exploring
local developments for evidence of European influence, the search is on for
the inherent singularity and originality of American modes of expression.?

This attempt to reinterpret pre-1945 American art, so long dismissed as
provincial and stylistically derivative, as a form of “positively applied eclec-
ticism” can be traced through a wide variety of initiatives. Many of these
attempts to draw closer to the nation’s cultural roots are marked by a new
breadth of vision that draws the applied arts and folk art into the discus-
sion of “High Art” and regards them — in defiance of conventional and
hierarchic susceptibilities — as the original motive forces of creativity on

the American continent.3

211



FrROHNE

With remarkable consistency, a string of recent exhibitions has explored
the mutual dependencies and influences that link “High and Low Culture.™
All these projects have carried the message that traditional views notwith-
standing, American art is not a mere by-product of European civilization
but possesses a character that has been decisively shaped by the visual set-
ting of Colonial life, by the wilderness as well as by urban folklore, by the
multicultural milieu, by mass production, and by the entertainment indus-
try that already flourished in the nineteenth century.® With this shift of
historical emphasis, the work of American artists, and particularly that of
the amateurs among them, has moved into the center of interest. The stigma
of stylistic inadequacy has given way to new criteria of judgment intended
to validate the unspent freshness of the American artist’s visual repertoire
in all its innovative power and to celebrate it as an authentic cultural state-
ment. Homebred spontaneity triumphs over imported convention; and the
naive, intuitive artist outshines the academician and all his effete stylistic
maneuvers. Unmistakably, this new trend in the conception of art exhibi-
tions articulates the view that the history of American art and with it the
acquisition and education policies of public museums stand in need of a
fundamental change of approach.

Interestingly enough, an appreciation of the vitality of American “nat-
ural talent” is by no means a novelty. As far back as 1827, the journalist John
Neal waxed enthusiastic over the “wild” brushstroke and inventive orna-
mental forms of Charles Codman, who worked as a decorative painter, on
the fringes of fine art. In his own day, the freshness of Codman’s naive and
luxuriously ornamented landscapes (fig. 2) was hailed as confirmation of
the Romantic idea of the amateur as genius. Significantly, this same notion
has been rehabilitated and elevated to the status of a national virtue, in the
course of the current debate on “High and Low Culture” in America.®

There can be no doubt that the alliance between the aspiring amateur
and the professional painter has been a central fact of artistic life on the
American continent. The close association between painting and handicraft,
which persisted until the mid-nineteenth century, left a decisive mark on
artists’ lives, both in the institutional and social status of their occupation
and in their use of imagery that sprang from the conditions under which
they worked.” This, in the American context, is where the question of the
aesthetic validity of traditional expressive patterns and representational

modes arises. How far did the influence of European models really extend,
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Charles Codman (American).

East Cove, ca. 1830,

oil on panel (fireboard}, 88.5 x 112 cm.
Harvard, Mass., Fruitlands Museums,

Museum Purchase, no. 290.1946.
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and at what point did they run out of expressive potential for New World
soclety? At what point did democratic consciousness collide with artistic
convention? What freedoms and what possible advantages did the artist
derive from his sheer distance from Europe and from European value sys-
tems? What, on the other hand, were the obstacles to artistic aspiration in a
democratic social order that had been shaped by Puritanism? And at what
point along the way to artistic professionalism and to social recognition did
the “capitalization” of art take place: the transformation of pictures into
marketable commodities through the gradual adjustment of their themes
to match the expectations of the public?

“In Colonial America, art’s existence seemed to depend entirely on per-
sonal decisions.”® In saying this, Neil Harris is referring to the historical
commonplace that it was primarily the Puritan lack of interest in art that
depressed the social status of the American artist until the mid-nineteenth
century. On closer inspection, however, this alleged disinterest turns out to
have been a profound and officially sanctioned hostility. The Colonial
Americans of the eighteenth century entrenched themselves behind the fac-
ile assertion that their aesthetic indifference could be explained by inex-
perience and cultural naiveté. They invariably justified their hostility
{disguised as apathy) to art by citing their achievements in the more vital
realms of science, economic activity, technology, and politics. Ultimately,
however, all this ostentatious pragmatism, promoted to the status of a national
self-image, was no more than a tactical camouflage for their own moral dis-
trust of aesthetic values.

What place was there for the artist in a society that regarded itself as
“Paradise regained”?9 What ethical significance or moral usefulness could
art possess when in the context of democracy all ideological and moral val-
ues seemed to be attainable? Did not the utopian dimension of art represent
a challenge to the prevailing values of “common sense” and “order without
miracle or extravagance”?10 Did not artistic fiction amount to an attack on
reality? And would not art therefore stimulate cravings that were socially
harmful and disruptive, either by fostering discrimination on grounds of
taste or social privilege or by leading to untrammeled consumerism and,
ultimately, to senseless extravagance? Might not art, with its prestige and
its emotive power, militate against the equality of social and political oppor-
tunity that Americans were so proud of? Would not artistic activity tend to

undermine the democratic idea of progress and bring about an inevitable
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relapse into the hierarchic structures and social anachronisms of the Old
World? Burdened with such misgivings, the fine arts were tainted by the
moral stigma of the feudal life-style.

In answer to all this stereotypical prejudice, an anonymous leading arti-
cle of 1855 in the literary and artistic magazine The Crayon sought to vin-
dicate the honor of the artist in America: “We know there are many who
are willing to be the appenda to wealth and social rank, to keep a foothold
in life by fostering pride and flattering vanity; but the true Artist has that
desire for reverence and regard, not for himself, but for the truth given
him to tell.’l!

In spite of this and similar efforts to rectify the image of the artistic pro-
fession, the public in general persisted in identifying the painter with the
social caste of his feudal patrons so that any encouragement of fine art was
regarded as pernicious propaganda for class distinction. Art was regarded
as a social force whose effects were incalculable but avoidable; as a result
there was a running debate in Colonial society as to the conditions that
might make the artist’s work a legitimate activity.

“Has the Artist a right to exist?”12 In such a context, this question, as
formulated in The Crayon by the writer quoted above, was by no means
merely rhetorical. President John Adams was not alone in distrusting art
because of its ability to adapt to any political system. As he saw it, this tra-
ditional readiness to serve any master and any policy was proof of a total
lack of moral integrity in art, in artists, and in their patrons. He firmly
admonished Thomas Jefferson that the fine arts, “which you love so well
and taste so exquisitely, have been subservient to Priests and Kings, Nobles
and Commons, Monarchies and Republicks.”13

In these circumstances it is no wonder that the word artist long retained
the pejorative associations, suggesting an “emotional conspirator,”!4 that
placed it, by definition, in opposition to the rationalistic self-image of the
Revolutionary period. The image of the artist in America was projected
onto a suspect milieu of aristocratic idlers and dominated by the cliché of
the artist’s servile dependence on patronage, and so he was despised. Nor
was he credited with a sense of social responsibility; he stood, in fact, for a
corrupt attitude of collaboration with feudal structures of dominance. This
was what the writer in The Cravon meant when he tackled the question of
artists’ traditional dependence on their clients: “They rewarded the fool
and the artist as they fostered their foibles or flattered their vanity. They
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3. Thomas Jefferson (American),

Carriage Drawing, ca. 17907,

ink on paper, 34.6 x 53.7 cm.
Charlottesville, University of Virginia,
Thomas Jefferson Papers (n-532), Tracy W.
McGregor Library, Special Collections
Department, University of Virginia Library.
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gave them gifts, but never paid them anything, since the idea of service
rendered was one not to be entertained.”1>

The dignity of the artist and the prestige of his work did not, therefore,
stand particularly high. There was little admiration for expressive power
and ingenuity. Expressions of respect for creative talent were mostly some-
what muted; and the type of the revered genius, the great master, as cele-
brated by Vasari in his Lives, was utterly foreign to the Colonial mind.16
“Painting as the confession of a ‘self,” painting as the expression of a spirit-
ual and intellectual ideology, did not exist.”17

The American public was impressed only if the aesthetic achievement
was one that a lay person could easily follow or that served to improve the
quality of useful objects and thus to clothe the daily necessities of life in
more pleasing, more profitable, and therefore more progressive forms. For
the moment, artistic aspirations were confined to the pursuit of refinement
and improvement, in a strictly practical sense.

“To appear unsophisticated was to become an ultimate mark of sophisti-
cation.”® This logic, so neatly formulated by Joshua A. C. Taylor, imposed
itself on any artist who sought to escape the effects of the public’s resent-
ment of anything that smacked of elitism. Craft skills were welcome; “Art,”
by contrast, was a luxury that — as John Adams saw it — neither Colonial
America nor the young republic could afford. In itself, the semantic inde-
cision between the terms artist and artisan, which until the early nineteenth
century repeatedly occur as synonyms in texts and documents, reflects this
popular attitude, which automatically associated the idea of an “artist” with
the qualities of a craft.1¥

Portraits — known as “likenesses” — represented only one of the many
functions that an unsophisticated public expected the artist to perform.20
His clients were as likely to ask him to gild frames as to paint business signs
or to design interiors. Jefferson’s undated, annotated sketch for a carriage
(fig. g) reflects the automatic expectation that the artist would do decora-
tive work. Jefferson’s primary demand for plain, simple, and functional
forms is entirely in keeping with the political program of rationalism.2! In
his notes on the sketch, he left it to the professional artist to put the final,
aesthetic polish on his functional, practical object (“An ingenious artist will
readily imagine all the details not particularized here”}; and in doing so he
subordinated the artist to the utilitarian ethos of the period, in which science

and politics, technical progress and artistic work, went hand in hand with
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the maxims of “common sense” and the all-pervading doctrine of democracy.

However casual Jefferson’s sketch may seem, it reveals something of the
official relationship between the artist and the American public. In several
respects, it exemplifies the aesthetic influence of American utilitarianism.
Artistic freedom was subject to the same rules as production in general;
and these practical constraints were reflected in the dissipation of talent
that any early nineteenth-century painter was forced to accept if he wanted
to survive. Alongside portrait commissions, he was expected to turn his hand
to technical draftsmanship, ornamental design, and the skilled use of a wide
variety of materials. The prima facie criterion of quality was that the result
should be easy for the viewer to follow. This official line, with its unmistak-
able echoes of the writings of John Ruskin, was followed by the contempo-
rary art critics, as can be seen from another leading article from The Cravon,
this time in 1855: “If the Artist has first based himself on that science which
we, equally with himself, can comprehend and judge...if he has been ear-
nest, conscientious, and clear-sighted where we could follow him, we may
fearlessly follow him, also, where he can see and we cannot.'22

To the American democrat, the artist’s integrity and the honesty of his
work could manifest themselves only in the fulfillment of his function as a
trustworthy communicator. The direct enlistment of the artist’s work in the
service of a social mission — such as constantly motivated the inventive ambi-
tion of Jefferson — typifies the image that was not only projected onto the
artist by outsiders but willingly adopted by the leaders of the profession. It
was part and parcel of their democratic ethos to rescue art from the palaces
of feudalism and the temples of elitist connoisseurship and at the same time
to define the status of the artist in terms markedly different from the self-
stylizing strategies of their European colleagues — both by coming closer
to their public and by frequently departing from the beaten track of artistic
convention. The Enlightenment aspirations and inventive enthusiasms of
such figures as Charles Willson Peale or Samuel F. B. Morse are entirely
representative of several generations of American artists who not only acted
as their own teachers and their own patrons but above all consented to sub-
ordinate their individual inclinations to the moral and educative usefulness
of their work.23
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Ambitions

Most of our artists paint to live, hoping, perhaps, the time
may come when thev may live to paint.

— Henry Theodore Tuckerman

Peale is undoubtedly the most brilliant representative of this type of uni-
versal, pioneering talent. Alongside his work as a painter, he earned par-
ticular distinction in science and technology. His practical gifts, which he
cultivated as assiduously as he did his artistic interests, led him to bring out
a succession of inventions, which he patented, albeit with a limited return.

In accordance with society’s expectations, Peale regarded himself as fun-
damentally an educator. He represented the American ideal of the self-made
man, and, as such, his organizational capacity and innovative drive were
regarded as exemplary and edifying. Like many self-taught contemporaries,
Peale had no clearly defined theory; his energy was fueled by a boundless
enthusiasm for progress. Toward the end of his life he painted a series of
self-portraits that form a retrospective survey of his many-sided career, and
in almost all of them this self-image is reflected in the pose of a scientist
lecturing on his work. They reveal him as an artist who was proud to play
his part in educating his public.

The first of these works, The Exhumation of the Mastodon, 1806-1808
(fig. 4), is an extraordinary combination of group portrait, genre picture,
and history painting. It records one of the great moments in Peale’s “scien-
tific” career, the dramatic discovery of two nearly complete mastodon skele-
tons in an Ice Age swamp near Newburgh, New York, in 1801.2¢ The artist
may be identified by the explicatory gesture of his right hand as he indi-
cates the trench where, to universal astonishment and admiration, the exca-
vation is taking place. In his left hand he holds a life-size reconstruction
drawing of mastodon bones, thus making the connection between his activ-
ity as a collector and his scientific interest in these specimens of natural
history. The viewer stands witness to the first archaeological excavations
on the American continent and, at the same time, to an act of self-presen-
tation in which the artist shows himself, in his family circle and flanked
by an array of scientists, as the archaeologist and preserver of American
natural history.2®

This unusual form of representation, overleaping all established picto-
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rial genres, leads us back to one of the questions posed at the outset. Peale’s
disregard for academic rules typifies the self-taught American artist’s abil-
ity to make a virtue out of necessity, converting his own lack of classical
training into the freedom to use his artistic resources in new and more origi-
nal ways. The “absence of routine,” which Henry Theodore Tuckerman
extolled a few decades later as an inestimable advantage over the “academic
trammels, prescriptive patronage, the deference excited by great exemplars”
that prevailed in Europe, was the New World painter’s sole working capi-
tal.20 Because his democratic relationship with society demanded modes of
expression outside the traditional iconographic repertoire, he was forced
to adopt methods relevant to his own situation. By sacrificing compositional
scruples to the message of his work, Peale elevated a genre subject out of its
contemporary context onto the plane of history painting, in a work that
can perhaps best be classified, with the benefit of modern experience and
visual habits, as “idealized pictorial reportage.”

A similar density of statement marks a painting completed more than a
decade later, The Artist in His Museum, 1822 (fig. 1).27 The trustees of Peale’s
museum had asked him for a life-size self-portrait. He wrote to his son
Rembrandt on 23 July 1822, “I think it important that I should not only
make it a lasting ornament to my art as a painter, but also that the design
should be expressive that I bring into public view the beauties of nature
and art, the rise and progress of the Museum.”28

In pursuit of this universalist aspiration, Peale has depicted himself as
if standing on a stage, in his dual role of painter and naturalist. As in the
work just described, Peale unhesitatingly accepts public curiosity as a chal-
lenge to his art. Once more, he has opted for a composition that suggests a
sensation. Theatrical lighting effects dramatize the grand gesture of the art-
ist, surrounded by his life’s work, as he takes the limelight in the plain but
impressive attire of an enlightened democrat, the impresario of American
artistic and natural history.

The curtain motif, the professional attributes, and the monumental effect
of the artist’s figure, leave us in no doubt that Peale has projected this his-
tory painting, which is a celebration of the American democratic ideal,
directly onto the traditional iconography of the monarchical portrait. Like
many of his contemporaries, he has used a well-tried compositional scheme
and filled it with a new ideological content.

Countless formal precedents suggest themselves, in works that Peale
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Charles Willson Peale (American},
The Exhumation of the Mastodon, 1806-1808,

oil on canvas, 128.2 x 160.3 cm.

Baltimore, The Peale Museum, Baltimore

City Life Museums, no. Ma 5g11.
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Franz Messmer (Austrian) and
Ludwig Kohl (Czech),
Emperor Francis I Surrounded by the Direc-

tors of His Collection (Kaiser Franz I im Kreise
der Direktoren seiner Sammlungen), 1773,
oil on canvas, 283 x 302 cm.

Vienna, Naturhistorisches Museum.
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might have known either from European engravings or from his own visits
to England. The portrait by Franz Messmer and Ludwig Kohl of Emperor
Francis I Surrounded by the Directors of His Collection, 1773 (fig. 5), was
probably not directly known to Peale,® but it is of interest because it illus-
trates the contrast between, on the one hand, the American view of the char-
acter and use of a natural history collection and, on the other, the European
aristocratic tradition of cabinets of artistic and natural curiosities.?0 In the
painting by Messmer and Kohl the monarch is seen in the exclusive setting
of his own cabinet of curiosities, conferring with a select group of experts
on the precious items in his prestigious collection. The American demo-
crat, by contrast, gives the signal to admit all and sundry without restric-
tion. In total contrast to the dynastic ruler, who assumes the curatorship of
the past behind a screen of hereditary privilege, the American artist steps
confidently into the limelight and integrates his contemporaries, both as
protagonists and as spectators, into the scenario of American history.

The figures in the background of Peale’s Ariist in His Museum serve as
living proof of the egalitarian principle and didactic function of the collec-
tion, which Peale expressly threw open to children and to “the fair sex.”?!
A man expatiates to his son on the wonders of the objects on display, while
a woman in Quaker dress throws up her hands in astonishment at the huge
skeleton of the mastodon. They all illustrate the mission that Peale under-
took to fulfill, both in his work as an artist and in the conception of his
museum. Influenced by the ideas of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Peale pursued
an ideal of culture in which there could be no higher satisfaction than that
of giving instruction to one’s contemporaries. His noblest task as an artist,
as he saw it, was to leave a lasting impression on the visitor to his museum.
He had no objection to whimsical diversions in outlandish directions, far
from it. It was part of Peale’s philosophy of education to use entertainment
value as a stimulus to the visitor’s interest.?? It was for the public to derive
“rational amusement” from the interplay of fascination and reflection.

This fusion of the rationalism of science, the freedom of artistic expres-
sion, and the commercial interest in popularization created the social space
in which the first museum in the New World could operate. More than that,
it enabled its creator to see himself as the promoter of the emergent social
potential of instruction through art; and it was in this in-between region of
“rational amusement,” artistic education, and resourceful entrepreneurship

that the artist at last found his niche in American society.
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Commissions

Paint pictures that will take with the public — never paint for
the few, but the many.

— William Sidney Mount

During the Jackson presidency (1829-1837), known as the Age of the Rise of
the Common Man, the American painter continued to depend for material
success on a strong personal commitment and the ability to adapt to the
needs of a wide public. An artist was someone with the courage to be his
own patron. In contrast to the support and patronage European painters
received from the nobility and the Church, the American artist needed all
the ingenuity, shrewdness, and resourcefulness of a born businessman. The
idea of transferring the role of patronage to the state was abhorrent to every
democratic, individualistic, and anticentralist principle of the American
mind. To this day, the same attitude is reflected in the largely private pat-
tern of patronage of cultural institutions in the United States.

Until the early nineteenth century, very few painters could make a set-
tled living in one place. Most were compelled to travel far and wide, not
only in the search for clients and patrons but also on adventurous expedi-
tions designed to enrich their own thematic repertoire. A visually unso-
phisticated public was more readily impressed by spectacular pictorial ideas
than by subtle stylistic exercises, and thus impressive renderings of the
wonders of nature, drawn from the remotest regions of the Americas, were
a sure boost to the artist’s finances. In 1859 when Frederic Edwin Church
exhibited his vast, panoramic landscape Heart of the Andes, 1859 (New
York, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, no. 09.95), the public flocked to
the Studio Building at 15 Tenth Street, New York, to gaze at the exotic mar-
vel. An enticing arrangement, with swaths of black crepe around the frame
and a profusion of palm fronds, turned the painting into a thrilling visual
experience.3? A photograph of the Metropolitan Fair in New York, where
the same painting was shown again in 1864 (fig. 6), is a pale reflection of the
lavish setting that the astute Church devised for the premiere of the work.
On that occasion, the papers reported such a crowd of visitors that the police
had to clear the street in front of the Studio Building. And so, at twenty-
five cents a head entrance money, Church made around three thousand

dollars in one month.34
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6. The New York Metropolitan Fair Art
Gallery photographed by J. Gurney & Son,
707 Broadway, N.Y., 1864, showing the exhi-
bition of Frederic Edwin Church (American),
Heart of the Andes, 185q.
Printed [rom one half of a stereopticon view.
Novato, Calif., collection of Leonard A. Walle.
Photo: Courtesy The Brooklyn Museum.
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John Vanderlyn {American),

Description of the City, Palace, and

Gardens of Versailles, 1819,

engraving, 32.1 X 40 ¢m,

printed 1833 by E. Conrad.

Kingston. New York State Office of Parks,
Recreation and Historic Preservation. Senate

House State Historic Site, no. sH.1975.612.53.

Charles Willson Peale (American),

The Staircase Group. 1795.

oil on canvas, 228.2 X 101.2 cm.

Philadelphia, Philadelphia Museum of Art,
The George W. Elkins Collection, no. £'45-1-1.
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Many followed Church’s profitable example. Artists whose ambitions
were no longer satisfied by portrait commissions needed to send their paint-
ings on a tour of the big East Coast cities or else risk financial ruin every
time they painted a big history or landscape painting. Most of them took to
heart William Sidney Mount’s advice, cited above: “Paint pictures that will
take with the public.” With the same lack of inhibition that had once moved
Peale to bolster his budget by sending one of his mastodon skeletons on a
tour of the European capitals, such celebrated figures as William Dunlap,
Rembrandt Peale, George Catlin, Albert Bierstadt, and Frederic Edwin
Church showed off their pictures like fairground attractions to a paying
public and applied strategies, on occasion, remarkably like those of travel-
ing salesmen.?® Few of them shrank from spectacular effects, just so long as
they would draw in the crowds.

In formal as well as commercial terms, American artists tended to absorb
the methods of the new visual media of their day into their own repertoire,
drawing on the profane world of the entertainment industry as readily as
they did on the realm of High Art.? The medium became the message, in a
move toward popularization that was a response to the challenge of Ameri-
can public expectations.3” Thus, when painters displayed their landscapes
in three-dimensional settings, they were borrowing the successful techniques
of the panoramas and dioramas that diverted and fascinated their contem-
poraries to the point of becoming a mass medium.? In 181q, for instance,
the painter John Vanderlyn presented his own panorama of the palace and
gardens of Versailles (fig. 7) in a specially constructed rotunda, before tak-
ing it on tour to Philadelphia and into Canada.? As far back as 1795 Peale
had experimented in his own way with the illusionistic possibilities of paint-
ing. He placed his portrait of his sons, known as The Staircase Group (fig. 8),
in a real door frame and continued it out into real space by attaching a
wooden step to it, thus combining image and object in a near-perfect illu-
sion of reality comparable to the illusionary effects that were employed by
American trompe 'oeil painters at the end of the nineteenth century.4

The capacity of “life effects” to enhance the allure of a work inspired
George Catlin to add yet another dimension to his strategies of enhance-
ment. For an exhibition of his large collection of Indian portraits, he engaged
a troop of members of the Iowa tribe, who roused Paris and London audi-
ences to paroxysms of delight with the splendor of their costumes and the

exotic charm of their dances (figs. g, 10).4! Sometimes, too, he worked hand
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in hand with the legendary giants of showmanship. Although these busi-
ness connections with Phineas T. Barnum and Buffalo Bill Cody stemmed
from economic necessity rather than from inclination, they do serve to
underscore his general readiness to overstep the boundaries between the
artist and the showman .+

With these borrowings from the methods of the popular entertainment
industry, Catlin and his fellow painters espoused a principle that would
eventually, in the twentieth century, lead to the unexampled alliance be-
tween art and the New York underground scene, between sensational visual
creations and the glamour of Hollywood that marked the heyday of Pop
Art. The supreme self-promotional talent of an Andy Warhol, his catalytic
function as artist, entertainer, pop star, art industrialist, and boss of the
legendary Factory, undoubtedly stands in direct line of succession to the
unconventional commercial pragmatists of the early generation of Ameri-
can painters.+

To satisfy public demand was a priority and not only for economic rea-
sons. As confirmed democrats, the painters of the day regarded their con-
temporaries’ reactions as an expression of social cohesion. Anyone who
shrank from confronting the public at large and its expectations was likely
to be dismissed as an elitist with a message confined to a few initiates and
thus as an offender against democratic principles. The artist’s compact with
his public became the criterion of quality. In Europe, when early Romantic
artists sought to drop out of society and live as outsiders, this was regarded
as a symptom of alienation within society; in contemporary America, such
a move was a stain on the individual’s reputation.

Ideologically, American artists were far less conscious of being in con-
flict with the conventions of bourgeois society and with the demands of the
market. Instead of relying on a cultivated elite to pay its homage to genius,
they concentrated on gaining the tangible recognition and support of a
broad and not particularly distinguished public.

A comparison between Charles Bird King’s ltinerant Artist, circa 1850
(fig. 11), and Georg Friedrich Kersting’s portrait of his teacher, Caspar David
Friedrich, circa 1812 (fig. 12), reveals the deep-seated contrast between these
two artistic postures. Where the American artist identifies with simple, un-
pretentious, ordinary people, Kersting pays homage to the genius of the
creative individual who finds his freedom in contemplative seclusion, far

from society and all its pressures.+ King, by contrast, has not even used
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9. Karl Girardet (French), 10.
Louis-Philippe Watching the Dance of the
Indians in the Tuileries (Le roi Louis-
Philippe, la reine Marie-Amélie et la duchesse

d’'Orléans assistent dans le Salon de la Paix
aux Tuileries @ une danse d'indiens Towa que
leur présente le peintre George Catlin,

21 avril 1845), 1845.

Paris, Musée National du Chateau de
Versailles et de Trianon, no. mv 6138.
Photo: R. M. N.
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11. Charles Bird King (American),
The Itinerant Artist, ca. 1850.

oil on canvas, 114.7 X 146.2 cm.
Cooperstown, New York State Historical
Association, no. N-537.67.
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Georg Friedrich Kersting (German),

Caspar David Friedrich in His Studio

(Der Maler Caspar David Friedrich in seinem
Atelier), ca. 1812,

oil on canvas. 51 x 40 cm.

Berlin, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin,
Preuflischer Kulturbesitz. Nationalgalerie,
no. A 1931 ©1992 BPK. Berlin.

Photo: Jorg P. Anders, Berlin.
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any additional emphasis to set the itinerant artist apart from his rustic cli-
entele. We see the painter in dialogue with his untutored, provincial pub-
lic, whose judgment of his work he clearly respects. The work exemplifies
the view that artistic abilities are inherently learnable and consequently
accessible to a wide mass of people. The boy imitating the professional art-
ist’s technique behind his back embodies the egalitarian principle that cre-
ative talent is no longer the domain of a privileged few or a sign of social
distinction but — ideally — accessible to all.®

King’s iconography is entirely typical of studio scenes from this phase
of American painting. The artist had voluntarily surrendered his tradi-
tional special status and joined the ranks of his contemporaries. Formerly
terra incognita, a place of mystery, a shrine of creative inspiration, the art-
ist’s studio in America became a plain “painting room”; but it was also a
forum to which the public was admitted to cast a critical eye on the artist at
work. The unassailable myth of the artist was passé, and instead the New
World masters sought to convince through the rhetorical power of empiri-
cal fact alone.

This idealism, with its pursuit of democratization in art, criticism, and
taste, has its ambivalent side, particularly in view of today’s debate on the
banning of pictures from exhibitions. Even then, painters were aware of
the problems raised by the categorical nineteenth-century demand for “com-
mon sense in art.”47 It was a demand that was voiced with particular vigor
and insistence in the leading articles of The Crayon.

One artist who was critical of this dictate was a German-American,
Johannes Adam Simon Oertel. Although he captures the naive officious-
ness of the Country Connoisseurs, 18s5 (fig. 18), with an amusing and liber-
ating touch of comedy, there is no mistaking the seriousness of his fear of
egalitarian absolutism. Oertel’s genre scene shows the destructive conse-
quences of the invasion of the painter’s creative sanctuary by an ill-informed
and captious public and the logical conclusion to which the democratic veto
leads: the artist almost vanishes from sight behind his phalanx of lay crit-
ics and is forced into the background, there to watch helplessly while his
work is reduced to the plaything of a grinning mob.

In the context of the recent scandal over an exhibition of photographs
by Robert Mapplethorpe and of the legal tussle over the financing of con-
troversial projects by the National Endowment for the Arts, Oertel’s satire

is as topical as it ever was. Any interpretation of democracy that authorizes
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13. Johannes Adam Simon Oertel

(German-American),

Country Connoisseurs, 1855,

oil on canvas, g2.9 x 107.7 cm.

Shelburne, Vt., Shelburne Museum, cat. no.

27.1.1-148. Photo: Ken Burris.
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14. Demonstration against censorship of the
photographs of Robert Mapplethorpe in
Cincinnati. From the International Herald
Tribune, g April 1990.

Photo: Courtesy ap/Wide World Photos.
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’

a self-appointed “moral majority,” whether in Washington, D.C., or in Cin-
cinnati, to rule through the courts on the presentation and quality of works
of art contains the seed of perversion. The public places the artist (or the
presenter of art) in the dock, instead of seeing the artistic provocation as a
reaction to the same catastrophic decline in the quality of life that is the
unacknowledged source of the public’s own disquiet. The inquisitorial zeal
with which the public 1s currently assailing the artist’s work is only a logical
continuation of a profound mistrust, a time-honored American ambivalence
toward the unpredictable forces of artistic freedom (fig. 14). Just as the fic-
tional element in art was mistrusted by Colonial Americans as an implicit
attack on their idealized present reality, a ferocious assault is today being
mounted against images whose alleged obscenity and crudeness pale into
insignificance by comparison with the brutal reality of contemporary life.
The underlying attitude has not changed much, as can be seen from a retro-
spective survey of this all-American version of the iconoclastic controversy.
The question raised by nineteenth-century artists and their public — “Has
the Artist a right to exist?” — has now reduced itself to its ideological nucleus.
Today’s iconoclasts essentially duplicate the question already raised by their
nineteenth-century predecessors. Although they may no longer doubt the
artist’s right to exist, they certainly question his right to say what he thinks.
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1959; New York: Viking, 1981); John Wilmerding, ed., American Light: The Luminist Movement
1850-1875, Paintings — Drawings — Photographs, with contributions by Lisa Fellows Andrus et
al., exh. cat. (Washington, DD.C.: National Gallery of Art, 1980); John Wilmerding, Linda Ayres,
and Earl A. Powell, An American Perspective: Nineteenth-Centurv Art from the Collection of Jo
Ann and Julian Ganz, Jr., exh. cat. (Washington, 1D.C.: National Gallery of Art, 1981); John K.
Howat et al., American Paradise: The World of the Hudson River School, exh. cat. (New York:
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1987); Ellen M. Schall, John Wilmerding, and David M.
Sokol, eds., American Art, American Vision: Paintings from a Centurv of Collecting, exh. cat.
(Lvnchburg, Va.: Maier Museum of Art, Randolph-Macon Woman'’s College, 19g0).

2. Among the pioncers of this research was James Thomas Flexner. “Disdain for the Ameri-
can tradition in art was the correct sophisticated attitude,” is his summary of the institutional-

ized inferiority complex that he sought to counter in his writings from the 1930s onward (see

237



FROHNE

his America’s Old Masters [1939: Garden City. N.Y.: Doubleday, 1980], unpaginated preface).
However, his approach shows a strong tendency to hero-worship the uncontaminated natural
talents of the Hudson River generation of painters, and some critical revision is called for today.

3. To clarify the term “folk art,” see Ian M. G. Quimby and Scott T. Swank, eds., Perspec-
tives on American Folk Art {(New York: Norton, 1980). See also Lawrence W. Levine, Highbrow/
Lowbrow: The Emergence of Cultural Hierarchv in America {Cambridge, Mass., and London:
Harvard Univ. Press, 1988).

4. The controversial typology of popular culture and modern art, which Kirk Varnedoe
and Adam Gopnik expounded in their exhibition High and Low: Modern Art, Popular Cul-
ture, exh. cat. (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1ggo}, makes no specific reference to
American art as such. Even so, their survey belongs in the context of a succession of projects
that have juxtaposed so-called elitist and popular culture in order to open up for debate the
aesthetic hierarchies involved. Operating on a related wavelength, Elizabeth Broun traces his-
torical connections in pursuit of the identity of American art. She writes of her exhibition AMade
with Passion: The Hemphill Collection in the National Museum of American Art, exh. cat. {Wash-
ington, D.C.: National Muscum of American Art, 1ggo-19g1), that its primary idea was to “take
into account the huge number of people who have had an urge toward visual expression and
more or less made up the way theyv did it”; see Roberta Smith, “Operating on the Gap between
Art and Not Art,” New York Times (23 December 19g0), Hq1. Broun regards the Hemphill Col-
lection as the basis for a concerted program of study that will give the history of American art a
new and more vital face by turning serious attention to the work of neglected American artists.
An carlier exhibition initiated by Broun and devoted to the life and work of Albert Pinkham
Ryder dealt with the myth of an unorthodox artist whose uncorrupted inventive gift made him
a role model for the American artistic community.

5. On the history of entertainment and cultural institutions in America, see two books by
Neil Harris, Humbug: The Art of P. 1. Barnum {Boston: Little, Brown, 1973), and Cultural Excur-
sions: Marketing Appetites and Cultural Tastes in Modern America (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago
Press, 199o). On American popular culture, see also John Atlee Kouwenhoven, The Arts in Mod-
ern American Civilization (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1948; reprint, New York and London:
Norton, 1967); and Carl Bode, The Anatomy of American Popular Culture, 1840-1861 (Berkeley:
Univ. of California Press, 1959).

6. On this, see Gracie Felker, "Charles Codman: Early Nineteenth-Century Artisan and
Artist,” The American Art Journal 2, no. 2 (1ggo}: 61-86.

7. A superb survey of the evolution of the profession of the painter in Europe is supplied
by Rudolf and Margot Wittkower, who show, for instance, that in the English-speaking coun-
tries, until well into the seventeenth century, painters were regarded as “low-class tradesmen.”

See Rudolf and Margot Wittkower, Born under Saturn (New York and London: Norton, 196g).

238



STRATEGIES OF RECOGNITION

8. Neil Harris, The Artist in American Society: The Formative Years 1790-1860 (Chicago and
London: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1982), x.

9. Sacvan Bercovitch discusses the use of this term in the chapter “Puritanism and Self” in
his book The Puritan Origin of the American Self (New Haven and London: Yale Univ. Press,
1975), 15.

10. Ibid., 12.

1. “The Position of the Artist,” The Cravon 1 (28 March 18g5): 193.

12. Ibid.

—

3. John Adams to Thomas Jefferson, Quincy, 28 February 1816, in Adams-Jefferson Letters
2:502-503. cited by IHarris (see note 8), 6.

14. This term was coined by Neil Harris {see note 8), xi.

15. The Cravon 1 {28 March 1855): 193.

16. America’s answer to Vasari was the chronicler Henry Theodore Tuckerman. In his Book
of the Artists (New York: Putnam, 1867), Tuckerman followed Vasari in discussing the outstand-
ing artists of his own time, but his biographical descriptions concern themselves less with the
prestige of the individual and of his work than with the educative value and democratic spirit
manifested in that work. In direct contrast to Vasari’s literary portraits, Tuckerman's descrip-
tions played down the elitist aura in favor of qualities that his readers could be expected to
understand and identify with, qualities that enabled Americans to respect their artists as inte-
grated and valuable members of society.

17. Alfred Neumever, Geschichte der amerikanischen Malerei: Von der kolonialen Friihzeit
bis zur naiven Maleret im 18. und 19. Jahrhundert (Munich: Prestel, 1974), 13: “Malerei als
Konfession eines "Ich’, Malerei als Ausdruck geistlicher und geistiger Konventionen existierte
nicht.”

18. Joshua A. C. Taylor, America as Art (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press,
1976), 51.

19. See Harris (note 8), xiff. American society, with its utilitarian bent, initially had no
place for the artist at all. Unlike merchants, lawvers, physicians, and craftsmen, who followed
traditional patterns that afforded them social status and recognition. visual artists were obliged
to create a demand for art among their contemporaries before they could market their own
skills. Rightly, Neumeyer {see note 17), 17. too, concludes that any distinction between “art”
and “craft” in the assessment of the arts in America constitutes an imposition of the European
viewpoint. Consequently, for an understanding of the cultural situation in the late eighteenth
century, the phrase “vernacular thinking” is of great importance. For the influence of the “ver-
nacular arts” on American culture, see also Kouwenhoven {note 5), chap. 2. “What is Vernacu-
lar,” 19—42. The term “vernacular arts” was formerly used to cover all those modes of creative

expression that sprang directly from the everyday life of the country. In the current discus-

239



FrounNE

sion, regrettably, this neutral concept has been displaced by a pair of discriminatory terms,
“High and Low Art.” Paradoxically, this usage reflects precisely the hierarchic thinking that
comes in for criticism in the course of this debate.

20. There were no schools where the artist might learn his trade. The technique of paint-
ing “likenesses” was handed down from master to pupil on the “learning by doing” principle.
On this see Joshua A. C. Taylor, The Fine Arts in America (Chicago and London: Univ. of Chicago

Press, 1979), and in particular the chapter “1670-1776: Beginnings,” 2-26. Similarly, when it
came to commissioning portraits, not much account was taken of the value of creative individu-
ality. The ultimate criterion of quality was the degree of solid craftsmanship. Technical preci-
sion was more valued than the personal touch of the painter; and vet, as a result of faulty training
methods, technical abilities were often markedly defective by European standards. In her con-
troversial travel notes, written in 1832, Mrs. Trollope gave her view of the dilemma of the self-
taught American painters: “In fact, T think that there is a verv considerable degree of natural
talent for painting in America, but it has to make its way through darkness and thick night....
Bovs who know no more of human form, than theyv do of the eves. nose, and mouth in the
moon, begin painting portraits.” Fanny Trollope, Domestic Manners of the Americans (Oxford
and New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1984), 306.

21. By contemporary standards, Jefferson had a progressive and liberal attitude toward
art; but he was almost exclusively preoccupied with architecture. In his views on the other arts,
he too oscillated between indifference and mistrust. on the grounds that their champions stood
accused of inclining toward hedonism, luxury, and extravagance. See Harris (note 8), 42ff.

22. “The Artist as Teacher,” The Cravon 1(4 April 1855): 209.

23. On Peale’s life and work. see Charles Coleman Sellers, The Artist of the Revolution:
The Early Life of Charles Willson Peale {Hebron, Conn.: Feather & Good, 1939); Berta N. Briggs.
Charles Willson Peale, Artist and Patriot (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1g52); Charles Coleman Sell-
ers, Charles Willson Peale (New York: Scribner’s, 196g); Lillian B. Miller, ed., Charles Willson
Peale: Artist in Revolutimzar_v America, 1785-1791, The Selected Papers of Charles Willson Peale
and his Family, vol. 1 (New Haven and London: Yale Univ. Press, 1983); Edgar P. Richardson.
Brooke Hindle, and Lillian B. Miller, Charles Willson Peale and His World (New York: Abrams,
1983); Gillian B. Miller and David C. Ward, eds., New Perspectives on Charles Willson Peale:
A 250th Anniversarv Celebration (Pittsburgh: Univ. of Pittsburgh Press, 1gg1).

24. One of the two skeletons was installed in the Peale Museum with the aid of the anatomist
Dr. Caspar Wistar. The missing parts were replaced with papier-maché substitutes or with bones
carved out of wood by the sculptor William Rush. The other skeleton went on tour to England
with Peale’s sons Rembrandt and Rubens (Richardson, Hindle, and Miller [see note 23], 85).

25. Some twenty portraits, out of the seventy-five individuals shown, can be identified from

the painting (ibid.).

240



STRATEGIES OF RECOGNITION

26. Tuckerman (see note 16) invoked the progressive mentality of the American artist, whose
work, he thought. could only benefit from the democratic society in which he lived. He went
on: “Our atmosphere of freedom, of material activity, of freshness and prosperity, should ani-
mate the manly artist. He has vantage-ground here unknown in the Old World, and should
work confidently therein™ (p. 28).

27. On this see Charles Coleman Sellers, Portraits and Miniatures by Charles Willson Peale
(Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society, 1952). no. 636; Roger B. Stein, “Charles Willson
Peale’s Expressive Design: The Artist in His Museum,” Prospects: The Annual of American
Cultural Studies 6 (1981): 139-85.

28. Richardson, Hindle, and Miller (see note 23), 104.

29. Empress Maria Theresa commissioned Franz Messmer and Ludwig Kohl to paint this
group portrait in 1773, after the emperor’s death. He is shown seated at a pietra dura table in
one of the rooms of his cabinet of curiosities. Around him stand the directors of the various
imperial court collections. Highly prized for its iconographic content, the painting was copied
for the Kaisersaal in Frankfurt. See Alfons Lhotsky, "Die Geschichte der Sammlungen: Von
Maria Theresia bis zum Ende der Monarchie.™ in Festschrift des Kunsthistorischen Museums zur
Feter des funfrigjihrigen Bestandes (Vienna: Ferdinand Berger, Horn, 1941-1945), 433-34, xliv;
Walter Koschatzky, ed., Maria Theresia und ihre Zeit. exh. cat. (Vienna: Schlof Schonbrunn,
1980). 477.

30. On the history of cabinets of artistic and natural curiosities in Europe, see Barbara
Jeanne Balsiger, “The Kunst- und Wunderkammern: A Catalogue Raisonné of Collecting in
Germany, France. and England, 1565-1750" (Ph.D. diss., University of Pittsburgh, 1970); Julius
Schlosser, Die Kunst- und Wunderkammern der Spitrenaissance: Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte des
Sammelwesens, rev. ed. (Braunschweig: Klinkhardt & Biermann, 1978); Oliver Impey and Arthur
McGregor, eds.. The Origins of Museums: The Cabinet of Curtosities in Sixteenth- and Seventeenth-
Century Europe (Oxford: Clarendon, 1985).

31. On the history of museums in America, see Germain Bazin, “The New World,” in idem,
The Museum Age (New York: Universe, 1967), 241-61; the comprehensive bibliography in
Barbara Y. Newsom and Adele Z. Silver, eds., The Art Museum as Educator: A Collection of
Studies as Guides to Practice and Policv (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: Univ. of Califor-
nia Press, 1978); Karin Elizabeth Rawllins, “The Educational Metamorphosis of the American
Art Muscum™ (Ph.D. diss., Stanford University, 1981); Harris, 1990 {sec note 5), including esp.
the chaps. "A Historical Perspective on Museum Advocacy,” 82-g5, “Cultural Institutions and
American Modernization.” g6-110, and “Muscums: The Hidden Agenda,” 132-47.

32, Experiments on living subjects were among the great sensations of the Peale Museum.
Thus, Apollo, a performing dog, showed off his tricks as examples of “animal intelligence”; in

1828 a Miss Honeywell, who had no arms. was engaged by the Museum to demonstrate her

241



FROHNE

mouth paintings; and in 1829 tribal dances and “mancuvers of scalping” were executed by a
group of Sandusky Indians. See Amy Gamerman, “Tom Thumb’s Suit and Other Wonders,”
Wall Street Journal (12 February 1991), A12.

33. See David Carew Huntington, The Landscapes of Frederic Edwin Church: Vision of an
American Era (New York: Braziller, 1966), 5; John L. Baur, The Autobiographyv of Worthington
Whittredge (New York: Arno, 1969), 28.

34. See Annette Blaugrund, “The Tenth Street Studio Building” (Ph.D. diss., Columbia
University, 1978), 105.

35. There were some critics who objected strongly to this form of presentation. Clarence
Cook attacked Bierstadt’s exhibition style with particular vehemence: the “vast machinery of
advertisement and puffery,” the “devices to rouse and stimulate public curiosity,” and the “art-
ist's connivance in this system” seemed to him to be unworthy of the painter’s noble calling. He
accordingly appealed to those artists “who wish to elevate their profession above that of the
showman, to help us abate it.” See Clarence Cook, “Bierstadt’s Rocky Mountains,” in Nancy K.
Anderson and Linda S. Ferber, eds., Albert Bierstadt: Art and Enterprise, exh. cat. (Brooklyn:
The Brooklyn Museum, 19go), 31.

36. 1am grateful to Thomas W. Gaehtgens for pointing out to me that the business acumen
of the nineteenth-century American painters and especially their talent for seli-promotion had
individual precedents in late eighteenth-century France. For instance. Jacques-Louis David
mounted a massive public relations campaign in Paris for The Oath of the Horatii (Le Serment
des Horaces), 1785 (Paris, Musée du Louvre, no. 36g2), and told his German colleague Friedrich
Tischbein that he intended to keep the painting on show to the public for at least one year
before handing it over to the government. It was not until 1799 that David successfully and
lucratively carried out a similar plan by exhibiting his painting The Rape of the Sabine Women
(Les Sabines), 1799 (Paris, Musée du Louvre, no. g6g1), for five years with an admission fee of
1.80 francs. Thomas E. Crow is right to conclude that this marks the transition from artist to
entrepreneur. See Thomas E. Crow, Painters and Public Life in Eighteenth-Century Paris (New
Haven and London: Yale Univ. Press, 1985). 232. With the enthusiasm of a self-declared “nomadic
and independent bohemian,” Gustave Courbet took the initiative in bringing his paintings to
the people. In 1850 he toured an exhibition to Ornans, Besancon, Dijon, and smaller towns and
villages, where with the permission of the local mayors he posted huge bills advertising himself
as a master of painting; at the time, such a one-man show was an extremely unusual event. See
Werner Hofmann, ed., Courbet und Deutschland, exh. cat. (Hamburg: Hamburger Kunsthalle;
Frankfurt am Main: Stadtische Galerie im Stidelschen Kunstinstitut, 1978-1979), 11; Jack Lind-
say, Gustave Courbet: His Life and Art (New York: Harper & Row, 1973}, 70ff.

37. This motto, in its original form, was coined by Marshall McLuhan in the context of the

advertising and mass-media strategies of the later 1g60s. See Marshall McLuhan and Quentin

242



STRATEGIES OF RECOGNITION

Fiore, The Medium Is the Message {New York: Bantam, 1967).

38. On the history of panoramas, see Heinz Buddemeier, Panorama, Diorama, Photographie:
Entstehung und Wirkung neuer Medien im 19. Jahrhundert (Munich: Fink, 1970); Stephan
Oettermann, Das Panorama: Die Geschichte eines Massenmediums (Frankfurt am Main: Syndikat,
1980); Ralph Hyde, Panoramania! The Art and Entertainment of the “All-Embracing” View, with
an introduction by Scott B. Wilcox, exh. cat. (LLondon: Barbican Art Gallery, 1988).

39. Since 1988 Vanderlyn’s fascinating panorama has been open to the public in the Ameri-
can Wing of the Metropolitan Museum of Art. In the Museum’s catalog for this monumental
work, the authors refer to Vanderlyn’s marketing strategies: “In an effort to attract favorable
notice for his exhibitions, the artist often used them in support of one charity or another, donat-
ing a percentage of his take for a specified period of time. He did so at the Rotunda in New
York in 1819, in aid of the victims of a disastrous fire; in Philadelphia in 1820, in support of the
Institute of the Deal and Dumb; and in Charleston in 1823, for the New York Apprentices
Librarv.” This was not as successful as he had anticipated: “His attempts to appeal to the social
conscience did not substantially increase his audience.” See Kevin J. Avery and Peter L. Fedora,
John Vanderlyn'’s Panoramic View of the Palace and Gardens of Versailles, exh. cat. (New York:
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1988), 26.

40. Anne Hollander’s original book Moving Pictures is of interest in this connection. She
sets out to show how the realistic, panoramalike idiom of American painting anticipated the
visual practices of the motion picture industry. See, in particular, chap. 13, “America,” in Anne
Hollander, Moving Pictures (New York: Knopf, 1989), 349-92.

4]1. On this see also Yvon Bizardel, American Painters in Paris, trans. Richard Howard (New
York: Macmillan, 1960}, esp. on George Catlin’s Louis-Philippe Watching the Dance of the Indians
in the Tuilleries, 118ff. Among the admiring spectators were Charles Baudelaire, George Sand,
and Eugéne Delacroix; see William H. Truettner, The Natural Man Observed: A Study of Catlin’s
Indian Gallery (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1979), 14-15.

42. See Brian W. Dippie, Catlin and His Contemporaries: The Politics of Patronage (Lincoln:
Univ. of Nebraska Press, 1990}, 101-105.

43. On Warhol’s marketing strategies, sec Andy Warhol, “Success Is a Job in New York...:
The Early Art and Business of Andy Warhol, exh. cat. (New York: Gray Art Gallery and Study
Center, New York Univ.; Pittsburgh: The Carnegiec Muscum of Art, 198g).

44. Sce Hannelore Gaertner, Georg Friedrich Kersting (Leipzig: Seemann, 1988), and in
particular “Die Atelierbilder,” 38-65.

45. See Lucille Wrubel Grindhammer, Art and Public: The Democratization of the Fine Arts
in the Unauted States, 1830-1860 (Stuttgart: Metzler, 1g975), 1.

46. The literature on studio motifs in American painting is regrettably inadequate. Most

articles on this subject exhaust themselves in purely illustrative coverage of the extant paint-

243



FROHNE

ings in this category. A concise survey of the iconography of the theme is provided by Nicolai
Cikovsky, Jr., in his preface to the catalog The Artist’s Studio in American Painting, 1840-1983,
exh. cat. {Allentown, Pa.: Allentown Art Museum, 1983-1984). Also see Mary Vance, Artist Stu-
dios: A Bibliography (Monticello, I1l.: Vance Bibliographies, 1988).

47. A leading article under this title proclaims: “The sum of Common Sense in Art is. that
men are fitted to criticize pictures — not by the time they spend in galleries and studios, but by
the extent of their knowledge of Nature. and the comprehension of her mysteries.” *Common

Sense in Art,” The Cravon 1 (7 February 1853), 81.

244



This page intentionally left blank



Winslow Homer (American),
Prisoners from the Front, 1866,

oil on canvas, 61.5 x g7.4 cm.

New York, The Metropolitan Museum of Art,
Gift of Mrs. Frank B. Porter, 1922, no. 22.207.
All Rights Reserved, The Metropolitan
Museum of Art.



Nicolai Cikovsky, Jr.

WinsLow HoMER’S NATIONAL STYLE

When we think of America, many of us (not only Americans) think of it in
Winslow Homer’s terms. Some of the most memorable images of American
life are found in his art. At the end of his life, many of his contemporaries
thought of him as the greatest and the most important but also — in the
apparent imperviousness of his style to foreign influence — the most Ameri-
can of artists.! That has been taken largely for granted, without very much
thought given to why his art is so American. Did its Americanness somehow
stem from private intuition or sensibility? Or was it deliberately achieved
and consciously part of Homer’s artistic purpose? Did he, in other words,
create an American art by intention rather than by instinct?

If Homer knowingly and purposely tried to fashion an American art, he
was not, of course, the first American artist to do so. Nationality had been a
central artistic issue for several generations of American artists. But it was
an issue of particular clarity in the decade of the 1850s, when Homer began
his artistic life. That decade produced some of the greatest and most legi-
ble icons of nationality, such as Frederic Edwin Church’s Niagara (see p. 104).
It was in the 1850s, too, that the influential landscape painter Asher Brown
Durand, in his series of “Letters on Landscape Painting” published in The
Crayon in 1855, wrote what was, in effect, the first treatise on an American
national art. Durand’s central argument was that to make a national art, an
American artist must look first at nature and not at pictures (particularly
not at foreign pictures).

One of Homer’s first and very few remarks on art was made in the 1850s:
“If a man wants to be an artist,” he said, “he should never look at pictures.”?

The young Homer was echoing the ruling belief of his time in a national
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art, as well as a prescription, very similar to Durand’s, for how it should be
made: by looking at nature, not at pictures. Later, when Homer was learning
to paint, we are told that “he bought a tin box containing brushes, colors,
oils, and various equipments and started out into the country to paint from
Nature,”? thus following exactly Durand’s recommendation that an Ameri-
can artist should “go first to Nature.” Here, at the outset of his artistic life,
by words and deeds, Homer affiliated himself with a theoretical principle.

The question of theory and of artistic beliefs has not figured significantly
in the discussion of Homer’s artistic enterprise, for good reasons. Unlike
many other artists, Homer said virtually nothing about his art. He never
explained it in private letters or journals, he never had pupils to whom he
talked of his aims, and he never made a sustained public declaration of the-
ory. But, as we have just seen, Homer was not uninterested in theory and,
it seems, he accepted its guidance. I wonder, therefore, whether theory can-
not account for more than has usually been supposed of the character of
his art — its subject matter, its style, and its development, all things that
have never been adequately explained.

One reason to think that ideas and theories played a role in Homer’s
artistic formation Is that the decade of the 1860s, when his art was first
formed, teemed with theories and was charged by belief. The artistic cli-
mate in America had never been as electric, as intellectually alert, as it was
during the 1860s; ideas had never been as abundant or as freely expressed;
theories never as hotly debated; discussion never as animated or as sharp.
Words such as “strife” and “stress” and “struggle” were used during the
decade itself to describe its ideological climate. That Homer was touched
by that climate, its excited temper, and its sense of novelty and change is
suggested by the observation of one of his most perceptive critics at the end
of Homer’s early development: “Impatience, irritability, [and] striving after
the unknown [were] written upon all his works.”>

We usually think of Homer as a solitary, almost reclusive figure, but
during his early years in New York, in the 1860s and early 1870s, he was
sufficiently closely associated with a number of other artists almost to con-
stitute a circle.® One of the more interesting of his friends was the slightly
younger Eugene Benson (1839-1908), a negligible painter but important
critic and man of letters. The exact extent or effect of their relationship is
not adequately known. We do know, however, that Homer and Benson had

studios in the same building in New York, that they studied together, and
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that in 1866 they held a joint exhibition of their work (which Homer never
did with anyone else). A review of that exhibition said, “Each has learned
through years of friendly intercourse something from the other.... Some-
thing, you scarce know what, in their pictures shows that they have painted

»7

side by side, and reveals to you the fact that they are friends.”” We know of
Benson mostly through his critical writing, from which he emerges as some-
one with an unusually sensitive, wide-ranging engagement with the social,
artistic, and literary issues of his time. Benson was in no sense a theorist or
a disciplined thinker. He was a journalist who expressed his ideas indirectly
and as occasion allowed. But it is nevertheless possible to distill a coherent
belief and theoretical position from his various writings.

Benson’s chief standard of artistic value was modernity, by which he
meant the responsibility of art to embody in its subject matter and reflect
in its form the characteristic conditions of its age and place. Modern art,
for Benson, was democratic art: he spoke of “the modern or democratic form
of art [that depicts] the...actual life of men and women in the nineteenth
century.”® Modern art was essentially, and inevitably, national.

Benson’s idea of modernity was the major element in his program for
an American art. “The gospel of modern art as it must be developed in
America,” he said, must be “free from tradition, [and] based wholly on the
common life of the democratic man, who develops his own being on a free
soil, and in the midst of a vast country.”® He touched on that program in
his art criticism. He wrote approvingly (with Homer as one of his chief
examples) of “the idea of producing purely American pictures from home
subjects alone”!0 and (again with Homer as an example) of “painters who
would rather stutter in a language of their own that admits of great devel-
opment than impose upon themselves the fetters of what is acquired and
foreign.”ll Benson developed his ideas so fully in his literary criticism that
in the late 1860s, when the possibility of an American national literature was
seriously being discussed, he was linked with the poet Walt Whitman — the
most prominent example at the time of that possibility — as one of the “per-
sons who declare that they crave a literature that shall be truly American.”12

Benson is an interesting figure in his own right but even more so because
of his association with Homer and, more importantly still, because of the
ideas that he brought within Homer’s range. But is there, apart from that
association, any reason to think that Homer had an artistic program or proj-

ect that corresponded in any way to Benson’s — is there any reason to think

249



CIKOVSKY

that the making of a modern and democratic art, derived from native mate-
rials and formed in a native artistic language, described Homer’s ambition
and explained the character of his art?

One reason to think so is the nature of Homer’s subject matter. It con-
sisted entirely of what Benson called “home subjects.” Of course, by depicting
ordinary people in commonplace acts and settings, all of Homer’s subjects
are, in a real sense, democratic. But that is particularly clear of certain sub-
jects, to the degree that they have an almost ideological edge, almost the
quality of a demonstration.

For example, the principal figure in Prisoners from the Front of 1866 is
Union General Francis Channing Barlow at the right (fig. 1). Barlow was
not a professional soldier (he was a lawyer by training), but he enlisted as a
private and rapidly rose to the rank of general. For this reason, as well as
for his exemplary uprightness and exceptional heroism, he was the repre-
sentative type of an officer in the army of a democratic republic. Homer
understood that, of course, and that is the role in which he cast Barlow,
explicitly by contrasting him with the aristocratic Confederate officer.1?

Homer’s postwar subjects were equally democratic. His croquet players,
for example (see p. 6o), reflected the popularity of a sport newly introduced
to America.!* The game was popular because it was healthful and gave
opportunities for romantic encounters. It was characterized by equality of
the sexes: in competition with men, women could win. In Homer’s paint-
ings, perhaps as the sign of that, women are always the dominant figures.

Whitman spoke of women in democracy as the “robust equals” of men1®
and described the traits of their equality almost as they appear in Homer’s
art. Whitman wrote, “They are tanned in the face by shining suns and blow-
ing winds. They know how to swim [fig. 2], row, ride [fig. §], wrestle, shoot,
run. They are ultimate in their own right — they are calm, clear, well pos-
sessed of themselves.”16 In no other American artist’s depiction of women,
is there the same lack of sentimentality and condescension as there is in
Homer’s. He shows women to have an independence, determination, and
character that is astonishingly unlike their stereotypical Victorian depiction.

Homer depicted Long Branch, New Jersey, several times, beginning in
1869 (fig. 4). Like croquet, it was a current subject — a newly popular sum-
mer resort. He depicted it not only because it was current but because it
was, in a way that many found offensively vulgar, America’s most demo-

cratic resort. “Within its bounds,” it was said, “the extremes of our life meet
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All Rights Reserved, The Metropolitan
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4. Winslow Homer (American),

Long Branch, New Jersey, 186g,

oil on canvas, 40.6 x 55.2 cm.

Boston, Museum of Fine Arts, The Hayden
Collection, no. 41.631.
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freely.”’” (The depiction of women here, by the way, so different from Homer’s
usually more robust women, is both satirical and sociological. It ridicules the
Inappropriateness of their frailty and overdressed finery in the outdoors;
and it suggests that one part of the social mixture at Long Branch, as peo-
ple often noted, was made up of women of the demimonde such as these.)

Through railroads, steamships, and other improved means of transpor-
tation, postwar Americans had access to the nature that was often Homer’s
subject, an open, democratic access very different from the more private
and privileged communion with nature that prewar America enjoyed.®

Public schools, which Homer began depicting in the early 1870s, were
the cornerstones of American democratic civilization, “as vital to our politi-
cal system,” a writer said in 1870, “as air to the human frame.”19

Homer’s paintings of the Reconstruction of the South after the Civil War
are more sympathetic and intelligent about the profound social and cul-
tural change that the end of slavery caused than any others made at the
time. The dignity of bearing and individuality of appearance in The Cotton
Pickers (fig. 5) is so very different from the usual caricatured depictions of
African Americans (of the kind that Homer himself had made not many
years earlier); the tensely strained confrontation of old habits with new
social and political realities is made vivid in A Visit from the Old Mistress
{fig. 6); and the intense craving for the literacy that slavery systematically
denied its victims is expressed compactly and compassionately in Sunday
Morning in Virgima (fig. 7). That such paintings were painted at the time
that Reconstruction was being assailed and dismantled gives a special affir-
mation of the principles they uphold.

If Homer'’s artistic purpose in paintings such as these resembled Eugene
Benson’s program for a modern, democratic American art, then it had two
parts. First, that program called for “home subjects,” depictions of the
“actual life of men and women in the 1gth century.” These Homer produced
in an amount that I have only hinted at. Second, Benson’s program also
addressed the question of style. He preferred that American artists “stut-
ter in their own language that admits of great development” in a style free
of the “fetters of what is acquired and foreign” — in other words, a style
that though rough and imperfect, broad and imprecise, was capable of
national development and that had a national flavor or complexion, free
from confining precedent.

What most perplexed (their word) Homer’s critics was the incomplete-
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5. Winslow Homer (American),
The Cotton Pickers, 1876,
oil on canvas, 61.7 x 97.8 cm.
Los Angeles, Los Angeles County Museum
of Art, Acquisition made possible through
museum trustees: Robert O. Anderson, R.
Stanton Avery, B. Gerald Cantor, Edward W.
Carter, Justin Dart, Charles E. Ducommun,
Mrs. F. Daniel Frost, Julian Ganz, Jr., Dr.
Armand Hammer, Harry Lenart, Dr. Frank-
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7. Winslow Homer (American),
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ness of his style. They called it “coarse” and “careless,” and they criticized
it repeatedly for lack of refinement and of the resolution of conventional
finish.20 Homer read his critics, of course, and was aware of what they said
(even in old age he was hypersensitive to criticism). But it did not make
him change. He clearly regarded with favor what his critics regarded as a
fault. What they found objectionable corresponds so closely to qualities of
style that Benson described, qualities he thought of as particularly Ameri-
can, that it is distinctly possible that Homer’s style may have been deter-
mined not by his own taste or temperament but by ideas organized into
what we may loosely describe as a theoretical program. The “rude” and
“coarse” suggestiveness of Homer's style that nearly all his critics spoke of
{even when they spoke admiringly) was, I think, Homer’s purposeful for-
mulation of an American style, a style, as one critic said, “wholly in sympa-
thy with the rude and uncouth conditions of American life,”? one in which,
as another wrote, “The freshness, the crudity...of American civilization
are well typified.”?2 This was a style that sought deliberately to achieve a
national character and a discernibly national flavor; a nationally indepen-
dent style unfettered, as Benson said an American art should be, by what is
acquired and foreign.

Lack of finish and a kind of deliberate incompleteness, then, were attri-
butes of a national style, an American style. But for Benson, we remember,
nationality and modernity were inseparable conditions, and they may be
similarly joined together in the function and appearance of Homer’s style —
just as many of his national/democratic subjects were at the same time
emphatically modern ones, such as croquet, or Long Branch, or the newly
independent woman.

In his famous essay “The Painter of Modern Life,” written about 1860,
Charles Baudelaire defined modernity as “the ephemeral, the fugitive, the
contingent, ...[the] transitory.”23 It was exactly those qualities that the most
resolutely advanced modern art in the 1860s — the art of Homer’s close con-
temporaries Edgar Degas, Edouard Manet, and the Impressionists — strove
to capture and convey. And it was the concern of Homer’s style, too, I think,
to carry in its appearance an expression of modern contingency and tran-
sitoriness — to give in its very incompleteness visible form to those quali-
ties of modern existence and experience.

Homer’s style assumed the form it did to express or accommodate Ameri-

canness and modernity but also to capture the brilliance and movement —
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the fugitive and transitory effects — of natural light. Painting outdoors was
a well-known part of his artistic method. As early as 1864, at the beginning
of Homer’s career as a painter, a critic who obviously had access to him and
had watched him paint reported that “if you wish to see him work you must
go out upon the roof [of his studio] and find him painting what he sees.”24
When Homer began painting outdoors in the early 1860s, there was no estab-
lished precedent for doing so. It has been said that he acted under the influ-
ence of French Impressionism, but we know that he painted outdoors before
he could have seen Impressionist paintings (if he ever saw them at all).?> I
think Homer painted outdoors for another reason — because it meant some-
thing. That is why he wanted painting outdoors known as his method (when,
as a matter of fact, it was not a method he followed consistently throughout
his career, or even consistently in the execution of particular paintings, in
which some parts were painted outdoors and others were not). He under-
stood it to be less a private practice than a public issue — understood, in a
word, that painting outdoors was a modern method. Also, and perhaps more
importantly, making art from direct visual experience was, by evading the
traditions of the past and the influences of the present, a way of making art
new — a way of escaping custom and tradition by returning to essential,
firsthand experience.

The artistic beliefs that shaped Homer’s own beliefs may also explain
why his art changed so dramatically and profoundly in the early 1880s. The
change had several causes, of course, one of which may have been a pro-
found crisis of faith. By the middle of the 1870s, the program and principles
that, as I have suggested, influenced Homer’s art in its first maturity became
manifestly irreconcilable with the actualities of American life. Everything
that that program and those principles had been based upon in the 1860s —
the ideals of American democracy and the possibility of an American demo-
cratic art — had by the 1870s become so deformed and degraded as no longer
to be meaningful. Those ideals could find no place amid the blatant venal-
ity and rampant corruption of Gilded Age America.

Homer thus disengaged himself from ideas and ideals that had been
directly and deliberately tied to specifics of time and place. He disengaged
himself physically, first, by going to England in 1881, where he witnessed
the honest truths of lives lived in intimate and perilous contact with nature,
and later, when he returned to America, by living at Prout’s Neck, Maine,

where, by choice rather than necessity, he himself enacted a similar life.
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Crossing the Pasture, ca. 1872,
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Milking Time, 1875,
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10. Winslow Homer (American),
Breezing Up (A Fair Wind), 1876,
oil on canvas, 61.5 x g7 cm.
Washington, D.C., National Gallery of Art,
Gift of the W. L. and May T. Mellon Founda-
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His disengagement also involved a deeper concern with the mechanics and
formal properties of art itself than he had ever had before. He expressed
himself by a new kind and on a new plane of content and by a revised lan-
guage of style.

In the mid-1870s, subtleties of design and discriminations of formal
organization assumed a new, unprecedented role in Homer’s style. Earlier,
his paintings were constructed in the simplest possible way. In Crossing the
Pasture of about 1872 (fig. 8), for example, the main figure groups are placed
simply and straightforwardly in the center of the painting. But in Milking
Time of 1875 (fig. 9) pictorial construction has become not only more com-
plex but more self-conscious and self-assertive. Many of the changes Homer
made in Breezing Up (A Fair Wind) of 1876 (fig. 10), some of which are now
visible to the naked eye, were adjustments in design.

At this time Homer also began to look more favorably at new sources of
influence; in fact, he began to embrace stylistic, as opposed to ideological,
influences more fully and more openly than he had ever done before. The
influence of Japanese art, for instance, is clearly at work in the compositional
arrangement of Breezing Up, with its main form placed far to the left and
close to the picture surface, balanced by the empty space and distant form
at the right, in a way found repeatedly in Japanese prints. Japanese influ-
ence is even clearer in Backgammon of 1877 (fig. 11) in the floating of the
figure group as a shape against a flat background, in the fan, and even in
the form and placement of Homer’s signature.

At this time Homer also executed two ambitious, frankly decorative
projects for tiled fireplaces (fig. 12).

In their imagery, what is more, the tile decorations clearly draw upon
artistic precedent — more clearly than Homer had ever done before. By the
1880s an interest in tradition replaced the assertive modernity of his earlier
art — as in the obvious classicism of Mending the Nets, 1882 (Washington
D.C., National Gallery of Art) or Undertow (fig. 13).

Homer never forsook his beliefs, but following what was, as I have sug-
gested, a crisis of disillusionment in the late 1870s, they were no longer
bound up with time and place — with issues of modernity or nationality.
Instead, they were removed to other levels. They were transposed to higher
planes of universal meaning, expressed by themes of human strength and
frailty and nature’s power, as in Undertow or The Herring Net (fig. 14), or

as deeply private and personal meaning, such as his reflection on death
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11. Winslow Homer (American),
Backgammon, 1877,
watercolor and black chalk on off-white wove
paper, 45.5 X 57.4 cm.
Private collection.

12. Winslow Homer {American),
Shepherd and Shepherdess, 1878,
painted tiles around fireplace, each tile:
20.5 X 20.5 CIML.
New York, collection of Mr. and Mrs. Arthur
G. Altschul, no. 213.
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13. Winslow Homer (American),
Undertow, 1886,
oil on canvas, 75.8 x 121.7 cm.
Williamstown, Mass., Sterling and Francine
Clark Art Institute, no. 4.
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and destiny in The Gulf Stream of 189g (fig. 15).

Homer also expressed himself by different terms of style, ones of con-
ception rather than perception, substance rather than surface; ones that
no longer told of specificity, transience, and contingency but rather of per-
manence and universality. There is a passage in Henry Adams’s novel
Democracy (published in 1880) that corresponds, I think, to Homer’s state
of mind and explains his change of style. The novel’s heroine, Madeline Lee,
experienced a crisis of disillusionment with the corruptions of American
democracy in the 1870s similar to the one that Homer underwent at the
same time. Her reaction to that experience was this: *“ ‘I want to go to Egypt,’
she said. ‘Democracy has shaken my nerves to pieces. Oh, what a rest it would
be to live in the Great Pyramid and look out for ever at the polar star!” 726

Homer’s reaction, it seems, was the same. It, too, was expressed in a mode
of style almost Egyptian in its monumentality, formality, and timelessness,
and it, too, after a crisis of faith, sought certainty and tranquillity in abid-
ing stability of form.
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THE SENSES OF ILLUSION

It is true, that which I have revealed to you: there is no God,
no universe, no human race, no earthly life, no heaven no hell.
It is all @ Dream, a grotesque and foolish dream. Nothing exists
but You. And you are but a Thought — a vagrant Thought, a
useless Thought, a homeless Thought, wandering forlorn
among the empty eternities!

— Mark Twain

Unfortunately, William James never wrote a book (The Many and the One)
in which “A World of Pure Experience” would have been the decisive chap-
ter, but how can one resist the invitation to follow his lines of thought when
looking at the paintings of a group of artists we commonly refer to as the
Trompe I'Oeil school in American still-life painting?! So much is seen and
so much is absent in a painting such as John Frederick Peto’s Lincoln and the
Star of David, 1904 (private collection), that we are forced, or rather bound
by tradition, to account for the meaning of time. History will follow and, as
the painting so visibly dramatizes, vast segments of history will also disap-
pear. Our history depends upon responsible reconstruction, a responsibil-
ity not made easier by the fact that we have so little with which to start.
This brings to mind Ralph Waldo Emerson’s statement that facts sit for us
for their portrait, but Emerson was not naive where the stability of facts
was concerned, nor was Peto, nor James. “Of every would be describer of
the universe,” James claimed, “one has a right to ask immediately two gen-
eral questions. The first is: “‘What are the materials of your universe’s com-

position?” And the second: ‘In what manner or manners do you represent
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them to be connected?’ 72 We are already somewhat ahead of our own argu-
ment, a forgivable prolepsis, because we want to understand Peto and the
group of painters to which he belongs in their American setting. So while
looking occasionally at Peto’s painting — at Lincoln’s image, at a piece of
string, at the Star of David, at two matches, at a burning cigarette, to leave
it at that for now — we may follow William James’s argument from the point
where he calls the materials of the universe experiences only to make his
second statement, namely, “that the relations that connect the experiences
must themselves be experienced relations.” So the experience of experienced
relations is the central issue of the argument, and if we look at the world of
objects that we find in the paintings of the Trompe I'Oeil school, we must
account for their meaning within experienced relations. The voice of Wil-
liam James leads us straight to Martin Heidegger’s statement about man’s

relationship to things, in which Heidegger wants us to know:

1. that we must always move in the between, between man and thing;

2. that this befween exists only while we move in it;

3. that this befween is not like a rope stretching from the thing to man, but that
this between as an anticipation ( Vorgriff) reaches beyond the thing and similarly

back behind us. Reaching-before (Vor-griff) means thrown back (Rick-wurf).4

To these ideas, which no pragmatist and no Transcendentalist would have
expressed differently, James adds two more nuances. In his deliberations
about how the mind moves from one object to another without the help of
intervening terms (remember Heidegger’s betweenness), James comes to the
conclusion that we experience the lack of a “tertium quid” essentially as
one “of an absence.”

As a counterpoint James introduces the idea of “virtual existence.” “When
an event that is not yet actual is nevertheless certain to occur in the future,
it is more than a bare possibility. We speak of its enjoving even now a virtual
or potential existence.” There is a delightful tone of pleasure in James’s
manuscript, due, perhaps, to the fact that he himself enjoyed the distance
to the tragic side of the experience of absence, which his highly technical,
academic text allowed him to keep. Illusion, especially when posited against
the burden of manifest historical and social facts, can sometimes be a great
promise, but hardly all the time. For something is always there, like the

image of Lincoln reminding us of the past and of what history might have
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been if he had not been assassinated, or the Star of David representing his-
tory as a promise vet to be fulfilled — long senses of time in contrast to the
counterimages of the two matches telling us the story of a brief intense
moment, to be counted against what time span, we wonder. The viewer must
make his choice, being bound to assess potential fates, such kinds of fate
at least as he occasionally shares, is allowed to share, with what the work
of art reveals.

The fate might be one of scale only. Henry Adams points out such a
possibility in the preface to his highly stylized autobiography, The Educa-
tion of Henry Adams, when he informs his reader about the fate of the ego
in modern times: “The Ego has steadily tended to efface itself, and, for pur-
poses of model, to become a manikin on which the toilet of education is to
be draped in order to show the fit or misfit of the clothes.”®

The object of study is the garment, not the figure. What Adams meant
by “the toilet of education” was nothing less than the meaning of life itself,
its purpose, its hidden sense. Henry Adams, the grimmest pessimist of his
day, failed to see what he had so artfully searched for: above all, of course,
any aesthetically and intellectually satisfying order. Adams wanted higher
laws, and he constantly had to admit that only as ideas in essence could he
construct the order he had in mind. Mont-Saint-Michel and Charires, his
other great book on the idea of historical and aesthetic unity, is a reflection
of whatever kind of hardship reality had to offer. For Adams, the fragility
of life and the experience of its tragedies led to the conclusion that the loss
of the ego could make sense after all, when he points out that the manikin
“has the same value as any other geometrical figure of three or more dimen-
sions, which is used for the study of relation. For that purpose it cannot be
spared; it is the only measure of motion, of proportion, of human condi-
tion; it must have the air of reality; must be taken for real; must be treated
as though it had life. Who knows? Possibly it had!”7

Starting all over again was one of Adams’s favorite positions in life; it
allowed for deep skepticism without abandoning the idea that a modicum
of originality could still be claimed as one’s own. It all seemed a matter of
balance: science and art brought successfully together would help to con-
trol the envisaged chaos. Like so many of his contemporaries, Henry Adams
felt drawn toward the Middle Ages, but he did not romanticize them. What
he saw was an affinity to crisis and a similar way of overcoming it. To him,
the great periods in the history of mankind were those when the builders
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were at work creating order with a sense of illusion in mind. Thus Henry
Adams, like his friends Clarence King and John LaFarge, created his own
specific style of expression. Without going into detail and without undue
generalization, some of the characteristics of this style can be named.

The ground configuration of the mentality at work was a highly devel-
oped sense of paradox. History is never what it seems to be. Everything has
to be viewed from a distance; there is no such thing as a shelter against one’s
own self. The difference between the private world and the public sphere is
constantly diminishing. Ever since the debate — or should one call it the
quarrel — between Calvinists, Transcendentalists, and Unitarians, the great
querelle of the American nineteenth century, these ground metaphors had,
both in literature and philosophy and eventually in painting, created their
own form of expression. We might therefore surmise that the matrix of the
invention of such ground figuration was fundamentally religious.

I hope that by now a certain clarity has been achieved as to what is meant
by the American setting of the Trompe 1'Oeil painters: it is not the social
setting and the economically disastrous ups and downs of the late nine-
teenth century in America nor the more or less crisis-ridden existence of
the individual artist at that time. Rather, still-life painting created its Ameri-
can setting by questioning its own nature in the very same way in which
Transcendentalism had made its inquiries into the riddle of language, and
pragmatism into the problems of epistemology.

Questioning was itself a way of self-invention, or to put it differently, a
way of offering an alternative to the dominant tradition by taking its own
dynamics seriously. Emerson had warned against reading too many books,
for the sense of what the act of reading might be all about could easily be
lost; Henry David Thoreau did the same for the act of writing; and the
Trompe I'Oeil painters made vou wonder what art is all about. The paintings
seriously query the sense of self-reflection, and they answer by reenforcing
the ancient question of why matter and form exist and for what purpose,
rather than not existing at all. Since this argument began in a Jamesian
mood, it seems fitting to point out that the manuscript of the book that he
never wrote ends with a line taken from a student’s exam paper informing
us that “the activity of the mind is that it holds itself firm to suffer.” Per-
haps the most enigmatic among the trompe 'oeil paintings try to tell us the
same thing or something like it about art.
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Still life is the chamber music of painting: a singularly pure and refined form
of artistic expression. It manifests the intrinsic values of art, very little
diluted by incidental elements. For that reason the study of still life is no less

rewarding as an aesthetic experience than as an historical discipline.8

Still life is perhaps the most artificial of all artistic subjects and the one most

concerned with the making of art.%

Art, nature, history, and the quest for order: the historian of culture
frequently has to interpret the obscure, the small signature of minor art-
ists, in order to catch a sense of the larger design of meaningful relations
between art and society. From its very beginning American still-life paint-
ing has undergone so many significant changes that it is extremely diffi-
cult to justify the specific choice to discuss the Trompe 'Oeil painters unless
one is willing to assume an intimate relationship between the works of
William Michael Harnett, John Frederick Peto, and John Haberle as a par-
ticular form of artistic representation and the social context that shaped
their style of enigmatically playing on our sense of illusion and reality.
The fact that we still know very little about the individual artists’ lives and
careers, despite the work of critics such as Alfred Frankenstein and John
Wilmerding, should not intimidate our discussion or invite random specu-
lation but instead give us a chance to see the American Trompe 1'Oeil school
of the late nineteenth century firmly within its cultural matrix. This also
means that for the sake of bringing to light the genuinely American idiom
that we detect in the work of Harnett, and especially in that of Peto and
Haberle, we have to neglect the Dutch influence as exemplified in the
paintings of Wallerant Vaillant and Norbert Gybrecht. The following brief
discourse is not a study of influences, but it will try to concentrate on the
American trompe 'oeil as an authentic expression of, and comment on,
the American social and cultural landscape. Alfred Frankenstein, there-
fore, invites a kind of qualified contradiction if in his seminal book After

the Hunt he emphasizes a continuity where we would argue for distinction.

Place a Harnett still life of the middle 1870’s next to a Raphaelle Peale of 1815
and it is impossible to believe that they are separated by two generations,
that the one belongs to the era of James Madison and the other to that of

U. S. Grant. To be sure, there are differences in subject matter {so far as any-

271



HANSEN

one knows, Harnett was the first to paint pictures of beer mugs, pipes. and
newspapers), but for the rest, the two artists are nearly identical — in their
glossy technique, their crisp, objective drawing, their composition, and

their psychology.10

Certainly there are similarities, but to the extent that we see the still life
as an extremely self-conscious mode of representation, we have to look for
the distinctive feature rather than stress aspects of similarity. It is the con-
scious ordering of objects in the individual paintings that turns them into
singular statements. In this sense it is only a matter of convenience even to
speak of a Trompe I'Oeil school. To be more accurate, one should approach
the work of each individual painter by discussing the paintings as autono-
mous records in their own right. The fact of thematic and iconographical
repetition is quite deceptive where the individual appeal of the painting to
our perception of illusion and reality is concerned. Illusion and reality in
this sense refer not so much to the painterly effect of the trompe 'oeil as to
the language that the painting creates with its assemblage of related details.
As individual details they each occupy their own place in history and time;
as related objects they transcend their own existential space only to return
to the structure of meaningful expression. The ideal complementary viewer
of this expression, in the phrase of William James, would be the “inclusive
mind,” a monistic hypothesis that of course, like all ideal types, does not
exist in reality.l The sense of illusion, therefore, is to serve as a reminder
both of the flux of reality as historical time and of the timelessness of the
self-contained object.

The viewer of John Haberlec’s painting The Changes of Time (fig. 1) will
necessarily have to read it both as a comment on a society that increasingly
defied capture in a unified image and as a statement about time and history.
Posted against a wooden cupboard door are overlapping notes of various
currencies, stamps, and a newspaper clipping, the whole assemblage being
framed by miniature portraits of American presidents. The upper left cor-
ner holds a carte-de-visite picture of a woman, the lower right corner is cov-
ered by an envelope addressed to John Haberle, in part covered by a tintype
photograph of the artist. The historically significant and the mundane and
trivial are ordered into a composition of extreme irony. Presidents Lincoln
and Washington appear on the picture frame and on banknotes in the cen-

ter of the painting. History is represented as a surface and as a transitory
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phenomenon. The viewer who is drawn in by these emblematic qualities of
the painting will be tantalized by the key to the cupboard door, dangling
from a string, which seems to insinuate that the door can be opened: there
is something behind the surface, just as there is something behind the sur-
face of history. The fragments are not history — they represent aspects of it.
The melancholy theme is the victory of time over history, and however close
the viewer gets to the surface, the distance to what is behind increases. This
includes the Emersonian fear that once we leave all the lavers of appear-
ances behind us, we might discover that there is nothing behind them. The
viewer, to be sure, can always withdraw from the vexing problems of illu-
sion and reality, or from the dialectics of an emphasized surface and its
relationship to something behind it, by relying on the title of the painting.
Such a withdrawal exploits the didactic element of the allegorical expres-
sion and leaves aside the work of the artist and the meaning of the making
of the painting.

The Changes of Time is an idea, a concept with which, in an abstract
sense, any viewer is familiar. The painting itself, once taken seriously as a
singular statement, destroys the abstract quality of this familiarity. It does
this in two ways, both related to the status of the work of art in a cultural con-
text. On one level the typical trompe l'oeil draws attention to the artist as
an individual. He collected, arranged, and composed; he selected the frag-
ments; and it is his particular choice that the viewer has to confront. Against
the change of time, the artist asserts himself as an individual. The painting
itself reflects the basically democratic stance of this assertion. Consider the
carte-de-visite-like image of the woman in the upper left corner and the
artist’s tintype self-portrait in the lower right corner. The anonymous and
the highly individual form a diagonal line across the portraits of presidents
on banknotes, leveling the historical distinction. The objects on the canvas
are all of equal importance, the equality being one of chance, not of politi-
cal principle. As a political statement the painting functions primarily by a
declaration of artistic intention. Every object, once chosen by the artist,
could potentially have become part of the work of art as a whole — and the
viewer, wondering what would happen if the cupboard door were opened,
harbors the suspicion that a whole world of invisible objects, hidden behind
the given surface, might burst out.

The common object, within the context of the finished and autonomous

work of art, had become the common denominator, sometimes functioning
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by way of contrast, as in Haberle’s Torn in Transit (fig. 2), and sometimes
assuming a kind of naive, magical power of pure iconographical delight, as
in his Chinese Firecrackers (fig. 3), or even more so in A Bachelor’s Drawer
(fig. 4). The latter’s assemblage of mass-produced images and their theatri-
cality demonstrate that the artist was at home in a world of material mass
production and chose his role as a collector and observer. The celebration
of the profane object is, however, not only an act of acceptance but also a
gesture of resistance. The objects are taken out of context, or to put it some-
what more accurately, they are given a “second reality” beyond the sphere
for which they had been intended. The postcard, the coin, the advertise-
ment, the matchboxes, and the photograph are being derealized by the art-
ists’ arrangements. That the objects of industrial capitalism become the
objects of still-life painting, given the history of the genre, points out the
forces of nature within a sphere of dominant functionalism. If we look at all
those assembled objects of a modern, progressive age as they are arranged
by the artist, we immediately realize how the very new, as if by metamor-
phosis, becomes a representation of an archetype. The letter, the image,
numbers, and objects are transformed into symbols of original immediacy.
The products of mass culture are restored as objects in their own right and
dignity. The illusion of reality is unveiled by the quality of the still life to
articulate self-reference: nature morte.

The language of art criticism is not very flexible, especially in a case
where the process of discovery is still ongoing. Ever since Wolfgang Born’s
early statement about Haberle’s “whimsical” qualities, this attribute has been
repeated in the literature describing his paintings. Far from being quaint
and capricious, however, the whim in the paintings of Haberle and Peto
literally represents imagination at work. It is an imagination that tries to
restore a lost innocence, and there is also — most explicitly in Haberle’s
Torn in Transit (see fig. 2) — a trace of nostalgia that cannot be overlooked.
The torn wrapping reveals part of a landscape painting, and the viewer
who compares these paintings with those that display the objects of mod-
ern, everyday life is forced to wonder about the direction of the transit in
question. The painted landscape, it seems, only survives as an element of
the past; we get a glimpse of it by accident.

If, against such nostalgic reminiscences, we read most of the Trompe
I'Oeil painter’s work as succinct comments on a changing society, we have

to admit that the power of the comment lies in the anticipatory art of quo-
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tation, which means that both history and society can only be understood
as series of chaotically related fragments.

Societies produce versions of the past, and the closer we examine the
overlapping layers of historical projections, the more we tend to see them
as a kind of palimpsest. The same troubled society that produced the White
City found its values expressed in the kind of still-life painting that seems
to transcend time only in order to create its own language about history.
The question of whether the name “Trompe I'Oeil painters” adequately
describes the essence of the work of John Frederick Peto, William Michael
Harnett, and John Haberle remains to be answered. Their preoccupation
was with objects, and the problem of representing illusion and reality seems
to make sense only if we allow the painted object to become a statement
within a specific version of history.

The first and most important part of this statement is the element of self-
reflection that Peto’s ordering of objects on a table or at an office board
assumes. The nature of such self-reflection fulfills a twofold purpose. First,
it creates allegorical distance by emphasizing the painter’s intention. The
ordering of a painted segment of reality aggressively reveals itself as a con-
scious act. And second, it establishes a mode of ambiguity. Painterly quali-
ties are almost immediately translated into a formal discourse about history,
time, and the transitory nature of reality. At the same time, the assembled
objects invite a discussion about the language of redemption. The objects
in the still life of a Peto or a Harnett defy history — even if they help to
define it by powerfully appealing to memory. The objects, in other words,
have been used (abused, just as often) and served a purpose in the past,
and yet they maintain a timeless dignity. At no time, however, are we led to
forget that it is the work of the artist that achieves this kind of Platonic vision
that allows a recollection of the past and that provokes, at the same time,
the projection of the innate quality of the object into the future. For the
beholder of the individual painting this structuring of time is at once exhila-
rating and a melancholic experience.

The melancholic reaction is provoked by the passing of time and often
by emblems of death and decay, as in the case of Peto’s paintings that incor-
porate the image of Lincoln, a knife, the Star of David, and the dates of
Lincoln’s birth and death. In his Office Board for Eli Keen’s Sons, painted in
1888 (present location unknown), Peto juxtaposes the photographs of Keen

pére and his three sons with a calendar as the wider time frame, with a pic-
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2. John Haberle (American},

Torn in Transit, 18go-18gs5,

oil on canvas, 34.3 X 43.2 cm.

Chadds Ford, Pa., Brandywine River Museum,
Gift of Amanda K. Berls, no. 80.9.12.

3. John Haberle (American),
Chinese Firecrackers, ca. 18go,
oil on canvas, 54.3 x 67 cm.
Hartford, Wadsworth Atheneum, The Ella
Gallup Sumner and Mary Catlin Sumner
Collection.

4. John Haberle (American),
A Bachelor’s Drawer, 1890-18g4,
oil on canvas, 50.8 x g1.4 cm.
New York, The Metropolitan Museum of
Art, Purchase, 1970, Henry R. Luce Gift,
no. 1970.193. All Rights Reserved,

The Metropolitan Museum of Art.
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ture of the store and a newspaper clipping — the effect being an overall ten-
sion between actuality and its constant loss. Frequently, paintings of letter
racks represent not only the tangible past in a metaphor, such as an old letter
that has been read, but they also represent, in the remainders of cards that
have been torn off the board, the disappearance of reality or the destruc-
tive force of time. If we look at these paintings only for their stylistic achieve-
ment, we miss the point that the allegorical quality of many of the so-called
trompe l'oeil paintings by Harnett, Peto, and Haberle lies in their epic aspi-
ration: they do tell an unfinished story, relying for narrative strength on
the powerful fragment of quotation.

One would hardly do justice to Harnett, Peto, and Haberle by treating
them as a group, overlooking the distinctions between the individual paint-
ers. Harnett’s precisionism is as clearly his hallmark as a sense of loss is
Peto’s. Historically, Harnett seems to be closer to the mainstream of Ameri-
can still-life painting of the nineteenth century, while Peto’s vision of his-
tory turned many of his paintings into tragic comments on the reality they
represent within the context of their own contemporary historical matrix.
If Barbara Novak can place Harnett in the tradition of conceptual realism,
then Peto clearly goes beyond the strictures of the conceptual. In this sense
John I. H. Baur’s remarks in his essay “Peto and the American Trompe

L’Oeil Tradition” need some consideration:

From early in his career, however, Peto was sensitive to the new impressionist
vision which was gradually seeping into American painting at about this time.
We do not know what contacts he may have had with this, but its influence

is quite apparent in most of his work, as several critics have already pointed
out. It caused him to relax that intensity of observation which the frompe
loetl group had used to create a sense of preternatural significance, and to
abandon the exact description of texture, weight and density. The object, with
Peto, is no longer paramount; it is bathed in palpable light and atmosphere,

half lost in shadow and wholly transformed by the conditions of seeing.12

Rather than concluding from this observation that Peto’s technique led him
away from the object and its reality, one should follow Baur’s further re-
marks and their implications that by design Peto was above all preaccu-
pied with the object’s reality within the wider historical reality.
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But it was in respect to design, space and color that Peto departed most
radically from the tradition in which he had been raised. His instinctive feel-
ing for strongly marked, abstract patterns of simple volumes, subtly related,
has been remarked by everyone who has had an opportunity to study his work
as a whole. While he was uneven in this, as in most other respects, his best
work has a closelv knit architectural quality quite unusual for its time...they
show Peto’s abiding preference for asymetrical [sic] arrangements brought
into balance by an innate feeling for the poetry of intervals and formal
relations. Doubtless it was his fascination with this kind of flat design that

led him to paint so many “rack™ and “patch” pictures.13

What Baur identifies as an “innate feeling” is in fact the conscious and mean-
ingful construction of objects related to one another so as to create histori-
cal space. The object, to pursue Barbara Novak’s argument, does not lose
its realism but gains a new dimension by becoming an object of a double
contemplation. The composition creates a tension between the object’s Pla-
tonic qualities and its place in actual history. Peto’s vision, therefore, is struc-
tured by an unresolved paradox. The object can only be saved by being
represented as an artifact of individual perception. Only by appealing to
the intellect of the viewer can the idea of the object be saved from the attacks
made on it by actual history.

Composition and design are the means to persuade the viewer to share
the vision of an alternative history as a history of undecaying ideas. This
redemptive vision is reserved not only for great historical events, as paint-
ings such as Lincoln and the Star of David and Reminiscences of 1865 (fig. )
might suggest. A picture such as Ordinary Objects in the Artist’s Creative
Mind (fig. 6) demonstrates that the artist’s redemptive vision also includes
the trivial, leveling by way of self-quotation the difference between the
painted work of art and the objet trouvé. The reverence for the thing seen
1s democratic and allows no real focus on any object of primary importance.

In an essay that was written long after his book After the Hunt had be-
come a classic, Alfred Frankenstein categorizes the three major Trompe
I'Oeil painters in the following manner, setting them apart from other still-
life artists that he had discovered in the course of his work: “The leaders
were Harnett himself, a flawless precisionist and great composer of forms;
John Frederick Peto, a magnificent colorist and the first artist in history to

make still life a genuinely tragic form; and John Haberle, visual comedian,
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John Frederick Peto (American),
Reminiscences of 1865, 1897,

oil on canvas, 76.9 x 56.4 cm.

Hartford, Wadsworth Atheneum, The Ella
Gallup Sumner and Mary Catlin Sumner
Collection.

John Frederick Peto (American),
Ordinary Objects in the Artist’s Creative
Mind, 1887,

oil on canvas, 143.6 x 84.6 cm.
Shelburne, Vt., Shelburne Museum,
no. 27.1.3-19. Photo: Ken Burris.
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satirist, and prophet of Pop Art.”4

Even if some of these attributes help to characterize the individual paint-
ers, they also blur the common quality of the allegorical in the bulk of the
work of the Trompe I'Oeil painters that we are talking about. What they have
in common is a transformation of the traditional vanitas motif into a state-
ment about the contemporary world. The modern world of the 1880s was
constantly producing its own past, at an accelerating speed, which in the
eyes of someone like Peto propelled the very new back into a state of origi-
nal innocence. History as an ongoing, functional process became a threat
from which the artist withdrew into the mythical world of objects. One of
the finest examples of the process of derealization at work is Peto’s The Poor
Man’s Store (fig. 7). John Wilmerding in Important Information Inside quotes
a contemporary notice about this painting from a Philadelphia newspaper:

Mr. John F. Peto contributes to the present annual exhibition of the Pennsyl-
vania Academy of the Fine Arts a study of still life, entitled the “Poor Man’s
Store,” which cleverly illustrates a familiar phase of our street life, and pre-
sents upon canvas one of the most prominent of Philadelphia’s distinctive
features. A rough, ill-constructed board shelf holds the “Poor Man’s Store” —
a half dozen rosy-cheeked apples, some antique gingerbread, a few jars of

cheap confectionery “Gibraltars” and the like.1?

The point about this comment is, of course, that it takes things for granted
that are not part of the painting. The familiarity that the critic claims is the
result of having added to the still life exactly those elements that it leaves
out: pars pro toto, the “street life.”

The meaning of the painting lies in the fact that it is not part of a func-
tioning process in operation. The poor man’s store is taken out of its con-
text, of which it reminds the viewer by showing the opposite; its meaning, in
other words, lies elsewhere. As a result, we are not directly confronted with
a social situation of poverty and the fight against it; we are not, in other
words, invited to examine a document that intends to criticize a social con-
dition. In the end, of course, we cannot avoid thinking about the realistic
situation behind the painting, but far more important is what we see and
the fact that we have to take a detour in order to reintegrate the segment of
reality into its social context. Isolating the objects from the context of their

use means representing a miniature utopian world where the direct sense
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7. John Frederick Peto (American),
The Poor Man’s Store. 1885,
oil on canvas and wood, g1.4 x 64.8 cm.
Boston, Museum of Fine Arts, Gift of Maxim
Karolik to the Karolik Collection of Ameri-
can Paintings, 1815-1865, no. 62.278.
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impression counts and a childlike awe is provoked by the single object that
for a brief moment is not a commodity but a representation of achieved form.
The gingerbread horse, the apples, and the candy could just as well be gifts
under a Christmas tree. Poverty remains the dominant note, but the aes-
thetic dignity of the arranged objects reflects upon the absent owner of the
shop. John Wilmerding makes a formidable point when he emphasizes the
similarity between the vision of Peto and that of Walker Evans, the photog-

rapher of the 1930s.

Peto’s image of this gentle corner of humanity, with its casual yet careful
record of individual presence, calls to mind strikingly similar arrangements
isolated by the camera of Walker Evans in the 1930s.... Like Peto, Evans
brought an eye to his subject matter that cared as much for the reality of things
as for the aesthetics of abstract form. Instead of store shelves, a crude table
and shallow mantle serve the same effect of turning this plain Alabama fire-
place into a secular altar. With reverence objects of use are placed on these
boards; the mantlepiece is given simple decoration by the cut paper strip;
and on the nearby wall planking are affixed the visual signs of peoples’ [sic]

passing lives.16

The similarity that Wilmerding points out is not one of mere chance, and
neither is the iconographical style in question the result of a specific social
condition, namely that of poverty. Both the celebration of the common
object by the still-life painters of the 1880s and Walker Evans’s obsession
with road signs, billboards, and interiors of country stores are part of a more
general current in American culture. This current kept on grappling with
the development of an artistic idiom that tried to resist the effects of social-
ization — in other words, it was still obsessed by the presence of the sacred
within the profane. This Puritan tradition went through many changes as
the social and cultural context within which it was expressed changed. But
the problem remained the same, and transformed into the language of alle-
gory it would repeat in an industrial capitalist environment the old quest
for the clues to radical innocence.

The sense of illusion, then, is to remind the viewer of history’s eternal
fragility and preserve a sense of the absolute and concrete. The metaphysi-
cal materialism, which has so often inspired the anthropological imagina-

tion of critics of culture and which equally often has been delegated to the

289



HANSEN

niche of folk art, is, to a much larger degree than modern, diversified criti-
cism allows itself to realize, a remnant of the Puritan ethos that everyday
experience contains, potentially, the sudden revelation of something hid-
den, not behind but within the surface of appearance. The religious and aes-
thetic dimensions of this Puritan legacy had near the end of the nineteenth
century become inextricably interwoven and would become even more so
as the process of secularization continued. Both the quest for experience in
the work of Henry Adams and William James and their view of the indi-
vidual’s role within the context of the historical and social process demon-
strate the vitality of the Puritan legacy. At the same time, when the still-life
painters of the late nineteenth century were, for a brief period, just as
puzzlingly modern as they were part of a tradition, Henry Adams, in his
own hyperbolic rhetoric was once again outlining the full drama of the
errand, when he wrote: “Indeed, the American people had no idea at all;
they were wandering in a wilderness much more sandy than the Hebrews
had ever trodden about Sinai; they had neither serpents nor golden calves
to worship. They had lost the sense of worship; for the idea that they wor-
shipped money seemed a delusion.”V?

Could one think of a better expression of this sense of bewilderment than
John Haberle’s stark allegory, probably painted in the mid-18qos, adequately
titled Time and Eternity (fig. 8)? And should one not perhaps pursue the
suppressed kenotic element in both Puritanism, Transcendentalism, and
pragmatism as the path toward Modernism, the kind of Modernism that
Irving Howe meant when he described it as something that is dialectically
defined as a phenomenon that must struggle for its success but is doomed
to find its meaning in the struggle and not in the achievement of success?

The idea of the kenotic tradition in American intellectual history needs
some explaining, especially when applied to painting. Originally an in-
herent part of Christianity’s beginning, kenosis became a central point of
theological discussion within the Puritan debate about the whole issue of
conversion. Dominant as the theology of conversion might have been, the
question came up, whether the ritual of conversion was really essential for
salvation. The deviant (but exegetically not unreasonable) point of view
was that the total and absolute acceptance of man’s difference from God
was not the only way to see God as the supreme being. This being the prem-
ise, man and things justified and testified to the existence of God by being

exactly what they appeared to be, or to put it metaphorically, there is no
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8. John Haberle (American).
Time and Eternitv, ca. 18go,

o1l on canvas, 35.9 x 25.6 cm.

New Britain, Conn., New Britain Museum of
American Art, Stephen Lawrence Fund, no.
1952.1. Photo: E. Irving Blomstrann.
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important information inside. Thus, what Herman Melville tries to tell us
in the The Confidence Man — namely, that there is no hidden plot or secret
character involved, and the world is but an ongoing masquerade — is what
the Trompe I'Oeil painters try to express as well. The surface is real, but to

make this point vou need art.
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Kathleen Pyne

RESISTING MODERNISM

American Painting in the Culture of Conflict

Although the volume of literature on Modernism is vast, the enterprise of
defining the concept still presents a challenge to students of this phenome-
non. For example, in their anthology The Modern Tradition Richard Ellman
and Charles Feidelson concluded that the task of arriving at any precise
understanding of Modernism was a problem still awaiting resolution. To
begin an analysis of any element of the problem, however, some conception
of the matrix of values that are usually evoked by the term Modernism must
be set down. For our purposes, then, a few of the classic formulations of
canonical Modernism will be called into play to illustrate the way in which
the paradigm of Modernism has been promoted in the middle decades of
this century.

To many, Modernism “has come to denote a family of artistic and intel-
lectual movements that have been radically experimental, spiritually tur-
bulent and militant, iconoclastic to the point of nihilism, apocalyptic in
their hopes and fantasies, savagely destructive to one another — and often
to themselves as well — yet capable of recurrent self-renewal.”’l A second,
equally accepted understanding of Modernism, directly bearing on picto-
rial vision, is that it constitutes a new way of seeing. Modernism is thus a
mode that strives “to undermine, to readjust” or to reframe our vision, which
in turn denies “validity” to the previous order of human affairs.2 The mod-
ern cosmos is usually construed as a world in which the center no longer
holds things together. It is a world that only capriciously reveals its true
reality to humankind, with the consequences that human experience is often
contradictory and irrational, and uncertainty rules moral and religious life.?

If we have been more or less certain about which European painters, as
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well as which American and European writers, conformed to these pro-
grams, we have been much less comfortable with admitting to the canon
American painters of the 1880s and 18gos — with the exception, of course, of
Thomas Eakins, Winslow Homer, and Albert Pinkham Ryder. Of late, how-
ever, American painters of this period are being judged more frequently in
the context of their French contemporaries, with the result that the Ameri-
cans are usually found lacking in their refusal to employ a sufficiently
radical vision. Their technique never approaches the boldness of Claude
Monet’s, nor is their point of view as iconoclastic as Edouard Manet’s.*
Unquestionably, American art of the 18gos lacks many of the values deemed
intrinsic to European Modernism at that historical moment. We should con-
sider, however, that American art might be directed to other issues more
central to its own cultural dilemmas. If this is true, then an examination of
the special conditions of American life in the 18gos would lead to a better
understanding of the particular aesthetic decisions made by the American
painters deemed Tonalists and Impressionists. The meaning of certain artis-
tic strategies will become clearer in light of the specific cultural context.
This essay will explore the cultural sources of the American resistance to
Modernism and how that resistance is embodied in American painting of
the 18gos, with special attention given to the relation of American evolu-
tionary thought to Modernism.

Though Americans had ample contact with modernistic European ten-
dencies from the post-Civil War period on, it is difficult to think of instances
when they permitted the central myths of Modernism to occupy the power-
ful realm of the canvas. At the heart of Modernism is the myth of an envi-
ronment so mechanized and regularized that it mandates a dehumanized
experience of the world. To name an obvious example, Gustave Caillebotte’s
composition Paris Street; Rainy Day (see p. 327) embodies the essence of this
condition in its picturing of individuals as isolated, anonymous, and pas-
sive spectators of the urban scene. Another succinct metaphor for dehu-
manization was offered in the Baudelairean image of the prostitute whose
identity is inseparable from the use of her body as an impersonalized com-
modity. In contrast to the central place of sexuality and prostitution in the
works of Manet and Edgar Degas, few American artists adopted the image
of the prostitute.> Instead, the female figure in American painting remained
an object of beauty, revered by the painter and veiled in her “natural” mys-

tique of fecundity and spirituality.
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Claude Monet (French),
Monet’s House at Argenteuil

(La maison de [artiste a Argenteuil), 1873,

oil on canvas, 60.2 x 73.3 cm.

Chicago, The Art Institute of Chicago, Mr. and
Mrs. Martin A. Rverson Collection, 1933.1153.
©1992 The Art Institute of Chicago.

All Rights Reserved.

Childe Hassam {American},

Gathering Flowers in a French Garden, 1888,
oil on canvas, 71.8 x 55.4 cm.

Worcester, Mass.. Worcester Art Museum,
Theodore T. and Mary G. Ellis Collection.
no. 1940.87.
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If Modernism is also a new way of seeing that readjusts or reframes our
vision, Monet’s art certainly has a claim to the modernist canon by virtue
of its experimentation with color and light. One historian, however, has
recently found Monet’s suburban scenes to exemplify the socially uncriti-
cal viewpoint of the average bourgeois (fig. 2}.% Significantly, the typical
strategy of the American painter, such as Childe Hassam or William Merritt
Chase, in approaching the modern urban experience, was to follow Monet'’s
lead and turn to the landscape of the hortus conclusus (fig. ). The parklike
setting of cityscapes, such as those depicted by Hassam and Chase, served
as a middle ground in which the beauty and normative influence of nature
could ameliorate the potential dangers of the urban environment.” In un-
crowded, ordered spaces filled with air and sunshine, individuals could
still realize their singularity, yet they were not cut off from the whole and
alienated in the sense that Caillebotte’s Parisians were.

The reasons for the necessity to maintain this sense of a unified, harmoni-
ously ordered world are deeply rooted in the conditions of American life
in this period, as well as in the ideology Americans developed in response to
those conditions. Social historians have made us well aware of the problems
and events that plagued American life in the period between the Centennial
celebration of 1876 and the Chicago World’s Columbian Exposition of 18¢s.
For example, the waves of immigrants from the south and east of Europe
flooding into the Northeast in the 1880s created new tensions between social
classes and ethnic groups. In addition to this, the tens of thousands of strikes
in industry, which mounted to a pitch of increasing violence in this period,
inspired a national hysteria over the foreign, supposedly anarchist, element
in the country. On top of labor unrest, 2 major economic depression, from
1879 to 1896, seemed to menace the corporate establishment.® Put simply,
Americans feared that the unity of the nation, so recently preserved, was
again being threatened, this time by the possibilities of a class war and a
cultural Babel.

In searching for evidence of these tensions, we sift almost in vain through
the fine arts of the period. In the late 1880s Jacob Riis designed his photo-
journalistic essays (fig. 4) to awaken the middle class to the plight of immi-
grants living in the unconscionable squalor of Lower Manhattan, where half
of New York’s population was crammed into some thirty-nine thousand
tenements, many without indoor toilets or water.® Acknowledgment of such

dilemmas in paintings, however, is almost nonexistent until the work of The
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4. Jacob A. Riis (American),
In the Home of an Italian Rag-picker,
Jersey Street, n.d., photograph.
New York, Museum of the City of New York,
The Jacob A. Riis Collection, no. 157.

5. James McNeill Whistler (American),
The White Symphony — Three Girls, ca. 1868,
oil on prepared board mounted on wood
panel, 46.4 x 61.6 cm.
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Eight, and then, with the exception of John Sloan, the approach of Robert
Henri and his circle is more celebratory of the vital energy of the lower
classes than critical of their living conditions. Indeed, from the evidence of
their painted work, American artists strove to avert their gaze from the social
ills of large cities. In place of selecting any socially objectionable aspect of
the urban scene, they evolved an art of traditional domestic concerns that
was subtly prescriptive and even mildly utopian. Harmony, unity, and
repose — the shibboleths of critics in this period — were prized in every
cultural endeavor, precisely because these values seemed to be imperiled
on all fronts.

It is not that these American Impressionist and Tonalist painters were
unresponsive to social and political ideologies, but neither were these aes-
thetic modes merely tools capitalists used as expedient means to display
their newly acquired power and wealth, nor were they intended to pacify
the underprivileged masses and dazzle consumers into purchases.’? By and
large, American artists responded less to the desires of robber barons and
merchant princes than they did to the needs of middle-class, Anglo-Saxon
Protestants like themselves. Americans’ fears of social discord and economic
upheaval seem to offer convincing explanations for the conservatism of
upper-middle-class Anglo-American culture. Yet, at this complex moment
another facet of the American experience proffers an equally compelling
context for its resistance to Modernism, namely the atmosphere of doubt
resulting from the attacks that scientists were judged to be mounting on
the foundations of liberal Protestant belief. For several recent theorists of
nineteenth-century American culture, liberal Protestantism has figured as
a whipping post upon which the failings of the culture can be publicly
flogged.l! Nevertheless, in considering the compulsion Americans felt to
preserve traditional beliefs in the existence of the human soul and a spiri-
tual dimension in the universe, we begin to approach an important ideologi-
cal category that helps to explain why the American environment produced
a paradigm of Modernism distinct from that of Europe. To the generation
that matured in the 1880s and 18gos, the warfare between science and reli-
gion was deemed just as disruptive to the social order as the warfare that
threatened between “native” Anglo and “foreign” communities.

In the 1860s and 1870s French artists and intellectuals may well have
responded to Auguste Comte’s agnostic vision of the world in which tradi-

tional Christian beliefs were replaced by positivist faith in human knowl-
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edge and science. In the same decades a legion of British thinkers converted
to a variety of agnostic beliefs under the pressures of biblical criticism and
scientific naturalism.!?> Americans, however, refused to give up their his-
torical convictions so quickly. For many, the period of the 1880s and 18gos
was an “Age of Pain,” as the philosopher Charles Peirce called it, an age in
which suicides and nervous collapse became increasingly commonplace phe-
nomena, especially in the Northeast.13 Americans, however, proved to be
extremely industrious in accommodating the new science to the old faith. In
this task they received assistance from neither Charles Darwin nor Comte,
but from the British philosopher Herbert Spencer. As James R. Moore has
shown in his authoritative study The Post-Darwinian Controversies, Ameri-
cans might have invoked Darwin’s name, in using the popular term “Dar-
winism,” to denote evolutionary theory in general, but it was Spencer who
lent them the strategy by which the new science could be invested with their
established beliefs in a spiritual dimension of the universe.l

Spencer’s ten-volume work, The Svstem of Synthetic Philosophy (1862~
18¢6), provided an alternative evolutionary system to Darwin’s delineation
of cruelty, violence, and waste as the order of nature. Darwin had stressed
the mechanism of natural selection — a process that, he was forced to admit,
inadvertently produced ugliness, random mutations, and a struggle for
survival in which the fittest, not necessarily the good, triumphed. In con-
trast, Spencer insisted upon adaptation to the environment as the principal
mechanism of evolution and envisioned evolutionary change taking place in
a spiral of progress upward to higher forms of life, as “incoherent” unifor-
mity gave way to a higher “coherent” complexity. Though Spencer’s grand
unifying theory struck many of his compatriots as nonsense, it assumed the
dimensions of a new gospel for Americans because it was compatible with
traditional religious belief. Promising that Homo sapiens was different in
kind from the lower animals, Spencer’s system of evolution presented an
optimistic view of human destiny.?> If change took place through adapta-
tion to the environment, as Spencer maintained, then men and women could
shape that environment and the future, as his American followers, such as
Lester Frank Ward, were quick to point out.

In America, Spencer’s scientific naturalism also had the effect of revita-
lizing the familiar Transcendentalist credo. As James Turner has shown, at
mid-century Ralph Waldo Emerson’s radical views had seemed difficult for
the public to swallow whole. By the end of the Civil War, however, Ameri-
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cans were rapidly assimilating his perception of spiritual influx in nature
and mankind into the heart religion of Protestant Evangelicalism. Between
Emerson’s death in 1882 and the end of the century, faith in Transcenden-
talism continued to grow in the Northeastern Anglo-American community.1?
While Darwin had limited the scope of his inquiry to establishing a theory
of biological science, Spencer’s sweeping generalities left the door wide
open for theological application. Spencer’s American disciples — John Fiske,
for example — translated his secularized language into religious terms;
“energy” became “divine energy,” and “force” became “spiritual force.”18
Emerson’s world of unity-in-diversity was thus easily conflated with this
pantheistic evolutionary universe pervaded by an underlying spiritual
energy, an energy that impelled the spiraling development of life upward,
toward higher, more complex and intelligent forms. By the late nineteenth
century, a hybrid natural religion, composed of pantheism and Spencer’s
science, was prevalent in both popular and intellectual discourse, especially
around Boston and Cambridge, where aesthetes, such as Bernard Berenson
and Ernest Fenollosa, nurtured themselves on the writings of Emerson,
Spencer, and Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel.19

While Darwin revealed a forbidding picture of nature — “red in tooth
and claw” — Spencer, then, at the same moment provided reinforcement for
ideologies already in place. By controlling the environment, he counseled,
humankind could direct the evolution of civilization toward altruism and
pacifism, away from the state of competition and combat endemic to the
lower animal kingdom. Prompted by this imperative to shape a more desir-
able, harmonious environment, a formidable burden now fell upon artists
and architects, as well as soctal theorists and educators. The aesthetic move-
ment, as it grew after the Philadelphia Centennial Exposition of 1876, fos-
tered a new awareness of the psychic comfort — the sense of refuge from the
competition of the marketplace — that was to be obtained in the house beauti-
ful. Although premised on a racist hierarchy of cultures, the Chicago World’s
Columbian Exposition of 1893 similarly led great numbers of Americans
to visualize the utopian possibilities of the unified urban environment.20

The need to advance a utopian social model must have seemed all the
greater in light of the urgency of the moment, warranted by the elevated
degree of social unrest. The descendants of the original Anglo-Saxon Prot-
estant settlers, who controlled the nation’s cultural institutions, perceived
their hegemony to be challenged by immigrants of largely Catholic and
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Jewish composition. Brooks Adams, for example, feared that the loss of vital
energy within his own patrician class would lead to social anarchy, while
other members of New England’s elite responded by organizing the Immi-
gration Restriction League.2! The idea that the American Anglo-Saxon
population would achieve world eminence, given its physical energy and
moral superiority, had earlier been promoted by Darwin in his Descent of
Man of 1871.22 Spencer, on his trip to New York City in 1882, reinforced the
American right to claim evolutionary predominance and assured his audi-

ence that, in spite of America’s current social problems,

the eventual mixture of the allied varieties of the Aryan race forming the
population will produce a finer type of man than has hitherto existed, and a
type of man more plastic, more adaptable, more capable of undergoing the
modifications needful for complete social life.... Americans may reasonably
look forward to a time when they will have produced a civilization grander
than any the world has known.2?
However, Spencer also warned against stressful habits of overwork and the
frenetic pace of modern life. Americans, he said, should allow for more
repose and relaxation, or competitors would take advantage of their “dam-
aged constitutions” that were bound to “reappear” in the next generation.4

Culture, then, had to be instilled with unity, harmony, and repose in
order to guide human evolution along an ascending course. This problem
could be approached from the standpoint of constructing a desirable exter-
nal environment, but it could also be redressed, as Spencer submitted,
through the means of self-culture, through refining the world within. While
French, German, and Viennese scientists, such as Sigmund Freud, were
probing the recesses of the unconscious, William James and his colleagues
in the Society for Psychical Research were at the same time also avidly pur-
suing this study — but from a different philosophical position. The atheistic
Freud saw the unconscious as the seat of the darker sexual and aggressive
instincts, while the agnostic James pushed to discover there a point of con-
tact with some higher spiritual realm.

In attempting to obtain empirical confirmation of a nonmaterial uni-
verse, James merely shared in his generation’s crisis of faith, as well as the
general willingness to embrace beliefs as dubious as Spiritualism. Both his

experiments with the medium Mrs. Piper and his efforts to come to terms
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with his own neuroses through contemporary meditational therapies vividly
illustrate the real requirements of Americans — including scientists — at
this juncture in history for reassurance in the face of overwhelming change.
James wanted Americans to fight the good fight (that is, adopt activist strate-
gies to combat social evils), but like others of his milieu, he was forced to
admit the high personal costs exacted by such strenuous intellectual and
moral engagement.2>

Like scientists and clergy, American painters in the 18gos were, con-
sciously or unconsciously, caught up in the issues that signify the resistance
to the positivism characteristic of European Modernism. For Americans,
the touchstone of this resistance was the Tonalist mode of James Abbott
McNeill Whistler. The curator and educator Fenollosa was drawn to Whis-
tler’s work because it exemplified the way in which “harmonious spacing”
could induce “harmonious living.” A student of Spencer and Hegel, Fenol-
losa awaited an aestheticized American environment that would propel the
evolution of civilization toward a new universal order — a “higher” culture
that was to be a dialectical synthesis of East and West. Conveniently, for
Fenollosa Whistler represented “the meeting-point of the two great conti-
nental streams, ...the nodule, the universalizer, the interpreter of East to
West, and of West to East.”28 Whistler’s aesthetic principles, drawn from
Japanese and Greek art, Fenellosa thought implicitly embodied a vision of
a unified, utopian world. The White Symphony — Three Girls (fig. 5) from
The Six Projects, circa 1868, for example, shows Whistler early in his career,
working out this assimilation of East into West in terms of harmonious spac-
ing and formal rhythms.?” Such principles, according to Fenollosa, could
be instrumental in redesigning the industrial urban and domestic environ-
ments, in a manner similar to the way in which Whistler’s “nocturnes” (fig. 6)
demonstrated how harmonious spacing might transform an industrial land-
scape, that along the Thames, into a sublime vision of a utopian cosmo-
polis.28 The foundation of Whistler’s art, Fenollosa discerned, was located in
the gray chords, which pulsated with “imprisoned colors.” These grays sug-
gested the Hegelian dynamic of the many unified into the one, spirit and
sense ever resolving into harmonious form.2® Thus, Whistler’s art held out,
not only the possibility of transcendent experience for the individual viewer
but also ideological instruction for a mode of social and political unity.

Like-minded American critics — Charles Caffin and Sadakichi Hart-
mann, to name just two of the more obvious — received Whistler’s images
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James MceNeill Whistler (American),
Nocturne in Blue and Gold: Old Batterseua
Bridge, 1872-1873.

oil on canvas, 68.6 x 51.3 cm.

London, Tate Gallery, no. No 1g959.
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7. Thomas W. Dewing {American),
The Hermit Thrush, ca. 18g3,

oil on canvas, 88.1 x 117 cm.

Washington, D.C., National Museum of
American Art, Smithsonian Institution, Gift
of John Gellatly, no. 1929.6.39.
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and those of his American followers in much the same vein. In the works of
Thomas W. Dewing and John Henry Twachtman the aesthetics of Whistler’s
art, as well as the Japanese print, have been thoroughly internalized. Here,
sensuousness is offered as the means of engagement both with nature and
with the painting itself. The artful sensuousness of the surface is employed,
in reality, not so much for the sake of the insensate art object — which was a
rhetoric much voiced by the Americans attuned to Whistler. Rather, beauty
is presented for the sake of the viewer; it offers personal delectation and
the opportunity for self-culture.

Dewing’s New England nature drama The Hermit Thrush of circa 1893
(fig. 7) atfords a cogent example of this therapeutic use of the Tonalist
mode. In the loosely brushed-in foreground various cool and warm opales-
cent hues shift almost imperceptibly through the long grass, while in the
background the highly condensed form of the pine tree shelters the elusive
bird. Occupying the middle ground are two young women whose delicate
forms speak of the higher consciousness that is to be obtained from the
apprehension of melodic sight and sound in concert. In Dewing’s world
these women represent “what was most civilized,” and the “farthest removed
from what was animal.™¥ The tree’s sweeping rhythms rivet our attention
and provide a synesthetic metaphor — a “speaking body” — for the thrush’s
plaintive, oboelike song. It is thus through absorption in the hidden, elu-
sive spirit of nature, through unification with the boundless energy that
flows through the world, the painting tells us, that we can gain the tran-
scendent experience for the self-refinement exemplifed by the two women.?2
This therapeutic benefit, however, is also to be received from imaginative
absorption in the work of art. The powdery texture and subtly flowing color
of the surface elicit the viewer’s meditative immersion into its abstract
rhythms, just as the women’s rapt attention to the bird encourages the
observer’s empathy with their mystical experience in that dematerialized,
dreamlike reality.

This is precisely how Dewing’s ideal patron, Charles Lang Freer, used
paintings by Whistler, Dewing, Twachtman, and others as well as the Chi-
nese scrolls and Japanese screens in his collection. As he meditated on
the rarefied image, Freer believed that its talismanic powers would pro-
vide him with emotional and physical restoration.?? Art, like nature, when
approached in quiet, solitary contemplation, could soothe the nerves and

take one out of the restricted confines of the self — could unify the beholder
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with the spiritual effluence of the world.34

Both Twachtman’s and Dewing’s works advance a prescriptive view of
the world as peaceful and harmonious, and like Whistler’s, they promote a
religion of art — a belief in the capacity of art to sustain a transcendent,
psychically redemptive experience. Twachtman’s dematerijalized Connecti-
cut landscapes were likewise conceived for the purpose of psychic comfort.
Winter Harmonv, circa 18go-1goo (fig. 8}, is typical of his pictures of this
period, which one critic in 1891 judged “not fit for the struggle of life in a
contemporary exhibition gallery” In the winter scenes he became known
for, Twachtman attempted to summon up the mystery of the unseen, in
which only silence can intimate the inexpressible.3® The empathic merg-
ing with the shadow world of Winter Harmony, for example, allows the
viewer a freedom from the burdens of gravity, a sensation of floating and
weightlessness that is posed in the flattened form of the brook and the
attenuated shapes of the trees. Such an experience of quiescence restores
psychic balance,? it was perceived, so that the viewer can go back into the
fray with renewed vitality.

Twachtman was exploring Asian philosophy and aesthetic strategies at
a time when the vogue for Asian thought and art was at a high point in
American culture. Emerson and his circle had earlier immersed themselves
in the sacred books of the East, only to find reverberations of their own
idealism. Perhaps predictably, this influx of Asian thought now also served
to reinforce Transcendentalism.%” In Jcebound, 188g-1900 (fig. g}, Twachtman
flaunted his familiarity with the Japanese print in the use of conceptual
shape and the all-over surface. Emulating the vision of the Asian artist, he
thought, could instill his art with an antibourgeois, antimaterialistic expres-
sion. Like Dewing, Twachtman worked toward a thin, but complex, sur-
face, washed with iridescent tones that shift into one another. For Freer,
Whistler, Dewing, and Twachtman, the ability to discern and appreciate
these subtleties of surface, as well as the nuances of nature’s aristocratic
moods, marked the viewer as a member of an elite order of consciousness.38

In recent years, Twachtman’s painting has been compared to that of
Monet. In some ways the two artists independently approached one another’s
vision, but only after Monet had left behind his high Impressionist mode,
which celebrated an immediate present. In 1887 Monet had stayed with
Whistler in London, and in the 18gos Monet resumed his interest in the

works of J. M. W. Turner and Jean-Baptiste-Camille Corot and began to focus
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on themes of a private, timeless world that was closer to the vision of the
Symbolist.? In these vears he also became more entranced with the mys-
tery of nature in its veiled unity than with the reflections of bright light
and the fragmentation of form. In landscapes such as the Morning on the
Seine series of 18g6-18g7 (fig. 10), Monet's reaching for a retrospective mood
of mystery and silence recalls a few of Twachtman’s images of bodies of
water, for example, Springtime, circa 1883-1885 (Cincinnati, Cincinnati Art
Museum, no. 19o8.1218). Twachtman’s landscapes of the early 18gos, how-
ever, seem to anticipate the purpose Monet conceived for his later nymphéas.
In 19og Monet related that he hoped his great watery environments would
“offer an asylum of peaceful meditation at the center of a flowery aquar-
ium” and that “nerves overstrained by work would be relaxed there, fol-
lowing the restful example of the still waters.”40

Yor Twachtman, winter presented the perfect pictorial motif for the anti-
materialistic, inexpressible sentiments he strove to elicit. Time and again
in the reiterated image of the brook on his farm, the fluid atmosphere and
mantle of snow transform the earth into a reverie. Nature here has entered
a state of suspension, not death. And yet how differently the winter land-
scape could be interpreted at this historical moment is instantly apparent
when Winslow Homer’s magnificent epic of nature’s cruelty, The Fox Hunt
of 18g3 (fig. 11), is contrasted. While Homer’s work is also informed by the
spatial play of the Japanese print, it, more importantly, represents a view
of nature outside of, and even opposite to, Twachtman’s Spencerian syn-
thesis and repose. Homer’s world exemplifies the Darwinian order, in which
nature is beautiful but also cold and impassive to the outcome of the strug-
gle for survival.! In his mature works of the 1880s and 18gos, Homer re-
peatedly proved himself a dissenter from the dominant view of the world
as harmony and unity. As in Eight Bells, 1886 (Andover, Mass., Addison
Gallery of American Art, Phillips Academy, no. 1930.379), and The Fog
Warning, 1885 (Boston, Museum of Fine Arts, no. g4.72), man is alone in a
hostile universe with only his intellect and his skill as a toolmaker to guide
himself through crises. In Homer’s Darwinian view, nature is now con-
fronted as a secularized sublime force, and man, as he is pitted against this
force, attains a regenerate heroic status.*?

In his perception of life as a contest that exacts a strenuous as opposed
to a passive response, Homer’s ideological correspondent was, of course,

Thomas Eakins. Either physically animated or intellectually engaged, the
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8. John Henry Twachtman (American),
Winter Harmony, ca. 189o-1goo,
oil on canvas, 65.9 x 81.2 cm.
Washington, D.C., National Gallery of Art,
Gift of the Avalon Foundation, no. 1964.22.1.

9. John Henry Twachtman {American),
Icebound, 1889-1g00,
oil on canvas, 64.1 x 76.5 cm.
Chicago, The Art Institute of Chicago,
Friends of American Art Collection,
no. 1917.200.
©1987 The Art Institute of Chicago,
All Rights Reserved.
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10.

11.
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Morning on the Seine near Giverny,

18g6-18q7,
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New York, The Metropolitan Museum of
Art, Bequest of Julia W. Emmons, 1956,
no. 56.135.4. All Rights Reserved,

The Metropolitan Museum of Art.

Winslow Homer (American),

The Fox Hunt, 1893,

oil on canvas, 97.4 X 174.4 cm.

Philadelphia, The Pennsylvania Academy of
the Fine Arts, Joseph E. Temple Fund,
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athletes, scientists, and musicians he portraved (see fig. 1) signify the pro-
found extent to which Eakins’s world is man-centered. He revered the human
body, and he worshiped the human intellectual power to create transcen-
dent works of art, as well as the human capacity to understand the world
through the empirical study of nature. In the late portraits of his heroic
Philadelphians, Eakins traced his sitters’ individual histories in the lines
of their faces and recorded, sometimes even projected, the marks of the hun-
dreds of adverse incidents that would appear over time. Eakins's human
race seems worn down by assaults to the body and soul, reflecting, per-
haps, his personal sense of defeat and resignation in these vears.

As Barbara Weinberg has observed, it was Homer, Eakins, and Ryder
whom historians in the 1930s and 1g40s singled out as the saving remnant
of nineteenth-century painting.? In the cases of Homer and Eakins, this
reasoning not only reflects the search for a usable past, a nativist tradition,
in late nineteenth-century art but also conforms with the shift in worldview
that occurred with the outbreak of World War 1. The human slaughter on
the battlefields of France confirmed the Darwinian model of reality and
made the Spencerian ideology no longer tenable or defensible.** Both
Homer’s and Eakins's works implicitly acknowledged the presence of evil
in the world, just as Whistler and his followers had optimistically denied
it. The pessimism of European naturalist literature, in which humans are
caught in the forces of a blind and purposeless universe, seemed to be
echoed in the dark vision of Homer and Eakins. And the requisite descrip-
tion of Modernists as disappointed, alienated individuals who cut across
the grain of polite Victorian morality and social norms was also satisfied in
the grim personal histories of both Eakins and Homer. The third isolato,
Rvder, harbored an intuition of the world as a place of supernatural mys-
tery {fig. 12) but put forward a sufficiently difficult imagery and hermetic
personality to qualify also as a nascent American Modernist.#

The tradition of conceiving the world as unified by a mystical force did
not meet its end at the turn of the century, however, for this legacy was
inherited by the group around Alfred Stieglitz — especially by Arthur Dove
and Marsden Hartley, who were responsible for many of the first completely
abstract compositions in America. Hartley, Stieglitz, and Edward Steichen
all proceeded from a nature mysticism that, directly or indirectly, was
Inspired by Emerson’s writings. During the first decade of the century both

Stieglitz and Steichen remained under the spell of Whistler’s soulscapes,
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Albert Pinkham Ryder (American),

Moonlit Cove, 1880-18go,

oil on canvas. 5.9 X 43.5 cm.

Washington, D.C.. The Phillips Collection,
no. 1708. ©The Phillips Collection.
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while they came to Emerson’s ideas through the writings of the Belgian Sym-
bolist Maurice Maeterlinck, who venerated Emerson and had translated his
works.46 Georgia O’Keeffe and Max Weber inherited Fenollosa’s belief in
the redemptive experience of sensuous art through the teachings of Arthur
Wesley Dow. In the 1880s Dow had first traded his stern Calvinist beliefs
for an aesthetic religiosity and then, early in the next decade, while work-
ing under Fenollosa at Boston’s Museum of Fine Arts, he converted to
Fenollosa’s faith in a universal artistic mode synthesized from East and West
and its power to reform the environment. Presiding over classes at the
Teachers’ College of Columbia University during the critical period of
these artists’ first abstractions in 1910-1914, Dow led a generation toward a
system of design based on Japanese aesthetic principles that he had set
down in print in 1899 in his influential textbook Composition.¥7

The simplified rhythmic movements of O’Keeffe’s and Dove’s abstrac-
tions from nature reflect a concern with the unity of the world and imply
the presence of a mysterious life-force. Inspired by the mysticism of Twacht-
man and Ryder — as well as the words of Emerson, John Ruskin, and
Maeterlinck — Hartley also translated his religious longings into land-
scape painting and approached nature as a therapeutic source for the human
psyche.®8 The publication in Camera Work of Henri-Louis Bergson’s ideas
on the essential duration of human consciousness acted within the Stieglitz
circle to cross-fertilize the Emersonian view of art and nature as twin thera-
pies. The appearance of Wassily Kandinsky’s theories from his meditation
On the Spiritual in Art (1912) in the same journal further abetted the mysti-
cal tendency of these artists to locate the immaterial effluence of nature in
musical movements of pure colors and abstract forms.4 Working in New
York at the same time as these artists, Arthur B. Davies — the organizer of
the Armory Show of 1913 in which European Modernist painting was first
unveiled to the American public on an immense scale — maintained decided
interests in esoteric Tantric beliefs and Theosophy.?® Davies’s ventures into
the occult perhaps partially account for the ethereal presences of his nude
female figures, who drift across the surfaces of his canvases. As their undu-
lating movements reciprocate the contours of the landscape, these women
seek to reach a higher plane of experience through their dancelike unity
with nature.

This tradition of Modernism that is defined through intuitive and mys-

tical experience can be observed to extend even farther into American paint-
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ing of the twentieth century. In search of mystical experience in which the
self becomes unified with the universe, abstract painters such as Barnett
Newman, Mark Rothko, Ad Reinhardt, and Jackson Pollock, probed sources
as diverse as the writings of mystics — from Emanuel Swedenborg to Emer-
son to Mme Blavatsky, William James, and Rudolf Steiner; the ritualistic
objects of Native American culture, for example, masks, carvings, and pic-
tographs; or the paintings of Albert Pinkham Ryder. These painters no
doubt publicly refuted any overt religious meaning for their art in order to
escape attachment to a belief system and didactic verbalization of the image
that would in turn rob the image of its power. In place of verbalization, the
paintings of Rothko typically call for an atmosphere of silence in their offer-
ing the viewer a surrogate spiritual experience, much as the landscapes of
John Twachtman do.?

These connections thus propose that the relationship between the gen-
eration of the 18gos and canonical Modernism is rather complex. Whistler
and the American Tonalists displayed the symbolism, the privatism, the
self-consciousness, and the obscurity of Modernism, but they refused to
lose sight of the eternal invested in the fleeting phenomena of this world.
Though they learned technique from the French naturalists and academi-
cians of the 1870s and 188os, their technique served very ditferent ideologi-
cal ends. Like the Symbolists, they wanted to instill life and art with a sense
of mystery and the infinite; they wanted connection with the past, and even
duration in the Bergsonian sense. The historical disruption and disconti-
nuity of the Modernist mode were only impediments to the evolutionary
goal. Finally, these Americans were not ironically distanced from their
upper-middle-class public. No matter what personal disappointment and
neglect artists such as Dewing and Twachtman might have experienced,
their works bear no antisoctal expression. As a defense against the new social
reality of the 18gos, which demanded cultural pluralism, official America
promoted a homogeneous, Anglo-Saxon Protestant cultural paradigm into
which foreign cultures were to be absorbed.?2 Such a society — unified within
itself and impressed with the harmony of its environment — was consid-
ered both modern and ideal. Following this course, scientists and clergy
alike predicted that Americans would produce a “civilization grander than
any the world has known,” and artists and architects enlisted to help real-

1ze that goal.
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NOTES

1. Richard Ellmann and Charles Feidelson, Jr., eds., The Modern Tradition: Backgrounds
of Modern Literature (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1965). v; on p. vi, the editors recapitulate
Lionel Trilling’s chacterization of Modernism in “The Modern Element in Modern Literature,”
which is reprinted in Irving Howe, ed., The Idea of the Modern in Literature and the Arts (New
York: Horizon, 1g67), as profoundly anticultural, historically discontinuous, and pervaded by
a “sense of loss, alienation, and despair” Marshall Berman, *‘All That Is Solid Melts into Air’:
Marxism, Modernism, and Modernization,” Dissent 25 (Winter 1978): 54. distinguishes between
modernization that involves a “complex of social, economic. and political processes.” and Mod-
ernism that has to do with “spiritual upheavals and cultural revolution, the death of God. the
theater of cruelty, Dada, jazz, the twelve-tone scale, Existentialism, [and] abstract art.” among
other themes; on p. 73, Berman includes Marx as “one of the first and greatest of modernists.”
David A. Hollinger, *The Canon and Its Keepers: Modernism and Mid-Twentieth Century
American Intellectuals,” in idem, In the American Province: Studies in the Historv and Historiog-
raphy of Ideas (Bloomington: Indiana Univ. Press, 1985), 74-01, details the shifting definition
of Modernism in the twentieth century. It is interesting to note that there 1s at present a similar
lack of consensus regarding the historical point of origin and the ideological basis of the con-
cept of postmodernism. See. for example. the essays in Ingeborg Hoesterey, Zetlgeist in Babel:
The Postmodernist Controversy (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana Univ. Press, 1991).

2. The literary critic Richard P. Blackmur in “The Great Grasp of Unreason,” in Ann?
Mirabiles 1921-1925: Reason in the Madness of Letters (Washington, D.C.: Reference Dept., Library
of Congress, 1956), 10, constructed this version in discussing the “expressionism” of the artistic
period of the 1920s, especially in the works of James Jovce, T. §. Eliot, Thomas Mann, William
Butler Yeats, and André Gide, among others.

3. David A. Hollinger. “The Knower and the Artificer,” American Quarterly 29 (1987): 8.
recounts this scenario as one widely accepted version of the “modern predicament.”

4. In the light of this judgment, see Helene Barbara Weinberg, “Renaissance and Rena-
scences in American Art,” Arts Magazine 54 (November 197g): 172-76; and idem, “American
Impressionism in a Cosmopolitan Context,” Arts Magazine 55 {November 1980): 160-65. Weinberg
has argued that the conservatism of American painters should be viewed in the light of their
academic training. It is also significant that by the late 1880s, when Theodore Robinson, John
Twachtman, and J. Alden Weir are thought to have assimilated Impressionism, the French paint-
ers had progressed from their purer naturalistic phase of the 1870s to take up interests affili-
ated with neoconservative and Symbolist tendencies.

5. Itis equally difficult to think of American painters in this period who represented indi-

vidual reality as isolated and alienated, or as permeated by the strangeness and beauty of Poe’s
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world, which French artists and intellectuals found so enticing. Christine Buci-Glucksmann,
“Catastrophic Utopia: The Feminine as Allegory of the Modern,” Representations 14 {Spring
1986): 220-29, discusses Walter Benjamin’s analysis of the modern urban environment and
Baudelaire’s “system of feminine fictions that characterize modernity.” Timothy |. Clark, The
Painting of Modern Life: Paris in the Art of Manet and His Followers (New York: Knopf, 1984),
chap. 2 and pp. 47-49, expands on this mythology. On Degas’s imagery of women, see Eunice
Lipton, Looking into Degas: Uneasy Images of Women and Modern Life (Berkeley: Univ. of Cali-
fornia Press, 1986), 163-86.

6. Clark (see note 5), 71-73, 158.

7. Clark (see note 5), 195, uses the term hortus conclusus to evoke a domestic, suburban
milieu as a predominant aspect of Monet’s painted world in the 1870s. See also Hubert Beck,
“Die Ikonographie der Stadt: Das Zégern vor der Stadt-Thematik,” in Thomas W. Gaehtgens,
ed., Bilder aus der Neuen Welt: Amerikanische Malerei des 18. und 19. Jahrhunderts, exh. cat.
{Munich: Prestel, 1988}, 114-16.

8. Alan Trachtenberg, The Incorporation of America: Culture and Society in the Gilded
Age (New York: Hill & Wang, 1982}, 39-41, and chap. 3, esp. pp. 71-72, 8o, 8g-go, summarizes
much of the recently published social history on the period and offers an engrossing account
of the crisis in labor and industry during the late nineteenth century. Reiterating a few of these
events helps to evoke this culture of conflict. The period unfolded, for example, with a series of
violent railroad strikes that spread across the country in 1877, leaving in their wake one hun-
dred dead and millions of dollars in property destroyed. The vear of the Great Upheaval, 1886,
in which 700,000 laborers went out on strike, also witnessed the Haymarket Riot in Chicago.
Eleven people were killed in this incident and four were executed afterward. Moreover, in 18g2
the National Guard was called out in five states to quell labor unrest, and two years later the
Pullman Strike seemed to confirm a rising pitch of turmoil and rage among laborers.

9. In the fine arts, Robert Koehler's painting The Strike, 1886 {Detroit, collection of Richard
A. Manoogian), provides a rare glimpse of the confrontation between labor and capital that
was so pervasive in the social landscape of this period. On Riis, see Trachtenberg (see note 8),
128-29. John Higham, Strangers tn the Land: Patterns of American Nativism, 1860-1925 (New
Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers Univ. Press, 1955), 40, has made it clear that Riis’s book had an effect
opposite to what the photojournalist intended in that it “aroused anti-foreign as well as anti-
tenement attitudes.”

10. Trachtenberg’s {see note 8) generalizations about high culture on pp. 144-45, and about
the painting, sculpture, and architecture at the Chicago World’s Columbian Exposition of 18gg
on pp. 217-28, fail to discriminate between the differing motives and tastes of American capi-
talists, as well as the various ideologies and conditions governing the production of the fine

arts in this period.
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11. One can think of Ann Douglas, The Femtnization of American Culture {(New York: Knopf,
1977) and 'T. ]. Jackson Lears. No Place of Grace: Antimodernism and the Transformation of Amert-
can Culture, 1880-1920 (New York: Pantheon. 1981}, for example, both of whom fault the liberals
for their soft-minded response to science and biblical criticism and lament the passing of hard-
minded Calvinism in the nineteenth century.

12. Linda Nochlin, Realism (Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin, 1978). 23, 25, 41-43; Joel
Isaacson, “Observation and Experiment in the Farly Work of Monet,” in John Rewald and
Frances Weitzenhoffer, eds., Aspects of Monet: A Svmposium on the Artist’s Life and Times (New
York: Abrams, 1984), 14-35; and Richard Shiff. “The kEnd of Impressionism: A Study in Theo-
ries of Artistic Expression,” Art Quarterlv 1 (Autumn 1978): 338-78, have all treated the rela-
tionship between various manifestations of pleinairism in the 1860s and 1870s and positivist
philosophy. For a discussion of the varieties of English unbelief in the nineteenth century. see
Bernard V. Lightman, The Origins of Agnosticism (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univ. Press, 1987).
esp. 6-31. Gertrude Himmelfarb, Victorian Minds (New York: Knopf. 1968). 28992, comments
on the way in which moral and ethical values replaced religious belief among the British “intel-
lectual clerisy,” as the social ethic “acquired some of the stigmata of the old religion™: she quotes
Leslie Stephen, who “after abandoning the effort to derive an ethic from Darwinism, finally
confessed: ‘I now believe in nothing, but I do not the less believe in morality... ]I mean to live
and die like a gentleman if possible”” See also Gertrude Himmelfarb, Marriage and Morals
Among the Victorians (New York: Knopf, 1986).

13. James Turner, Without God, Without Creed: The Origins of Unbelief in America (Balti-
more: Johns Hopkins Univ. Press, 1985), 206, quotes Peirce on the “Age of Pain.” See William
James, “Is Life Worth Living?” in idem, The Will to Believe and Other Essavs in Popular Philoso-
phv and Human Immortality: Two Supposed Objections to the Doctrine (New York: Dover, 1g956:
reprint of the first edition of The Will to Believe and Other Essavs in Popular Philosophv [New
York: Longmans, Green, 18g7]; and the second edition of Human Immortality [New York:
Houghton Mifflin, 18¢8]), 32—62. James was so alarmed by the number of suicides in the United
States (which he cited as three thousand in 18g3) that he felt the need to address the issue of
suicide and its causes in religious pessimism at some great length in this and other essavs.
James was moved to assist Americans in reconciling their traditional Protestant belief in the
unity of nature with the contradictory picture of nature revealed by science. George Miller
Beard, American Nervousness, Its Causes and Consequences: A Supplement to Nervous Exhaustion
(Neurasthenia) (New York: Putnam, 1881; reprint, New York: Arno, 1972), 65~70. drawing on
Spencer’s sociology, noted the rising incidence of nervousness in voung American women and
defined the condition as an integral part of the American character in this era; in chap. g he
examined the causes of this neurasthenia as he perceived them to be located in the overwhelming

changes and hurried schedules of Americans in this period.
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14. See James R. Moore. The Post-Darwinian Controversies: A Studv of the Protestant Strug-
gle to Come to Terms with Darwin in Great Britain and America, 1870-1900 (Cambridge and New
York: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1979), chap. 7, ""The Vogue of Herbert Spencer™; D. H. Mever,
“American Intellectuals and the Victorian Crisis of Faith,” American Quarterlv 27 (December
1975): boo-6o1; and John David Yeadon Peel, Herbert Spencer: The Evolution of a Sociologist
(London: Heinemann Educational, 1971). 2-3, 132-33. Peel (p. 119) also adds that the American
pragmatists “were both massively influenced by Spencer and defined themselves against him.”

13. See Moore (see note 14), 156, 162, 165-66, 171; and Peel (see note 14), 135, 142-47, 156.
Spencer maintained that evolution occurred primarily through adaptation of organisms to the
environment and that each generation inherited characteristics acquired by its parents. Darwin
disagreed with Spencer on the issues of methodology and the precedence of the role of natural
selection over direct inheritance of characteristics, but he deferred to Spencer on the 1ssue of
human evolution and praised Spencer as “the great expounder of the principle of Evolution.”
As another reason for the popularity of Spencer in the United States, Moore (pp. 167-68) also
cites the fact that Spencer’s philosophy supported American economic and political ideologies
of laissez-faire and individualism.

16. Turner (see note 13), 163, 80-81.

17. In a survey of the literature published in 1882 and in the two decades after, Herbert
L. Kleinfield, *The Structure of Emerson’s Death,” in Carl Bode, ed., Ralph Waldo Emerson:
A Profile (New York: Hill & Wang, 1969), 175-99, demonstrates the preponderance of Emerson’s
mythology and thought during this period.

18. See Peel (sce note 14). 135: Moore (see note 14), 150-54, 168 n. 146, 224-25; John Fiske,
Studies in Religion; Being the Destiny of Man; the Idea of God; Through Nature to God; Life
Everlasting (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1goz2), 80-84: Milton Berman, John Fiske: The Fvolu-
tion of a Popularizer (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univ. Press, 1g61). 102. Berman (p. 15g) com-
ments that Fiske’s language moved closer to traditional Christian terminology after Spencer’s
visit to America in 1882. Americans also readily substituted the word “God” for Spencer’s terms
“the Ultimate Realitv” and “the Unknown.” This quasi-religious terminology was common to
other American evolutionists, for example, Joseph LeConte and George Cope, who had based
their thought on Lamarckian evolution, as did Spencer.

19. Lawrence W. Chisolm, Fenollosa: The Far East and American Culture (New Haven: Yale
Tniv. Press, 1963), 22-28, 41-42.

20. Robert W. Rydell, "And Was Jerusalem Builded Here?" in idem, All the World’s a Fair:
Visions of Empire at American International Expositions, 18761916 (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago
Press, 1984), 47-48. and Trachtenberg (see note 8), 218-19, cite testimony of fairgoers that shows
the fair through their eves as a "New Jerusalem.”

21. On Brooks Adams, see Lears (see note 11), 133-36. Higham (see note g), 102-105, treats
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the formation of the Immigration Restriction League in Boston in 18g4; among other Boston
blue bloods, Henry Cabot Lodge and John Fiske were both leaders in the movement. Berman
(see note 18), 105, notes that Fiske stressed the social conservatism of his evolutionary message;
details Fiske’s work with the League (p. 251); and comments that Fiske’s ideology defended and
celebrated preindustrial, small-town life in New England (p. 26g).

22. Charles Darwin, The Descent of Man and Selection in Relation to Sex (London: J. Murray,
1871; reprint, New York and London: Appleton, 1g915), 144-45.

23. Edward Livingstone Youmans, ed., Herbert Spencer on the Americans and the Ameri-
cans on Herbert Spencer, Being a Full Report of His Interview and of the Proceedings of the
Farewell Banguet of November 9, 1882 (New York: Appleton, 1883; reprint, New York: Appleton,
1887), 19~20.

24. Ibid., g1-32.

25. James (see note 13), 61.

26. Ernest Fenellosa, “The Collection of Mr. Charles L. Freer,” Pacific Era 1 (November
1907): 61.

27. Chisolm {see note 1g), 97, 155-56, 159, 123-24.

28. For Fenollosa’s opinions on Whistler and the emergence of a new world civilization,
see Fenollosa (see note 26), 57-66; idem, “The Coming Fusion of East and West,” Harper’s New
Monthly Magazine g8 (December 1898): 115-22; idem, “The Place in History of Mr. Whistler’s
Art,” Lotus: In Memoriam, James A. McNeill Whistler 1 {Special Holiday Number, December
1903): 14-17; and idem, “The Symbolism of the Lotos,” Lotos g (February 18g6): 581.

29. Fenollosa (see note 26), 6o.

30. For other antimaterialist interpretations, see Charles H. Caffin, The Storv of American
Painting: The Evolution of Painting in America from Colonial Times to the Present (New York:
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1907); idem, American Masters of Painting: Being Brief Appreciations
of Some American Painters (New York: Doubleday, Page, 1go2); Sadakichi Hartmann, 4 His-
tory ofAmerican Art (Boston: L. C. Page, 1go2), vol. 2; and Royal Cortissoz, “Egotism in Con-
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31. Frances Grimes, “Reminiscences” (typescript in the Papers of Augustus Saint-Gaudens,
Special Collections Division of the Dartmouth College Library, microfilm roll 3565r #36, frames
350-410), frame 357, relates this expression of Dewing’s wife, Maria Dewing, to his female figures.

32. This reading of the painting reflects the Dewings’ deep-seated engagement with the
Transcendentalist milieu in Boston, where Thomas Dewing was born and raised and where

Maria Dewing was related to a member of the Transcendentalist circle. Both Dewings were
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known as devotees of Emerson’s writings, and Thomas Dewing at several points in his work
alluded to Emerson’s poetry, for example, in The Davs, 1887 (Hartford, Conn., Wadsworth
Atheneum, no. 1944.928); Dawn, circa 1892 {Washington, D.C., National Museum of American
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33. See Agnes E. Meyer, “The Charles L. Freer Collection,” The Arts 12 (August 1927): 65,
6g, 80; and Aline Bernstein Saarinen, The Proud Possessors: The Lives, Times, and Tastes of
Some Adventurous American Art Collectors (New York: Random House, 1958), 120.
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1. Charles Graham (American),
The New Building of the New York Times,
engraving.
Harper'’s Weekly, 27 October 1888.
From John Grafton, New York in the Nine-
teenth Century, 2nd ed. (New York: Dover,
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Hubert Beck

URBAN ICONOGRAPHY IN NINETEENTH-
CENTURY AMERICAN PAINTING

From Impressionism to the Ash Can School

I found a love in the heart of the city.
I found a love where there’s none to be found.
— Mink DeVille

The Exclusion of the City

Industrialization and urbanization, the main socioeconomic factors of the
nineteenth century, dramatically transformed American civilization and cul-
ture. In nineteenth-century painting, however, city themes play hardly more
than a marginal role. Predominant as subject matter are landscapes: wil-
derness and village. On America’s way to becoming an urban nation, these
images of nature become increasingly nostalgic, for the real historical pro-
cess leaves nothing untouched, turning the American wilderness into pas-
tures, farms, and towns — into real estate.! The city — whose wealthy inhabi-
tants acquire these canvases — dreams of nature and village life and at the
same time dissolves their original forms and qualities by its very hegemonic
dynamic.2 It is in this sense that even the painted operas of nature of an
Albert Bierstadt contain an urban subtext. On the surface — with regard to
what is mainly depicted — the iconography of the city remains an excep-
tion; in a deeper sense, however, all of these paintings deal with the prob-
lematic relationship between individual self and city — a central concern
in the second half of the century.

In American as in European paintings, Impressionism (and Realism)
mean the beginning — however hesitant and narrow — of a representation

of the city. Barbara Rose declares nineteenth-century America in the sphere
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of the arts still a European colony.? Sam Hunter deplores the provincialism
and materialism in American culture of that period and emphasizes the
heroic struggle for artistic independence and national identity.# Thus both
art historians see in American Impressionism primarily the misunderstood
and unmatched European prototype. This is not a false conception, for
American Impressionism is a derivative rather than a genuine original
creation. William Merritt Chase and John Henry Twachtman studied in
Munich, while Theodore Robinson’s discovery of Claude Monet in Giverny
remains a stamp on his work. But this perspective of artistic model, influ-
ence, and emancipation in its restricted horizon does not account for the
more interesting questions of the specific American cultural experiences
and social conditions. Moreover, American Impressionism develops later
and incorporates post-Impressionist elements, too. The Impressionists be-
long to the generation of painters who appear on the stage in the late 1880s
and include many expatriates. James McNeill Whistler stays in Europe, John
Singer Sargent goes back and forth between Boston and London, but most
Impressionists, such as Chase, Twachtman, and Childe Hassam, come back,
that is, to New York, the most cosmopolitan American city and the one
closest to Europe. In this time of complicated cultural transformations,
that element of cosmopolitanism reflects a new, now more ambivalent turn
toward Europe with all the insecurity ambivalence entails, not, however, a
simple adaptation of foreign artistic achievements.

With the rise of the illustrated press, on which the public’s conception
of the city increasingly depends, commercial graphics (not the graphic art
of artists) — in contrast to High Culture painting — first establish a speci-
fic iconography of the city. New York appears in the press as an ideal city
of commerce and prosperity, a well-functioning institutional machine, as
examples in Frank Leslie’s and Harper’s Weekly (fig. 1) indicate. Only after
alternative views of the city, such as Jacob Riis’s photographs of the Lower
East Side (see p. 293), coerce reality out of hiding does the system of exclu-

sions in pictorial representation and eventually in painting disintegrate.

Urban Pastorals

For the American Impressionists, Central Park in New York and Prospect
Park in Brooklyn are significant sources of motifs. Chase’s In the Park/
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2. William Merritt Chase (American),
In the Park/A By-Path, ca. 18go-1891,

oil on canvas, 35.5 X 49 cm.

Lugano, Thyssen-Bornemisza Collection.
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A By-Path (fig. 2) is also a representative example in terms of content. The
strict spatial organization of the composition does not allow any excess in
the image’s striving for the atmospheric effect — that is, the Impressionist
effects of light, air, and color. Chase often uses members of his family for
his figures, but in this case we do not know who the two people are. The
mother-child theme with its notion of privacy and intimacy is reminiscent
of Monet’s pictures of his garden. As an urban sphere the big-city park is at
once public and private, but Chase stresses the privacy. The figures in the
park are not unlike those in more anecdotal paintings. Central to this paint-
ing is its cavernous space suggesting refuge. The vegetation and the stone
wall shelter mother and child like a building. Typical of American Impres-
sionism, Chase presents the park landscape as an interior, the city as domes-
ticated nature, a pleasure ground for city people. Motif and title of the
painting are programmatic. Chase’s park represents the idealistic concep-
tion of city and country (nature) in organic harmony. Drawing on Frederick
Law Olmsted’s Park Movement, the same organic vision is applied to the
strata of society. The park is meant to be a public space that compensates
for the usurpation of the city by private interest — in the hope for a renewal
of community through the social uses of leisure.> The point made by Chase
is that under the sign of familial bonds and at a place of unity between
nature and city, society can and shall be one big family. But by focusing on
the park as an ersatz interior, he blurs and evades the public function. Unity
in the metropolis proves to be fictitious.

For the French Impressionists, Paris is the city of light, atmosphere, and
wide, open spaces.® Most of all, they paint the light-filled boulevards and
streets with trees and passersby, the buildings, urban places, and the Seine.
The river appears not only as a haven of leisure but also as a traffic route.
The paintings celebrate a picturesque Paris of progress, the architectural
and technological feats reveled in by the visitors to the world’s fairs. Artiste
démolisseur Baron Georges-Eugéne Haussmann makes a huge construction
site out of the city, a permanent world exhibition in its own right. This mod-
ern side of the French capital is the Impressionists’ source of motifs: rail-
way stations, new apartment houses and hotels on the boulevards, bridges
{Pont-Neuf, Pont de I’Europe), and the new arenas of amusement (café con-
cert) with their social mix of patrons.

This emphasis on modernity and technology is not shared by the Ameri-
can Impressionists. If we agree with Timothy J. Clark that in the French
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Childe Hassam (American).
Fifth Avenue at Washington Square, 181,
oil on canvas, 56 x 40.6 cm.

Lugano, Thyssen-Bornemisza Collection.
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repertoire of motifs, industry, but not work, has a place, we can add that the
Americans in their paintings avoid even industry.” Until the twentieth cen-
tury the representation of the American city of technological progress
remains the domain of commercial graphics. There are no significant
equivalents in American Impressionism to Monet’s, Edouard Manet’s, and
Gustave Caillebotte’s well-known pictures of railway stations and bridges.
With the bridge in Max Schmitt in a Single Scull, 1871 (New York, The Met-
ropolitan Museum of Art), the “Realist” painter Thomas Eakins comes much
closer to those motifs. Twachtman's bridges, for example, The White Bridge,
circa 1895 (Minneapolis, The Minneapolis Institute of Arts), resemble those
of Jean-Baptiste-Camille Corot or Monet’s renowned Japanese bridge in his
garden in Giverny. In his street scene Fifth Avenue at Washington Square,
18g1 (fig. 3), Hassam depicts New York as urbanized Arcadia. Only parts
of the buildings’ front vards are shown. His static figures have nothing in
common with the amorphous city crowds of Paris, one of the most impor-
tant and persistent motifs in French Impressionism. Derived from anecdotal
genre, the figure in American Impressionism is more narrative, stereotypi-
cally grouped and placed. The street functions mainly as a stage for these
personae. The interiors lack the inside-outside ambiguity of the window
motif that is so effectively employed, for instance, in Caillebotte’s Man at
the Window, 187+ (Paris, private collection).

A comparison between Hassam’s Rainy Day, Boston (fig. 4) and Caille-
botte’s Paris Street; Rainy Dav (fig. 5) reveals how differently each Impres-
sionism works on the subject of the city. Evidently Hassam’s picture is
an urban pastoral; his Boston seems almost like a small town. Hassam is
striving for formal and conceptual harmonies, while Caillebotte’s formal
language is full of dissonances, even confrontations radically involving
the viewer. Caillebotte’s urban spaces are fragmented and ambiguous.
In the light of such overt contrasts, it seems questionable whether the
American Impressionists had any knowledge at all of those motifs of Manet
and his followers that have to do with modernity, urban alienation, and
spectacle. Or is this exactly what American Impressionism, whether know-
ingly or unknowingly, tends to avoid, as if rejecting modernity’s very
inevitability?

In their landscape subjects, both Impressionisms are very similar. They
are preoccupied with the perpetual Sunday at the pleasure grounds of a
leisure class outside the city and at the coast. The marriage of country and
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city does not imply — on either side of the Atlantic — that the difference

between the two should disappear. On the contrary:

The environs belonged to Paris, or at least its map of urbanity.... Cities ought
to have an ending, an outside, an elsewhere one could reach, as if in doing so
one gave the city back a lost identity. Paris [New York] was a set of constraints
and formalities, and thus the opposite of nature; from a distance it all seemed
clear — what the city had to offer and why one had to get away from it; the

exile was momentary and the crowds came home at evening re-created.®

The American pictorial synthesis of country and city neglects urban mo-
dernity and superimposes its metaphors of nature on urbanity. Thus it sub-
scribes much more to the myth of the city as organism. Underlying this
organic vision is the wish for unity and oneness in the face of the fragmen-
tation, complexity, and alienation of the real big city, which is the dispa-
rate, inorganic, and unreal per se. In particular, this is expressed in the

interiors as the “elsewhere” within the city.

The Repression of the City

The significance (not so much in quantity as in quality) assigned to the inte-
rior space in American Impressionism, as opposed to the French model, is
important. The American Impressionists work on the interiorization and
feminization of the city. We notice this in central paintings such as Edmund
C. Tarbell’s Mother and Marv, 1922 (Washington, D.C., National Gallery of
Art), Chase’s In the Studio, circa 1880 (Brooklyn, The Brooklyn Museum,
no. 13.50), and his A Friendly Visit, 1895 (Washington, D.C., National Gallery
of Art), and in numerous works by Thomas W. Dewing. These bourgeois
rooms packed with the insignia of highly cultured taste and sensibility are
laid out like sanctuaries. The daylight, filtered and diffused by curtains and
mirrors, is kept out — and with it the reality of the city as well. The hyper-
trophy and material preciousness of drapes, pillows, exotica, and parapher-
nalia indicate the interior’s function as shelter and private kingdom. As a
female sphere and refuge, these spaces have to compensate for and protect
people from the harsh and indistinct outside world of the laissez-faire

metropolis, where the master of the household has to hold his ground.?
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4. Childe Hassam (American),

Rainy Day, Boston, 1885,

oil on canvas, 66.3 x 122 cm.

Toledo, The Toledo Museum of Art,
Purchased with funds from the Florence Scott
Libbey Bequest in Memory of her Father,
Maurice A. Scott, no. 1956.53.

5. Gustave Caillebotte (French),
Paris Street; Rainy Day
(Rue de Paris; temps de pluie), 1877,
oil on canvas, 212.2 x 276.2 cm.
Chicago, The Art Institute of Chicago,
Charles H. and Mary F. S. Worcester
Collection, no. 1964.336.
©1992 The Art Institute of Chicago,

All Rights Reserved.
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The interiors of American Impressionism are part and parcel of late
nineteenth-century genteel culture. Peter Conrad describes the role of the
“interior” — the “holy inwardness” — in the novels of Henry James, Edith
Wharton, and William Dean Howells — as if talking of these paintings: “A
clean, quiet, patient, meditative stasis, a disoccupied calm. A room, like
the city, is a camp set up in an alien world and fortified in fear, placed under
the aegis of friendly deities. Decor functions fetishistically, as an offering
to these gods. The interior is a shrine, a tabernacle where every surface
must be devoutly layered, commemorated by concealment.”10

The Impressionistic interiors reveal the bourgeois notions of fashion,
class, and self at the turn of the century. They build up a system of exclu-
sions. The city street epitomizing vulgarity and chaos is their exact counter-
part. James — a friend of Sargent’s — decries this “assault of the street” in
The American Scene. On the one hand, the room’s aura of idle privacy
and cultural refinement is taken as an antidote to the crowded coarseness
of low life. But on the other hand, the interiors suggest art and culture to
be “friendly” and elevating forces. Yet the turn to inwardness is deeply
problematic. In the interdependent urban marketplace, in the weightless
unreality of the city, the sense of self disintegrates. “The urban-industrial
transformation stemming from faith in individual autonomy, was under-
mining that faith at the moment of its triumph.”’!! Individual identity be-
comes fragmented into a series of social roles, autonomous achievement
becomes increasingly definable and manipulable by others —as unreal as
the city 1tself.

The reasons for the repression of the city in American Impressionism
are to be found in the larger context of Anglo-American Victorianism. It
simultaneously associates and represses the concepts of city and sexuality.12
Both heighten the dualism of free will and determinism. The Victorian sen-
sibility discovers the opaque mechanisms of the urban maelstrom and the
unconscious impulses of the psyche at the same time — as threatening forces.
Popular literature of the period illustrates the punishments awaiting those
who succumb to the manifold lures of the city. The disorienting forces of
sex and city call for nothing more than the primacy of the disciplined indi-
vidual will. The faces in Thomas Eakins’s portraits show the “cover of
restraints,” this intense effort of the Victorian self to control both the own
inner psychosexual nature and the outer (second) nature of the metropolis

as an overwhelming mass of confusing signs.!? In the interior both are
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repressed. To give just one example, Eakins's portrait of Letitia Wilson
Jordan, 1888 (fig. 6). clearly shows this sense of effort, the voung woman’s
fear of exhaustion of her physical and emotional resources. She is the sis-
ter of David Wilson Jordan, Eakins’s good friend and former fellow mem-
ber of the Philadelphia Academy. Since the portrait shows a young woman,
it cannot be old age that causes the resignation on her face. The whole
posture of the erect figure seems to be laden with and immobilized by an
unconscious weight. Although nominally in the older tradition of the por-
trait genre, the painting also takes up the theme of the young woman in
fashionable attire ready to go out that is common in Manet and his follow-
ers. But in Eakins’s painting the woman'’s melancholic self-absorption con-
trasted with the thingness of her allegorical attributes — above all the open
fan — enacts the drama of willful concealment and involuntary revelation
central to the topos of unauthentic subjectivity.

Another reason the city is repressed in American Impressionism is the
lack of an American capital. Washington is merely the symbolic capital of
the nation. New York competes with other cultural centers: Boston, Phila-
delphia, and Chicago. A centrally coordinated and comprehensive interven-
tion like that of Baron Haussmann in Paris cannot take place in America’s
laissez-faire cities. But it is essentially Haussmann’s Paris that furnishes the
French Impressionists with their urban subject matter.

The city is nevertheless a new thematic concern for American Impres-
sionism, but it is seen only through atmospheric effect and picturesque fil-
ters of dusk, rain, or snow. In their paintings the Impressionists wanted
what James called the “element of mystery and wonder.” In this sense,
Hassam’s urban scene Fifth Avenue at Washington Square (see fig. 3) and his
rural subjects, for example, Barnvard, 1885 (New York, Coe-Kerr Gallery),
are all landscapes rather than cityscapes. In terms of style as well as psy-
chology, American Impressionism is rooted in familiar traditions. The new
city does not yet require forms of representation that in themselves reflect
its changing modern features. There is a strong aesthetic connection with
Luminism — evident in Hassam’s early Boston harbor scenes, for instance.
Twachtman’s New York Harbor, 1879 (Cincinnati, Cincinnati Art Museum),
indicates a similar heritage.

The American painters incorporate the new French aesthetic into the
quietism and lyricism of their traditional style, excluding the ambivalent

modernity of French Impressionism. They present a pastoral city of beauty,
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6. Thomas Eakins (American),
Letitia Wilson Jordan, 1888,
oil on canvas, 152.4 x 101.6 cm.
Brooklvn, The Brooklyn Museum, Dick
330 : ’
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although they probably have not experienced the late nineteenth-century
American city as such. As the persistent decorative and ornamental ele-
ments in their painting suggest, they also believe that aesthetic work can
guarantee some sense of (fragile) unity in a world that seems to be falling
apart. The late Luminist light — again perhaps most notably in Hassam’s
work — creates clarity, allows calmness, and makes the objects solid. The
tendency in French Impressionism is to dissolve the thingness and leave
incorporeal surfaces, particles of paint. Clark has demonstrated that here
the light, the pleasure for the eye, implies ambiguity and illegibility, too.
The Americans recoil from the dissolution of objects and stick to the illu-
sionistic pictorial space. Due to their cosmopolitanism, however, they do
break away from the past as well. Not only a supposedly general American
preference for object integrity and “realist” forms of representation make
them preserve the academic conventions but also the specific reception of
painterly modes on their study tours of Europe. They go to Europe intend-
ing to establish a tradition of their own, and yet they learn to draw the
human figure in Munich and Paris.

As a consequence, Hassam can in one and the same image render trees
and sky Impressionist by any standard and buildings, cabs, and people
according to conventional academic formulas, for he is obviously after a pic-
torial formulation in a language both personal and American. Twachtman’s
metaphors of nature in his snow landscapes make him seem almost anti-
urban, but his color fields anticipate American abstract Modernism of the
twentieth century. Only in this century, when the new New York comes to
embody the genius loci of America, do the illusionist conventions lose their
validity. And only then do the American painters’ representations of the
city cease to appear primarily as expressions of the artists’ detachment and

dissociation from it.

Urban Minds

Prepared by Impressionism as well as the big-city press in the last third of
the nineteenth century, a modern city consciousness emerges in American
art from the turn of the century on. This can be seen in the urban Realism
of the Ash Can school no less than in the early American Modernism of
artists such as John Marin, Max Weber, and Charles Sheeler. Both groups
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try to come to terms with the modernity and singularity of the American
metropolis, however different their formal responses to modernity are.
Frederick Jackson Turner’s frontier thesis and the Chicago World’s Colum-
bian Exposition (the so-called White City), both of 1893, basically stood for
three developments: the city as a way of life in the process of becoming
dominant, the economy becoming corporate, and the nation on its way to
becoming an empire. From then on, every theory of modernity overlaps
with a vision of the city. American society after 1goo can be seen as the con-
temporary of nascent mass production and mass consumption. This fun-
damental shift has far-reaching cultural consequences. The artists and
intellectuals of the 1910s (including photographers such as Alfred Stieglitz)
seem to be the first to have internalized — not negated — the ambivalence
of the relationship between self and city. They experience the new urban
environment as at once fascinating and alienating, linking modernity with
urbanity. They explore the city’s aesthetic {(and ethical) potential and rep-
resent a new type of self-assertive, if ambivalent, middle-class urbanite.
Robert Henri, John Sloan, and the Ash Can artists (George Bellows,
George Luks, Ernest Lawson, Everett Shinn, William Glackens, and Maurice
Prendergast) discover the teeming city street around them. It is depicted as
a diverse public and social space. Conventional by stylistic standards, The
Eight, as they were also called, add the theme of the “social garden” to the
conventionality of the picturesque and the exotic, which they have taken
over from Impressionism. The private interior of the nineteenth century is
penetrated, indicating the dramatic clash of the private and public spheres
in the modern metropolis. The Eight make significant use of the window
motif as employed, for example, in Sloan’s etching Night Windous, 1g10 (New
York, Whitney Museum of American Art), which reflects the heightened
inside-outside ambiguity of modernity. Sloan boasts of being a proud “win-
dow watcher.” Thus, he underscores the role of the artist as “"a spectator of
life...selecting bits of joy in human life” who “doesn’t need to participate
in adventures,” a role in conflict with his urge to merge into the “milieu”
he renders.!> Sloan’s voyeurism is not so much a private obsession asitisa
consequence of the dialectic between near and far in the modern city. Urban-
ites live physically very close together, while emotionally they are worlds
apart. The distancing sense of vision is privileged, and seeing each other is
spying on each other. Sennett has described this modern paradox of visual

{physical) revelation and mental concealment.!6
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The Eight's favorite vantage point is that of the pedestrian. Their street
scenes often connote the question of who is in possession of the street. Sloan’s
Return from Totl, 1915 (fig. 7), an etching from his New York Life Series, is
a good example. Here the street is a stage for the “human comedy,” accord-
ing to Sloan. “A bevy of boisterous girls with plenty of energy left after a
hard day’s work,” as the caption says, makes a crowd filling the entire pic-
ture space. It is not an anonymous crowd, but one of solidarity; a solidar-
ity, however, that is not political — in pursuit of a specific goal — but rather
one that is satisfied with the common use of leisure and the celebration of
its own relentless youth. The custodians of older culture had been afraid of
the crowded tenement street; in their human-interest genre, The Eight enno-
ble it with their vitalism, representing it as a regenerative urban wilder-
ness. Mindful of street scenes like this — a sketch form served as the cover
of an issue of The Masses — or interiors such as the etching Nude Reading,
1928 (New York, Whitney Museum of American Art), Conrad makes an
important point: “In the polymorphous, orgiastic democracy of New York,
the proximity and entanglement of bodies defeats [sic] social distinction.”t

The Eight cling to Walt Whitman’s organic urban vision of bodily democ-
racy while their New York images — for example, Bellows’s sport scenes —
revel in the urban spectacle, the raw physical energy in the city, and implic-
itly express a certain sense of social struggle. The work aspect of life is
avoided in these pictures, as is evident in Sloan’s example. {(More than in
pictorial form, the diverse Ash Can school painters gain unity in their col-
lective strategy for admission into the conservative institutions of High
Culture.)

The pictorial representation of the new urban themes and motifs in New
York Realism — the night spots, the slum streets, the crowd, the Flatiron,
the Elevated — is based on nineteenth-century experiences of nature. On the
one hand, in their countless snow, rain, and night scenes, The Eight picture
the city as domesticated nature, just like their Impressionist predecessors.
On the other hand, the new social element is unhesitatingly incorporated
into the system of natural metaphors, in spite of also being represented as
something artificial in the sense that the street is a stage and the individual

L]

an actor. Compared to Hassam’s “stage,” it is, however, now a different
one with more and diverse, less stereotyped “actors” from various social
backgrounds. In Shinn’s theater scenes, this aspect is so intensified that it

approaches the topos of the theatrum mundr. The entire New York Life Series
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John Sloan (American),
Return from Toil, 1915,
etching, 24.4 x 32.7 cm.
Philadelphia, Philadelphia Museum of Art,
Purchased Lessing ]. Rosenwald and Farrell

Fund Income, no. '56-95-09.
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can be read as a song to Greenwich Village, where the city is still rural in
character and where Sloan finds “organic growth” and “untamed woman-
hood.” “Sloan, for whom the female nude was — in spite of its physical fla-
grancy — a symbol of the lofty Platonic spirituality of art, anatomizes New
York as a plumply appetizing woman’s body.”18 Naturalized in the symbol
of the female, New York as the urbanized and secularized sublime, like wild
nature before, can now be the authentic American place.

This 1s a modern place, for it is full of contradictions and insecurities.
In a way, the city has no “outside” any longer. As in literary Realism slightly
earlier, this notion renders the older opposition of country and city obso-
lete. Here Henri’s and Sloan’s urbanism coincides with the Romantic cul-
tural nationalism of the contemporary wider culture of which they are part.
The Eight are less cosmopolitan than Impressionism before and the avant-
garde after them, although Henri had studied in Paris and expounded
Manet and Honoré Daumier, Frans Hals and Goya. For Henri and The
Eight’s supportive critic, Van Wyck Brooks, the artist is an interpreter of
the national life of his time, determined to connect art with life.

The Ash Can school develops a differentiated topography of the city.
The Eight as environmentalists are convinced that the artist needs close ties
to a knowable community in which he can “grow.” For Henri, progress in
art is synonymous with individual accomplishment. This specific dialectic
of individual and environment is important. The Eight’s obsessive indi-
vidualism is inseparable from their myth of the Village, the “community”
that resonates with pre-Modern qualities of life. The same is true for Sloan’s
socialism and progressivism in general: At the center of both lies an idea
of untrammeled individual development. And these archindividualists are
the first in America to establish a progressive artistic community, even
though as painters they stylistically form a very heterogeneous group, as
the standard comparison of Henri and Prendergast can undoubtedly show.

The most prominent characteristic of early urban Realism is its vital-
ism, the mystification of spontaneity and energy. First of all, it is a reaction
against the acceleration and circulation of the modern metropolis. As such,
it includes a critique of the modern rationalization process, and, more gen-
erally, it also stands for the shift in general cultural orientation from Jef-
fersonian moralism to modern consumptive hedonism: vitalism replaces
nineteenth-century stoicism as the wider culture eventually adopts what

T. J. Jackson Lears calls “a therapeutic world view.” All the international
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ramifications of the philosophy of life (Lebensphilosophie) are based on a
conception of becoming and moving: Experience and intuition are more
important than logically ordered discursive thought; for the American pre-
war rebels that meant, specifically, more important than moralized science
and Puritan conscience.

At the heart of Henri-Louis Bergson’s theory of the life stream, the élan
vital, is the notion of reality as becoming. It is here that more than the liter-
ary stream of consciousness has its roots. “In everyone there is a great mys-
tery,” claims Robert Henri drawing on a very Emersonian concept.l It is
in the city that this can best be expressed, and the appropriate form is the
sketch. The realm of literature in that period is generally marked by a ren-
aissance of essayistic thought, and Stephen Crane describes his urban expe-
riences around the turn of the century as a mosaic of little worlds — “city
sketches”20 Henri again: “A sketch that is the life of the city and river...
Work with great speed. Have your energies alert, up and active. Finish as
quickly as you can.”?l Whereas in early New York abstraction, the urban
dynamic reflects itself primarily in the pictorial form itself, in early New
York Realism it does so instead in the process of selecting a motif and most
notably in the act of executing a painting. As a matter of fame or notoriety,
Henri probably was the fastest brush in the East.

In all city painting there is a more or less articulated psychographic
element. Painting for The Eight is only “real” as a physical, earthen act, a
kind of soiling. So Brooks says about Sloan: “The lower East Side delighted
him, even the doorways, greasy and begrimed, that looked as if hogs, cov-
ered with filth, had worn the paint away, going in and out.”22 All members
of the Ash Can school (except Henri) began as newspaper artists; they were
trained sketchers and chroniclers before they took up painting. Hence they
knew from direct experience that the modern city is fragmented into sepa-

L]

rate spaces of experience and function, “a mystery” — their insistence on
its being one large organism notwithstanding. The city’s whole identity
seems hidden; the metropolis is in any of its moments; it consists of inner
and outer distances. In order to try to understand it, it is necessary to change
the perspective, to shift from one space and one role to another. The city, it
seems, wants to be won over by investigation and intrusion. The urban
reform movement of the period depended on the investigation of hidden
interests (corruption) and functioning of all sorts.23

As Donald Kuspit has emphasized, it is of secondary importance that
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the early urban Realists were not stylistically equal to the modernity of the
city, since the adherence to traditional forms of representation of urban sub-
jects is in itself a response to the city’s threatening depersonalizing force.
He writes: “The Eight represent a golden moment in New York art (and
life), when individual and communal/mass-identity were synonymous."24
The Eight give recognition to industrial civilization. There are Glackens’s
and Bellows’s docks and harbor scenes with their pockets of smoke every-
where and Sloan’s motifs of the Elevated with the construction site scenes —
but Greenwich Village is the life center of The Eight.

The Village is the ideological and representational matrix of the pre-
war cultural insurgency as a whole. In America’s first modern bohemia of
the Village, precarious and short-lived though it was, the intellectuals and
artists who flocked there from other cities, such as Chicago, and from small
towns found both an intimate community (individual identity) and an urban
anonymity (mass identity). New York in a way is the Village. It is a pic-
turesque place far from being purely Anglo-Saxon. There are immigrant
slums, benevolently depicted in Luks’s Hester Street, 1gos (Washington, D.C.,
National Gallery of Art), a community devoted to artistic and personal
expressiveness. And there is a cause: the struggle against Eastern upper-
class monopoly and its genteel culture of “decorum.” The attraction of the
pre-Modern is evident in Sloan’s Backvards, Greenwich Village, 1914 (New
York, Whitney Museum of American Art), an idyllic scene complete with
his favorite attributes: children, cats, snowman, and drying laundry.

The Village had traditionally been somewhat of a backyard. This area
of short, narrow streets south of Washington Square had functioned as a
refuge from city traffic for the well-to-do in nineteenth-century New York,
including, among others, Edgar Allan Poe, Samuel Langhorne Clemens,
Edith Wharton, and Winslow Homer. The prewar counterculture makes
this the place in the city where, as one of the mostly young rebels of the
time rejoices, “we can be as crazy as we like.” The way their indulgence
in carefree frivolities grated against the Catholic attitudes of the large
Italian population that had established itself in the Village since the turn
of the century was carefully overlooked in the selective vision of The Eight,
a vision that included a strong tendency to sentimentalize the only occa-
sional harsh subjects they depicted. The Ash Can school, like The Masses,
was particularly sentimental about children in the slums. There were, of

course, American bohemias in the nineteenth century, but they had nei-
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ther the Village’s mass character nor its modern publicity.

In The City from Greenwich Village {fig. 8), a late cityscape by Sloan, one
can detect, as in his early series of New York etchings, a central ambiguity
of The Eight: the contradiction between internalizing the pressure to be
modern and trying to humanize the city. Since the big city is a depersonaliz-
ing conglomerate, The Eight celebrate the new New York and simultane-
ously reject its very modernity. Sloan’s panoramic winter scene by night is
viewed from a Village rooftop. The soft curve of the Sixth Avenue Elevated,
reminiscent of an ancient town wall, separates the benignly lit and inti-
mately scaled neighborhood space from the unknowable vastness of the
larger metropolis. In the far background the threatening office towers of
Lower Manhattan rise in cold artificial light. New York is represented as
an ambivalent juncture of opposites reconciled by the strained formula of
older landscape painting rather than by an inherent dialectic of the sub-
ject. The high vantage point of the viewer, shaky and somewhat tilted, is
within the home turf of the painter — an island of shelter from the bound-
less urban sea. Even in Sloan’s rare urban panorama, the Village marks the
center (although by now already off to one side), which is clearly defined,
recognizable, and idealized in an effort to let it stand as a firm entity against
the alien spaces beyond. The compositional structure of the painting reflects
a willful and highly ambivalent integration of conflicting concepts. The El-
train motif links modern technology with pre-Modern life. It is the bound-
ary that stresses the opposing symbolic contents between water tank and
high-rise buildings, between electric light and “Moonshine,” the Village’s
tavern name, and most notably between the office towers alluding to the
topos of the radiating city on the hill and “the gathering darkness...of the
chopped out towers of modern New York.”?> In a precarious balance, the
overall image represents at once the pride and the promise of the city and
its annihilating indifference.

We can only make sense of earlv American Realism by placing it in the
context of the prewar cultural insurgency that was centered in New York,
by that time already a part of the intellectual life of the Western world. In
the early 1g10s, this place inaugurated contact between the new ideas of
Freud, Bergson, Baudelaire, and Nietzsche, on the one hand, and latent
American discontent, on the other. Although the relationship has not yet
been analyzed in full detail, there can be little doubt that there are strong

ties between the Ash Can painters and the literary rebels. Most explicitly,
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8. John Sloan (American),
The City from Greenwich Village, 1922,

oil on canvas, 66 x B5.7 cm.
Washington, D.C., National Gallery of Art,
Gift of Helen Farr Sloan, no. 1g70.1.1.
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Henri and Sloan stand on the political left. Theodore Dreiser is particu-
larly fond of The Eight’s subjects. Magazines such as The Dial, the Seven
Arts, and The Masses are the vital center of this New York rebellion. In the
case of The Masses, it is most obvious that The Eight are wholeheartedly
involved in the movement, however strictly they defend their artistic inde-
pendence when it comes to political agitation. When this kind of one-
dimensional propaganda is demanded of him, Sloan withdraws from his
close connection with The Masses. Daniel Aaron has identified the artistic
and literary contributors to The Masses as a who’s who of early twentieth-
century cultural criticism.26 This and other little magazines depended on
the regular contributions of Bellows, Sloan, and others, not to speak of the
many ties of friendship between writers and painters, of which the one
between Sloan and Brooks is only a more prominent example. In his res-
taurant scene Yeats at Petitpas (fig. g), Sloan pays tribute to this intellectual
community. It shows, among others, Henri, Sloan, Brooks, and the Irish
artist John Butler Yeats, father of William Butler Yeats, in conversation.
This painting, among many others, reflects the Village’s collective sense of
itself as the most open and vital community in America. The New York
rebellion is part of a societal process, in which circa 1goo the intellectual
emerged as a distinctive social type. The rebels are urban intellectuals of a
modern fashion in spite of The Eight’s anti-intellectual rhetoric.

As such they specifically epitomize the intellectualistic constitution of the
modern city dweller’s psyche, the inner urbanization, which Georg Simme]
has described in terms of the categorical triad of money, modernity, and
city. His seminal city essay is also a sort of self-portrait of the modern urban
consciousness.2” The New York intellectuals find themselves estranged from
the larger materialistic society, a minority lacking the securities of genteel
times. Devoid of a (secure) solid sense of self, they seek spiritual wholeness
in the discovery of the Native American and in the very cultural tradition
they are criticizing. With their cult of spontaneity and their belief in the
regenerative force of literature and art, The Eight revitalize the Romanti-
cism of Whitman and Ralph Waldo Emerson, reinforcing in part the offi-
cial credo of which particularly the latter was a central pillar. This earlier
romantic doctrine of individualism, now heightened by vitalism, can be
rearticulated only to the extent that Transcendentalism had not been — con-
trary to a still-proclaimed interpretation — an antiurban movement.

In a way the New York rebels radicalize the conviction of their nine-
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g. John Sloan (American),

Yeats at Petitpas, 1910,

oil on canvas.

Washington, D.C., The Corcoran Gallery of
Art, Museum Purchase, no. g2.9.
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teenth-century counterparts who did not criticize the city as an institution,
“but, rather, as an accumulation of contradictions, as an unrealized aspira-
tion.”28 The Eight come to New York believing in its modernity and unique-
ness as a token of the possibility of realizing this aspiration in a renewed
form. At a time of an unprecedented wave of industrial consolidation (merg-
ers) and construction of high-rise buildings, this implies a radicalization of
contradictions as well. Kuspit’s foundation of his New York art essay proves
its validity here. For Simmel as for the American Realists, the city as the
sphere of abstract networks where all substantiality melts into the relational
and functional, as the place of the culture of indifference and the hege-
mony of the objective, that very city also offers an unprecedented degree
of individual freedom, a realm of heightened subjectivity. Although seem-
ingly paradoxical, for Simmel the internalization of the money economy in
the city, where human behavior is reduced to a mechanical “shock reac-
tion” performed by disillusioned “masks,” is to be interpreted as a positive
sign. It helps an understanding of the city’s reality as the presupposition of
a new synthesis.

This ambivalence is shared by The Eight, whose vision of the city, like
Simmel’s, therefore lacks the extremes of apocalypse and utopia. This is the
main difference between The Eight’s urban iconography and that of early
European city painters, such as Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, Ludwig Meidner,
and the lesser-known ones with whom they otherwise share more than we
might expect.29 Most of these artists on both continents tend to internalize
rather than to negate or sublimize the experience of fear and shock in the
metropolis. For the modern urban mind, the risk of involvement in the city
replaces nineteenth-century aloof detachment from it. Since The Eight seem
to have easier access to a usable past of Transcendental individualism as
well as to an (optimistic) world city, they can, if only for a moment, recon-
cile the self to the city to a larger degree than their European counterparts.

Berlin’s Expressionists after the turn of the century, for example, are
much more shaken by their anticipation of the destruction of Europe’s
inherited cultural values. Their clash with Prussia’s “parvenue” metro-
polis leads to the disruption of the initial community of the Briicke. And
after the shock of “Babylon, the mother of harlots” they return to nature
where they had started out. Yet they cannot but pass on the shock of the
city. So, for instance, in Kirchner’s Davos paintings the nervousness and

neuroticism of his earlier urban figures are carried over into the land-
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scapes, indicating the depth of the tormenting urban experience.

Although the formal differences between the Berlin Expressionists and
the New York Realists are obvious, there are significant similarities. In the
context of the European capitals it is Berlin, as a mainly production-ori-
ented laissez-faire city, rather than Paris (national authority) or London '
(liberalism) that can be compared to New York — if only by way of strong
simplifications. Also similar is the new cultural centrality of the two cities
within an international process of sociocultural reform. Seen beyond a nar-
row formal perspective, Henri’s “Art Spirit” and the program of the Briicke,
on the one hand, and Kirchner’s Street, Dresden (fig. 10} and some of the
New York streets in the paintings of Sloan, Bellows, and Luks, on the other,
are not very far apart. It is us, at the end of this catastrophic century, who
are far apart from those artists’ belief in sociocultural, spiritual renewal, in
transcendence at the beginning of it.

“Ever since the Great War broke out in 1914 this world has been a crazy
place to live in,” remarks Sloan in retrospect.’® World War 1 dispels the
liberal progressive atmosphere in which early American Realism — with
its triumph of The Eight show in 1908 — could thrive. The other reason for
the decline of Realism after 1914 lies in the impact of the Armory Show the
previous year, which marked the beginning of American Modernism and
put the Ash Can painters on the defense. The heyday of the Village was
around 1g13; its gradual decline is marked by the extension of Seventh Ave-
nue, the commercialism of false bohemians, the war, and later Prohibition,
which changed the Village to the point of caricature. Another caricature
was, by then, the older moral idealism. Moreover, the war put an end to the
Transcendental optimism of the prewar rebellion and to its exuberance and
vitalism, which had always been rather fragile — “the village’s obsessive
pride in its own vitality was a sign of the precariousness of its health.”3! It
was altogether “the end of American innocence.”?

Early American Modernism presents (to say the least) a different, abstract
version of the city that belongs to the twentieth century. But it very much
depends on the prewar rebels’ urban consciousness. The Ash Can school is
the relay station, the link, between the nineteenth century and ours. Their
human-interest genre is today a utopian hope, dated when World War 1
broke out, just as Whitman’s vision of New York as the place not of indus-
try but of the most faithful lovers and friends had been dated long before.

Sloan certainly tries to adapt to the new aesthetic tendencies, and there was
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a continuity of the Ash Can school in a sense.?? But what is left for him is
just nostalgia: “I went on painting and etching the things I saw around me
in the city streets and on the rooftops.”* Only briefly did there seem to be
something like innocent modernity. In terms of urban iconography, inter-
pretations of the Brooklyn Bridge (and the skyscraper) indicate the change.
Merely an example of Yankee ingenuity before, it enters the realm of High
Art in the 1g10s and 1920s and reaches its apotheosis in the works of John
Marin, Joseph Stella, Walker Evans, and Hart Crane. Like the abstracted
city itself, empty of people, it is then symbolized on an existential plane
and becomes a dynamic metaphor telling of our hopes and fears.
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