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Editor's Note 

Arizona State University marked its founding one hun-
dred years ago in 1985. To celebrate this event and to 
foster research and creative work for the future, the 
University has sponsored a number of Centennial pro-
jects. This special issue of Phoebus, devoted to the 
American Art port ions of the University Ar t Museum's 
collection, is one of the several publishing efforts. 

As editor I must acknowledge the unstinting efforts 
of the Editorial Board composed of graduate students in 
the Art History program at ASU. These students have 
worked long hours to make this issue a collection of 
critical and scholarly essays of which the university can 
wel l be proud. Gratitude must also be expressed to 
Professor Bettie Anne Doebler, Chair of the Centennial 
Publ icat ions Commi t tee , Professor Leonard Lehrer, 
Director of the School of Ar t and Professor Karen Hayes-
Thumann of the Graphic Design faculty for their support. 

Early in 1948 Jackson Pollock in an essay entitled My 
Painting made the fo l lowing observation: 

The idea of an isolated American painting, so popular in 
this country during the thirties, seems absurd to me, just 
as the idea of creating a purely American mathematics or 
physics would seem absurd. An American is an American 
and his art would naturally be qualified by that fact, 
whether he wills it or not. But the basic problems of art are 
independent of any one country. 

Pollock's observations are quite correct. American 
art, though distinguished f rom European art by its sub-
ject matter at t imes, and the vicissitudes of the Ameri-
can experience, reflects the tensions and aesthetic con-
cerns wi th our European neighbors. The American Art 
port ions of the University Ar t Museum constitute the 
most wide-ranging collection of American art west of 
the Mississippi, aside f rom perhaps the Rockefeller Be-
quest to the M. H. deYoung Museum in San Francisco. 
The thirteen essays in this issue but gloss the rich hold-
ings. Space simply did not permit examinations on lead-
ing artists such as Homer, the Peales, The Eight, Calder, 



orthe impressive holdings in American graphic art. The 
issue does provide, however, an important introduction 
to this collection which it is hoped will be visited and 
studied by those intrigued by the last four centuries of 
American Art. 

Anthony Lacy Gully 
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Preface 

I am very pleased to have been asked to wri te this pref-
ace to the centennial issue of Phoebus which has been 
dedicated to the American art holdings of the University 
Art Museum. A primary objective of the museum is to 
provide students, faculty and the general public wi th the 
opportuni ty to appreciate and study original works of 
art. For this particular project, paintings, graphics and 
sculpture by ten art ists in the col lect ion have been 
selected for study by nine graduate students and one 
former faculty member in the School of Ar t . These 
select ions represent the museum's broad range of 
material which traces significant trends in American art 
f rom the work of the early l imners to the present. 

The Un ive rs i t y A r t M u s e u m was es tab l i shed 
officially in the fall of 1965 to insure the protection and 
professional care of an increasing number of art works 
on the ASU campus. The or ig in of the co l lec t ion, 
however, actually dates back to 1950 when prominent 
Phoenix attorney Oliver B. James made the first of his 
many anonymous gifts to what was then Arizona State 
College. Wi th the assistance of the chair of the Ar t 
Department, Paula Kloster (Wasser), and the support 
and encouragement of then College President, Dr. Grady 
Gammage, Oliver James, until his death in 1955, con-
tinued to donate items of major significance to the uni-
versity. The collection grew to include over 140 works in 
the areas of American and Latin American paintings, 
American and European sculpture, and an important 
selection of American and European prints. The impe-
tus, to paraphrase the museum's benefactor, was to 
build something of great educational and cultural value 
to the College, the community, the state and to the entire 
Southwest. To this day, the Collection of American Ar t 
founded by Oliver B. James remains the nucleus of the 
University Ar t Musuem's Amer ican holdings wh ich 
have been added to significantly by various donors over 
the years. 

Most notable about ASU's collection is the historic 
breadth of the Amer ican holdings. The col lect ion is 
comprised of works dating f rom colonial t imes to the 
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present, and the range of subject matter includes repre-
sentative examples of portraiture, landscape and still 
life painting, as well as modern and contemporary 
abstractions. Prime examples of work by Gilbert Stuart, 
Thomas Sully, Albert Pinkham Ryder, Frederic Rem-
ington, J. Alden Weir, Childe Hassam, Robert Henri, 
John Sloan, Will iam Glackens, George Bellows, Mar-
sden Hartley, Charles Sheeler, Winslow Homer, Will iam 
Gropper, Reginald Marsh, James Abbott, McNeil Whis-
tler, Ives Tanguy, Jacques Lipschitz, Gaston Lachaise, 
Romare Bearden, Fritz Scholder, and Robert Rauschen-
berg represent just a sampling of the holdings. More-
over, major movements and styles within the history of 
American Art are well represented, as well as a full 
range of media and techniques, making the collection 
ideal for study and research by both artists and art 
historians. 

Guided by three directors in its 35 year history, 
Paula Kloster (Wasser) between 1950-1964,* Dr. Hugh 
Broadley from September 1965-July 1967, and since 
August 1967, Rudy H. Turk, the co l lec t ions have 
expanded by gift and purchase. It currently includes a 
comprehensive collection of American and European 
prints; a singular collection of 19th century American 
crockery; and an extensive collection of American con-
temporary ceramics, including 28 extraordinary ce-
ramic pots by the Native American potter Maria Martinez. 

The Latin American collection is also a formidable 
one in quality and scope. Diego Rivera, Rufino Tamayo 
and David Alfaro Siqueiros are represented and their 
works hang with a sizable collection of Santos and 
Bultos stemming from both Spanish and Indian cul-
tures. The European holdings include a study collection 
of Renaissance paintings, and a small, but impressive 
collection of African masks and sculpture has been 
developed. 

Although the permanent collection remains pre-
dominantly American, the administrative staff is com-
mitted to the presentation of all art styles in all media 
from all periods. Thus an ongoing program of tempo-
rary exhibitions, organized by the museum's staff or by 
sister institutions, attempts to fill in the gap, and meet 
the needs of ASU students, faculty and the general 
public. 

Not only have the collections expanded signifi-
cantly over the years, so has the physical facility. Initially 
the works were hung in the lobby, the public lounge, the 
corridor on the first floor, and over the stacks in various 
reading rooms on the second floor of Matthews Library 
(currently known as Matthews Center). James was 
pleased with this initial arrangement, as indicated by the 
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following statement written to Walter R. Bimson, Chair-
man of the Board of the Valley National Bank, in July of 
1950: "As for myself, I am 100% in accord with this atti-
tude that library and museum facilities and collections 
should be put to the most extensive use; and that there 
is such close cultural and functional affinity between a 
library and an art museum or gallery that the two can 
well and really should be regarded and handled as Sia-
mese twins." 

As the collections grew both physically and in 
value, however, it became obvious to the curators that 
not only was there an increased need for security, but 
also for proper lighting, storage and exhibition space. 
Within Dr. Broadley's tenure, in 1966 the University 
library was moved to its present facility, Hayden Library, 
and a special gallery space on the second level of Mat-
thews Center was established for the permanent Ameri-
can Collection. During this time President Durham, as 
President Gammage before him, was very supportive of 
the collections which he hoped would develop in an 
"ASU Louvre." Under Rudy Turk's direction, over the past 
20 years, room by room and floor by floor of Matthews 
were garnered and remodeled for the growing collec-
tion. In the near future the University Art Museum will 
expand into a new space within the Fine Arts Complex 
scheduled for complet ion in late 1988. This facil i ty 
will provide the collection with a home it richly deserves. 

Lucinda H. Gedeon 
Curator 
University Art Museum 

*Mrs. Kay Gammage, then Assistant Development Offi-
cer, maintained the collection between Ms. Kloster's and 
Dr. Broadley's appointments. 
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Vivien Green Fryd Hiram Power's Bust of George Washington: 
The President as an Icon 

Figure 1. Hiram Powers, 
George Washington, 1846-
1848, marble, Arizona State 
University Art Museum. 

Hiram Power's bust of George Washington in the Ari-
zona State University's art collection (Figure 1,1846-1848) 
is a classicizing portrait of the first president as a Roman 
emperor in apotheosis. A l though this type had been 
popular in American art during the early decades of the 
nineteenth century, by the 1840s when Powers carved 
the Washington bust, images of statesmen as citizen-
orators prevailed instead, especially in public portrait 
m o n u m e n t s . 1 Indeed, Powers also executed a fu l l -
length, standing f igure of George Washington for the 
Louisiana state legislature (1848-1854) which adhered to 
this more common image of a civic hero. These works 
by Hiram Powers afford the opportuni ty to explore the 
reasons for the change in iconography and to analyze 
two nineteenth-century images of George Washington 
- in apotheosis and as a citizen-orator - to demonstrate 
that American artists, especially sculptors, transformed 
the man into a national icon. 

Prior to his emigration to Italy in 1837, Powers had 
visited Washington, DC and Boston to capture likeness-
es of prominent statesmen in anticipation of receiving 
commissions for marble busts and full- length effigies. 
Between 1834, when he left his hometown of Cincinnati 
and his transatlantic voyage of three years later, Powers 
modeled the images of numerous statesmen, including 
John Marshall, John C. Calhoun, Daniel Webster, John 
Quincy Adams, John C. Winthrop, and Andrew Jack-
son.2 Whi le in the national capital, he also executed a 
bust of George Washington f rom a death mask pre-
served in the State Department.3 

Al though these images became the basis for his 
later marble busts and full- length public portrait monu-
ments,4 when Powers received his first commission in 
1846 for an effigy of George Washington, he consulted 
sources other than his earl ier l ikeness copied f r om 
Washington's death mask. In March of that year, Wi l l iam 
Shepard Wetmore and his wi fe visited Powers's Flor-
ence studio and ordered a marble bust of George Wash-
ington and one of Mrs Wetmore.5 Completed in July of 
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Figure 2. Jean-Antoine 
Houdon, Bust of George 
Washington, ca. 1786, 
plaster, Courtesy of the New 
York Historical Society, New 
York City. 

Figure 3. Jean-Antoine 
Houdon, George 
Washington, 1784-1796, 
marble, Virginia State 
Capitol. Reproduced 
courtesy of Valentine 
Museum, Richmond, 
Virginia. 

1848, the bust of Washington, now housed in the art col-
lections of Arizona State University, became the basis 
for at least twenty-f ive replicas that Hiram Powers ex-
ecuted for numerous American and European patrons.6 

Rather than emulate his own copy modeled twelve 
years earlier f rom the death mask, Powers instead con-
sulted late antique busts of Roman emperors and Jean-
Anto ine Houdon's por t ra i t preserved both in plaster 
(Figure 2) and in a ful l- length monument executed for the 
Virgin ia State Capitol (Figure 3, 1784-1796). Powers de-
rived the likeness, the hairstyle in peruke, the classi-
c iz ing fea tures , and the s l i gh t l y tu rned head f r o m 
Houdon's portraits; yet, unlike Houdon, Powers clothed 
the former president in a simpl i f ied Roman toga that 
has deeply carved, cascading folds. Furthermore, Pow-
ers a s s i m i l a t e d the ra ised e y e b r o w s , con t rac ted 
forehead, undri l led eyes, rigidly symmetrical features, 
and calm, timeless expression of late antique busts to 
signify the president's transcedent qualities. As a result, 
Powers created an image of George Washington as a 
deified ruler in apotheosis.7 
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Figure 4. David Edwin, after 
Rembrandt Peale, 
Apotheosis of George 
Washington, 1800, 
engraving, New York Public 
Library, Prints Division, 
McAlpin Collection. 

Figure 5. John James 
Barralet, Apotheosis of 
George Washington, 1802, 
stipple engraving, The 
Metropolitan Museum of 
Art. Gift of William H. 
Huntington, 1883. (83.2.159) 

During the early decades of the nineteenth century, 
Amer i can ar t is ts and wr i te rs of ten commemora ted 
Wash ing ton as a t ranscendent hero.8 For example, 
Parson Weems f i rs t mytho log ized the president by 
way of apotheos is in his 1800 b iography of George 
Washington: 

Swift on angels' wings the brightening saint ascended; 
whi le voices were. . .hymning the great procession 
towards the gates of heaven. His glorious being was seen 
far off, and myriads of mighty angels hastened forth.. .to 
welcome. . .a dear loved son, deemed lost, but now 
found, and raised to kingly honours!9 

Artists subsequently visualized this scene of trans-
f igura t ion . David Edwin's 1800 engraving after Rem-
brandt Peale's Apotheosis of Washington (Figure 4) and 
John J. Barralet's popular engraving of 1802 (Figure 5), for 
instance, portray Washington's immorta l i ty by way of 
Christian iconography; these are secular versions of the 
Assumption or the Resurrection.10 Antonio Capellano's 
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Fame and Peace Crowning Washington (Figure 6,1827), 
located direct ly above the central portal on the east 
facade of the U.S. Capitol, similarly features Washing-
ton in apotheosis. Located in the center of Capellano's 
composit ion is a bust of the president, whi le f lanking 
this portrait are two f ly ing allegorical f igures; Fame on 
the right holds a t rumpet and Peace on the left a palm 
branch. These winged f igures hover over Washington's 
bust and are about to crown him wi th victory wreaths. 

Rather than create an elaborate secular version of 
the Assumpt ion or the Resurrection, however, Capel-
lano derived his composi t ion and iconography f r om 
antiquity. The rectangular format of the relief, the sym-
metrical composit ion wi th centralized bust, the victory 
wreaths, and the winged f igures all derive f rom ancient 
Roman sarcophagi such as the "Season" Sarcophagus 
(Figure 7; Elvehjem Museum of Art). Typically these coffins 
show frontal, static portraits of the deceased wi th in a 
medall ion held aloft by putti. The "Season" Sarcopha-
gus also features a laurel wreath beneath the medal-
l ion; in ancient Rome, the crown of victory had been 
placed on a Triumphator and hence became a symbol of 
the soul's ascension in funerary art.11 American artists 
later adopted this attribute to represent transcendence 
in such works as Peale's engraved Apotheosis (Figure 4), 
the texti le, America Presenting at the Attar of Liberty 
Medallions of Her Illustrious Sons (Figure 8; Winterthur 
Museum, 1785), and the painting, Liberty and Washington 
(Figure 9; New York State Historical Association, 1800-1810). 

Figure 6. Antonio 
Cappellano, Fame and Peace 
Crowning George 
Washington, 1827, 
sandstone, U.S. Capitol. 

Figure 7. Roman, Seasons 
Sarcophagus, ca. 280 AD, 
marble, Elvehjem Museum 
of Art, University of 
Wisconsin, Madison, Max W. 
Zabel Fund purchase. 
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Despite Capellano's composi t ional and icono-
graphic borrowings from antiquity, however, the Italian 
sculptor, like Hiram Powers, consulted Jean-Antoine 
Houdon's portrait. Copying the hairstyle and likeness, 
Capel lano also adopted f r o m the marb le s tatue 
Houdon's modern dress of open coat, unbuttoned vest, 
and ruffled shirt. Capellano eliminated Houdon's mili-
tary reference, however, ref lect ing a tendency to 
humanize America's first president while at the same 
time immortalize his fame by way of apotheosis. 

The desire for more humanizing representations of 
our presidents that developed during the Jacksonian 
era contr ibuted to the public's rejection of Horatio 
Greenough's George Washington (Figure 10, 1832-1841).12 

When Congress passed a resolution in 1832, naming 
Horatio Greenough as the sculptor for this portrait, the 
document furthermore specified the work be "a full 
length pedestrian statue.. .the head to be a copy of 
Houdon's Washington, and the accessories to be left 
to the judgement of the artist."13 Secretary of State 
Edward Livingston sent a copy of the resolution to 
Greenough along with the dimensions and the eleva-
tions of the Rotunda. In his letter, Livingston suggested 
Greenough make a square pedestal for the portrait and 
decorate it with bas-reliefs, "representing, first, the sur-
render of Yorktown; second, the resignation; third, his 
inauguration as President.. .fourth, an inscription."14 

Despite Livingston's suggestions and the resolution's 
specification of a pedestrian statue, Greenough ex-
ecuted a seated figure, thereby eliminating the need for 
a square pedestal. Edward Everett suggested this com-
position in July of 1832: 

I would have you. . .elevate your imagination by reading 
the great works of the great masters and particularly the 
greatest master the Jupiter Olympus of Phidias.. .you 
have a hall to place it in probably as spacious as the . . . hy-
pothralral court . . .of the temple of Jupiter at Elis and on 
the principle of facing the standard of excellence to which 
you aspire as high as possible I would have that immortal 
work ever before your mind. It will deserve your profound 
consideration whether you will not have your Washington 
seated like the Jupiter and as near the colossal as mod-
ern taste permits.. .you are acquainted no doubt with the 
w o r k of M. Qua t remere de Quincy on the Jup i t e r 
Olympus.15 
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Figure 8. America 
Presenting at the Altar of 
Liberty Medallions of her 
Illustrious Sons, 1785, 
textile, Courtesy of The 
Henry Francis du Pont 
Winterthur Museum. 

By December, 1833 Greenough proposed the fo l lowing 
composit ion: 

I have made him seated - looking straight forward - with a 
sheathed sword in his left hand and with his right pointing 
to heaven. He is dressed in a large white mantle whose 
hem is embroidered with stars. He sits on a massive chair 
ornamented with fruit flowers and Naval and Military 
trophies - the large spaces on the back of which are filled 
by bas-reliefs representing virtues personified. The hind 
posts of the chair are surmounted on each side by an 
Eagle....16 
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Figure 9. Liberty and 
Washington, c. 1800-1810, 
oil on canvas window shade. 
New York State Historical 
Association, Cooperstown, 
New York. 

This descript ion and the final composi t ion of the 
colossal Washington indicate that Greenough fol lowed 
Everett's advice in emulating Quatremere de Quincy's 
i l lustration of Phidias's Jupiter:1 However, he probably 
also consulted Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres's impe-
rial por t ra i t of Napoleon (Musee de I 'Armee, Paris, 
1806).18 Like these precedents, Washington is r ig id ly 
symmetr ical , frontal, colossal, and enthroned. Never-
theless, Greenough replaced the Jupiter's ancient, pa-
gan s y m b o l s and the pa in ted Napoleon's French 
monarchical and classical accessories wi th American 
mot i fs adapted f rom ant iqu i ty ; he fu r thermore sub-
stituted Jupiter's spear and statue of Victory, and Napo-
leon's scepter and hand of justice wi th a short sword 
and right arm point ing to heaven. 

Like Capellano in his Capitol relief and Hiram Pow-
ers in his later bust, Greenough transformed Houdon's 
prototype into a classicized image of Washington as a 
dei f ied ruler in apotheosis. Besides depict ing raised 
eyebrows, a creased forehead, unfocused eyes, and 
r igidly symmetr ical features, Greenough fur thermore 
carved a heavy mass of locks in emulation of Hellenistic 
ruler portraits. Whereas both Capellano and Powers de-
picted a close-fitt ing wig wi th lightly incised wavy lines 
to suggest texture, Greenough deeply carved Washing-
ton's hair into a wreath of wavy locks to indicate divine 
inspiration.19 

Despite th is de i f ica t ion of George Wash ington, 
however, Greenough rendered the former president as 
presenting wi th his left hand the sword of the people. 
This s igni f ies, in the artist 's own words , " the entire 
abnegation of self," " the apotheosis of abnegation."20 

This gesture the reby refers to Washington 's resig-
nation, first f rom the mil i tary and later f rom the pres-
idency.21 In Greenough's ideal-heroic portrait of George 
Washington, then, the president is depicted as a di-
vinely inspired ruler who utilized his powers only when 
necessary to achieve independence and to establish a 
democratic fo rm of government. As Horatio Greenough 
himself wrote: 

.. .Washington's face and form are identified with the sal-
vation of our continent. That sword. . .cleared the ground 
where our political fabric was raised. I would remind our 
posterity that nothing but that, and that wielded for years 
with wisdom and strength, rescued our rights, and prop-
erty, and lives from the most power fu l . . .nation of 
Europe... .But the man who overthrew a tyranny, and 
founded a Republic, was a hero.22 
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Figure 10. Horatio 
Greenough, George 
Washington, 1832-1841, 
marble, National Museum of 
American Art, Smithsonian 
Institution. Transfer from the 
U.S. Capitol. 

A l though Greenough fo l lowed established icono-
graphy for the d iv ine div ine ruler in apotheosis and 
utilized accepted neoclassical precepts, the American 
publ ic r id iculed and rejected his colossal portrai t of 
George Washington. Pragmatism and prudery resulted 
in outrage over Washington's nudity. As Philip Hone rea-
soned in his diary, "Washington was too prudent and 
careful of his health to expose himself thus in a climate 
as uncertain as ours, to say nothing of the indecency of 
such exposure. . .23 Americans fur thermore took excep-
t ion to Washington 's dei f ied status; they could not 
reconcile Greenough's god-like hero wi th their percep-
t ions of the former president, an elected official who 
reluctantly took office to serve his country. 

Earlier, f rom the turn of the century until the 1820s, 
representations of Washington in apotheosis had pro-
liferated and, in the case of Barralet's engraving, were 
popular. However, when Rembrandt Lockwood and 
Constantino Brumidi executed their respective works of 
the same theme during the mid-century, criticism pre-
vailed.24 The Albion, for instance, labled Lockwood's 
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composi t ional drawing, The Last Judgement (c. 1854, 
Newark Museum), as "pat r io t ic fo l ly / '2 5 Mid-century 
Amer icans preferred humanized representat ions of 
their elected representat ives, one wh ich celebrated 
their roles as statesmen and mil i tary heroes.26 Few art-
ists made the same mistake again as Horat io Gree-
nough in creating an image of a divine ruler. 

More acceptable to the American public and con-
sonant w i th a republican democracy were sculptured 
po r t r a i t s of s ta tesmen as c iv ic heroes. Related to 
pa in ted h is tor ic conversa t ion pieces such as John 
Trumbul l 's Declaration of Independence (US Capital, 
1786-1820), and the "ph i losopher in his cabinet" type 
such as John Singleton Copley's John A dams (Harvard, 
1783) and G i lbe r t S tuar t 's Lansdowne Washington 
(Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts, 1796), the carved 
effigies of American statesmen feature single men in 
formal poses either in meditat ion or in the act of speak-
ing.27 Frequent ly accessory symbo ls or inscr ip t ions 
ident i fy the statue's content, fur ther ampl i f ied by an 
a d d r e s s d e l i v e r e d at t h e m o n u m e n t ' s u n v e i l i n g 
ceremonies. 

Al though Hiram Powers continued an earlier tradi-
t ion of representing Washington in apotheosis in his 
marble bust, he adhered to what would become a more 
acceptable image of the president as a citizen-orator in 
his monument executed for the Louisiana State Capitol. 
No longer extant nor preserved through photographs, 
Powers's Louisiana Washington nevertheless can be re-
constructed f rom the artist's unpubl ished correspon-
dence. In 1848, the governor of Louisiana wrote Hiram 
Powers that the leg is la tu re had appropr ia ted f ive-
thousand dollars for a ful l- length statue of Washington 
to be exeucted in marble for the statehouse in Baton 
Rouge.28 When Powers nearly had completed his model, 
he explained its meaning and composit ion in a letter to 
Governor Walker: 

I am representing Washington - nearly as possible - as he 
appeared in the citizen dress of his time, and I have cho-
sen the period after he had proposed for himself a life of 
retirement. This retirement from public life was I presume 
the crowning glory of Washington - who became greatest 
when as far as was possible with him, he made himself 
least. I have placed him a meditative and dignified pos-
ture, the farewell address is in his left hand, and he leans 
with this right arm upon a column composed of rods 
banded together - at the base of which appear the sickle 
and the pruning hook - emblems of husbandry.29 
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For authent ic i ty, Powers consul ted a cast and a da-
guerreotype of Houdon's Virginia Capitol Washington 
and clothes worn by the former president when he re-
signed his commission.30 

Hiram Powers not only utilized Houdon's Washing-
ton for his likeness, but also apparently emulated its 
iconography to some degree. Al though the Louisiana 
monument was destroyed in a fire short ly after the Civil 
War, the sculptor's description provides enough infor-
mation to detect this association. Houdon had clothed 
hisf igure in contemporary garb and had included a sign 
of agriculture in order to represent Washington's retire-
ment f rom a mil i tary career. Holding a walking stick and 
leaning on the fasces, Houdon's Washington stands be-
fore a plowshare, thereby evoking the Roman general 
Quint ius Cincinnatus who , like Washington, left the 
mi l i tary to return to farming.31 Powers similarly mod-
eled contemporary clothing, farm tools (the sickle and 
the pruning hook), and the fasces;32 yet as indicated in 
his proposal, his version represents a different image 
than that of an American Cincinnatus in referring to the 
culminating event in George Washington's last years as 
patriae patrus. Rather than representing Washington's 
retirement f rom the mil i tary prior to becoming the f irst 
president of the United States, Powers depicted Wash-
ington as he announced his retirement f rom that office. 

Moreover , Powers's Washington seems to have 
been a citizen-orator whose basic message was that of 
unity, the sculptor specifying that the fasces symbolized 
"Union and Strength."33 He posed Washington in the act 
of presenting his famous farewell address devoted to 
national continuity. According to the artist's description, 
Washington paused in the midst of his presentation, 
med i ta t i ng on his message and the nation's fu ture 
course. 

Edward Everett in the meant ime devoted numer-
ous orat ions to George Washington and his Farewell 
Address that could have applied to the Baton Rouge 
monument , at least f rom a Northern point of view. "The 
Birthday of Washington" delivered in New York on Feb-
ruary 22, 1851, claimed that Washington still lived in his 
Farewell address which, Everett asserted, everyone has 
" read . . .a thousand t imes," continuing: 

And what is the leading advice of this ever-memorable 
address? Is it not ADHERENCE TO THE UNION?... He tells us 
to watch over its preservation with the most jealous anxi-
ety. On the love of liberty.. .there is but a single sentence, 
a couple of lines; he just alludes to it as an indwelling 
sentiment of the American heart . . . .As for the pre-
servation of State rights.. .Washington does not so much 



Hiram Power's Bust of George Washington 25 

allude to them NO.. .it is Union, Union, Union, the 
f i r s t , the last, the constant strain of th is immor ta l 
address.34 

Later Everett devoted h imsel f ent i re ly to the Un ion 
and p reached the gospe l of its ma in tenance by em-
phasiz ing Wash ington 's devo t ion to nat ional cohes ion 
in his f ina l address. In "The Character of Washington," a 
speech f i rs t de l ivered on February 22,1856 and then re-
peated in every ma jo r ci ty in the Uni ted States, the re-
n o w n e d s ta tesman and orator conc luded w i t h the fo l -
l ow ing appeal : 

Of all the exhortations which it [the Farewell Address] 
contains, I scarce need to say that none are so emphatic-
ally uttered, none so anxiously repeated, as those who 
enjoin the preservation of the Union of these United 
States. Of this, under providence, it depends in the judge-
ment of Washington whether the people of America shall 
fol low the Old World example, and be broken up into a 
group of independent military powers.. .or whether they 
shall continue to constitute a confederate republic.. .35 

Hiram Powers's fu l l - length statue of Washington ex-
ecuted for the state of Louisiana and Edward Everett 's 
o r a t i o n s b o t h i l l us t ra te t he s ta tus acco rded George 

Figure 11. The Marquis De 
Lafayette Viewing the Statue 
of George Washington by 
Antonio Canova in the Old 
State House, Raleigh, North 
Carolina, 1840, lithograph, 
from a painting by J. 
Weisman and Emanuel 
Leutze. Collection of the 
North Carolina State 
Department of Archives and 
History. 
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Figure 12. Francis William 
Edmonds, The Image 
Peddler, ca. 1844, oil on 
canvas. Courtesy of the New 
York Historical Society, New 
York City. 

Washington as the Great Unifier prior to the Civil War. 
However, throughout the century, George Washington 
was extolled as a hero and moral example, not just a 
symbol of unity. As Edward Everett stated in a speech 
delivered in New York in 1851, Washington was "a char-
acter to be held up to the imitation of our children, to be 
pointed out to the admiration of the stranger, to be com-
mended to the fervent applause of all mankind, and to 
be handed down to the last posterity."36 Within this con-
text, public portrait monuments and busts of George 
Washington could morally elevate and educate the 
American public. For example, a lithograph of 1840 (Fig-
ure 11) depicts General Lafayette and a young boy as 
inspired by Antonio Canova's statue of George Wash-
ington executed for the North Carolina statehouse (1819-
1821). In Francis William Edmond's The Image Peddler of 
1844 (Figure 12), a father points to Washington's bust for 
the edification of his child. Finally, an illustration from 
John Frost's The Pictorial Life and Washington pub-
lished in 1857 shows a boy in reverence of a classical 
bust of the president clothed in a Roman toga, an image 
that resembles Powers's marble portrait housed in the 
Arizona State art collection.37 
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Prior to the Civil War, sculptors emphasized George 
Washington's heroic status in public portait monu-
ments and in busts, transforming him into a national 
icon. However, after the North-South conflict, Abraham 
Lincoln replaced Washington as the premier statesman 
and civil hero glorified in bronze and in marble. De-
picted as a citizen-orator in such works as Augustus St. 
Gauden's standing Abraham Lincoln (Chicago, 1887) and 
Thomas Ball's Emancipation Group (Figure 13; Washing-
ton, DC, 1865-1887), Lincoln, identified as the Great Eman-
cipator and Unifier, was immortalized among the pan-
theon of America's great leaders as the president who 
"saved the Union and preserved the republic which 
Washington founded. . . "38 Thus, as this statement and 
as Ball's statue demonstrate (in Ball's bronze monu-
ment, Washington's bust decorates the podium upon 
which Lincoln leans), George Washington continued to 
be extolled even after the Civil War, retaining his status 
as a national icon, but now as the predecessor to Ab-
raham Lincoln. 

Figure 13. Thomas Ball, 
Emancipation Group, 1873, 
marble, Elvehjem Museum 
of Art, University of 
Wisconsin, Madison. Gift of 
Dr. Warren E. Gilson. 





Marie Timberlake A Sky After El Greco, An Early Homage by Demuth 

Figure 1. Charles Demuth, A 
Sky After El Greco, 1919, 
tempera, Arizona State 
University Art Museum. 

Inspecting the Jones and Laughlin Steel Mil ls at Pitts-
burg in 1922, Precisionist art ist Elsie Driggs reflected 
that she was, " m o v e d by the strange beauty of the 
place." Her perception was that the "part icles of dust in 
the air seem to catch and refract the l ight to make a 
backdrop of luminous pale gray behind the shapes of 
simple smoke stack and cone. To me it was Greek.. .a 
sight Greco wou ld have enjoyed painting."1 Abraham 
Davidson comments that for Driggs's v iewing the steel 
mil l was, "a modern mystic vision, akin to those the 
Spanish artist had painted in the sixteenth century."2 It 
was a f i rmly held belief of early twentieth century mod-
ernists that El Greco was a kindred spirit; that he had 
captured their essence centuries previously. Charles 
Demuth, like his contemporary Elsie Driggs, portayed 
A m e r i c a n i ndus t r y c r i sp ly and prec ise ly in l inear, 
geometr ic forms. That he shared her v iew toward El 
Greco is revealed in A Sky After El Greco (Figure 1).3 This 
article explores the empathy of Demuth and his con-
temporaries for El Greco; Demuth's fascination wi th the 
unstated; his creation of puzzles for posterity; and his 
unerring ability to express symbolical ly the intrinsic na-
ture of his chosen themes. 

As an artist Charles Demuth (1882-1935) is most fa-
mous for architectural and industr ial landscapes ex-
ecuted in his meticulous, linear style during the second 
and th i rd decades of this century. Yet he was mult i -
faceted, painting simultaneously in a variety of styles. 
His most wel l -known early works are his f lorals; how-
ever, this group also includes spontaneous, energetic 
f igure paintings of acrobats and nightclub scenes, as 
well as an important body of literary i l lustrations after 
works by Balzac, James, Pater, Poe, Wedekind, and Zola. 
These l i terary i l lustrat ions painted between 1915 and 
1920 were not intended for public display and quickly 
sold into private collections where they remained rela-
t ively unknown to Demuth's general public unti l f irst 
published by Andrew Carnduff Ritchie in 1950.4 

After a third tr ip to Paris in 1912-14, and exposure to 
Cubism, Demuth evolved the precise, linear style which 
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Milton Brown labeled Cubist-Realist,5 and frequently is 
termed Precisionism. Demuth's style blends the clean, 
faceted geometric forms of Cubism with an underlying 
realism that remains uniquely his own. 

A Sky After El Greco precedes these important late 
works and provides a transition between his initial ex-
perimentation with Cubist form in his Bermuda land-
scapes and his Precisionist style. Painted in 1919, it is 
one of Demuth's early departures from his beloved 
watercolor medium. His shift to oil and tempera coin-
cided with his move from floral and figural works to 
architectural and industrial landscapes. 

The painting is distinguished by a web of ray lines 
forming diagonal lines of force and creating a decora-
tive screen which overlays the geometric forms. Eise-
man has identified these shaft lines as ships masts in 
A Box of Tricks,, a work from the same period which 
demonstrates similar transitional characteristics.6 In A 
Box of Tricks the juxtaposition of a church steeple upon 
a meeting house provides the substance of the com-
position. The vibrant blue, rich russet brown and black 
of A Sky After El Greco are repeated in this work. 

These paintings are the fruition of his experiments 
with Cubism in 1916 in Bermuda. The Bermuda land-
scapes marked a complete departure for Demuth, who 
exchanged the lively, fluid line of his sensuous floral 
pieces and exhuberant f igural works for the linear, 
geometric form which he explored in Bermuda. Emily 
Farnham in an article on Demuth's Bermuda landscape 
details the influences of Cezanne and Cubism upon De-
muth's new style.7 

She cites as similarities between Cezanne and De-
muth their affinity for watercolor, and for unpainted 
white space incorporated within the body of the paint-
ing and surrounding it, lending an unfinished air to the 
works. She discusses his use of Cezanne's composi-
tional devices.8 Combining this influence with Cubist 
elements Demuth arrived at the basis for his architec-
tural and industrial landscapes. 

Farnham divides Demuth landscapes into four 
categories.9 A Sky After El Greco clearly fits into her 
third category as a transitional landscape. The inverted 
V-shape, derived from Cezanne and used extensively in 
Demuth's Bermuda period,10 echoes the rise of the thin, 
dark spire in the center of the painting and establishes 
the framework of the composition. It was typical of De-
muth in this period to set his painting in a diamond 
shape leaving the white paper bare as accent or fram-
ing. A blotting technique, which he perfected in his 
watercolors, is used effectively in this work to create 
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interesting texture and increases the air of instability 
and lack of substance in the flat, two dimensional forms. 
The influences from his Bermuda experiments abound, 
yet he has not fully developed the style which will distin-
guish his later landscapes. His industrial and architec-
tural oils fi l l the entire surface, the frames of white 
space disappears, the elements become more sharply 
defined, more precisely drawn, and hard edges de-
lineate each form. 

A Sky After El Greco exemplifies Demuth's light, 
delicate touch. Here the warm brown of the paper par-
tially overpainted with his uneven brushwork creates an 
evanescent backdrop which produces the effect of the 
vaporous, billowing clouds of an El Greco sky. His title 
further suggests that he has patterned his sky after the 
tumultuous skies for which El Greco is famous - stormy, 
turbulent, steelly dark gray clouds accented by stark 
white, floating across a slate-blue sky. Though his soft, 
diaphanous brushwork recalls the translucence of an El 
Greco sky, the color harmony produces a more buoyant 
effect. The painting appears to contain a number of quo-
tations from El Greco's monumental View of Toledo 
(Figure 2). 

El Greco's city of Toledo rests on the crests of a 
series of verdant green and barren brown hills domi-
nated by the spire of the cathedral. The highly visible 
building to its right has been identified as the Alcazar. 
Storm clouds break overhead and cast a somber, myste-
rious air over the landscape. There are many composi-
tional similarities between the Demuth and the El Greco 
which suggest Demuth's familiarity with the El Greco 
work.11 The strong horizontal movement of the rising, 
almost triangular-shaped hills on which Toledo sits is 
reiterated in the pyramidal shapes which create the 
horizontal base in the Demuth. The rising Toledo cathe-
dral tower is echoed in the elongated spire which domi-
nates the central focus of the Demuth. A rectangular 
row of windows near the top of the building on the 
lower right in the Demuth work probably reflects the 
Alcazar, once a Moslem fortress and later the Spanish 
royal palace. 

In other works, El Greco is noted for his use of 
elongated f igures spanning the frontal plane and form-
ing an apparent bridge between heaven and earth. This 
strong vertical emphasis is recalled by Demuth's ray 
lines. By his careful application of color to these shafts 
of light, Demuth has changed the forms into a sugges-
tion of three crosses, perhaps a subtle reflection of the 
mystical, religious soul of El Greco. 
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Figure 2. El Greco, View of 
Toledo, 1541-1614, paintings, 
The Metropolitan Museum 
of Art. The H.O. Havemeyer 
Collection. 
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An examination of Demuth's use of titles suggests 
that/4 Sky After El Greco was more than a simple exer-
cise in a long tradit ion of quotat ion of Old Masters and 
that he had something more specific in mind. A marked 
difference of opinion abounds among Demuth scholars 
as to the pro fund i ty and purpose of Demuth's t i t les. 
Many regard them as merely wi t ty and humorous ad-
juncts bestowed f l ippant ly at the last minute , wh i le 
others see a more serious intent.12 Mi l ton Brown dis-
cusses them as "wi t ty postscripts to an otherwise com-
paratively prosaic vision."13 Though Farnham has stated 
that the t i t les reveal Demuth 's " h u m o r o u s t u rn of 
mind,"14 she concludes that his total output displays the 
artist's concern for "penetrat ing beneath false facades 
for reality and t ruth," and his "obsession for all that was 
'covered, glazed.. .masked ' . . .part icularly when those 
surfaces masked impl ied profundities."15 

A look at a few selected works demonstrates how 
this confusion of meaning can be drawn f rom his works. 
Business (1921, Ar t Institute of Chicago), presents flat, 
opaque windowpanes painted starkly in a grid pattern 
on the side of a building. The numbers one through nine 
and the abbreviations for the days of the week appear 
on the uppermost panes. Davidson views it as "nega-
tive comment on American business t inged wi th humor, 
the regularity of factory w indowpanes is made to re-
semble a calendar, suggest ing that business is run 
though monotonous repetit ion of t ime."16 

Another work, End of the Parade, Coatsville, Pa., 
(1920, The Regis Collection, Minneapolis) is a study of 
black smoke stacks si lhouetted against pristine whi te 
stylized clouds of smoke and a large industrial complex 
which marks the place where the Coatsville parade end 
-ed.17 Faison comments that the title is "probably wh im-
sical rather than ironic, (and) can be taken at face value: 
the black stacks march wi th mil i tary prec is ion . . . "18 Is it 
merely the place where the parade ended as Davidson 
and Faison suggest, or could it be looked upon symbol-
ically as the end of the pleasant parade of the past, w i th 
the industrial age menacing the enjoyment of simple 
activities, and the sense of communi ty symbolized by a 
parade. The endlessly marching smoke stacks, like the 
blankness of the rows of opaque w indowpanes , be-
traying the barrenness of industry versus the creativity 
and spontaneity of the parade. 

Another work, Incense of a New Church, (Figure 3) 
depicts a series of black smoke stacks against a dark 
blue sky wi th serpentine shapes of whi te to gray smoke 
interweaving in a symphony of abstract, circular pat-
terns across the front of the oil. Like Business and End of 
the Parade, Coatsville, Pa., the painting reveals a fasci-
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nation with pure form and visual appearance, yet the 
title suggests the possibility of a dual meaning, the 
beauty of the swirling smoke opposing the implication 
of a new American religion. 

A Box of Tricks demonstrates the same dichotomy 
of meaning. In discussing the fusion of factory with 
church steeple, Karal Marling asks, "Is the box factory of 
today the tricky proposition or the boxy church of yes-
terday?"19 It was, she states, the first of Demuth's ironic 
exercises.20 In a definitive article on My Egypt, (1927, 
Whitney Musuem of Art, New York) Marling traces De-
muth's play wi th titles to his friendship with Marcel 
Duchamp and his absorption of Duchampian irony.21 

Both Fahlman and Marling discuss My Egypt as a 
memorial Demuth created to himself. Marling asserts 
that as the pyramid is a symbol of immortality, so My 
Egypt assured Demuth of immortality.22 Fahlman stress-
es the parallels between the monumental forms of the 
grain elevators and the magnitude of the Egyptian 
tombs.23 Other scholars have suggested that Demuth 
may have wished to compare these grain storage tanks 
and their important place in the economy of Lancaster, 
and America, to Egypt's early status as one of the 
world's largest producers of grain.24 The paradox of the 
imposition of a title such as My Egypt upon a painting of 
grain silos demonstrates Demuth's turn of mind. 

The above comparison of conflicting views on his 
titles as whimsical expressions of his wit versus a delib-
erate use of irony or implied social criticism of industrial 
America illustrates his love of confounding, of masking, 
of providing something for everyone. Creating a puzzle 
for viewers and scholars to contemplate appealed to his 
sense of irony. 

A close friend of Duchamp and a part of a circle of 
artists who relished the pun and the witty remark, De-
muth was noted for his delightful conversation and 
quick wit. He absorbed and applied these qualities into 
his titles, but to deny any deeper profound meaning is 
to fail to consider their application combined with his 
rich use of symbolism. The deeply thought out charac-
ter of the title, together with the symbolic element in 
each work, precludes a thoughtless appellation of title. 

In discussing The Piano Mover's Holiday (The 
Barnes Foundation, Merion, Pennsylvania), on exhibi-
tion in Dallas, Texas, Forbes Watson elaborates on De-
muth's play with titles and suggests Demuth intended 
them to be understood by a select few. He describes the 
anger of an irate piano mover's wife over the fact that 
this title was bestowed upon an architectural/industrial 
landscape, and suggests that, "If the piano mover's wife 
had appreciated the paint ing Demuth wou ld have 
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Figure 3. Charles Demuth, 
Incense of a New Church, 
1921. Oil on canvas. 
Courtesy of Columbus 
Museum of Art. Gift of 
Ferninand Howald, 1931. 

thought it t ragic. . . he liked to choose who would appre-
ciate him."25 

As a young man Demuth had aspirations to be a 
writer. The Azure Adder, one of his early literary efforts, 
was a play which focused around the attempt of its pro-
taganist to publish a little art magazine. Discussing his 
intentions for his new magazine, George states, "The 
mere reading of it will be made difficult for the unin-
itiated, people whom it is not meant for anyway."26 

George's statement reflects Demuth's attitude toward 
his art. His titles are only for the initiated, those who will 
appreciate them, and meant to fall beyond the com-
prehension of the average viewer. 

Demuth expresses this idea in his article, "Across a 
Greco is Written." He maintains that, "Color and line 
can say quite a bit, unaided by words, when used by one 
for whom they are a means of expression.. .To me 
words explain too much and say too little." He expands 
upon this theme when he comments, "Across the final 
surface.. .the touchable bloom, if it were a peach.. .of 
any fine painting is written for those who dare to read 
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that which the painter knew, that which he hoped to find 
out, or, that which he - whatever/'27 

That Demuth consistently chose titles which cre-
ated a double edged sword, which provided the kernel 
of doubt as to his intended meaning, refutes the argu-
ment that his titles were pure whimsy, that they were 
applied frivolously upon completion as a matter of pure 
wit. His continual use of titles which hinted at an under-
lying meaning, in fact, demonstrates his love of ambi-
guity and irony and the careful thought which went into 
the selection of each. His illustrations for two works of 
Henry James provide conclusive evidence of the depth 
of his understanding and interest in symbolism. 

Shlomith Rimmon, in his examination of the ambi-
guity of Henry James, observes that the current use of 
the term generally means being open to more than one 
interpretation. He defines ambiguity more narrowly as 
two concepts which cannot both be true, which are 
"mutually exclusive," a choice must be made between 
one meaning or the other. He defines irony, on the other 
hand, as "Two opposed narratives - the one explicitly 
told and the other surreptitiously implied. By the fact 
that we recognize the implied meaning as the 'true' one, 
it can no longer be considered ambiguous because ac-
tual ambiguity defies choice."28 Demuth invites multiple 
interpretation, in fact, presents two clear choices, the 
glorification of industry or the indictment of it. He offers 
the viewer true ambiguity in the Rimmon sense. 

Demuth's i l lustrations for James and Wedekind 
have been called his masterpieces by Andrew Carnduff 
Ritchie, who asserts that, "Demuth encompasses the 
spirit of both authors to an amazing degree." He con-
tends that, "Rarely, if ever, has the mood and atmo-
sphere of the two stories been more perfectly translated 
into visual terms."29 That Demuth was able to capture 
the essence of James so thoroughly demonstrates his 
affinity for James's turn of mind. 

In his i l lustrat ions for James,30 Demuth selects 
those scenes where the sense of ambiguity and mystery 
are most intense. In The Beast in the Jungle he depicts 
the moment of truth when the beast finally appears, 
when Marcher is confronted with his special "event," 
when it is revealed to him that the occurrence he has 
long awaited is, in fact, a non-occurrence, his inward 
turned soul in its self-centered waiting has left life un-
lived, has never experienced the joy or sorrow of love. 
The other two scenes depicted are the boat ride in Sor-
rento, his moment of revelation to May of the "portent" 
for which he waited; and her last desperate offering of 
herself to which he failed to respond. These are the 
scenes that are the heart of the story, and it is these 
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scenes that Demuth chooses to illustrate. Demuth 
thrives on the unspoken in James, the act of May know-
ing Marcher's fate and offering him release, yet his ob-
livion to reality until at last the beast confronts him. 

Likewise, Demuth in the titles of his works pays 
homage to the same love of ambiguity, the same sense 
of mystery. He shows two sides of the coin. He deliber-
ately picks titles and subjects which are the epitome of 
the illusive. Nowhere does this imply whimsy. 

John L. Sweeney exploring the relationship be-
tween James's works and Demuth's watercolor illustra-
tions discusses James's reluctance to have his works 
illustrated lest the illustrations interfere with the read-
er's own interpretation of the words James is weaving. 
He states, "James saw the dangers of distraction likely 
to follow from the presence of illustrations accompa-
nying the text."31 

Sweeney delves into James's distaste for anything 
"that relieves prose of the duty of being.. ,"32 James 
wished his prose to stand for itself, to capture the read-
er's imagination without the visual distraction of pre-
conceived ideas. The desire of James for the reader to 
form his own view corresponds to Demuth's desire for 
the viewer to draw his own conclusions. He sets up a di-
chotomy between the painting and the title and asks the 
viewer to exercise imagination, to question or accept. 

Sweeney cites Demuth's "penetrating interpretive 
vision" in these illustrations and emphasizes that "each 
composition is a picture in itself which may be assessed 
on its own terms.. .,"33 a pictorial unity which may be 
viewed independently of any literary content in terms of 
color, form and composition; while, at the same time, 
the three paintings interlock symbolically with "con-
stant interplay of formal and iconographic motives 
throughout."34 He details Demuth's careful selection 
and placement of symbols which reflect the deeper 
meaning of the story, his allusions to time as the central 
theme of the story. Sweeney discusses his precise 
placement of the clock in central focus between May 
and Marcher on the mantlepiece, and his use of purple 
lilacs as a symbol of April, the month of May's death. He 
points out Demuth's use of color to depict the passage 
of t ime ; the faded green of May's scarf in the second 
scene replacing the vibrant green of the oars and boat-
man's seat in the first, and becoming a "withered yel-
lowish shade" in the third.35 

He further describes the use of fire turned to ashes 
to symbolically depict May's love and his fate. The rising 
form of Mt. Vesuvius in the background of the Sorrento 
scene becomes a fireless hearth in the central panel, 
and ultimately an urn full of ashes in the finaf scene, the 
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ashes of that which would have saved him from his 
fate.36 Sweeney states that, "Demuth's pictures are not 
static, isolated representations. Symbol, form, color 
and rhythm of arrangement carry the observer's eye 
back and forth from the center of the series in much the 
same way that James's echo of image and oblique inter-
action of phrase carry the reader backward and forward 
through the incidents, transitions and recapitulation of 
his narrative."37 This penetrating rendering of the most 
salient points in James, the care with which he selected 
each object to further elucidate the text, betrays the pro-
found nature of Demuth's works, and belies any hint of 
quick, offhand renderings, and whimsically bestowed 
titles. 

His work for the Turn of the Screw shows a similar 
sensitivity to the underlying intent of James. He selects 
scenes which convey the highest sense of ambiguity, 
which call on the viewer, as the reader, to make a clear 
choice. The governess sees the supernatural or she 
does not, she is good or she is evil.38 

This duplicity of meaning is amply illustrated by 
Incense for a New Church. It is the America portrayed by 
Hart Crane and Frank Stella in verbal and visual depic-
tions of the Brooklyn Bridge, the art espoused by Alfred 
Stieglitz39 to convey the spirit of America; or it is a reflec-
tion of Demuth's concern for worship in America of a 
new God, commerce, wealth, industry. By providing a 
clear, pristine vision of American industry Demuth was 
portraying the good, the progressive, the essence of the 
dynamic American spirit. With his titles, then, he pro-
vided a flip of the coin, a look at the dark side. As James 
provides both, as the governess can be only good or 
evil, Demuth illustrates both. He presents the American 
landscape in terms of the good and leaves his titles to 
tantalize and tease those who would see the other side. 

Between 1924 and 1929, Demuth painted a series of 
poster portraits in oil. Painted as homages to his close 
friends, each element within the portrait was meticu-
lously chosen to represent the individual metaphori-
cally. Davidson states that "the objects in the posters 
are like clues waiting to be deciphered."40 Demuth's pro-
pensity for the puzzle, the masked, received full reign in 
these works. His use of the mask as a symbol in two of 
the homages reflects this interest. Eiseman comments 
on Demuth's use of "symbolic imagery" in his homages 
and cites the mask which is the central focus of Love, 
Love, Love (Homage to Gertrude Stein), (1928, Thyssen-
Bornemisza Collection, Lugano, Switzerland) as an allu-
sion to Stein's mask-like portrait by Picasso, painted in 
1906.41 He also sees the mask as a reference to her theat-
rical works and interest in psychology.42 Davidson and 
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Eiseman both refer to the repetition of the word love 
and the numbers 1, 2, and 3 as symbolic of her literary 
style.43 

Two masks figure prominently in Demuth's Longhi 
on Broadway (Homage to Eugene O'Neill), (1927, Collec-
tion of the Will iam H. Lane Foundation, Leonminster, 
Massachusetts) Davidson reveals Demuth's use of triple 
entendre in this painting with the mask equaling Pietro 
Longhi, the eighteenth century Venetian painter of 
masked figures; acting as an analogue for the theatre; 
and, especially, suggesting O'Neill's use of masked fig-
ures in his own plays. Davidson also interprets the whis-
key bottle as symbolic of O'Neill's drinking, while the 
vine recalls Dionysus, the Greek divinity of wine and 
revelry to whom early Greek theatrical performances 
were dedicated, and alludes to O'Neill's interest in 
Greek mythology.44 

Athird portrait, of William Carlos Williams, I Saw the 
Figure 5 in Gold (Homage to William Carlos Williams) 
1928, (Figure 4), is based upon Williams's poem, The 
Great Figure. Demuth's friendship with Williams dates 
to his early years as a student at the Philadelphia 
Academy of Fine Arts. It is appropriate that he honored 
this innovative literary figure and old friend with a work 
that had an acknowledged impact on the New Realist 
work of Robert Indiana and is believed to have influ-
enced Jasper Johns.45 The fragmented nature of this 
painting relates directly to Williams's broken verse. 
Tashjian suggests this painting of multiple views of a 
br ight red f ire engine presents a f i t t ing symbol of 
Williams's boisterous personality, while the cityscape 
portrays Williams as an urban poet.46 Davidson concurs 
with Tashjian's assessment citing the aptness of a fire 
engine as an image for the forward and audacious 
Williams. He draws a further parallel between the fire 
engine as a vehicle of salvation and Williams's vocation 
as a medical doctor.47 Demuth's other homages to Geor-
gia O'Keeffe, John Marin, and Arthur Dove were equally 
rich in symbolic elements. 

Noted for his economy of means, Demuth distilled 
everything to the core of its being. An examination of 
his deliberate, scrupulously chosen imagery and con-
sideration of the care exercised by Demuth in his choice 
of tit les implies that the appellation, A Sky After El 
Greco, was not casually chosen. 

In the nineteenth century, after centuries of neglect, 
El Greco was discovered by Theophile Gautier. He was 
heralded by Manet as a forerunner who had taken liber-
ties with strictly representational art. He was regarded 
as a kindred sprit, an old master to evoke in their strug-
gle for the supremacy of color over drawing. His reputa-
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tion grew, until in the early part of the twentieth century 
he was revered as a precursor of Cezanne, one of the pa-
triarchs of modern art. He was regarded as an Expres-
sionist, proto-Cubist, Mannerist, and mystic.48 Robert 
Byron states, "There is one spir i tual ancestor who 
sought what the present seeks, and whose attainment 
the present is still far from having surpassed. This is El 
Greco."49 The expressionist quality of his distorted, 
elongated forms held certain appeal to an art wor ld 
casting off the remnants of the static, representational 
wor ld of academic art. The emotional quality of his 
work led to his general acceptance as a mystic, a spiri-
tual being who painted from the depths of his soul. In 
1941, Henry McBride asks, "Was El Greco a soul? I say he 
was all sou l . . . no painter has been so spiritual as he."50 

His connection with the Spanish mystics St. Teresa of 
Avila and St. John of the Cross was accepted as fact. In 
the mythology surrounding his image it was believed 
that he painted only what he felt in the depths of his soul 
with complete indifference to his contemporaries.51 

His influence on Cezanne was unquestioned. Franz 
Marc, writ ing in the B/aue Reiter Almanac, states that 
"Cezanne and El Greco are spiritual brothers despite 
the centuries that separate them."52 Roger Fry regards 
Cezanne's art as a synthesis of El Greco and Poussin. 
Citing Cezanne's acquisition of works by both El Greco 
and Poussin, Fry discusses Cezanne's aff inity for El 
Greco and his absorption of El Greco's work as a key 
element in the development of Cezanne.53 What artistic 
elements formed the basis for this interpretation and 
constituted this link between El Greco and Cezanne? 
Both artists painted outside the artistic norm of their 
period. Like Cezanne, El Greco modeled form with color. 
Both created contour by juxtaposing light against dark 
w i thout the use of pre l iminary drawing or outl ine. 
Byron asserts that El Greco thought "whol ly in color."54 

In drawing a compar ison between Cezanne and El 
Greco, Yvon Taillandier points to a reduced spatial 
depth as another point in common, citing the bas-relief 
effect of the work of El Greco.55 

Landscape forms another bridge. Byron suggests 
that in El Greco's landscapes, "more nearly than any-
where else, he approaches the impressionist founders 
of modern art." He cites View of Toledo and "its aston-
ishing affinity with the painting of Cezanne."56 Byron 
was not alone in this summation. Harry Adsit Bull, in 
1929, states that "El Greco is well known as the old mas-
ter with the greatest appeal to the Post-Impressionists. 
His mark on Cezanne is unmistakable. . . View of To-
ledo. . .shows particularly well the inspirational rela-
tionship between Greco's handling of landscape and 
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Figure 4. Charles Demuth, / 
Saw the Figure Five in Gold, 
1883-1935. Oil on 
compositional board. 
Courtesy of The 
Metropolitian Museum of 
Art. The Alfred Stieglitz 
Collection, 1949. 
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that of the moderns/'57 El Greco's status as the precur-
sor of Cezanne, as an inspiration to the father of the 
Cubist movement provides a foundation for Demuth's 
quotation of View of Toledo. 

Faison has demonstrated that while Demuth used 
local architectural and industrial sites as his models, he 
took great liberties with his likenesses. He arbitrarily 
dislocated buildings to his compositional taste and fre-
quently used telephone wires or tree branches as the 
basis for his prisms and ray lines.58 Therefore, El Greco's 
arbitrary displacement of two key buildings,59 the Al-
cazar and cathedral in View of Toledo would appeal to 
Demuth's aesthetic sense. This displacement of the Al-
cazar and cathedral is echoed by Demuth's dislocation 
in A Sky After El Greco. Demuth's selection of these two 
key buildings is another example of the meticulous care 
with which he extracted the essence of the symbolic 
meaning of a work. 

Demuth's use of Lancaster as a model for his ar-
ch i tectura l landscapes has been documented by 
Faison, who speculates that the steeple of the Trinity 
Lutheran Church which was visible f rom Demuth's 
studio window was the model for the Christopher Wren-
like steeples frequently depicted by Demuth.60 Its tall, 
slender spire undoubtedly formed the mental reference 
to the spire in A Sky After El Greco. Demuth habitually 
simplified his forms and extracted the most important 
elements in conceiving his landscapes, therefore this 
composite of forms, the conflation of the image of To-
ledo's cathedral with his familiar steeple, created a dual 
reference, blending El Greco's spiritual relationship 
w i th Toledo w i t h Demuth's af fect ion for his own 
Lancaster. 

El Greco was known to enjoy the company of 
scholars and poets, to be an intellect and quick wit, qual-
ities which Demuth possessed and admired. The few 
contemporaries who wrote of El Greco, regarded him as 
a contradiction, an enigma.61 The appeal of such a man 
to Demuth, who left a legacy of puns and puzzles, who 
was himself enigmatic, is apparent. 

Brown regards El Greco's theory of art as elitist. 
Citing El Greco's comments in the margins of copy of 
Vitruvius to the effect that "Painting, because of its uni-
versality, becomes capable of speculation," Brown ob-
serves that El Greco equated painting with philosophy 
and that he "had nothing but scorn for popular taste."62 

This corresponds to Demuth's expressed view that art is 
only for the initiated, that each viewer should find his 
own truth. 
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Demuth was a known admirer of Marcel Proust. 
Discussing El Greco, in 1930, Pijoan says, "He goes 
ahead, distorting the forms, expounding them, and col-
oring them at his own fancy. This is why El Greco is 
today the demigod of the advanced schools. Four hun-
dred years ago, he lived the life that Proust lived and 
described. Proust says that everything has at least two 
realities, if not more. Distortion, interpretation are no 
longer considered licenses of the art, but the expres-
sions of the truth."6 3 This expresses Demuth's sen-
timent. Everything has two realities. This philosophy, 
then, provides the basis for Demuth's homage to and 
quotation of, El Greco. He was Demuth's spiritual part-
ner. This reverence is left for the viewer to discern. Noth-
ing is explicit, the beholder is left to append one's own 
interpretation on the subtle quotation from View of To-
ledo with its rich symbolism. 





Carolyn Robbins Ben Shahn's Mine Building: 
A Symbol Of Disaster 

Figure 1. Ben Shahn, Mine 
Building, 1948, tempera, 
Arizona State University Art 
Museum. Gift of Oliver B. 
James. 

Ben Shahn's painting, Mine Building (1948)1 (Figure 1), is a 
powerful , complex symbol of the Centralia, Illinois, 
mine disaster of March 25,1947. It is one of four paintings 
and nearly one hundred drawings created by Shahn in 
response to that catastrophe, which claimed the lives of 
one hundred and eleven miners and brought devas-
tation to their families. The event, widely reported by 
the national news media, inspired the artist first to ac-
cept the assignment to illustrate a magazine article, 
"The Blast in Centralia No. 5, a Mine Disaster No One 
Stopped," written by John Bartlow Martin for Harper's 
Magazine in 1948. The incident then prompted Shahn to 
execute a series of paintings: Mine Building (1948) (Figure 
1), Miners' Wives (1948) (Figure 2), Mine Disaster (1948) 
(Figure 3), and Death of a Miner (1949) (Figure 4). The 
media avidly reported details of recovery efforts for en-
tombed miners and publ ished photographs of the 
scene, which were to influence Shahn; it also covered a 
Senate investigation which ensued. 

Shahn's mine disaster paintings have never been 
analyzed within the context of his earlier sketches, nor 
have they been discussed in relation to news photo-
graphs of the event or the specific circumstances of the 
disaster. Such an analysis reveals that much of Shahn's 
imagery emerges from his illustrations and from con-
temporary news media photographs.2 Shahn relied on 
personal experiences with miners, as well as photo-
graphs he took of them twelve years earlier while work-
ing for the Farm Securities Administration. In examin-
ing the paintings and considering the artist's comments 
about the purpose of his art, it becomes evident that this 
series of paintings is symbolic of the appalling condi-
tions in our nation's mining industry in the late 1940s and 
the d i sas te r w h i c h o c c u r r e d because of t hose 
conditions. 

Mine Building, executed in tempera on masonite, 
has affinities with Precisionism in subject matter and 
style. Consisting of a single, large industrial edifice cen-
trally placed within an ambiguous setting, the work has 
no atmospheric perspective and lacks any sense of 
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Figure 2. Ben Shahn, Miner's 
Wives. Philadelphia 
Museum of Art. Given by 
Wright S. Ludington. 

depth. Instead, the emphasis is on its planar forms. It is 
a simplified, stark composition devoid of any human 
activity or landscape. Shahn's painting, however, re-
bukes the aesthetics of Precisionism. The Precisionists, 
in depicting their pristine subjects with crisp lines, clear 
colors, elimination of surface detailing, and removal of 
all evidence of man's physical presence, celebrate 
America's power and self-sufficiency through its indus-
trialism.3 Shahn, however, presents the negative effects 
of industrialization. Shahn's mine building is encrusted 
with grime and soot, evidence of man's labor. The black-
roofed structure with darkened windows and doors 
stands starkly against a light ground subtly enriched 
with a variety of hues. The walls have mottled effect of 
red, red-orange, gold, green and sooty-grey pigment. 
Closely spaced striations cut into the paint to simulate 
the appearance of brickwork. As in Precisionism, an 
overall flattened perspective creates a two-dimensional 
effect. Instead of addressing purely formal interests, 
however, Shahn's painting speaks of social concerns. 
Mine Building, with its grimy, textured surface, loudly 
proclaims human drama and suffering, and urges a 
symbolic interpretation. 

The symbolism in Mine Building reveals Shahn's 
liberal ideology. Shahn's concern for the oppressed and 
sympathy for the causes of organized labor had been 
demonstrated previously in the Tom Mooney series 



Ben Shahn's Mine Building 47 

Figure 3. Ben Shahn, Mine 
Disaster. Courtesy of the 
Chicago Art Institute. 

(1932) and in his posters for the Political Action Commit-
tee of the Congress of Industrial Organizations (1944 and 
1946). The grave circumstances which led to the Cen-
tralia disaster stirred Shahn's ideological sensibilities. 

Although a State inspector had repeatedly cited 
violations of mine safety laws at Centralia, those re-
sponsible for enforcement and correction of the dan-
gerous conditions did virtually nothing.4 In March, 1946, 
four top officers of the local union had written a letter to 
the governor of Illinois begging for enforcement by the 
Department of Mines and Minerals. They were terrified 
of coal-dust explosions such as had occurred in Ken-
tucky and West Virginia. The letter included the phrase, 
"Please save our lives."5 One year later, three of those 
four men died in the Centralia coal-dust disaster.6 

The inhabitants of Centralia were more than jus-
tified in their fear. Mine safety records in this country 
were dreadful. Statistics from 1977 indicate that for a one 
h u n d r e d year pe r i od of r eco rd - keep ing , over 120,000 
coal miners suffered violent deaths. That is an average 
of one hundred per month for one hundred years.7 

Health and death benefits were terribly inadequate and 
pension benefits were non-existent. Some measure of 
relief began in 1947, when the miner's Welfare and Re-
tirement Fund was established, after a two-year battle 
for its creation by John L. Lewis.8 It did not, however, 
make up for past omissions. Josephine Roche, admin-



Figure 4. Ben Shahn, Death istrator of the Fund, described "a backlog of human 
of a Miner. The Metropolitan misery" in test imony before a Senate subcommit tee 
Museum of Art, Arthur H. in 1949: 
Hearn Fund, 1950. 

No less shocking than the record of mine killings and 
deaths resulting from the hardships of mining existence is 
the record of those who linger on, maimed, broken, dis-
abled, daily tortured by their helplessness, their pain and 
the constant realization of the burden their dependents 
carry. A backlog of human misery has been rolled up 
through the decades by the destruction of human bodies, 
health, of human values, as well as human life. 

Excessively high rates for tuberculosis, silicosis, arthritis 
and many other chronic diseases prevail among miners. 
Unbelievably poor medical and hospital facilities - or 
none at all - have been the lot of the mining population for 
decades.9 

Ben Shahn, well aware of such human misery, ex-
pressed an intense compassion for mankind long be-
fore the creation of his mine disaster paintings. This is 
evident in his Sacco and Vanzetti series (1932), and much 
later in his famous war paintings, such as The Red Stair-
way (1944) and Liberation (1945). The fo l lowing statement 
also reveals his concerns: 

I don't really care that much about art. I'm interested in 
life, and only in art in so far as it enables me to express 
what I feel about life. . . . But for me painting had to be a 
way of arriving at the truth about life - our life here and 
now.10 

The Centralia mine disaster enabled the artist to exam-
ine the realities of life and to reveal them in his paintings 
and magazine il lustrations. 
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A year after the mine disaster, Shahn began his 
project by accepting a Harper's Magazine commission 
to illustrate John Bartlow Martin's article. The editors 
provided Shahn with a copy of the essay, informing him 
there was no stipulation as to the number of illustra-
tions. Four days later Shahn presented the editors with 
sixty-four drawings of the ninety-nine he had executed. 
Twenty-four of these were chosen for the article.11 The 
large number of illustrations Shahn created in a short 
period of t ime indicates the profoundness of his re-
sponse to the event. That Shahn next proceeded to ex-
ecute four paintings further attests to the artist's intense 
interest in the subject.12 This reflects his belief that draw-
ings fail to adequately express what he called "the con-
tent of feeling." He explains: 

One cannot, I think, crowd into drawings a really towering 
content of feeling. Drawings may be small intimate reve-
lations; they may be witty or biting, they may be fragmen-
tary glimpses of great feelings or awesome situations, but 
I feel that the immense idea asks for a full orchestration of 
color, depth, texture and form.13 

Nevertheless, the sketches often formed the bases 
for Shahn's paintings. Indeed, five of the magazine illus-
trations (Figure 5a,b,c,d,e) are compositionally incorpo-
rated into Shahn's paintings. For example Death of a 
Miner (Figure 4) contains a man in the upper left corner 
fleeing from a great fiery explosion; although the posi-
tion of the arms is reversed, the rushing figure illus-
trating the article (Figure 5a) is nearly identical to that 
in the painting. In the foreground, two mine officials 
towering over the inert form of a fallen miner are direct 
quotations of two illustrations found on separate pages 
in the essay; the officials with backs turned to the viewer 
(Figure 5c) and a prostrate worker (Figure 5b). Moreover, 
the figures in Miners' Wives (Figure 2) directly relate to a 
sketch of women in the mine washhouse seated be-
neath the suspended clothing of their husbands (Figure 
5d). The woman holding a child in her lap, in the paint-
ing, is particularly reminiscent of the drawing. A pair of 
hands clenched in agony created for the Harper's article 
(Figure 5e) reappears on the wife in the foreground. In 
addition, the same two sketched images of mine offi-
cials in business suits and hats found in Harper's (Figure 
5c) and in Death of a Miner Figure 4) recede beyond the 
door of the washhouse in the painting. Mine Disaster 
(Figure 3) also includes images of women reminiscent of 
those in the washhouse sketch (Figure 5d). In the paint-
ing, however, they stand with heads bowed, mutely 
waiting. Although Martin's article does not contain a 



50 Ph0ebus 5 

Figure 5. Ben Shahn, The 
Blast in Centra Ha No. 5, 
illustrations from John 
Bartlow Martin's article, 
Harper's Magazine, March, 
1948. Courtesy Bernarda. 





separate sketch of the mine building, that image re-
peatedly reappears in the paintings, as do the mine offi-
cials. The structure in the Arizona painting is a near 
replica of that in the background of Mine Disaster, as 
well as the one glimpsed through the door in Miners' 
Wives. Shahn, in all probability, executed an illustration 
of the building which was not included in Martin's essay. 
The artist's wife, Bernarda Bryson Shahn, published 
such a sketch in her 1949 article on Shahn's drawings.14 

Miners' Wives pierces to the heart of this industrial 
disaster: the needless waste of lives caused by uncor-
rected, dangerous conditions; the conflicting interests 
of wage earners and mine operators; and the helpless-
ness and grief of the women and children. Ashen-faced 
and wrapped in cloaks and scarves against the freezing 
weather, the wives await news of their husbands. This 
depiction relates to Martin's description of the women 
waiting in the mine washhouse. It also recalls contem-
porary newspaper and magazine photographs, such as 
one from the Chicago Daiiy Tribune which graphically 
illustrates the long vigil of the wives (Figure 6). 

Traditionally, the workers came to the company 
washhouse on their way to the mine, put on their work 
clothes, hooked their clean, street clothes to a chain and 
hoisted them up to the ceiling. After a day's work, they 
returned to the washhouse, showered, then retrieved 
their clean clothes before going home. So, the women 
of Centralia kept their vigil in the washhouse, the first 
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place a miner wou ld come, if he exited the mine.15 A 
comparison of Miners' Wives (Figure 2) wi th the Tribune 
photograph (Figure 6) reveals similarities: women wear-
ing coats and scarves, clothes hanging f rom the ceiling, 
a bare f loor and a brick wall. Another photograph f rom 
the Chicago Daily Tribune (Figure 7) pictures three indi-
v iduals in the washhouse. The woman seated to the 
right, seemingly in a state of shock, is remarkably close 
to the w idow depicted by Shahn in facial structure, dark 
eyes, hairdo and clothing. Al though Shahn executed 
the pa in t ings a year after these pho tographs were 
taken, it is clear that these or similar photographs in-
spired the imagery in his paintings and sketches. 

The social and political issues of this industrial dis-
aster were not on ly a l luded to in paint ings such as 
Shahn's but were openly and hotly debated publicly. A 
reporter for Life magazine recalled the vociferous reac-
t ion of John L. Lewis to the tragedy and simultaneously 
described the behavior of the women: 

.. .while Lewis used their grief to make noisy political 
capital, the women of Centralia were silent. They were the 
silent ones when it happened. Through the long night of 
March 25 they waited in the mine washhouse quietly and 
dry-eyed. Some of them slowly paced up and down the 
room. But they did not even sob. When their husbands' 
bodies were finally brought up and taken away, the 
widows, without a word, gathered up their men's belong-
ings and left. Then they walked alone down the slushy 
roads to their homes. They made no sound but the clink-
clink of their open galoshes. They have been silent ever 
since.16 

In par t icu lar , the c i rcumstance of Joe Bryant 's 
w idow reported by Mart in embodies the kind of tragedy 
Shahn alludes to in Miners' Wives. According to Mar-
tin's account, Mrs Bryant, for ty- four years old at the 
t ime of the explosion, had borne eleven children to Joe 
Bryant and was pregnant wi th the twelfth. The family 
lived in a humble four-room house. While trapped in an 
air pocket in the mine, Joe Bryant had wri t ten a note to 
his wife, cautioning against signing away compensa-
tion money upon his imminent death. He asked that his 
wi fe name the baby after h im "so she wou ld have a 
Joe." Three months later a baby girl was born; and Mrs 
Bryant named her Joey.17 

In Miners' Wives (Figure 2), Shahn captures the 
sense of cold, si lent helplessness that wives such as 
Mrs Bryant must have experienced in wai t ing to learn of 
the fate of their husbands. A comparison of this painting 
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with a Life magazine photograph (Figure 8) picturing a 
group of vigilant women demonstrates to what extent 
the art is t s imp l i f ied the compos i t i on , restr icted the 
number of f igures, and exaggerated their physical as-
pects for expressive purposes. One w idow hovers and 
dominates the foreground. Her dark-circled eyes and 
ghostly face, seemingly frozen in anger, together w i th 
her enlarged, clenched hands, reveal the woman's dis-
tress and agony. Other elements in Shahn's simpli f ied, 
t ight composit ion invite a more penetrating interpreta-
tion. His depiction reveals much more than the stoicism 
described in Life magazine. Shahn formal ly created a 
sense of ambigui ty and set up tension by uti l izing a 
series of contrasts, such as the play back and forth be-
tween large figures and small ones, inside and outside, 
w o r k i n g class c i t izens and c o m p a n y o f f i c ia ls , and 
women who face the viewer whi le the industry repre-
sentatives do not. The compressed space between the 
wives inside and the officials outside creates added ten-
s ion w h i c h e m p h a s i z e s the phys i ca l and m e n t a l 
a l ienat ion of the t w o social g roups . The Centra l ia 
women , stoic and endur ing in the midst of disaster, 
clearly evoke the solidarity of the working class, subject 
to exploitation by or neglect of the big business inter-
ests. The two mine officials, seemingly indifferent to the 
women , str ide toward the mine bui ld ing, wh ich is a 
symbol of power.18 That impersonal structure, which re-
veals no life through its blackened windows and doors, 
presents a mysterious air as if concealing something 
f rom the viewer. In a sense the building represents the 
contradiction of a miner as a wage earner because of the 
income it provides, whi le at the same t ime it threatens 
destruct ion of the workers. It stands as a visible and 
psychological barrier between the w o m e n and their 
husbands beneath the ground. 

Shahn's creation of an image critical of industrial 
interests whi le championing disadvantaged workers is 
in character wi th his political ideology. His verbal state-
ments, moreover, clarify this group of paintings as a call 
for reform: 

(One) rankles at broad injustices, and one ardently hopes 
for and works toward mass improvements; but that is 
only because whatever mass there may be is made up of 
individuals, and each one of them is able to feel and have 
hopes and dreams.19 

Shahn's interest in issues of social concern, often 
clearly translated into his art, has long been acknowl-
edged, even by our government. Frances Pohl has am-
ply demonstrated the extent to which the U.S. govern-
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Figure 8. Photograph, Life> 
April 7,1947, p. 40. 

ment used Shahn and his art, during the Cold War, to try 
to improve America's image throughout the world. The 
Museum of Modern Art chose Shahn as one of two art-
ists whose paintings would be shown at the 1954 Venice 
Biennale. Pohl asserts that at the Biennale the United 
States presented Shahn as "an honest, humanitarian, 
socially-conscious, liberal American artist/'20 

Mine Disaster (Figure 3) depicts a group of grim-
faced individuals juxtaposed against the mine building, 
now quite large, looming menacingly behind them. Pale 
faces and somber attitudes reveal the dire situation. 
Photographs of the scene on the days following the ex-
plosion, such as one taken by Life magazine (Figure 9), 
reveal a mine building very similar to that portrayed by 
Shahn. A tipple stands adjacent to the building; auto-
mobi les are c lustered in the yard, and act iv i ty of rescue 
crews and crowds of onlookers is evident. Again Shahn 
eliminated everything but the basic elements - the peo-
ple and the building - symbols of the victims and the 
perpetrator of disaster. Three women and two men 
stand behind a rope barrier, erected by the police to 
keep them back from the shaft. The rope separates them 
from the trapped miners and links them physically and 
psychologically to the mine building. They are inextric-
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ably bound. The women are typically dressed in head 
scarves, dark clothing and galoshes; their pale faces 
reveal large, sorrowful eyes. One man, clutching his hat, 
looks purposefully, even painfully, toward the viewer. 
When this painting was shown in the 1949 Downtown 
Gallery exhibition, a visitor cited the dour faces as char-
acteristic of Shahn's view of human nature, and the fac-
tor which kept him from being really popular with the 
masses. Shahn quickly responded: 

.. .for the smiling face, doesn't that depend on how you 
approach people? The coal miner who grins when you tell 
him a dirty joke or discuss baseball with him isn't grinning 
when I ask him about living conditions or the recent strike. 
But the strike and the living conditions are his very life; 
the other aspects are his escape from life. I'll leave the 
painting of those to others; to the copy writers, to the 
slicks, to Hollywood.21 

The faces in Mine Disaster are those of long-frightened 
men and women whose worst fears have come true. 

Shahn knew about miners; he had seen them, 
talked to them and photographed them twelve years 
earlier while employed as a photographer for the Farm 
Securities Administration. One of his photographs from 
1935 (Figure 10) depicts a group of Kentucky miners on 
lunch break, dirty, tired and dejected. Shahn borrowed 
compositionally from this photograph for another Har-
per's Magazine illustration on Centralia which depicted 
a group of seated miners with lunch pails.22 Shahn's 
interpretation of the individuals in Mine Disaster re-
flects the sober demeanor and unsmiling faces seen in 
his earlier photograph. 

Ben Shahn, undoubtedly aware of the "backlog of 
human misery" and inspired by the Centralia explo-
sion, unleashed his full expressive powers in these 
paintings. He could have elected to depict the force of 
the explosion or horribly mangled bodies. He did not. 
Rather, his images are subtle and psychological ly 
penetrating. Shahn's comments regarding illustrations 
which he executed for a later article by Martin based on 
a Chicago tenement fire clarify his approach: 

The image that I sought to create was not one of a disas-
ter; that somehow doesn't interest me. I wanted instead to 
create the emotional tone that surrounds disaster; you 
might call it the inner disaster.23 
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Figure 9. Photograph, Life> That inner disaster is clearly evident in his haunting im-
April 7,1947, p. 41. ages of fear fu l , suf fer ing, helpless people; and the 

cause of their distress is symbolical ly embodied in the 
image of the mine building. 

The appearance of the mine structure in Mine Dis-
aster and Miners' Wives and its existence as a separate 
work in Mine Building strongly suggest symbolic intent. 
Shahn clearly set for th his belief in the use of symbols: 

Value is communicated in works of art by means of sym-
bols which may be highly communicative or abstruse... 
such symbols may be - on the most completely com-
municative level - only reproductions of existing things, 
as are photographs. On the next level of obviousness, 
they may be slightly selective, eliminating some unneces-
sary details. On a still less obvious level the art symbols 
may be extreme simplifications, a sort of short-hand, still 
representing objects but now requiring an advanced abil-
ity on the part of the viewer to read or decipher.24 
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In Shahn's work, every element has significance and its 
p lacement w i th in the compos i t ion is cri t ical. Nadya 
Aisenberg's interview of Shahn reveals diff iculties he 
had in the creation of Miners' Wives. Shahn confessed: 

Now, I change my mind a great deal in working. I remem-
ber one painting that I called Miners' Widows or Miners' 
Wives; which I started and carried along for several weeks 
with the idea of having two figures right in the foreground 
almost next to each other. After two or three weeks of that I 
realized there was something wrong with it. At first I didn't 
dare face it, and then I had to face it. One of the figures 
had to go way back and become a little thing. And that 
meant that two weeks of work had to be scraped off and 
abandoned.25 

Shahn recognized the cryptic nature of his symbol ism 
which began wi th his war paintings and is reflected in 
the Centralia paintings.26 Surely, the stark, soot-stained 
building void of life speaks to the unsavory aspects of 
life in a coal mining town. As Bernarda Bryson Shahn 
has observed, Ben Shahn undoubtedly demonstrated 
in Mine Building an interest in the surprising color ef-
fects on industrial buildings encrusted wi th gr ime and 
soot.27 Her content ion that Mine Building is divorced 
f r o m the d isaster , however , m u s t be q u e s t i o n e d . 
Shahn's ability to reveal the fortunes of people by his 
depiction of the structures in which they live and work 
has been noted by James Soby.28 Soby specifically re-
fers to a silkscreen and gouache version of the mine 
building executed in 1956. Clearly, Shahn's painting em-
bodies much deeper, more human concern. 

The recurrence of the mine building in the Centralia 
paintings signals its symbol ic importance. In Miners' 
Wives it is seen through the doorway, small yet potent in 
its impl icat ions. In Mine Disaster it occupies a much 
larger area, as it looms behind a for lorn group, bound to 
it by a rope barrier. Finally, in Mine Building, it stands 
isolated, a subject unto itself, full of impact. Shahn once 
observed: 

I feel that each work of art - each serious work - has an 
innate value.. .The work of art is the created image and 
symbol of a specific value; it was made to contain perma-
nently something that was felt and thought and believed. 
It contains that feeling and nothing else. All other things 
have been excluded.29 
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Figure 10. Ben Shahn, Coal 
Miners,, photograph, 
Williamson, West Virginia, 
1935. Harvard University Art 
Museum, The Fogg 
Museum. Gift of Bernarda 
B. Shahn. 

On the surface, Mine Building may appear to be nothing 
more than the depiction of an architectural structure. It 
cannot, however, be divorced from its related paintings 
nor from the tragedy which inspired it. Mine Building 
contains Shahn's humanistic concerns about the Cen-
tralia mine explosion. The structure and its empty sur-
roundings form a sparse, cryptic composit ion. The 
blood-red tonalities of the soot-stained walls contrast 
with the gloom of blackened windows, doors and roof. 
It stands starkly in a field of snow in the cold of winter. It 
represents the mining industry and its powerful, con-
trolling officials; it alludes to the social and political is-
sues surrounding preventable, industrial disasters; it 
suggests separation of grieving women from their hus-
bands trapped in the earth below; and it symbolizes for 
miners hardship, disease, danger and death. These 
paintings distinctly recall the condit ions of our nation's 
mining industry in the late 1940s and are clearly symbols 
of disaster - a disaster which occurred on March 25,1947 
- and impending disaster which hovers, even today, 
over the lives of miners and their families. 





Barbara Spies Georgia O'Keeffe's Horse's Skull on Blue: 
A Dedicatory Essay 

Figure 1. Georgia O'Keeffe, 
Horse's Skull on Blue, 1930, 
oil on canvas. Arizona State 
University Art Museum. Gift 
of Oliver B. James. 

While reaching for a conclusive interpretation of a work 
of art, it is imperative to consider any influences which 
may have played a part in the creation of the work and to 
heed the artist's own interpretation and intent. The art-
ist often connects the emotional and spiritual elements 
in a subconscious manner. The question at hand con-
cerns the skull paintings of Georgia O'Keeffe. In the fol-
lowing quote she relates her f irst encounter wi th the 
subject: 

Actually I really didn't know where to begin on the skulls, I 
only knew I was more interested in painting them than 
sketching them. I remember one of the servant girls at the 
hotel, where our apartment was located was making a 
sort of pajama type thing, with little blue feet in it for her 
small child. She was making it out of a beautiful blue flan-
nel. She had some of the material left over and she knew I 
liked the color very much; so she gave it to me. I felt this 
would be a good background for the horse's skull I had 
brought back from New Mexico. Strangely enough I didn't 
hang the skull and the fabric on the wall as one would 
suppose, I laid it on the floor in the kitchen, set up my easel 
and started to paint. Also, among other things I had 
brought back from New Mexico were some beautiful large 
tissue paper flowers made by the Spanish-American peo-
ple, (they used to make such beautiful flowers years ago); 
and that first day I was working on the horse's skull, I was 
holding one of these flowers in my mouth. The door bell 
rang. I laid down my brushes and started for the door, 
wondering what I was going to do with the flower. I 
couldn't answer the door with the flower in my mouth; sol 
poked it in the eye of the horse's skull. Of course that 
inspired another painting a year later: Horses's Skull with 
Pink Rose, 1931.1 

Horse's Skull on Blue, (Figure 1) 1930,2 marked the 
beg inn ing of a ser ies of t w e n t y works by Georgia 
O'Keeffe wh i ch were p robab ly the most s tar t l ing ly 
original images she produced during the 1930s and the 
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early 1940s. This painting reflects the profound and last-
ing effect the deserts of New Mexico had on her work. 
Set against a cerulean blue background, the bleached 
umber and grey skull nearly fil ls the medium-sized can-
vas. The composit ional arrangement is starkly simple, 
wi th the skull placed in a strictly frontal position. The 
simpli f ied style and overall smooth texture may be due 
to the fact that O'Keeffe painted " f r o m " the subject 
rather than what she saw, thus capturing the essence of 
the subject and not s imply recording an object. L.M. 
Messinger has observed that, "The subject's essential 
form is derived f rom her radical simplif ication of shape 
and detail. Al though her paintings of landscape, f lowers 
and bones are the result of intense direct observation 
and famil iari ty wi th a particular locale or subject, they 
do not produce a sense of specificity."3 

O'Keeffe f i rs t experienced the desert dur ing the 
years 1912-14 and again in 1916-18 when she had a variety 
of teaching jobs in Texas. She wrote in her studio book: 

Texas had always been a sort of far-away dream. When we 
were children my mother read to us every evening and on 
Sunday afternoon. It was particularly for my older brother, 
whose eyes were not good. I had listened for many hours 
to boy's stories - Stanley's adventures in Africa, Hannibal 
crossing the Alps, Julius Caesar, Pilgrim's Progress, all the 
Leatherstocking tales, stories of the Wild West, of Texas, 
Kit Carson and Billy the Kid. It had always seemed to me 
that the West must be wonderful - there was no place I 
knew that I would rather go - so when I had a chance to 
teach there - off I went to Texas - not knowing much 
teaching.4 

O'Keeffe recalled the large herds of cattle being 
driven slowly across the vast plains into town, where 
the " lowing of cattle was so loud and sad - particularly 
haunting at night." This sound continued to haunt her, 
like "Penitente songs, repeating the same rhythms over 
and over all through the day and night. It was loud and 
raw under the stars in that wide empty country." She 
often took trips into the nearby canyons where the quiet 
solitude and perilous cl imbs up the steep and narrow 
paths gave her a new perspective. 

It was wonderful to me and not like anything I had known 
before. The fright of the day was still with me in the night 
and I would often dream that the foot of my bed rose 
straight up into the air - then just as it was about to fall I 
would wake up. Many drawings came from days like that 
and later some oil paintings."5 
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In the softly curving indentations and cavities of the 
skull and drapery in Horse's Skull on Blue, one can sense 
the roll ing, undulating landscape of the Southwest. The 
bril l iant blue of the background suggests the clear sky 
and the isolated skull reflects the haunting loneliness 
O'Keeffe felt in her f irst experience in the West. 

Dur ing th is t ime , O'Keeffe took a year off f r o m 
teaching and studied at Columbia University's Teachers' 
College where she encountered the design concepts of 
Ar thur Wesley Dow. Here she found the incentive for 
truly creative painting. Dow's design formulas were in 
large part developed f rom his knowledge of oriental art, 
part icular ly eighteenth and nineteenth century Japa-
nese woodcuts . Harmony and balance were the key 
words in his theories. In his teaching philosophy, Dow 
stressed the principals of abstract design using line ar-
rangement, spacing, dark and light pattern and color 
relationships. Only after these were total ly absorbed 
could the art ist exper iment in pictor ial expression.6 

O'Keeffe's sensitive arrangements of nature resulted in 
p r imar i l y serene images w h i c h evoked an emot ive 
power.7 She applied these concepts and personal moti fs 
to an abstract idiom, unifying, as Messinger and Wat-
son suggest, the "canons of tradit ional European paint-
ing and her conversion to the flat composit ional mode 
of oriental painting and philosophy."8 

In 1916, her work came to the attention of the famous 
photographer, Alfred Stieglitz. O'Keeffe had sent some 
of her drawings to Anita Pollitzer, a fr iend w h o m she had 
studied wi th at Columbia, and had made Pollitzer prom-
ise not to show the work to anyone. Pollitzer had be-
come so excited about the work, she immediately took 
them to the most avant-garde gallery in New York City, 
"291," which belonged to Stieglitz. He hung them, and 
when O'Keeffe heard about this she became very angry 
and insisted Stieglitz take her work down. He f inal ly 
convinced her to leave her work on the walls and eight 
years later convinced her to marry him. 

Dividing t ime between New York and the Stieglitz 
family estate at Lake George, O'Keeffe worked prolffi-
cally and almost exclusively in oil. She associated wi th 
artists and photographers who gathered around Stieg-
litz, such as Arthur Dove, Marsden Hartley, John Marin, 
Charles Demuth and photographer Paul Strand. These 
artists shared her commitment to abstraction based on 
nature. Paul Strand's images were done in such ex-
t reme magnif icat ion of detail that the objects lost all 
sense of pictorial reference and became abstractions of 
pattern, shape and line. His work had great influence on 
O'Keeffe and the very simplicity wi th which he handled 
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the subject was a reinforcement to the lessons she had 
learned f rom Dow. 

Around 1928, O'Keeffe found her sources of inspira-
t ion drying up. The din of the city oppressed her. Requir-
ing long periods of privacy to work, she had never en-
joyed having many people around her and the continual 
crowds of family and friends surrounding Stieglitz were 
abrasive to her spirit.9 In Apri l , 1929, at the age of forty-
one, O'Keeffe made her first visit to New Mexico, where 
she spent the summer wi th friends in Taos. Messinger 
writes: 

O'Keeffe was taken by the majestic terrain [of New Mex-
ico], with its varied geological formations, wide range of 
exotic colors, intense clarity of light and unusual vegeta-
tion. Mountains and bones - new and powerful themes 
that were readily adapted to her style of combined repre-
sentation and abstraction - were added to her repertoire. 
The sculptural qualities inherent in these subjects led her 
in a new direction, toward more three-dimensional space 
and form, which she had begun to explore in some of her 
earliest abstractions.10 

O'Keeffe returned to New Mexico in 1930, and every 
summer after wi th the exception of two years, 1932-33, 
when she was torn between her work and the needs of 
Stieglitz, who was recuperating f rom an illness. Before 
leaving in September of 1930, she sent a barrel of bones 
and fabr ic f l owers east, so that she could cont inue 
paint ing New Mexico themes whi le in New York and 
Lake George. O'Keeffe recalled: 

That first summer I spent in New Mexico I was a little 
surprised that there were so few flowers. There was no 
rain so the flowers didn't come. Bones were easy to find 
so I began collecting bones. When I was returning East I 
was bothered about my work - the country had been so 
wonderful that by comparison what I had done with it 
looked very poor to me - although I knew it had been one 
of my best painting years. I had to go home - what could I 
take with me of the country to keep working on it? I had 
collected many bones and finally decided that the best 
thing I could do was to take a barrel of bones - so I took a 
barrel of bones. When I arrived at Lake George I painted a 
horse's skull - then another horse's skull and then another 
horse's skull. After that came a cow's skull on blue.11 

Thus Horse's Skull on Blue, which evokes not only the 
accumulated experiences of her studies wi th Dow, and 
her association wi th Strand, but also her spiritual expe-
riences wi th the Southwestern deserts. 
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O'Keeffe often states that people t ry to f ind hidden 
meaning in her paint ings and to insti l l some kind of 
symbo l i sm in the paint ings of the skulls. In spite of 
O'Keeffe's denial of symbol ism in her paintings and her 
insistence that people accept them simply as examples 
of the way she wanted to paint, she does confess: "I f ind 
that I have painted my life - things happening in my life 
- w i t h o u t know ing / ' 1 2 and "I found that I could say 
things wi th shape and color that I couldn't say in any 
other w a y . . . things that I had no words for."13 

In using the phrase, "wi thout knowing," O'Keeffe 
admits that she is not always aware of the intent of a 
painting. She is fo l lowing an inner voice which declares 
the deep and sensual perceptions of her own experi-
ences through color and shape. The simplif ied forms of 
Horse's Skull on Blue became abstract symbols which 
connect the eternity of nature wi th the continuous cycle 
of life and death.15 Ernest W. Watson quoted O'Keeffe in 
an article for American Artist in 1943: 

I have wanted to paint the desert and I haven't known how. 
I always think that I cannot stay with it long enough. So I 
brought home the bleached bones as my symbols of the 
desert. To me they are as beautiful as anything I know. To 
me they are strangely more living than the animals walk-
ing around - hair, eyes, and all with their tails switching. 
The bones seem to cut sharply to the center of something 
that is keenly alive on the desert, even though it is vast and 
empty and untouchable - and knows no kindness with all 
its beauty.16 

Whatever the experience of the viewer, O'Keeffe's 
longing for solitude and communion wi th nature is evi-
dent in this composit ion which captures the essence of 
her life and her love for the Southwest. 
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Figure 1. Eastman Johnson, 
The Cranberry Pickers in 
Nantucket ca. 1875-1880, 
oil, Arizona State University 
Art Museum. Gift of Oliver 
B. James. 

Perhaps someone vis i t ing Arizona State University's 
Ar t Museum for the first t ime might overlook Eastman 
Johnson 's "The Cranberry Pickers in Nantucket," c. 
1875-1880 (Figure 1). It is a monochromat i c oi l sketch 
which appears hastily done. Several indistinct f igures 
are depicted work ing under the warm early afternoon 
sun of a Nantucket autumn day. Three foreground fig-
ures dominate this scene whi le to their right are ghost-
like outl ines of other once contemplated pickers. Sev-
eral more labor in the background of this wide, un-
spectacular cranberry bog. The story it tells is not im-
mediate ly capt ivat ing, neither is its color scheme of 
rather drab ear th tones. Because no aspect of th is 
sketch has been completed in detail, it barely hints of 
the carefully f inished final version, "The Cranberry Har-
vest," Timken Gallery, San Diego, 1880 (Figure 2). 

Because Johnson was an especially eclectic artist, 
the sketch's unf in ished state provides interested stu-
dents wi th a document which says a great deal about 
the American art scene of the 1870s and 1880s in terms of 
working methods, artistic development, subject matter 
and the cross currents between European and Ameri-
can art. 

Eastman Johnson (1824-1906) enjoyed an excep-
t ional ly long and f inancial ly rewarding career. By the 
t ime he painted the sketch for The Cranberry Pickers in 
Nantucket he was one of America's best known genre 
painters. At his death he was regarded more as a great 
portraitist. After complet ing his many Nantucket scenes 
in the early 1880s he devoted the final two and a half 
decades of his career to portraying affluent Americans. 
Only in recent years has he regained his posit ion as a 
great painter of American life. 

Born in Lovell, Maine, Johnson was a self-taught 
youth who quickly created a reputation wi th his draw-
ings of such famous politicians and literary f igures as 
John Quincy Adams and Ralph Waldo Emerson. By 1849 
he had decided he needed fo rma l t ra in ing, and like 
other ambi t ious Amer ican contemporar ies including 
Emmanue l Leutze and George Caleb B ingham, he 
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sailed for Dusseldorf, Germany where he enrolled in its 
academy.1 The academy was renown for its sentimental 
historical and genre paintings and it taught Johnson 
met iculous drawing skills and composi t iona l tech-
niques. The Academy placed little emphasis upon oil 
painting. Frustrated because he could not use a brush 
Johnson spent much of 1851 in the studio of Leutze. He 
left Germany for The Hague, complain ing "there is 
nothing to see but the present artists," who he felt were 
"deficient in some of the chief requisites, as in color . . .2 

In Holland he began a four year love affair wi th 
Dutch art, earning himself the title "the American Rem-
brandt." There his brushwork, under the influence of 
Hals especially, loosened considerably and he com-
pleted his f irst genre paint ings. Whi le his portrai ts 
gained for him the position as Court Painter, it was his 
genre scenes which gained him his reputation.3 

In 1855, desiring more formal instruction, he joined 
several former Dusseldorf companions in Paris at the 
atelier of the famous painter-instructor Thomas Cou-
ture. The French master was very popular with Ameri-
cans because he stressed method. This new environ-
ment excited Johnson so much that he later stated he 
wou ld have remained in Paris forever had not his 
mother died just two months after his arrival there, forc-
ing him to return to the United States.4 Such a brief 
tenure would seem to exclude the possibility of John-
son being heavily influenced in France. Yet his contem-
poraries and today's art scholars have acknowledged 
the heavy debt of Couture. The American artist Carroll 
Beckwith stated short ly after Johnson's death, "His 
method of work was one known to our predecessors 
and esteemed by us, though differing from that which I 
had myself been taught . . .Thomas Couture was per-
haps the best exponent of this method in France during 
the period preceding my study there. Eastman Johnson 
practiced this formula of painting with extreme dexter-
i t y . . . " 5 Patricia Hills, today's leading Johnson scholar, 
and Albert Boime are two who have confirmed the im-
pact of Couture.6 The "Cranberry Pickers" sketch would 
not exist today wi thout the inf luence of the French 
master. 

The ASU painting is one of some dozen oil sketches 
or drawings from the 1870s on this theme. Johnson con-
sistently used sketches for his genre scenes, complet-
ing over thirty for his maple sugaring subjects of the 
1860s. This reflects the impact of Couture, who empha-
sized more than any other instructor of his day "the 
practice of making painted sketches."7 The loose fluid 
manner in wh ich the maple sugaring sketches are 
painted reflects Johnson's knowledge of Rembrandt 
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Figure 2. Eastman Johnson, and Couture. Despite the many varied studies for both 
The Cranberry Harvest, themes, no f inished version is known of the sugaring off 
Nantucket Island, 1880, oil scenes and just one - the Timken painting - of the cran-
on canvas. berry pickers. The cranberry bog scenes can be divided 

into two groups. The Oliver B. James Collection sketch 
is clearly a study for the Timken painting. As in the fin-
ished work we f ind the central standing female in the 
fo reground and scattered background pickers wi th in 
the same unobtrusive landscape. Other sketches differ 
in compos i t ion and in theme, represent ing the f inal 
gather ing of this harvest at day's end. Hills suggests 
Yale Univers i ty A r t Gallery's "Cranberry Pickers," c. 
1875-80 (Figure 3) may be the final unfinished version of 
this scene, because of its degree of completion and di-
mensions similar to the Timken work, 27" x 541/s" and 
27" x 55" respectively.8 

It is diff icult to determine when the Matthews Cen-
ter pa in t ing was comple ted in re lat ion to the other 
sketches of cranberry pickers. The landscape and the 
standing foreground woman remain consistent in three 
of the four related sketches. It clearly illustrates John-
son searching for several solutions. He is determining 
the final scale of the central standing f igure in relation to 
her companions and the landscape whi le deciding the 
composi t ional prob lem of how the kneeling workers 
wi l l surround her. The foreground figures in their stiff 
poses are closer to the Timken work than the Detroit 
Institute of Art's "In the Field," c. 1875-80 (Figure 4) and 
resemble the ideal peasants of Millet or Breton.9 In this 
sense the sketch may have been a breakthough for 
Johnson. Its size, 26V2" x 43V2", is closest to the f inal 
version. In the end, however, it offered him few final 
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Figure 3. Eastman Johnson, 
Cranberry Pickers, ca. 1875-
1880, the Detroit Institute of 
Art. Founders Society 
Purchase, Dexter M. Ferry 
Fund. 

answers. In the Timken painting the secondary fore-
ground figures were altered, their numbers increased. 
This is suggested in the ghostlike outlines in the ASU 
sketch. Such outlines were usually traced by Johnson in 
charcoal from drawings of individual figures.10The land-
scape was finally extended horizontally, resulting in a 
more panoramic view. At the same time the scale of the 
workers was decreased in relation to their setting. The 
sketch is painted in an all over brown tonality applied 
thinly and evenly, allowing the canvas to show through 
in places. This technique, possibly learned from Cou-
ture, creates a sense of spontaneity and natural lighting 
not present in the final painting."11 

The sketch catches Johnson in the act of creating 
and contemplating, rejecting certain possible solutions 
while continuing to experiment. This was part of cur-
rent academic practice leading to a finished painting 
suitable for public exhibition. It is important to keep in 
mind that despite current taste which prefers spontane-
ous examples of an artist's work, Johnson, like most of 
his contemporaries, never expected Arizona State's 
sketch to be exhibited publicly. Not only Homer but such 
artists as the Barbizon painters, various Hague School 
artists, Boudin and the Impressionists were seriously 
addressing the issue of precisely what constituted a fin-
ished work versus a sketch. As an older artist Johnson 
in the end was dominated by the desire for the slick, 
careful ly-composed work. He is an example of the 
American artist working during a transitional period 
that offered alternative working methods to consider. 

Johnson's genre scenes of the 1870s are often com-
pared with Winslow Homer's visions of country life. 
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Similarit ies in pigments, brushwork and subject matter 
are obvious. Homer, too, portayed berry picking epi-
sodes. These similarit ies are not coincidental since they 
both maintained studios in the same New York Univer-
sity building during the 1860s and early 1870s. Johnson's 
careful ly painted exhib i t ion works reflect his Dussel-
dorf training. 

The spon taneous qua l i t y of the Ar i zona State 
sketch comb ined w i t h its sense of natura l l i gh t ing 
seems to suggest that it was completed outdoors. In-
deed, Johnson did often work outside.12 The painter reg-
ularly asked to be driven about the island wi th his wi fe in 
search of subject matter. All wou ld remain silent until 
the artist found an appropriate place to work. Then the 
carriage would be halted. The driver and Mrs Johnson 
remained behind the artist as he began to work. At the 
end of such a session the coachman f requent ly ob-
served what he thought an odd quirk. If no f igures were 
yet in the sketch, one at least was invariably added by 
the artist before his departure. Whi le f igures could have 
been included for scale, it demonstrates how Johnson 
regarded Nantucket - as a source of genre scenes, 
never as pure landscape material. 

To what extent did working directly f rom nature af-
fect Johnson's work? Whi le scholars agree works like 
"Berry Picking," Addison Gallery of American Art , Phil-
lips Academy, c. 1875-80 (pencil and watercolor on paper, 
73A" x l93/8"), were likely done on the spot, oil sketches 
and the final work were reserved for the studio, even for 
seemingly spontaneous work like that at Matthews Cen-
ter.13 This puts the artist in line wi th academic practice of 
the t ime. Johnson, in any case, would not have needed 
to wander out of his studio for the cranberry scenes, 
because the bog lay d i rect ly beneath the cl i f f upon 
which his studio was built.14 

If the "Cranberry Pickers" illustrates how an eclec-
tic artist can react to various technical working options, 
what does this work tell us in terms of subject matter? 
From the 1840s artists such as Wi l l iam Sidney Mount 
and George Caleb B ingham had popular ized genre 
painting. By the t ime Johnson returned to America in 
1855 this branch of art had assumed a nationalistic f lavor 
and widespread acceptance. The aftermath of the Civil 
War brought about an even greater vogue for sentimen-
tal everyday scenes. The sense of depression after civil 
strife, the rapid growth of cities and the resulting loss of 
long standing American ways of life combined to create 
a demand for nostalgic v iews of uniquely Amer ican 
subject matter. Johnson understood better than most 
artists what would meet current appeal, feeling " there 
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Figure 4. Eastman Johnson, 
In the Fields, ca. 1875-1880, 
the Detroit Institute of Art. 
Founders Society Purchase, 
Dexter M. Ferry Fund. 
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was so much beauty all around him in America that he 
had no time to paint anything else."15 

Johnson first discovered Nantucket in 1870, when 
like most artists based in New York he was looking for a 
"quiet and incurious locality" in which to have a sum-
mer studio.16 He was soon enchanted and spent sum-
mers there during the remainder of his life. By the late 
1870s Nantucket and Johnson were thought of synony-
mously because of the widespread popularity of en-
gravings made after the artist's anecdotal scenes. Even 
today some of the local populace, including a few of the 
cranberry pickers, can be identified by name, Lizzie 
Champney noted for Century Magazine in 1885: 

Nantucket (is) one of the rare spots which preserve the 
flavor and atmosphere of the olden time. The island - with 
its types of old men and women that are fading out else-
where, even in other remote nooks of Massachusetts, its 
queer houses and windmills, its antique furniture and cos-
tume - has long been the artistic "property" of Mr East-
man Johnson. The man and the place have a natural sym-
pathy for each other. He is a chronicler of a phase of our 
national life which is fast passing away, and which cannot 
be made up with old fashion plates and the lay figure of 
the studio.17 

Johnson clearly had a story to tell and what and 
how he tells it says much about the way people wished 
to idealize a disappearing America. His visions of the 
island inhabitants inevitably present us with Americans 
who bring to mind such adjectives as proud, dignified, 
honest and hard working. 

It comes as a surprise that during the 1870s Nan-
tucket was suffering through a period known as their 
"Great Depression." The whaling industry, which had 
used the island as a central port, collapsed in the mid 
1850s. The population had fallen from 9000 inhabitants 
to approximately 2800 by the early 1870s. The tourist 
industry had not yet begun and the people in the Mat-
thews Center sketch were certainly picking the cranber-
ries to eat, not to sell. The cranberry industry was not 
establ ished on Nantucket unt i l 1904 or 1905.18 The sl ight-
est hint of these troubles never appears in Johnson's 
Nantucket scenes, however. This tendency to idealize 
views of rural America is typical of Johnson and his 
contemporaries, Johnson's differing from most only in 
his suppression of blatant sentimentality. 

Finally, in examining the questions of authenticity 
and dating, the title "Cranberry Pickers in Nantucket" 
was given it by the University Art Museum. In the 
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correspondence between Oliver James and the previ-
ous owner, the M. Knoedler Gallery of New York, it was 
referred to as simply the "Cranberry Pickers."19 As for 
authenticity the sketch is not signed, although typical of 
his sketches. His hand in this case is not disputed. The 
topic itself was uniquely Johnson's, it follows closely 
other sketches and the finished work. 

Regarding the sketch's date, because the final ver-
sion was painted in 1880, the sketch could have been 
painted any time during the decade. However, both Pa-
tricia Hills and Edouard Stackpole believe it should be 
dated closer to the mid 1970s. Dr. Hills has stated that c. 
1875-1880 is a good approximation because of a sketch 
done on the back of a painting which is similar to works 
exhibited in 1874 and 1875.20 Mr. Stackpole notes the bog 
was adjacent to the property Johnson purchased in 1871 
but that for the two summers of 1872 and 1873 the artist 
was busy painting portraits commissioned in New York. 
He does not feel Johnson turned his attention to the 
cranberry pickers until the mid to late 1870s.21 

The Johnson sketch owned by Arizona State Uni-
versity, while not a major work by the painter, reveals 
much about the artist's working method and choice of 
subject matter. 



Maria Leone Dull Knife's Defiance 

7 am here on my own ground and / will never go back. 
You may kill me here, but you cannot make me go back. "1 

Those words were uttered in 1879 by the Indian 
Chief, Dull Knife. He spoke not only for himself, but on 
behalf of his people, the northern Cheyenne. This heroic 
figure, of Native American history, has been immor-
talized on canvas in Dull Knife's Defiance (Figure 1) by 
Ernest L. Blumenshein.2 

Ernest L. Blumenshein was born in Pittsburgh in 
1874. He studied both music and art on the east coast 
and in Paris. He began to pursue seriously an education 
and career in art in 1893 at the Cincinnati Academy of 
Art, under the instruction of Fernand Lungren. Mr Lun-
gren, an illustrator, painted scenes of the American 
West when Blumenshein came under his direction. 
Subsequently, Blumenshein would pursue a career in 
illustration, eventually to replace the latter as a master 
in capturing the west on canvas.3 

Illustration was not only a relatively easy way for an 
artist to make money, but for Blumenshein a means of 
independence from a father who desired his son to pur-
sue a career in music.4 In April of 1896, Blumenshein 
signed a contract with" Scribners, beginning his long af-
f i l iat ion wi th the magazine.5 Blumenshein's assign-
ments were not limited to Scribners,, but included works 
for McClures Magazine as well. On December 20,1897 he 
was commissioned by McClures to illustrate a story on 
the Pima Reservation of southern Arizona. This was the 
first experience Blumenshein had with Papago Indians 
and the first Indian ceremony he witnessed.6 Following 
his visit, in early 1898, Blumenshein painted Dull Knife's 
Defiance. The small monochromatic work was intended 
for an illustration but never used. It holds no relation to 
the visit to the Pima reservation and the ceremony wit-
nessed there. However, the clarity and sensitivity in de-
piction of Dull Knife and his accompanying tribesman, 
can be linked to this first-hand experience with Native 
American culture. 
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Figure 1. Ernest L. 
Blumenschein, Dull Knife's 
Defiance, 1898, oil on 
canvas. Arizona State 
University Art Museum. Gift 
of Mr. and Mrs. Orme Lewis. 

It is unknown for which article the painting was in-
tended. One possibility is an article entitled, "General 
Custer's Last Fight as seen by Two Moon" published in 
McC/ures in September 1898.7 Another illustration by 
Blumenshein, We Circled all around Him, was used. This 
work was a full page illustration. In conjunction with 
hundreds of works done by Blumenshein and intended 
for magazine reproduction, it is also monochromatic. 

Two Moon was a northern Cheyenne Indian chief 
who took part in Custer's last fight. The incident he de-
scribes in the McC/ures article and the depiction of Dull 
Knife do not coincide; however the article may have 
been intended to extend its scope to the entire plight of 
the northern Cheyenne. No other article published at 
the time comes close to the subject, suggesting that the 
article for which it was intended remained unpublished. 

Dull Knife's Defiance is a depiction of the northern 
Cheyenne Indian Chief during the tribe's negotiations 
with the United States Government in 1879. The north-
ern Cheyenne were forcefully being removed from their 
beloved and sacred homeland and relocated in the 
south on a reservation with their kinsmen the southern 
Cheyenne. The Cheyenne had been in constant conflict 
wi th the U.S. Government for the past decade. The 
northern Cheyenne played but a secondary role in these 
conflicts allying themselves with the Sioux. They joined 
the Sioux in the Black Hills council of September 20,1875 
in attempts to keep gold seeking prospectors out of the 
Black Hills portion of the reservation.8 This led to a bat-
t le w i th General Crook and ul t imately the Custer 
engagement. 

The final conflict of the northern Cheyenne was the 
battle of the "Little Muddy." On November 25,1876 Col-
onel R.S. Mackenzie, with nearly two thousand troops, 
engaged the Cheyenne on Crazy Woman Creek, Wyo-
ming. The attack at daybreak was a complete surprise. 
The Cheyenne rushed from their beds practically naked. 
It was so severely cold that several children froze to 
death. It was the worst defeat suffered by the Cheyenne.9 

On August 5,1877 they were taken to the Arapaho-
Cheyenne reservation. A few days later the southern 
Cheyenne invited their northern kinsmen to a welcom-
ing feast. It was quickly evident to the newcomers that 
something was terribly wrong. All their hosts could of-
fer was a watery soup. There was no wild game, or clear 
water. The air was filled with mosquitos and flying dust 
and the humid climate produced disease. The northern-
ers found these conditions unlivable and wished to re-
turn to their homeland. 

The northern Cheyenne felt they had seen enough.10 

Dull Knife pleaded with the officials to let him and his 
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people go home. Permission was denied, resulting in a 
desperate attempt at escape and the ultimate capture of 
the remaining northern Cheyenne at Fort Robinson in 
Nebraska. Once again they expressed their desire to 
stay in the north, but on January 3,1879 word arrived at 
Fort Robinson, f rom the War Department, for Dull 
Knife's Cheyenne to be sent back. 

It is from this period of desperation that Dull Knife's 
Defiance is derived. Centered on the canvas is the 
strong and noble figure of the defiant Dull Knife. He 
stands in profile with his arms crossed and his weight 
shifted to his front foot. The profile is sharp and clear, 
made even more pronounced by the usage of a thin line 
of black serving as a contour. It is further heightened by 
its juxtaposition against a stream of light which illumi-
nates the wall directly behind him. The profile is not 
only clear, but stalwart. The face, in addition to the 
stance, aids one in understanding the character of the 
great Indian Chief. 

To the right of the canvas are two seated members 
of Dull Knife's tribe. These figures rest upon a narrow 
blanket and appear to watch their leader questioningly. 
They lean towards each other with a suggestion of con-
ference. Perhaps these tribesmen were not as anxious 
to risk their lives as Dull Knife. History does indicate that 
there were members of the northern Cheyenne who 
relinquished their land with far less of a challenge. In 
contrast, there were others who did not find Dull Knife's 
words to be strong enough and proposed to choose 
another to speak on their behalf.12 

This division is suggested by the diagonal crack in 
the wall behind the two native Americans. Although in 
profile, the eyes of the leader shift over his shoulder and 
at the seated tribesmen. He was aware that he was not 
wholeheartedly supported. 

The figure farthest in the background and shrouded 
in deep shadows is a cowboy. He stands to the left of 
Dull Knife. His stance is relaxed and arrogant. This sug-
gests that he is not a mere spectator, but at the very 
least, a supporter of the U.S. Government's decision to 
relocate the northern Cheyenne. As noted, he is cast in 
deep shadows which does not allow for careful detail or 
overt attention. Like the U.S. Government in matters 
concerning the American Indians, this figure, no matter 
how obscured, stands f irmly in the background. The 
U.S. Government, although vague and unjust in its 
negotiat ions and demands, was ever present. The 
viewer is able to distinguish the figures of Dull Knife and 
his tr ibesmen with ease, but this elusive figure de-
mands more concentration. The shadows that surround 
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him pique one's curiosity. It is not merely a well ex-
ecuted figure of a cowboy, but an image of deceit. The 
figures represented do not merely comprise a well bal-
anced and pleasing composition, but personify the pas-
sions and positions existing during that period of Indian 
and United States History. 

Later in his career Blumenshein became interested 
in and absorbed Cubism, Expressionism, and Impres-
sionism. He became interested in distorting colors and 
forms in the efforts to evoke an emotional response 
from his viewers.13 Nevertheless, Dull Knife's Defiance 
is a precursor to the abstract sensitivity evoked by 
Blumenshein in his later depictions of Native Ameri-
cans. He seemed to truly understand Dull Knife, immor-
talizing him and his words.14 



Figure 1. Arthur B. Davies, 
Mother of Dawn, 1909, oil, 
Arizona State University Art 
Museum, Gift of Oliver B. 
James. 



Anne Gully A Designer of Dreams1: Arthur B. Davies 
Dawn, Mother of Night 

The Arthur B. Davies painting entit led "Mother of 
Dawn/' (Figure 1) dated circa 1909, represents a mid-
career work of this very prolific, energetic artist. That he 
was one of the most popular artists of his day, and is not 
now, reveals changing American taste. Arthur B. Davies 
did sculpture in miniature, in wood, glass, enamel, 
bronze, and terracotta,2 lithographs, aquatints, wood-
cuts, etchings, and drawings, numbering "some three 
thousand,"3 murals in the International House, New York 
City, and, for the New York mansion of Lizzie Bliss, the 
music room tapestries, thirty-six in number, which were 
woven by Hotel Royal des Goblins,4 and perhaps six 
hundred paintings.5 The president of Ferargil's Galleries 
in New York which handled many of Davies' works and 
continued to show and sell his work at least until 1950,6 

Frederick Newlin Price, wrote in 1922, "His workshop 
gives one the impression of tremendous energy, filled 
with marble from the Taj Mahal, drawings from France, 
paintings from Italy...his mind is very much like his 
studio, stored with no end of lore and ideas."7 Davies' 
influence, however, has been as an advisor and collec-
tor, not as a painter. 

Bought from Ferargil Galleries by Oliver B. James, 
the unsigned, undated painting was given to Arizona 
State University in 1950.8 The oil paint is thinly applied, 
with the canvas weave clearly visible, varnished, and 
without flaws or cracks. In a shallow foreground which 
forms a dark green band kneels a woman in a black, low-
necked dress, her profile creating a curved, flat pattern. 
In front of her stands a nude male youth, leaning later-
ally towards her. Behind three trees, one at each side of 
the painting and one framing the figures is a blue band 
of water upon which a boat sails, silhouetted against a 
modern city on the far side of the water. The sky is dark. 
All the colors are cool, except for the yellow of the 
youth's hair, and the stars and highlight in the trees, and 
the flesh of the youth. 

Though the painting is labelled "Mother of Dawn," 
the words "Dawn, Mother of Night" are written on the 
back of the painting. The latter is more likely correct and 
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more properly identifies the central figure of Dawn. As 
with other allegorical representations of the times of 
day or seasons, Dawn is usually personified as a 
woman. In classical mythology, Dawn, or Eos, rides a 
two-horse chariot to Olympus and announces the ar-
rival of the Sun.9 According to allegories Eos seduced 
young mortals, seen perhaps in this painting as the 
male youth. The yellow "stars" scattered over the sky, 
foliage and on the grass may represent the stars of 
whom Eos is the mother. The motherhood theme is a 
favorite of Davies. In a so-called "Credo" Davies says, 
"The mother is the one perfect, spontaneous, disinter-
ested motive."10 

Mythology, too, was a frequent subject of this artist. 
As early as 1898 Davies did an "Apollo and the Muse."11 

His mythologies are personal interpretations, not literal 
visualizations. In "Dawn, Mother of Night" a modern 
sailboat and a city that might be Manhattan are in the 
right background. In Davies' "Leda and the Dioscuri" 
the figures are posed incongruously against the Sierra 
Nevada mountain range; behind " Viper Stricken Eury-
dice" are cows and an American nineteenth century vil-
lage;12 in "Hylas and the Nymphs" there is again a mod-
ern sailboat.13 All are pastiches of the classical and the 
modern. 

Like, "Dawn, Mother of Night," many of Davies' 
paintings and prints are often tributes to motherhood or 
childhood, visions of a sylvan or primeval world, evok-
ing mood more than defining subject. As one of his 
champions wrote, "I wonder if, as he paints..., Davies 
knows himself whither he is drifting, and I take leave to 
doubt it. Also I feel that it does not in the least matter."14 

"Dawn, Mother of Night" contains elements found 
throughout Davies' fairly consistent style; the figures 
are static, isolated in a tranquil landscape, the quietude 
enhanced by a body of water in the middle ground, be-
yond which is more land, a device used by Davies as 
early as 1890 in "Along the Erie Canal."15 Always out-of-
doors, his large, crisply defined figures are usually 
nude like the youth in "Dawn." The youth is a relatively 
rare male in Davies' work, except for some highly struc-
tured studies and prints, like choreographed stage posi-
tions as in "Twelve Men," (1921) or "Moods of Adam," 
(1920) both lithographs.16 Nudes were Davies' principal 
subject, dispersed in arrested motion, in frieze-like form 
as early as 1898, especially in his prints. "No important 
or well-known American painter of the same time used 
the female nude with such prominence as did Davies."17 

After 1900, Davies shared a model with Robert Henri; 
she was the future Ziegfeld Follies dancer, Jessica Penn, 
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whom Davies would have dance, then hold positions 
long enough to catch them in pastel.18 

A further explanation of Davies' posing, as in the 
lateral bend of the youth in "Dawn," is that Davies 
" . . .enjoyed enormously the dancing of Isadora Dun-
can . . . "19 F.N. Price writes that Davies attended Isadora 
Duncan performances " . . .drawing late into the night 
hundreds of sketches."20 According to Allan Ross Mac-
dougall, who worked with Duncan, Davies did superb 
drawings of the dancer, all destroyed in a fire in the 
artist's studio.21 Isadora Duncan danced in New York City 
as early as 1898, when Davies could have seen her. He 
could have seen her in nearly any European capital until 
1908 when she again danced in New York. At that time 
she met other members of the "The Eight," George Bel-
lows and Robert Henri, and thus could have met Davies 
shortly before the presumed date of the painting under 
consideration.22 Typically dancing to classical scores, 
Duncan's August, 1908 concert in New York was to 
Gluck's Iphigenia,23 a classical theme with which both 
Duncan and Davies were enchanted. Like Davies, Dun-
can adored Greek art and borrowed poses from Greek 
vases for her dancing, poses not unlike those found in 
Davies' work. 

If correctly dated, circa 1909 on the Gallery label, 
"Dawn" would come at the middle of Davies' career 
which began with magazine illustration in 1888 for Saint 
Nicholas, a children's magazine, and for The Century 
Magazine,2* and ended with his death of a heart attack 
on October 24,1928 in Florence. "Dawn" shares charac-
teristics with works around 1910, such as "Tiptoeing 
Youth" and "Crescendo," both in the Whitney Museum 
in New York. At that time Davies painted rather large, 
well-defined figures quite close to the picture plane, 
dispersed before a landscape. Soon, after the Armory 
Show of 1913, Davies was to experiment with cubism.25 

Before 1909-10 his figures were often set in a very deep 
space, most notably as in his well-known "Unicorns" of 
1906 in the Metropolitan Museum. In the first few years 
of this century Davies did many images of dancing chil-
dren, as in "Dancing Children," (1905), "Our River Hud-
son," (1903), "Hosanna of the Mountains" (ca. 1906), and 
others in which there are many, active figures, perhaps 
less fancifully set into the American landscape than in 
the paint ings near 1909. The highl ighted fol iage in 
"Dawn, Mother of Night" is like that in "Night Overture 
- A Tempest," (1907) again more fanciful than the more 
literal transcriptions of foliage of the early works. 

A great many influences can be seen in Davies' 
work. Of significance to some of his biographers is that 
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his father was born in Wales and transmitted to his son, 
the fourth of five children, the Welsh love of fables and 
tales. Born on September 26, 1862 of an English-born 
mother, Davies studied drawing before he was fifteen 
with Dwight Wil l iams, who found him an apt pupil. In 
1874 Dwight Wil l iams and Davies attended an exhibit ion 
in Utica, where Davies lived, that Wil l iams said stimu-
lated the boy, especially the paintings by George Inness. 
The family moved to Chicago where Davies did work for 
the Chicago Board of Trade and s tud ied w i t h Roy 
Robertson at the Chicago Academy of Design.26 Two 
prints of 1884 reflect Davies' early years as a draftsman 
for engineers in Mexico (1880-82).27 Of t remendous im-
portance was the f i rst of many tr ips Davies took to 
Europe which was financed by Benjamin Al tman who 
had been persuaded by the gallery owner Wi l l iam Mac-
beth that Davies was promising. Upon Davies' return 
f rom a 1894 visit he did a number of canvases of large, 
clothed figures that reflect the fascination Davies had 
w i th Botticell i and Giorgione, such as "The Throne" 
(1895), "Glade" (1900), "Evensong" (1898) or "Viola Ob-
l iga to" and "Rose to Rose." The e longated, curve-
hipped, long-legged f igure style of Botticelli seems to 
have persisted throughout Davies' career. Among other 
Europeans, Davies identified wi th the mystic visions of 
Wi l l iam Blake; as Royal Cortissoz defines, and Davies 
w o u l d p robab ly not have ob jec ted , " A r t was w i t h 
Davies, as it was wi th Blake, a mode of 'conversing wi th 
Paradise.' "28 In the nostalgia for the past, Davies has 
affinities, too, wi th the Pre-Raphaelites, especially evi-
dent in a painting like "Parting at Night," (1897), in which 
two long-haired girls and a woman stand in the twi l ight 
of a f lower strewn porch. 

The eclectic and imaginative Davies is reported to 
have had dreams in which, for example, Michelangelo 
whispered advice over the artist's shoulder as he was 
drawing in the sand near Venice.29 Davies' friend, F.N. 
Price, reported in 1922, 

Often Davies tells me that he stands in a gorgeous room, 
around which are hung great paintings by Inness - sun-
sets and landscapes with beautiful elms. To dream and 
make your dreams come true, to live in the lyric realm of 
Swinburne, Browning, Shakespeare, and then to paint 
with back of you great masters like Titian, Raphael, Whis-
tler. . .that is art.30 

Most likely, f igures like the two in Davies' "Greater 
M o r n " (1900-05), or the r ight hand one in "T iptoeing 
Youth" (1910) are free quota t ions f rom Raphael and 
Michelangelo, among many such in Davies' works. 
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More than to the Renaissance and Baroque, Davies 
claimed an affinity with the ancient Greeks and Romans 
- Hellenistic illusionism, Pompeiian frescoes, carved re-
liefs, vases and small terra cottas, the capricious and 
charming pieces rather than monumental statues and 
temples.31 He wrote to Macbeth from Italy in 1910, 

I spent two days in the ruins of Pompeii and saw some 
recent excavations.. .that show paintings which were 
perfectly thrilling - the very finest things I have ever 
seen.. .I.. .do feel capable of far greater expression be-
cause of my own entente cordiale with Greek painters - so 
archaic - so great - so modern.32 

As in classical bas reliefs and vase paint ings, 
Davies' figures do not move into the space of the paint-
ings. Further fascination with the Greeks is reflected in 
Davies' preoccupation with a theory of "inhalation," a 
kind of yoga in which the moment of greatest vitality 
occurs as the breath is drawn in; this moment the artist 
is to capture, as Davies thought the Greeks had.33 

Among American painters, Davies shares a vi-
sionary approach wi th Washington Allston, Blythe, 
Newman, Blakelock, Quidor, Eilshemius, Dove, Ryder 
who, though isolated and founders of no school, "wove 
a continuous thread of reverie and melancholy, of fan-
tasy and t e r r o r . . . " through more prosaic American 
painting.34 Fanciful, too, like Davies are some French 
ar t is ts , especial ly Gustave Moreau and Puvis de 
Chavannes. Davies' "Unicorns," a subject fascinating to 
Moreau, is very like Puvis de Chavannes' quiet, melan-
choly and classicizing paintings. In spite of the fact that 
Davies ' personal co l lec t ion conta ined works by 
Mat isse, Picasso, Braque, Derain, Seurat, Leger, 
Cezanne, de Chirico, Brancusi, Gris, Signac among the 
moderns, Davies is a nineteenth century painter.35 It is 
revealing that of the works he, with Walt Kuhn, person-
ally chose for The Armory Show, the largest number 
were by Odilon Redon, numbering forty-two, with fif-
teen by Puvis de Chavannes. Six of Davies' own paint-
ings were in the show.36 

In "Dawn, Mother of Night" the flat black patterns 
of her gown and her black hair, with its escaping curls, 
reflect the interest in decorative contour and organic 
patterns of Art Nouveau. Though his admirers claimed 
that Davies painted what he pleased, to satisfy himself, 
he happened to capture the very popular style in the 
early years of this century. Davies was part, too, of the 
grandiose and romantic landscape tradition in Ameri-
can painting. In his early works he rendered scenes of 
his native New York; after a trip to Colorado, Nevada, 
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Utah and California in 1905 he captured the expansive 
landscapes of, especially, the Sierra Nevada Mountain 
range of California. 

That Davies should turn to the nineteenth century, 
and at the same time express interest in the twentieth, 
helps explain his tremendous popularity in his lifetime. 
A spokesman for a group of imaginative if somewhat 
old-fashioned dealers, patrons and writers was James 
Huneker whose essay about Davies in his "Pathos of 
Distance," 1913, is not unlike much writing about Davies: 

He is the highly sensitized illustrator appointed by the 
states of his soul to picture forth the pauses through the 
realm of fancy. It has in it the passion of violet and silver 
dreaming, the hue of an endless dawn before the day 
descends upon the world. You expect the lute to regain its 
jaded tune there... It contains the history of all the hushed 
horizons that can be found over the edge of a world of 
materiality.37 

In 1924 Duncan Phillips could say, 

Arthur B. Davies is already recognized, not only in the 
country but in Europe, as one of the few men of original 
and authentic genius among the painters of our contem-
porary world... His fundamental qualities of lyric inspira-
tion and linear rhythm qualified him long ago for the Par-
nassus of painters and the Olympus of designers.38 

Though the great murals which Davies' admirers 
envisioned for the future did not materialize, four years 
after Davies' death forty-eight works were sold from 
Ferargils in 1932,39 and prices for his paintings ranged 
from $450 to $12,000 at least until 1945.40 Though Davies 
"smelled of the twenties" by 1950, only one negative 
review of Davies work can be found and this from one 
of his contemporaries, in 1918.41 Today, Davies style is 
outdated and he is often dismissed as a "decorator," 
but there was sufficient interest for there to have been 
a centennial retrospective of his birth in 1962, in Utica, 
New York. 

Davies has been called a taste-maker. This must be 
qualified in that it is not as a painter that he was so. As 
an advisor to Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney, Mrs Cor-
nelius J. Sullivan, John Quinn, Duncan Phillips, Will iam 
Macbeth and Lizzie P. Bliss, Davies was instrumental in 
the creation of American collections, especially that of 
the Museum of Modern Art, New York, to which Lizzie 
Bliss bequeathed her collection.42 

Davies' early enthusiastic champions have made it 
difficult for us to assess him. In their essays about him, 



A Designer of Dreams 87 

they provide no references for the assertions; they illus-
trate their papers with undated paintings and prints. 
This is especially true in an otherwise interesting book, 
Arthur B. Davies: Essays on the Man and His Art, 1924. 
F.N. Price, for example, hints about a connection be-
tween Davies and Albert Pinkham Ryder but gives no 
specifics.43 Davies and Ryder seem to have met but once 
when the former showed Ryder around the Armory 
Show.44 

Though from all accounts Davies was a very hard 
worker, drawing incessantly, his drawing is not always 
skillful and his figures are often awkwardly composed. 
Perhaps for that reason, his large landscapes in which 
figures are on a small scale, such as "Unicorns" or "At 
the Chestnut Root,"45 are more successful paintings 
than those in which problems in rendering the human 
body are more apparent. The kind of figural grouping as 
in "Dawn, Mother of Night" seems to have been suited 
to Davies' later experiments in a purely decorative 
media, that of tapestry. But as a Victorian in his paint-
ing and modernist in his views, Davies remains a fas-
cinating individual whose paintings are but a part of 
the whole. 



Figure 1. John B. Flannagan, 
Monkey, Arizona State 
University Art Museum, Gift 
of Mable Davis James. 



Timothy Norris Death and Mystical Liberation in 
John B. Flannagan's Beginning 

John B. Flannagan (1895-1942) is best known for his 
zoomorphic sculptures. Flannagan chiseled these small 
images from field stones that he collected because they 
sparked what he called an "occult attraction."1 The natu-
ral quality of the field stone was undisturbed by his 
simple but precise direct-carve method, as seen in Mon-
key, (Figure 1).2 The immediacy of his approach was es-
sential to the creative absorption that enabled him to 
expend a great energy to produce, during one period of 
his career, a sculpture a day. Flannagan was so totally 
absorbed in his work that in 1934 he had to spend seven 
months in a sanitarium because of the intense strain. 
His psychiatrists tried to lessen the creative compulsion 
that isolated Flannagan from the world around him, 
Flannagan only resented their efforts.3 He felt that "cre-
ation is revelation- to that instrument of the subcon-
scious, the hand of the sculptor, there exists an image in 
every rock. The creative act of realization merely frees 
it."4 Truth to material' was the essence of his compul-
sive obsession to create. 

In Beginning, (Figure 2), 1941, Flannagan was forced 
to the less physically exhausting method of clay model-
ing because of a serious automobile accident he suf-
fered in 1939.5 As a result of this accident Flannagan 
suffered extensive damage to his head. A series of four 
operations on the brain were undertaken which re-
sulted initially in his loss of speech and periods of de-
pression. Flannagan wrote of this, " . . .s ince my surgi-
cal experience, I have some little difficulty speaking - at 
least, it causes me to speak slower than ever. As a matter 
of fact for awhile right after the operations, I couldn't 
speak at all, which for an Irishman, would make it 
fatal."6 To continue working he had to resort to power 
tools and clay modeling to avoid the exhaustive strain 
that stone carving would have placed on him. 

The small bronze Beginning was the last work com-
pleted by the artist. It is an especially significant work 
because it typifies the tragic "mystic liberation"4 Flan-
nagan chose for himself. Flannagan committed suicide 
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on J a n u a r y 6, 1942, jus t six weeks after he had com-
p le ted the c lay m o d e l fo r th is smal l bronze.5 His last 
letters speak of th is w o r k and also of the u l t imate end to 
wh i ch he seemed serenely resigned. 

It was on November 21,1941, that Flannagan f in ished 
t h i s s m a l l w o r k a n d sa t d o w n t o w r i t e h i s w i f e , 
Margher i ta : 

It is consummated - Beginning is done as an act of grati-
tude - perhaps not full-bellied, but my kind of feast. I'm 
glad - another step - next Pieta and the figure, they are a 
stride in this the year of completion. 

Who is gloomy? There is nothing about the inexorably 
ultimate of what I said and do say - anyway I'm speaking 
of being prepared. There is no tragedy in going when it is 
felt that it only is the passing of an identity. The spirit 
survives always and please God the work of that spirit 
likewise if great lives on wanting no name identity to be a 
part of the vast reservoir just as the soul is. Jesus and 
Gautama both whisper to me. Mystic Liberation. After the 
spring show [Major retrospective, Buchholz Gallery, New 
York, March 18 - April 11,1942] I shall never exhibit more -
and perhaps it's time to go - and this is forboding when 
the spirit is tired - sure sign that the work is done. Until 
then we have tools and stones - and my pipe - these have 
not betrayed.8 

In a let ter to Cur t Valent in F lannagan re fer red to his 
"acc iden t " of 1939. 

Figure 2. John B. Flannagan, 
Beginning, 1941, cast 
bronze, Arizona State 
University Art Museum. Gift 
of Oliver B. James. 
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Figure 3. John B. Flannagan, 
(Mother and Child), Arizona 
State University Art 
Museum, Gift of Mable 
Davis James. 

I'm putting everything I ever had into the work for this 
forthcoming show. [Retrospective,] All my life has been 
but a preparation - not for the show, but its works, notably 
"Pieta." Then and only then I'm finished - perhaps. I 
wrote you once before that I couldn't die in Boston be-
cause I couldn't feel free to go with my work undone - or 
incomplete and it was sheer "will-to-live" that made me 
recover even when it was attempted suicide, because I 
was not yet ready for that mystic liberation - not ready for 
rest. My forboding is it's time to go when the spirit is tired, 
that sure sign the work is done - and until then I go on with 
the companionship of tools and stones and my pipe. 
These have never betrayed.9 

To Carl Zigrosser he jotted a few lines: 

I've just spent a grateful day by completing in clay that old 
opus of birth Beginning. That card I sent you on my birth-
day should have read - Sentence "life in Solitary." Even so 
I have tools and stones and my pipe and want no more.10 

The Christology that Flannagan evokes with Begin-
ning is a theme seen in Not Yet, (Figure 3), 1940, and in 
other earlier works.11 The title of Not Yet, completed 
about a year before Flannagan's death, discloses a pre-
monit ion of Flannagan's tragically predestined "heri-
tage," a step toward his ultimate end. In Beginning the 
naked infant lies in its mother lap, an image as universal 
as it is monumental in spirit, it transcends the bound-
aries of religious doctrine and is clearly a manifestation 
of Flannagan's isolated faith. Seen against the tragic 
suicide that ended Flannagan's life, it assumes a signifi-
cantly profound prophetic meaning.12 It recalls the 
heroic dialogue of Michelangelo's with this theme. Like 
Michelangelo, there is for Flannagan a universal meta-
physical link between this theme and his own spiritu-
ality. He wrote of this universality only six months be-
fore his death. 

In the austere elimination of the accidental for ordered 
simplification, there is the quality of the abstract and 
lifeless.. .the artistic representation of the organic and 
living now take on an abstract lifeless order and becomes, 
instead of the likeness of what is conditioned, the symbol 
of what is unconditioned and invariable, as though seek-
ing the timeless, changeless finality of death, sculpture 
like this is inevitable.13 

In Flannagan's Beginning the naked madonna pow-
erfully conveys the psychic power found in her archaic 
past. Symbolic of life, fertility and vitality she cradles 
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the universal image of hope, the naked infant, symbolic 
of the human soul, between her splayed legs. Into these 
un iversa ls Flannagan inst i l led his own paradoxical 
meaning. He noted on the edge of a drawing how he felt 
about this theme: 

The profoundness and pity of a mother [huddling] her 
dead - so instinctive that impulse to cover- and in making 
the two - as one.. .we get the perfect symbol of death -
return to bring part of the mother principle as we all shall 
and be covered by motherearth.14 

Flannagan's sense of fate was distorted by his com-
pu ls ive nature. Dur ing the per iod af ter his " fa i led 
suicide" of 1939, he appears to have drawn an imaginary 
point in t ime, that once reached, would hold his "mysti-
cal l iberation" f rom the pain of his creative obsession. 
The works, Beginning and Not Yet, are not only the ap-
parent culminat ion of a creative theme that Flannagan 
had made his own, but are also his spiritual and psycho-
logical epitaph. 



William Laubach Architecture that Speaks 
Edward Hopper's Cottage, Cape Cod 

Edward Hopper's paintings examine problems facing 
man in the twent ieth century - al ienation and de-
humanization. Today, perhaps more so than when they 
were painted, his works are relevant in the post-
industrial age of rapidly advancing technology. Hop-
per's Cottage, Cape Cod, (Figure 1), 1942, is similiar to 
other paintings throughout his career. The cottage is 
grey and cold while the environment that surrounds it is 
full of life and movement. The only movement in the 
cottage are the bil lowing curtains in the empty win-
dows. Hopper's ability to communicate a mood of isola-
tion is realized through his concern for geometry and by 
the role of light.1 

As a young man Hopper made three sojourns to 
France between 1906 and 1910. After his final return to 
America he significantly lightened his palette in re-
sponse to the work of the Impressionists.2 After ten or 
fifteen years Hopper's style changed, taking a direction 
away from the European tradition. This change is easy 
to read when comparing works from the twenties such 
as House by the Railroad, (1925), Early Sunday Morning, 
(1930), Cottage, Cape Cod {1942) and High Noon, (1944). In 
all these paintings architectural motifs dominate with 
few or no human images. House by the Railroad was 
painted when the artist was still influenced by Impres-
sionist color and light which he moves away from in a 
work like Early Sunday Morning, where the color is 
muted. The palette became darker in Cottage, Cape Cod, 
achieved through the dark red-brown underpainting 
that is visible around the edges of the canvas. 

An artist, much admired by Hopper is Charles Mey-
ron, a nineteenth-century etcher, who produced views 
of Paris emphasizing the play of light on architecture.3 

He also admired the etchings of Rembrandt and Goya 
for their dramatic use of chiaroscuro. Hopper remarked: 
"I think I'm not very human maybe. I didn't want just to 
paint people gesturing and grimacing, what I wanted to 
do was paint light on the side of a house."4This is clearly 
what he does in Early Sunday Morning, perhaps his best 
known work. The light enters from the right and casts 
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Figure 1. Edward Hopper, 
Cottage, Cape Cod, 1942, oil, 
Arizona State University Art 
Museum. Gift of Oliver B. 
James. 
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strong shadows on the street facade. The direct light in 
Cottage, Cape Cod, although partial ly obscured by 
clouds, is still an integral part of the composition. It 
actually obliterates as is done in House by the Railroad. 
There are a few crucial incidental details, (like the trac-
ery under the roof in Cottage, Cape Cod), that empha-
size the starkness of the scene. 

Geometry is used to capture the viewer's attention. 
Hopper prefers to arrange objects horizontally. He also 
adds a wedge-like element to draw our eyes to the paint-
ing. This is clearly visible in Cottage, Cape Cod where 
the road in the foreground forms a V-shape that extends 
into the viewer's space breaking the picture plane. The 
wedge is re-echoed in the oblique angle of the cottage. 
The ground line of the cottage is obscured by the grassy 
field making it difficult to ascertain its precise position 
in space. Are we looking down from a bird's-eye view? 
This ambiguity of the viewer's position is also evident 
in Early Sunday Morning where the top of the build-
ing facade and the b o t t o m are v i ewed head on 
simultaneously.5 

Lack of spatial orientation creates an uneasy sensa-
tion. Hopper deliberately manipulates this confusing 
perspective. Logically, perspective is intended to extend 
our space into the picture but here just the opposite 
occurs.6 The viewer is set apart f rom the scene, ex-
aggerating the sense of alienation inherent in Hop-
per's work. 

The artist made many sketches on location before 
synthesizing his ideas on canvas. There are no human 
figures in Cottage, Cape Cod, only the wind blowing 
through the open windows of a house. These windows 
are our only access into the house which is otherwise 
sealed from scrutiny. The stark simplicity, so evident 
here, is part of Hopper's depiction of an America void 
of strong cultural traditions.7 He is showing a culture 
through the symbolic use of architecture - buildings say 
more than the human figures in some paintings. In Cot-
tage\ Cape Cod, a feeling of alienation from humanity 
and from nature can be distinctly felt by everyone. Be-
neath the cold architectural images, lay the tragic 
poignancy of Hopper's vision, sincerely felt and keenly 
observed. 





Richard Raymond Behind the Mask: Walt Kuhn's Young Clown 

Figure 1. Walt Kuhn, The 
Young Clown, 1945, oil, 
Arizona State University Art 
Museum. Gift of Oliver B. 
James. 

The "avant -garde" confronted an unversed America 
during the 1913 Armory Show. As one of the show's key 
organizers and compilers, Walt Kuhn was a harbinger of 
abstraction in American art. But it is ironic that Kuhn's 
own art never lost the semblance of solid reality. Kuhn 
was painter of the commonplace, the unadorned, the 
matter-of-fact. Landscapes and randomly piled apples 
counted for much among his subjects. The most tell ing 
Kuhnian images, however, are his portrai ts of show 
girls, acrobats, and clowns where he inevitably sets his 
subjects before a neutral background in direct eye con-
tact w i th the viewer. One such portrai t is the Young 
Clown (Figure 1) in the Ar izona State Univers i ty A r t 
Museum. In it we see Kuhn's interest in the solid physi-
cal fo rm but equally the solid psychological presence of 
his sitter. He reveals the private face of the lone per-
former away f rom the stage; and in so doing, he holds 
up a mirror to the viewer. 

Al though remembered for his portraits of clowns 
and per formers , Kuhn was not the innovator of this 
genre. A survey of artists f rom Watteau to Picasso who 
treated the clown theme suggests a varying as much as 
it does a common expressive interest. Kuhn's own fasci-
nation wi th the clown has its origins in his adolescence. 
His mother was responsible for instil l ing in him a love of 
the theater. He became acquainted wi th backstage life 
when he made^deliveries of costumes as a youth f rom 
the sport ing goods store where he worked to the stage 
doors of theaters. 

Short ly thereafter he frequented county fairs as a 
bicycle racer. It may have been at this t ime that he began 
associating wi th circus people. Several t imes during his 
life he helped stage vaudevil le revues; his association 
w i th the circus never ended. From 1941-48, he main-
tained a press pass to the Ringling Brothers-Barnum 
and Bailey Circus when it was in New York. He spent 
February of 1948 wi th the circus at its winter quarters in 
Florida. Kuhn's portrai ts are of the clowns and show 
people who were his fr iends; he often dressed them for 
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their portraits from his own storehouse of costumes 
kept in his studio. 

The performer no doubt appealed to Kuhn on more 
than one level. His portraits reveal the face of the clown 
not seen by the audience. In this, however, they become 
metaphors for Everyman. Each person, no matter from 
what walk of life, wears an actor's mask in the day to day 
interactions with others. This human phenomenon was 
undoubtedly most apparent to Kuhn in the theater and 
the circus - places he knew well. His portraits are direct 
and monolithic images of common man with a subtle, 
unsentimental melancholy. In paintings such as the 
Young Clown, he allows the viewer to glimpse behind 
the persona of his sitter. 

Kuhn the formalist did not dismiss the pure form of 
abstraction. Rather he believed that the artist's ultimate 
goal was to go beyond subject matter. To Kuhn, how-
ever, this transcendence of the subject had to use 
clearly-defined reality as a stepping-stone. Vaudeville 
and the circus provided Kuhn the building blocks for his 
vision. He never plunged into abstraction to the degree 
that many of his contemporaries did. He maintained in 
his art the solid form that Rubens had maintained. Kuhn 
considered Rubens a fellow formalist, suggested in the 
statement he made about his own painting Tricorne: "A 
lump of weighted form, the one, the universal sub-
stance of art. Trying to get it makes art history. The 
Greeks had it, lost it; Rubens caught it, then it slipped 
through Van Dyck's fingers. Cezanne chopped it up to 
see how it is made; his followers fooled with the pieces. 
Here it is whole again."1 If Cezanne was the formalist 
heir of Rubens, then Kuhn was the heir of Cezanne, the 
one to give form its substance again after it had been 
dissected and flattened by Picasso and Matisse. Ab-
straction was important to Cezanne but solid reality was 
as well. Throughout his life, Kuhn remained a devoted 
disciple of Cezanne. In retrospect, he said, "I've tried to 
get the whole of Cezanne and give it new flavor."2 

Kuhn had a sound knowledge of art history and an 
openness to the artistic developments taking place 
around him. From the years fo l lowing the Armory 
Show, elements of Cubism and Fauvism can be de-
tected in his work. His mature works show modelling of 
weighty form in a painterly shorthand harkening back to 
Manet. As is the mark of a master, he was able to assimi-
late the work of other masters and from this forge his 
personal synthesis. 

This synthesis came for Kuhn in The White Clown of 
1929, which Philip Rhys Adams calls, in his book Walt 
Kuhn, Painter: His Life and Work, Kuhn's "passport to 
immortal i ty."3 In the crouching f igure of the clown, 
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Figure 2. Walt Kuhn, 
Roberto, 1946, Private 
collection. 

Kuhn showed a stark, massive solidity that wou ld re-
main constant throughout his mature works. The direct 
glance of his performers to the viewer was developed in 
works fo l lowing The White down, and this gave to his 
quiet f igures, in front of their severe backgrounds, the 
added d imens ion of psychological substance wh ich 
was every bit as weighty as their physcial mass. Key 
works in this development were The Blue Clown of 1931, 
Trio of 1937, and the cl imax to Kuhn's quest for physical 
and psychological fo rm, Roberto (Figure 2), painted in 
1946, just three years before his death. 

In Roberto, Kuhn painted a male f igure in a sitt ing 
position similar to that used in The White Clown. The 
f igure is dressed in a pink tank top and tights. He wears 
an ochre-colored skull cap, and his face is covered wi th 
wh i te makeup. He straddles a stool w i t h his hands 
joined betwen his legs and clasping the edge of it. His 
massive f igure is tense and at any moment ready to 
spring into action; but the bulkiness of his thighs, arms, 
and shoulders is matched by that of the confront ing 
glance he gives the viewer. 
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The Young Clown dates from 1945, the year before 
Roberto; and although it is a small portrait of only a 
clown's head, it shows the interest in psychological 
form that was so important to Roberto and the other 
mature works of Kuhn from the thirt ies and forties. 
Kuhn produced little in 1945, and Adams remarks that "it 
was a strangely unproductive year, a lull before the cre-
ative storm of 1946 or a natural period of gestation for 
the major works to come."4 This being true, the Young 
Clown, in the Arizona State University Art Museum, and 
the few other small heads of clowns painted in 1945 can 
be seen as preparations for Roberto and other major 
works of 1946. 

Daniel M. Mendelowitz observes that Kuhn's Young 
Clown "reveals the awkward simplicity and strength of 
feeling with which he portrayed his monumental fig-
ures from the world of vaudeville."5 This simple monu-
mentality is intensified in the painting by Kuhn. The art-
ist presents a completely frontal view of his sitter tightly 
cropped to barely include the shoulders. He forces the 
viewer to confront the young clown in stark, whi te 
makeup.6 

The painting is a visual play between surfaces that 
are thin and sketchy and surfaces that are highly tactile 
with impasto; from areas that are flat to areas that are 
briskly modelled. The colors are for the most part neu-
tral which brings intensity to the few stronger colored 
accents and the white of the face. This play between 
surfaces and subtle colors is the means by which Kuhn 
molds form. 

The white-faced clown wears a skull cap which is 
modelled in tones of yellow ochre. Kuhn's charactersitic 
black contours are in marked contrast to the thick white 
almost pastiness of the face. This treatment of black and 
white firmly establishes the clown's face as the center of 
interest. The areas around it are handled broadly and 
with relative flatness. The blouse is dull blue with a 
green fringe sketched in hurriedly which allows the 
underpainting to show through. The cool beige back-
ground recedes behind the warmer hues of the skull cap 
and face. 

The ears of the f igure are handled in the same 
sketchy manner as the blouse fringe, but from their 
brown and salmon flesh tones, the viewer is directed to 
the brown eyes of the clown that stare out from the 
incisive black lines that delineate their lids and brows. 
The whites of the clown's eyes are not white at all but of 
the same salmon and tan hues of the ears and skull cap. 
Their yellowish cast makes them stand out against the 
white of the face, and their warm dullness enhances the 
subtle melancholy of the portrait. 
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Before Kuhn allows the mask of the performer to be 
penetrated, he makes sure that the viewer sees it. This is 
accomplished by contrasting the flesh-colored ears and 
neck of the clown with the white of his face. The white 
makeup shows the features of the face with clarity but is 
in actuality a thin veneer placed over them. It is by way 
of the eyes that the viewer is able to see behind the mask 
of the performer. 

The longer the viewer studies the young clown the 
more apparent Kuhn's subtle use of asymmetry be-
comes. In the left side of the face there is calm serenity, 
almost the aloofness of an Egyptian pharaoh carved 
in stone. In the r ight side, however, there is more 
heaviness to the face, as seen in the frown of the brow, 
the drooping eyelid, and the tapered corner of the lips. 
Here Kuhn allows the viewer a glance beneath the mask 
of the performer. He shows the contemplative if not 
slightly regretful side of the clown: the side relegated to 
a corner apart from the glamour and excitement of the 
stage, the side that is a private part of each and every 
person. 

The power of Kuhn's performers to express lies in 
their simple directness. They are lone figures of physi-
cal and psychological substance, not merely clowns 
and show girls but universal symbols of humanity on 
the stage of life. In portraits such as the Young Clown, 
Kuhn does not paint life's glitter but rather more directly 
and simply its essence, its pith, its very form. He paints 
the solid and the solitary in a way that enobles the 
prosaic. 





Thomas van der Meulen George Elbert Burr: A Sometimes Master 

Figure 1. George Elbert Burr, 
Desert Twilight, etching, 
Arizona State University Art 
Museum. 

George Elbert Burr is not remembered as a great artist. 
In fact, wi th the exception of an article by A. Reynolds 
Morse in Apr i l , 1946,1 and a catalogue raisonne pub-
lished in 1971 by his distant cousin, Loise C. Seeber, a 
search of the standard periodical indexes reveals that 
Burr has not been remembered in print at all since his 
death. This is not due, however, to a lack of ability on the 
artist's part, nor is it for a lack of prolificacy. It is, per-
haps, self-indulgent reverie to speculate on how differ-
ent the life of any part icular art ist might have been 
under other circumstances, but the temptat ion to do so 
is strong when examining the work of this widely col-
lected printmaker and watercolorist, George E. Burr.2 If 
the p r in ts f o u n d in Ar i zona State Un ivers i ty ' s A r t 
Museum collection are truly indicative of the stature of 
the artist's work in general, then clearly the majority of 
his work is of a rather pedestrian quality - the type of 
print one might expect to f ind in a regionally oriented 
commercial ga l l e r y - whi le a few others are true master-
works, both as pictorial interpretations and as examples 
of the printmaker's craft. 

Wi th in the highly varied collection of prints owned 
by Arizona State University, is contained a group of one 
hundred eighty-seven works by Burr. All but a few of 
these are intaglio prints executed as etchings, drypoints 
and engravings as well as mixtures of these wi th aqua-
t int and soft-ground etching techniques. This collection 
of Burr's work is interesting for its unusually large size, 
for the range of quali ty in the prints and for the rare 
beauty of at least a few examples. 

The heights to which Burr's technique and insight 
into his subject could rise are amply demonstrated in 
the print, Desert Twilight, (Figure 1).3 Compared to the 
other prints in the group, this print seems small, mea-
suring only about five by seven inches. In spite of di-
minut ive size, its value-range, its variety of texture, and 
the subt le ty w i t h wh ich he modulates the shadow-
values and describes the vegetation on the desert f loor 
suggest more than just a passing interest in this plate on 
the part of the artist. 
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It is difficult to say precisely when Burr made this 
impression, since he did not keep detailed records of 
shop production,4 but a version of it seems to have first 
been released in his famous Desert Series as the print 
titled Twilight, Laguna, New Mexico.5 In this initial ver-
sion, the plate measured about an inch wider than in 
Desert Twilight. Burr started Desert Series, a group of 
thirty-five plates, between 1916-17 and finished it within 
five years, having copyrighted the last of the impres-
sions from the set in May of 1921.6 Since Twilight, 
Laguna, New Mexico appeared about midway through 
the series, it is reasonable to place the year of its incep-
tion at about 1919. This plate resurfaces as Desert Twi-
light among what has been termed Burr's "late work," a 
body of prints which is comprised primarily of desert 
subjects.7 This so-called late work as executed after the 
artist had moved from Denver, Colorado to Phoenix, 
Arizona in September of 1924 and this particular print 
must have been published before 1931. In that year, 
a later etching, Superstition Mountain, Apache Trail\ 
(Figure 2) was exhibited at the Brooklyn Museum.8 

If it is ironic that Burr would have depicted the vast 
expanses of the desert regions within a frame mea-
suring only five by seven inches, it nonetheless works. 
At a close viewing distance and in an intimate environ-
ment, Desert Twilight is a remarkably effective and 
memorable image of the desert. The artist describes a 
fleeting moment when, after the sun has descended be-
low the horizon, casting the ground in deep shadow, a 
cloud-filled sky captures the last, late light of the swiftly 
disappearing day. The cumulus clouds, piled high 
above the earth's surface, seem to glow with a light of 
their own. Though to urbanites not familiar with the 
Arizona landscape this seems a bit melodramatic, such 
moments, in fact, do occur when clouds throw an eerie, 
reflected light into otherwise deep shadows. In the des-
ert, where an increase in elevation of only a hundred 
feet can extend a viewer's horizon by miles, one may 
also obtain the kind of high, strangely floating perspec-
tive which is found in this and in other of Burr's prints. 
Through Desert Twilight, the viewer can sense the mys-
tery of this unusual moment and perhaps even $ome 
small portion of the awesomeness of the desert's some-
time fleeting-fired skies. 

Questions about what Burr's pictures might have 
looked like if the circumstances of his life had been dif-
ferent, arise when viewing prints such as Evening in the 
Painted Desert, (Figure 3).9 The title of his print and its 
compositional emphasis on the cloudy sky both sug-
gest that the artist's concept here is closely allied to that 
of Desert Twilight. However, its execution is thoroughly 
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Figure 2. George Elbert Burr, 
Superstition Mountains, 
Apache Trait, etching, 
Arizona State University Art 
Museum. 

pedantic - flat and lifeless to the point of unrecogniza-
bility as an "evening" scene. The steep contrast range 
of this impression of the plate - a result of the artist 
having fi l led deeply bitten lines wi th a stiff, cold-black 
ink and wip ing the reserve areas virtual ly clean - sug-
gests, if anything, the broad, hot light of mid-day! What 
reasons could there be for such variation in quality in 
the artist's work? 

An investigation into the provenance of each of the 
various prints in the Burr holdings might support cer-
tain hypotheses which could explain, to some extent, 
the spotty quality of the prints in this collection. In the 
case of one image, a direct comparison of two versions 
of the same state of the same plate is possible. Summer 
Cloud, Apache Trail, Arizona10 is represented in the Ari-
zona State University collection by two prints (Figures 4 
and 5) which appear to be on two different types of paper 
and wi th two different inks - one a stiff, cool black, the 
other a black t inted wi th the same blue-green ink as that 
used in Desert Twilight. The p rob lem w i th contrast 
range found in Evening in the Painted Desert arises in 
the "b lack" version of this print. In the "b lue-green" 
print, on the other hand, the reserve areas retain some 
of the ink's hue and the lines are softened by a "shad-
o w " of ink along side of the bitten lines. Ms Lucinda 
Gedeon, Curator of the collection, speculates that this is 
due to the mechanical buff ing of any finer, drypointed 
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Figure 3. George Elbert Burr, 
Evening in the Painted 
Desert, dry point, Arizona 
State University Art 
Museum. 

lines on plates which occurs during printing and that the 
"black" print - the contrastier print - is simply a later 
printing of the plate. It is more likely, however, that the 
main drawing on this plate was not drypointed to 
achieve the ink shadow which softens etched lines but 
was simply not wiped as completely as the perhaps, 
oilier "blue-green" ink. In this event, the colder, "black" 
print might actually be a shop print or working proof 
which was not intended for release to the public, while 
the other, slightly richer print was one of the published 
version, or they actually represent two separate "edi-
tions" of the same plate, one of a substantially higher 
quality. Since Burr did not indicate on the prints whether 
they were part of a particular edition or not (and rarely 
did he do this) it is difficult to defend Burr and say with 
certainty that the inferior print was, in fact, a working 
print that found its way into circulation. Adding to this 
confusion is the fact that they are signed and titled in a 
like manner. Why would Burr have knowingly released 
prints of such a wide range of quality? There are two 
plausible explanations for this: the nature of his train-
ing; and the fact that he took the time and energy to do 
all of his own printing. 
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Figure 4. George Elbert Burr, Burr was an essentially self-taught artist. He noted 
Summer Cloud, Apache on a pr int , My First Etching, (not i l lustrated) in the New 
Trail, dry point, Arizona York Public Library Collection, how he had made the 
State University Art etching sometime in 1872, at the age of twelve or thir-
Museum. teen, on "tin-shop" scrap copper and had printed it by 

running the plate and paper through the steel bending 
rollers in the tin-shop of his father's store.11 At the time 
he had already been painting and drawing for at least 
two years. In spite of his early interest, Burr never pur-
sued formal academic training, with the exception of 
about three months at the Chicago Academy of Design 
(now the Art Institute). Nor did Burr apprentice himself 
to any artist which often stimulates a pupil to develop 
good technical habits and a sound understanding of the 
visual effects of particular techniques. His neglect in not 
keeping detailed publication records and the appear-
ance of what might be considered technical flaws such 
as fa i lure to carefu l ly f in ish and w i p e the edges of his 
plates, arise from his having avoided traditional forms 
of education. The considerable skill he possessed, most 
evident in but a small number of prints, resulted from 
practice, observation and through his association with 
other "amateur" artists. 
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Another aspect of Burr's life which may have con-
tributed to the unevenness of his prints was the fact that 
he spent valuable time, which he might have spent de-
veloping and refining his prints, printing his many 
plates. He produced with his own hands, close to 
twenty-five thousand impressions.12 This was a tremen-
dous work load to impose upon himself, especially 
since his attention was not focused exclusively on mak-
ing prints but also included watercolors and extensive 
travel. The resulting time-shortage certainly helped to 
preclude substantial reworking of his plates. It is prob-
able then, that the lack of a commercial publisher who 
could have reduced the demands on Burr's t ime, 
coupled with a narrow background of instruction re-
duced the opportunities for frequent re-working and 
prevented him from developing a proper critical atti-
tude about his work. 

There were few external pressures on Burr to edit 
and rework his prints. If anything, the market discour-
aged long effort on any single plate. Since his dealers 
were able to sell his prints rapidly at moderate prices 
Burr needed to keep production high to maintain his 
modest living.13 The list of museums which acquired 
Burr's work during the late twenties and the thirties 
is impressive both for its length and for the quality of 
the institutions named, including the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, the Fogg Art Museum, Boston Museum 
of Fine Arts, and the British Museum. Burr seemed, 
nonetheless, not to be a particularly ambitious artist, 
who sought fame and greatness, rather he was quite 
content simply to work hard and be paid for living and 
traveling. He even referred to his life as an "Alice in 
Wonderland kind of experience," in a letter written in 
1934, perhaps because he and his wife had escaped seri-
ous financial difficulty during the depression years.14 

The unanswerable question, posed implicity ear-
lier, still remains, as it always must: what if Burr's life 
had been different, how much better could his work 
have been? In a sense, it is folly to even consider this 
question, but perhaps students of the printmaker's 
crafts may look upon Burr's life as an object lesson and 
avoid the pitfalls of bad business and of complacency. 
As viewers of Burr's work, it is pointless to consider this 
question at great length because we can never know the 
answer, but more importantly, its consideration dulls 
our appreciation of Burr's accomplishments. 

The prints by George Elbert Burr in the University 
Museum show an undeniable inconsistency of quality 
in terms of their execution and conception, yet con-
tained within this group of about 185 prints are some 
exquisite examples of the intaglio printmaker's craft. 
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Figure 5. George Elbert Burr, 
Summer Cloud, Apache 
Trail, dry point, Arizona 
State University Art 
Museum. 



Figure 1. Philip Campbell 
Curtis, The Parade, 1965, 
Arizona State University Art 
Museum. Gift of Clare Luce 
Booth. 



Dawne Walczak Parade In Review, 
an interview with Philip C. Curtis 

Philip Campbell Curtis's Parade, 1965, (Figure 1) is a sig-
nificant example of the artist's early mature work. The 
painting is representative of a body of works that con-
cerns itself with an obscure communal ritual - the pro-
cession or parade.1 Curtis, a figurative artist, developed 
his style during the 1950s, reaching artistic maturity 
around 1960. Since then his oeuvre has remained re-
markably consistent in both style and iconography. 
Parade introduces both substantive and technical hall-
marks of Curtis's work, including his cast of Edwardian 
characters and his precise, highly-glazed style. These 
elements form the basis of a personal iconography by 
which Curtis expresses his views on man's existence. 

Curtis was born on May 26,1907, in Jackson, Michi-
gan. He graduated from the Yale School of Fine Arts in 
1935 with a four-year certificate in painting and moved to 
New York City, where he worked for the Works Project 
Administrat ion as an Assistant Supervisor of Mural 
Painting. From early 1936 to 1941 he participated in a 
federal art project which established art centers around 
the country; his first assignment was Phoenix, Arizona. 

In Fall, 1941, he enrolled at Harvard for further train-
ing as a museum curator, a course he abandoned when 
war broke out in December. For the next several years 
he served in the Office of Strategic Services, Washing-
ton, DC In 1947, at age forty, he began his painting career 
in earnest when he moved to Scottsdale, Arizona, 
where he has resided since. 

Significantly, Parade is the first major painting in an 
ongoing series treating the subject of an elusive ritual 
procession symbolic of universal human isolation in an 
irrational world. While this theme pervades in Curtis's 
work, his statements about man's helplessness and 
alienation are especially effective in the ritual pro-
cessions. The communal rituals emphasize alienation 
on a universal scale, as opposed to the private rituals 
such as marriage and courtship, found elsewhere in 
Curtis's paintings, which render isolation more personally. 

In Parade a sparse crowd of Edwardian-clad men, 
women and children watches as a circus parade passes 
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Figure 2. Philip Campbell 
Curtis, The Wanderers, 1960, 
oil on board, Phoenix Art 
Museum. Gift of Virginia 
Ullman. 

in review. An elephant drawing a lion cage leads the 
parade, followed by several musicians and a chariot. A 
lone woman hornplayer at far left is the last member of 
the company to pass through a curiously placed arch. 
Like a proscenium arch, it establishes a convenient 
point of entry for the procession. The modulated sky 
and high horizon line create a flat background with a 
shallow space, confining the subject close to the sur-
face of the picture like a stage curtain. Bare trees line the 
parade's route, further constricting the space on either 
side of the parade. Each figure is isolated and uncom-
municative. The circus parade is an eerie temporal 
suspension. 

Parade is the f irst ritual procession which suc-
cessfully conveys the idea of communal alienation. In 
Wanderers, 1960, (Figure 2), the earliest example of an 
obscure ritual, Curtis has scattered the figures along 
crossed paths; the clearly independent movements of 
the wandering musicians indicate no intended coopera-
tion among the individuals. Thus, the cacophany of un-
orchestrated sounds produced by the various musi-
cians is amusing, but harmless. In Parade, however, the 
intentional inversion of the community event is psycho-
logically disquieting. Here, the circus parade, normally 
associated with stimulating march rhythms inciting the 
cheering throngs, is met by an uncomfortable silence 
and stiff spectators. The participants exhibit neither a 
unified communal spirit or purpose. Instead, the som-
nambulant participants continue on a course of unex-
plained origin or destination. The bare trees become 
ominous, suggesting a cage as real as the lion's. 
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Figure 3. Philip Campbell 
Curtis, Two Way Parade, 
1960, oil on board, Phoenix 
Art Museum. Gift of Philip C. 
Curtis. 

The otherworldliness of Wanderers is created by 
the imaginative style of clothing, irrational scale and 
distortion of both the figures and their random move-
ments in an anonymous space. In Parade, disorienta-
tion becomes more acute by employing Edwardian or 
turn-of-the-century fashions, removing the participants 
from immediate experience. Again the vast anonymous 
space punctuated by lifeless trees contributes to the 
mysterious, dreamlike atmosphere. 

A comparison of the two works reveals the prog-
ress of the artist's motifs and imagery. In the five years 
between the paintings, Curtis's ideas mature from an 
amusing comment on disharmony in 1960's Wanderers 
to a more clear and compelling statement about the 
displacement of man in 1965's Parade. 

Though Surrealism and Magic Realism are terms 
readily applied to Curtis's work, neither label accurately 
describes it or serves an instructive purpose. Curtis's 
subjects are not erotic or frighteningly bizarre, like the 
Surrealism associated wi th Dali. Curtis paints in a 
sharply focused manner, but unlike the Magic Realists, 
his paintings lack the realistic exaggeration of ordinary 
experience. 

Curtis's work bears an affinity to that of such Sur-
realists as Tanguy, in the use of vast, monotonous land-
scapes, and Magritte, whose repetitive, bowler-hatted 
men are anonymities. The frozen characters, confined 
in a shallow, perspectival space, are redolent of Piero 
della Francesca, whom Curtis has admired and studied 
since the early 1930s. 
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The ambiguous or obscure ritual is a major theme 
in postwar figurative painting.2 Curtis, through his ex-
ploration of ritual may be linked to a number of contem-
porary figurative artists who similarly focus on the fig-
ure placed in strange situations or performing inex-
plicable actions to convey human dislocation.3 These 
art ists have maintained a commitment to comment 
over form using styles that combine characteristics of 
Naturalism, Cubism, Expressionism, and Surrealism.4 

With Parade, Curtis summarizes the elements he 
uses throughout his oeuvre, the subtle tension based on 
peculiar juxtapositions using repetitive characters in-
volved in strange events. Subsequent works treating 
the theme of a recondite communal ritual are based on 
the ideas and images synthesized in Parade. 

In the light of the highly personal iconography and 
elusive nature of Curtis's work, the following excerpts 
from an interview, conducted 1 October 1985, both pro-
vide primary material for an understanding of the art-
ist's choices of subject matter and document ideas be-
hind several of his paintings. In the first part of the 
interview Curtis discusses his artistic training and de-
scribes his role as an early administrator of the Phoenix 
Art Museum; his answers to the remaining questions 
comment on his work. 
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Q: What was New York in the 1930s, with so many art-
ists in one place? 

Curtis: It was a great experience. When I was in Yale I knew 
very few painters ouside of the damn school. The in-
structors didn't even talk about contemporary art.5 

Well, they mentioned Cezanne, just as a hapless sort 
of a guy who didn't fully develop. So when I went to 
New York within thirty days I knew practically all the 
painters who where there. Everything was new to me. 

Q: You mean after coming from a traditional school?6 

Curtis: That and Michigan which didn't have much in the cul-
tural way, especially where I lived. 

Q: Who were the artists that you found particularly 
interesting? 

Curtis: Stuart Davis and Arshile Gorky were both quite prom-
inent. I knew Gorky. Pollock was there, but nobody 
knew him then. He was a painter and I was in the ad-
ministration. I knew a lot of people, but I was in on a 
different level. We all knew each other because we 
were all in the pot together. The commercial galleries 
were not recognizing this breed at that time.7 We 
knew them on the projects and saw their work there. 
We collected all these paintings, we - the program -
did. And we made them into exhibits and some of 
them came out here. They went all over the country. 
The exhibits at that time were a pretty damn good im-
age of what was going on in the whole country. It was 
a network. 

Q: How did you initially get your job as a supervisor in 
the mural division with the WPA.? 

Curtis: They had a percentage of artists who they could hire 
who weren't on relief, and these were usually the ad-
ministration people and that's where I was. I guess I 
knew somebody and they put my name on a list and I 
was hired. It was a great program. I stayed only a cou-
ple of years with this project in New York. Then a new 
program was formed to set up art centers all around 
the country. That appealed to me very much. I joined 
it and came to Phoenix. 
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Q: Was there an art center here at the time? 

Curtis: No. They had sketching classes for the members and 
an exhibit once a year at the State Fair. The so-called 
Fine Arts Society didn't have an administrator, and 
they requested it. They were the group that is in back 
of the museum now. 

Q: When you arrived, setting up a regular exhibition pro-
gram was one of your major tasks? 

Curtis: Sure. We had twenty and thirty exhibits a year, maybe 
more. The exhibit program was good. There was a lot 
of interest in the idea of a center, and classes, too. It 
was a matter of organizing and getting a board to-
gether with regular meetings, and to get some men 
on the board. There was only one man on the board at 
the time and it was confined to just a tea party ap-
proach. What we needed was a building. In Washing-
ton, they told me the best thing to do, or the only 
thing to do, was to get the busiest businessman in 
town interested in things, so he'd run it or be present. 
And that was Walter Bimson.8 He fit the description. It 
worked out well, too; he saw to it that the building 
was financed and built. We had agreed together that 
Frank Lloyd Wright should do the job. When I left 
town he said that he'd go out immediately and give 
him the job. Which he did - and then the war came 
along. There were some people who didn't like Wright 
and they formed another committee and hired one of 
Wright's students. The building that's there now is all 
right but with Wright, it would have been known. 

Q: Being an administrator at that time was rewarding 
enough to put off your own painting? 

Curtis: Yes, I was willing to quit painting for it then. I was 
young, I thought I'd live forever. I didn't think of any-
thing serious like that. I knew I was going to paint but 
I didn't know when. It wasn't too bad, it expanded my 
interests. 

Q: Was it the interruption of the war that gave you time 
to rethink your career choice? 

Curtis: Yes it did. I went to Washington to work with the 
Office of Strategic Services. They hired architects, 
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painters, movie makers, sculptors and photographers; 
it was a very high class group of people who were im-
portant in their fields. So I met a lot of people I 
wouldn't have met otherwise. And my interest in Sur-
realism really started there because one of my friends 
knew more about Surrealism than Freud. I used to 
hear about it day in and day out and I became fas-
cinated. I was just forty after the war. Then I remem-
bered how peaceful it was out there. That's why I 
came here. If I lived in New York, I knew I'd be in-
volved with fifty thousand other artists. And then Ab-
stract Expressionism was developing and I wasn't too 
interested in that. I tried some. It was fun for an hour 
or so but I couldn't imagine devoting a career to it.9 

Q: Do you see any connection between your work and 
the work of the Abstract Expressionists? 

Curtis: Well, I guess there is probably some relationship. The 
abstract people were just different, it's hard to get any 
meaning out of their things. It's just a general state-
ment of well-being or confusion. It's an emotional ex-
perience.10 I'm very design-conscious and was brought 
up in this Renaissance idea of designing; it's a very 
complicated matter? 

Q: You have stated that at the start of your painting 
career you had difficulty amassing enough paintings 
for a show. Then the Curtis Trust was formed by Lewis 
Ruskin in I960.11 How influential, was the Trust for your 
career? 

Curtis: It was very important. Ruskin was very sophisticated 
and it gave me a group that were friends talking for 
me and pushing me. I wanted to get into Knoedler's, 
which was a very good gallery. So they arranged it.12 

Q: Would it have been much harder for you to gain 
representation on your own? 

Curtis: I would have tried, but I guess it would have been 
more difficult without their help. 

Q: The trust gave you three years of uninterrupted paint-
ing. Would you describe the Trust years as your for-
mative period? 
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Curtis: No. By the time I had entered into this agreement I 
knew pretty much exactly what I wanted. That was 
one good thing about not starting until you're forty. 
You're a little more mature than you would be other-
wise. I didn't waste a lot of time. 

Q: The Ball Players (1950-54) private collection) is one of 
the earliest examples with the Victorian or Edwardian 
characters that reappear throughout your paintings.13 

What are your reasons for choosing this era? 

Curtis: For one reason, it was really the beginning of the In-
dustrial Age and all our troubles started about that 
time. Another reason is I liked the costumes, and their 
houses were interesting to me and their whole way of 
life. I'm sure I've put my meanings into it because I ha-
ven't really been concerned with what they thought 
instead. A lot of things that I like or use are those 
things that seem pointless to me. 

Q: By pointless, do you mean your perception of their 
behavior, customs, or dress which then are trans-
formed into your visual absurdities? 

Curtis: Yes. I just don't want to do current things. Or put cur-
rent uniforms on them. I want the images to be re-
moved from the present. 

Q: Your grandparents lived in one of those Victorian 
gingerbread houses, didn't they? 

Curtis: Yes, it was fun for a kid. It had a tower you could go 
up into and all kinds of secret places that were left 
over and used in some way or another. It was a good 
show. I think as a child I liked it because it was more 
of a plaything, you could enjoy it more. When we 
moved into our final house, it was so plain. I wasn't 
very pleased about it.14 

The Victorian period has a different meaning f rom 
the young people's ideas now. It's a fascinating period 
to me. 

Q: Are you referring to their societal attitudes compared 
to ours? 

Curtis: Yes, the codes are so solid and in place that there's a 
little brainwashing going on there. 

Q: As an example, in Fruit Tree (1968, a private collection) 
the roots of a live tree imprison a woman's head and 
shoulders, and her neck is bound by a rigid collar. This 
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suggests to me that the woman is confined by her 
societal roles as a woman. Is this correct? 

Curtis: Yes, that's the way I felt. She's the Eve of the Adam 
and Eve story; she's sort of trapped by the myth and 
giving out the fruit. 

Q: Your work presents human relationships most often 
by depicting recognizable rituals. 

Curtis: Yes, that's right. The rituals fill in a lot of blank space.15 

Q: The observer is obviously an important figure in all 
your paintings. Am I incorrect in assuming that the 
observer is more than just a compositional device? 

Curtis: No, you're right. The observer is the contact with the 
viewer. The dogs are also sometimes observers. I 
don't use them as an animalistic version of myself but 
I can put myself in their place. I give the dog an intelli-
gence superior to the people he's around. 

Q: It's not the dog as an animal but the dog with another 
spirit who has no control over his situation? 

Curtis: That's right. He could leave but he doesn't - he wants 
to see how it's going to end. 

Q: A number of your paintings deal with the rituals of 
marriage and courtship. In The Bride's Descent (1973, 
Phoenix Art Museum) the bride is completely alone. 
Her total isolation in a situation which is normally as-
sociated with joyous celebration makes this painting 
extremely unsettling. Should one think that you have 
a pessimistic view of marriage.? 

Curtis: Well, marriage and other things, too, but I don't think 
I'm bitter about it. 

Q: Loneliness and people who never communicate are 
always present in your work: is this a general state-
ment about the loneliness of humans? 

Curtis: Yes. Well, a good deal of us are, sure. We forget about 
it from time to time but it's still there. 

Q: You say that you try to keep your work as simple as 
possible. Do you believe that the statements you 
make are obvious, or should be obvious to the 
viewer? 
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Curtis: Well, I've found out that it didn't make to much differ-
ence if it's obvious to them in another way. And that's 
just as important. 

At one time I explained a painting to somebody 
who had just paid a lot of money for it and the expla-
nation ruined it for him. He was disappointed that he 
didn't see it that way - it took the glow off of it. I 
know that there are a hundred interpretations that 
can be made, so I've given up talking about it. I can't 
follow a painting around and keep explaining it. There 
are a lot of interpretations. A psychiatrist once sat 
down and gave me six in a row. So that's why I don't 
explain my paintings. I prefer to just paint. 

Q: By making your statements elusive, are you creating a 
visual exercise for the viewer? 

Curtis: Yes, confronting him with a lot of questions. 

Q: Although your paintings do not refer to specific 
events, I believe they are based on personal experi-
ence. Do you abstract personal events and translate 
them into your cast of characters? For example, in 
Wanderers (1960, Phoenix Art Museum, Illustration 2) 
an assortment of musicians pass one another at a 
crossroad. This act, symbolic of a major decision, sug-
gests a very personal meaning since 1960 was the 
same year the Trust was formed, placing you at a turn-
ing point or crossroad in your career. Is my interpreta-
tion that Wanderers depicts a personal event correct? 

Curtis: It was somewhat of a subconscious thing. It started 
out as a concert I went to. The event seemed signifi-
cant to me. Of course I've been to concerts and it 
never bothered me before, but that night it did. The 
people were so damn regimented in this act of putting 
on music, which didn't turn out to be very well done. 
The painting grew out of that evening. 

Q: That painting displays such marvelous comic touches 
especially by the contrast between the one enormous 
figure who strikes a very tiny triangle while two minis-
cule figures struggle to carry a giant bass drum.16 

Curtis: Yes, that tickled me. 

Q: Most of the instruments you use are those which you 
might find in a band. Is there any reason why you 
chose those instruments over the orchestral ones? 
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Curtis: I like the big band instruments. Some are monstrous, 
though not very musical - they just make noise.17 

Most of my instruments are not accurate, although 
some musicians have said that they're amazed by 
how much I know about instruments. There's no way 
those things could work. I deliberately go crazy on in-
struments and nobody seems to notice. 

Q: Some of your paintings include pipe organs. 

Curtis: Yes, when I was a kid I had to stay quiet while Mother 
was holding rehearsals. Those things are huge. She 
played one in church. I was impressed by them. 

Q: Do the pipe organs have anything to do with the cir-
cus organs? 

Curtis: They look as though they should be in the circus, too. 
Well, they are in a religious circus. 

Q: You use a lot of circus imagery in your paintings. 

Curtis: Yes. That's another escape people like. It's a whole 
world of escape. The circus was quite a spectacle and 
I was looking at it as a kid. I'm sure adults liked them 
too. The circus was one of the highlights of the year. 
Our town wasn't very big, but the biggest shows 
stopped there. The trains are part of the act, too, be-
cause they moved by train. They'd come in early in 
the day and start putting it together right then. By the 
next morning the tents are all up. Then the parade 
starts. These were the only parades I got to see. 
They'd have an afternoon performance, than an eve-
ning performance and before the show was over half 
the tent was down and moving out. That was as good 
a show as any was. It was wonderful. 

Q: The circus, then, emphasizes the fine line between il-
lusion and reality, since its purpose is to present won-
derful illusions. 

Curtis: Yes, and it's more effective, too, when they use the 
tents and then you've got an environment which 
is different from anything that you usually live in. 
So you see things that go on in that tent in a mag-
ical way. 

Q: In the parades, such as the 1965 Parade in the Univer-
sity Art Museum of Arizona State University, you refer 
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to illusion and reality by juxtaposing the spectators 
and the circus performers, making them interchange-
able. How is this significant to you? 

Curtis: Well, it's just that nothing is ever for sure. That's just 
the way life is. 

Q: It doesn't matter if we wear the uniforms or not? 

Curtis: Yes. We're just a part of it. 

Q: In Two Way Parade (1980, Phoenix Art Museum, figure 
3), the parade of two large figures seems to be the 
real parade while the two-dimensional parade on the 
banner appears to be an illusion. Is this a reference to 
the problem of distinguishing between illusion and 
reality?18 

Curtis: Yes, sure. 
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Q: Your frequent depiction of this illusion recalls a state-
ment you made twenty years ago, in 1957: 

I paint in the midst of a world where living is a very 
strange phenomenon, realities get stacked up one on 
top of the other. I found myself concerned with this. 

Curtis: Yes, that statement still expresses my concerns. I try 
to create a dream world. That is needed because the 
everyday world is pretty dull, broken-down, no de-
sign, no stimulating color. Everything is accidentally 
colored, the same way they build cities. They just 
build them. For a while in those Victorian houses, 
there was an awful lot of craftsmanship that went 
into it. And it gave a lift to the dullness of every-
day life. 





Notes 

Hiram Power's Bust of George Washington 

1. For a more complete analysis of mid-nineteenth-century 
American public portrait monuments, see my doctoral dis-
sertation, "Sculpture as History: Themes of Liberty, Unity, 
and Manifest Destiny in American Sculpture, 1825-1865," Uni-
versity of Wisconsin, 1984. Hiram Powers executed a second 
public portrait monument of George Washington for the Ma-
sonic Lodge in Fredericksburg, Virginia (1825-1859). Identified 
as George Washington at the Masonic Attar in a publication 
of that title (New York, 1859), this full-length, marble statue 
included Masonic emblems as explained in a letter of April 
19,1855: 

My statue stands upon the right foot, with the left ad-
vanced in front. The right arm rests upon a column 
composed of sticks (the fasces) upon which Washington 
appears to lean. There is nothing in his hand, but I 
might place a book or something else in it. The other 
hand hangs at his side and has a scroll in it. This might 
be the charter. The fasces are close to the figure indeed, 
for the right hip touches his support. I might suspend 
upon this support some appropriate emblems, and I 
might place a book upon the top of it under the right 
arm. I could also represent some emblems on the base 
of the foot of the statue. 

(Hiram Powers to John J. Young, April 19,1855, Hiram Powers 
Papers, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution. 
Hereafter cited as Hiram Powers Papers.) Commissioned to 
celebrate the centennial anniversary of Washington's initia-
tion into the Masons, John J. Young, chairman of the Execu-
tive Monument Committee, had written Powers on February 
1,1954: 

We think your present model [the Louisiana Washing-
ton) will answer for this work We wish his right hand 
to rest on the Holy Bible, square and compass, sup-
ported by the Altar (instead of the Fasces). In his left 
hand the charter of the Lodge (instead of his Farewell 
Address), with the collar and jewel of the register of 
the Lodge around his neck and his apron on 
the pedestal 
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(Hiram Powers Papers). To insure accuracy, Young sent sam-
ples of the Masonic regalia to Powers (Young to Powers, De-
cember 15,1854, Hiram Powers Papers). Completed by April, 
1859 and exhibited at Goupil's Art Gallery in November of 
that year, the Masonic Washington was destroyed during the 
Civil War in Richmond, Virginia where it had been moved for 
safekeeping. 
2. For a list of those portraits modeled in Washington, DC 
and Boston and later carved in marble, see Donald Martin 
Reynolds, Hiram Powers and His Ideal Sculpture, Diss. Col-
umbia University, 1975 (New York and London: Garland Pub-
lishing, Inc., 1977), pp. 1053-1055. 
3. Clara Louise Dentler, White Marble: A Biography of Pow-
ers (1967), unpublished manuscript, Archives of American 
Art, Appendix, p. 1. Dentler states that Powers carved the 
bust in marble in 1838 for his patron Nicholas Longworth 
who then presented the work to the Cincinnati Historical and 
Philosophical Society. 
4. Hiram Powers executed seven full-length, life-size public 
portrait monuments: John C. Calhoun for the South Carolina 
statehouse (1843-1850, destroyed during the Civil War); 
George Washington for the Capitol in Baton Rouge, 
Louisiana (1848-1854); George Washington for the Masonic 
Lodge at Fredericksburg, Virginia (1852-1859); Daniel Webster 
for the Boston statehouse grounds (1853-59); Thomas Jeffer-
son for the U.S. Capitol (1859-1863); Benjamin Franklin for the 
U.S. Capitol (1859-1863); and Edward Everett (1870, un-
located). With the exception of the Everett monument, each 
of these works were commissioned by either private citizens 
or state and federal legislatures. 
5. See W.S. Wetmore to George Peabody, March 24,1846, 
Hiram Powers Papers. By July 30,1848, Powers completed 
the bust of Washington, receiving fifty pounds sterling 
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30. The clothes were preserved in the Patent Office in Wash-
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the Eclectic Vision, 1980, 595-602. 
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recollection is precise is less important than the fact it illus-
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1970, 326. "Tell the Great Father that Dull Knife and his people 
want only to end their days here in the north where they 
were born. Tell him we want no more war. We cannot live in 
the south; there is no game. Here, when rations are short, 
we can hunt. Tell him if he lets us stay here Dull Knife's peo-
ple will hurt no one. Tell him if he tries to send us back we 
will butcher each other with our own knives." 

A Designer of Dreams: Arthur B. Davies' 
Dawn, Mother of the Night 

1. F. Watson, in his article "Arthur Bowen Davies," Magazine 
of Art 45,1952, p. 366 used this provocative term to describe 
Davies' work. 
2. F.N. Price, Kennerly, The Etchings and Lithographs of Ar-
thur B. Davies, New York, 1929, p. 13. 
3. R. Raoul, "The Strange Case of Arthur B. Davies," Apollo,f 
76, 1962, p. 642. 
4. The tapestries are not called official products of the Gobe-
lin factory since the workers did them in their homes. 
5. R. Raoul, p. 642. 
6. The Ferargil Galleries arranged a show of Davies' estate, 
reviewed in Art News, 49,1950, p. 49. 
7. F.N. Price, "Davies, the Absolute," International Studio, 75, 
1922, p. 218. 
8. Ferargils closed in 1953. The work was illustrated in a small 
catalog called "Vistas and Visions" for an exhibition from 
January 22, to February 21,1966, at Grady Gammage Memo-
rial Auditorium. It was shown at the Tucson Art Center, Utah 
Museum of Fine Art, University of Utah, and La Jolla 
Museum of Art in a Davies show in 1967, for which Sheldon 
Reich wrote the catalog essay. The catalog is entitled "Arthur 
B. Davies: Paintings and Graphics," 1967. The catalog essay 
was re-written, with the addition of interesting illustrations, 
as "The Pardoxes of Arthur B. Davies," Apollo, 92,1970, 366-
71. The work, oil on canvas, measures 17V& x 30 inches. 
9. R. Graves, The Greek Myths, I, Baltimore, 1955, p. 149-150. 
10. F.N. Price, Etchings and Lithographs, p. 19. 
11. Price, Etchings, plate 189. 
12. Both paintings are illustrated in Arthur B. Davies: Essays 
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on the Man and his Art, Cambridge, Mass., 1924, issued by 
the Phillips Memorial Art Gallery, Washington DC. 
13. Davies, Essays, p. 40. 
14. Davies, Essays, p. 41. Other of Davies' titles are "After 
Thoughts of Earth," "Balance of the Golden Scale," "Birth of 
Green," "Children Dancing," "Without Touching, Do Touch," 
and hundreds of like titles. 170 titles are listed in IS and K.M. 
Munro, Index to Reproductions of American Paintings, New 
York, 1948. 
15. "Along the Erie Canal," illustrated in R. Cortissoz, Arthur 
B. Davies, New York, 1931, is in the Phillips Memorial Gallery 
in Washington DC, one of the most frequently illustrated of 
Davies' works. 
16. "Twelve Men," plate 84, and "Moods of Adam," plate 62 
in Price, Etchings and Lithographs. Davies' only male nude 
model, according to Price, was an Algonquin Indian of whom 
the artist did several hundred studies, p. 16. Davies did a 
woodcut of two nude girls as early as 1896, plate 147 in Price, 
Etchings and Lithographs, called "Two Children." 
17. S. Reich, "Paradoxes of Arthur B. Davies," Apollo, 92, 
1970, p. 368. There are few female nudes in American paint-
ing; one is John Vanderlyn's 1812 "Ariadne" in the Pennsylva-
nia Academy of Fine Art, Philadelphia. 
18. B.B. Perlman, The Immortal Eight; American Painting 
from Eakins to the Armory Show, 1870-1913, New York, 1962, 
p. 148. 
19. F. Watson, "Arthur Bowen Davies," Magazine of Art, 45, 
1952, pp. 362-366. 
20. F.N. Price, Etchings and Lithographs, p. 16. 
21. P. Magriel, ed., Isadora Duncan, New York, 1947, p. 61. 
22. Counted among "The Eight," Davies' style and subjects 
had little in common with the views of the American scene 
done by the other seven, though Davies did a painting 
called, "I Hear America Singing" (illustrated in International 
Studio, 94,1929, p. 96) after Whitman's poem. Whitman, like 
"The Eight," celebrated the American scene. Davies joined 
"The Eight" in their February 3,1908 show in Macbeth's New 
York Gallery largely because he knew Macbeth and had other 
connections useful to them. 
23. Magriel, Isadora Duncan, p. 72. 
24. Illustrated in Price, Etchings and Lithographs, plates 150 
and 151. 
25. Reich believes that Davies' supposed Cubism to be a 
style approaching the "synchronism" of Macdonald Wright 
and Morgan Russell, who used repeated, curved, colored 
panes to create the effect of movement, related to Marcel 
Duchamp's "Nude Descending the Staircase II" which 
created such an uproar at the Armory Show. Reich, 
"Paradoxes of Arthur B. Davies," Apollo, p. 370. Davies' 
"cubism" is seen in "Intermezzo," about 1913. It was in this 
cubist style that Davies decorated the Music Room for Lizzie 
P. Bliss in New York. 
26. Basic biographical material about Davies can be found in 
Cortissoz, Arthur B. Davies, and in Essays on the Man and 
his Art in which the biography is written by Davies' teacher, 
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Dwight Williams. Davies was married to one of the first fe-
male American doctors, and had two sons, Niles and David. 
After his death it was discovered that Davies had been lead-
ing a second life as "David Owen" with Edna Potter and a 
daughter, Ronnie. Milton Brown, The Story of the Armory 
Show, New York, 1963, p. 40. 
27. See: Herding Toward Noon," plate 174 in Price, Etchings 
and Lithographs, and "Two Burros," plate 177. 
28. Cortissoz, Arthur B. Davies, p. 10. 
29. Price, Etchings and Lithographs, p. 14. 
30. Price, "Davies the Absolute," International Studio, 75, 
1922, p. 219. 
31. M. Brown, American Painting from the Armory Show to 
the Depression, Princeton, 1955, p. 61. 
32. S. Reich, Arthur B. Davies exhibition catalog. 
33. G.A. Eisen's essay in Essays on the Man and his Art. Ron-
nie Owen, Davies' daughter, claims that her father got the 
"inhalation" idea from her mother, Reich, Arthur B. Davies, 
exhibition catalog, p. 4. 
34. J. Baur, Revolution and Tradition, exhibition catalog, 
Brooklyn Museum, Nov. 15,1951 to Jan. 6,1952. 
35. L. Campbell, "An Idealist Who Changed History: Arthur 
B. Davies," Art News, 61,1962, pp. 40-43. 
36. Munson-Williams-Proctor Institute, Armory Show, 50th 
Anniversary Exhibition, New York, 1963. As President of the 
Association of American Painters and Sculptors, Davies was 
largely responsible for the Armory Show. Walt Kuhn called it 
Davies' party. 
37. M. Hartley, "The Poetry of Arthur B. Davies' Art" Touch-
stone, 6, 1920, pp. 283-4. 
38. D. Phillips, Essays on the Man and his Art, p. 3. I do not 
know whether Davies was, indeed, highly regarded in 
Europe or whether any of his paintings are there. 
39. Art Digest, 6,1932, p. 8. 
40. Art News, 44,1945, p. 6. 
41. F.F. Sherman, The Early and Later of ABD," Art in 
America, 6,1918, p. 295, p. 299. 
42. L. Campbell, "An Idealist Who Changed History," p. 41. 
43. Price, "Davies the Absolute," p. 214. 
44. American Artist, 26,1962, p. 65. 
45. A reproduction of "At the Chestnut Root" is in American 
Artist, 26, 1962, p. 32. 

Death and Mystical Liberation in 
John B. Flannagan's Beginning 

1. John B. Flannagan, "The Image of the Rock," The Sculp-
ture of John B. Flannagan, The Museum of Modern Art, New 
York, 1942, 7. 
2. Monkey, Stone, H. 9 inches, L. 14 inches, D. 5 inches, Gift of 
Mable Davis James, 1970. #70.058. Arizona State University Art 
Museum. 
3. The Letters of John B. Flannagan, intro. by W.R. Valentiner, 
New York, 1942,11. 
4. Flannagan, "Image," 7. 
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5. Beginning, Cast Bronze, H. MVi inches, W. 20 inches, D. 7 
inches, Gift of Oliver B. James, January, 1951, #51.33 
6. Letters,, Letter #52, 71-72, to Father Andrew J. Kelly, New 
York, 1940. 
7. Letters, 11, and see Introduction by Valentiner. 
8. Letters, #81, 94. 
9. Letters, #82, 94-95. 
10. Letters, #83, 95. 
11. H. 201/2 inches, W. 9 inches, D. 10 inches, Gift of Mable 
Davis James, 1970, #70.057, Arizona State University Art 
Museum. A review of Flannagan's work suggests how often 
this theme reoccurs: Monkey and Young; 1932; Woman and 
Child; 1932; and his only design for a larger than life work, 
Design for a Skyscraper Court: Mother and Child, 1934. 
12. More than once in Flannagan's letters it can be found that 
the concept of Prophecy reoccurs in his thoughts. Letters; 
also see his essay "Image of the Rock," noted above. 
13. Flannagan, "Image," 8. 
14. Letters, 93. 

Architecture that Speaks: Edward Hopper's 
Cottage, Cape Cod 

1. Lloyd Goodrich, "Six who knew Hopper." Art Journal, 
Summer 1981,125. 
2. Gail Levin, "Editor's Statement." Art Journal, Summer 
1981,115. 
3. Levin, Edward Hopper: The Complete Prints. New York, 
1977, 27. 
4. Lloyd Goodrich, "Six who knew Hopper," 126. 
5. Jean Gillies, "The Timeless Space of Edward Hopper." Art 
Journal, Summer 1972, 410. 
6. Gillies, "Hopper," 410. 
7. Linda Nochlin, "Edward Hopper and the Imagery of 
Alienation." Art Journal, Summer 1981,136. 

Behind the Mask: Walt Kuhn's Young Clown 

1. P.R. Adams, Walt Kuhn, Painter: His Life and Work, Colum-
bus, 1978,191. 
2. P. Boswell, "Walt Kuhn Passes," Art Digest, XXIII, August 
1949, 3. 
3. Adams, Walt Kuhn, 117. 
4. Adams, Walk Kuhn, 214. 
5. D.M. Mendelowitz, A History of American Art, New York, 
1960, 561. 
6. On the back of the painting, the name Buddy Haskell ap-
pears with the currently used title. Most likely this is the 
name of the portrait's sitter. 
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George Elbert Burr, A Sometimes Master 

1. A.R. Morse, "George Elbert Burr and the Western Land-
scape: The case for the Post-Victorian Realists," Art in 
America, xxxiv, 1946, 73-90. 
2. Morse places the figure at " . . . nearly a thousand prints in 
over two dozen museum. . . ; " Art in America, 73. 
3. Desert Twilight, n.d.; 10.40 x 15.18 cm; etching; museum 
accession number, 63.406; donated to Matthews Library by 
Mr and Mrs Orme Lewis of Phoenix, Arizona in December, 
1957 and transferred to the museum collection in May 1963. 
Listed as plate number 318 in the catalogue raisonne by L.C. 
Seeber, George Elbert Burr, Flagstaff, Arizona, 1971,142. 
4. Seeber points out that Burr performed virtually all of his 
own printing as well as plate making which makes his output 
of about twenty-five thousand etchings seem all the more 
remarkable. 
5. Twilight, Laguna, New Mexico, n.d., 10.96 x 17.43 cm.; 
etching with aquatint; museum accession number, 63.475; 
donated to Matthews Library by Mr and Mrs Orme Lewis of 
Phoenix, Arizona in December 1957 and trasferred to the 
museum collection in May 1963. Seeber lists this as number 
230, 126. 
6. Seeber, George Elbert Burr, 42. 
7. Seeber, George Elbert Burr, 46. 
8. Superstition Mountains, Apache Trail, Arizona, n.d. (ca. 
1930); 17.14 x 24.92 cm.; etching with aquatint; museum ac-
cession number 63.447; undated Matthews Library acquisi-
tion which was transferred to the museum in May, 1963. The 
chronology given here is based upon Seeber's listing. 
9. Evening in the Painted Desert, n.d.; drypoint, 12.39 x 17.47 
cm.; museum accession number 63.541; donated to Mat-
thews Library by Mrs Caroline and Carol Ann Smarthwaite in 
1957 and transferred to the museum collection in May 1963. 
10. Summer Cloud, Apache Trail, Arizona, n.d.; 19.84 x 24.92 
cm.; etching; signed, lower-left, "George Elbert Burr"; 
museum accession number, 63.465; a gift to the Matthews Li-
brary by Mr and Mrs Orme Lewis and transferred to the 
museum in May, 1963. The second version of this image, also 
titled Summer Cloud, Apache Trail, Arizona measures 19.84 x 
25.08 cm and is signed in the lower-left margin, "George El-
bert Burr #265." This was an undated acquisition of the 
Matthews Library which was transferred to the museum in 
May, 1963. 
11. Seeber, 150. 
12. Seeber, I. 
13. The etching herein illustrated, Desert Twilight, would 
have sold in 1929 for about $15.00, based on a catalog pub-
lished privately by the artist which contained, in the main, a 
reprint of an article by E.L. Allhusen that had appeared origi-
nally in The Studio in 1928. 
14. Seeber, 2. 
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Parade in Review: An Interview with Phillip C. Curtis 

1. Paintings of recondite ritual processions include: Parade 
1961; Celestial Forum 1962; Broadwalk Procession 1964; 
Parade 1965 (Art Museum, Arizona State University, 
Tempe); Tree Parade 1966; Marching Band 1967; Gift Bearers 
1971 (Phoenix Art Museum); (unless otherwise noted, the 
paintings are housed in private collections.) Public collec-
tions which hold paintings by Curtis include the Art Museum, 
Arizona State University, Tempe, Arizona; the Phoenix 
Art Museum, Phoenix, Arizona; Northern Arizona Art Gal-
lery, Flagstaff, Arizona; Des Moines Art Center, Iowa; the 
Phillips Collection, Washington, DC. The majority of his work, 
outside his personal collection, is held in private collections. 
2. P. Hills and R.K. Tarbell, The Figurative Tradition and the 
Whitney Museum of American Art, Newark: Whitney 
Museum, 1980,114; and G. Berman and J. Wechsler, Realism 
and Realities: the Other Side of American Painting: 1940-1960, 
New Brunswick: Rutgers University, 1982, 75. 
3. Some examples of paintings by American artists of the pe-
riod which deal with ambiguous rituals, alienation and con-
fusion are Vanity Fair 1946 (Whitney Museum of American 
Art) by Henry Koerner; The Shore 1953 (private coll.) by Ber-
nard Perlin; Dancers by the Clock 1949 (Whitney Museum of 
American Art) by Mitchell Siporin; Two Houses 1946 (Corco-
ran Gallery of Art) by Walter Stuempfig; The Subway 1950 
(Whitney Museum of American Art) by Robert Vickrey. Fi-
gurative artists like Curtis who have continued to work 
through the present have been generally neglected as a re-
sult of the critical importance attributed to the gestural ab-
stractionists. Jeffrey Weschler points out that the work of un-
counted figurative artists has gone unnoticed because they 
have led reclusive lives and gained limited, sometimes only 
local, fame. J. Weschler, Surrealism and American Art 1931-
1947, New Brunswick; Rutgers University Art Gallery, 1976, 33. 
While the number of artists comparable to Curtis cited above 
is small, the list represents only the handful of figurative art-
ists who have achieved national prominence. 
4. Hills, 114. 
5. The university art schools did not readily embrace con-
temporary art or become more progressive even after the 
Armory Show of 1913. It was left entirely to the student to ex-
plore modernism. Curtis continued his education by making 
weekend trips to New York City while still a student at Yale. 
6. The instruction Curtis received at Yale was very traditional 
including life-drawing classes, drawing from plaster casts 
and yearly competitions entered by submission of drawings. 
Applying paint to a smooth gesso surface, then covering the 
painted surface with numerous glazes for a luminous effect, 
is the technique he learned at Yale. 
7. Curtis is referring to the Abstract Expressionists and their 
most notorious member, Jackson Pollock who was given his 
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first one-man exhibition at the Art of This Century Gallery in 
1943. 
8. Walter Bimson (1892-1980) served as President of Valley Na-
tional Bank from 1933 to 1953. He retired as chairperson of 
the board in 1970. He received the Governor's Art Award in 
1980 in recognition of his contributions to cultural and artistic 
life; among those accomplishments his role as founder of 
the Phoenix Art Museum. He was an influential collector and 
the moving force behind the Valley National Bank's corporate 
collection. 
9. Initially, Curtis worked in a precisionist manner emulating 
the style of Charles Sheeler, whose work Curtis had seen in 
New York City in 1935. Arizona Rose (1949, priv. coll.), one of 
the best examples from this period, depicts the Hayden Flour 
Mill, a local landmark, viewed from a high vantage point. 
The structures are composed of flat, angular areas of color 
emphasizing the abstract of cubistic relationships of planes. 
He also experimented with an abstract style reminiscent of 
Stuart Davis's abstractions of posters (e.g., Poster on Barn 
1952, priv. coll.). After 1950, the character of his work changed, 
the figure becoming his focal point. 
10. Although based on traditional technique and recogniza-
ble forms, the recondite symbolism used by Curtis parallels 
the use of personal imagery by the Abstract Expressionists. 
The latter's message is conveyed through anxious weaving 
of lines while the figurative artist's message is transmitted 
through disquieting subject; both are indicative of the artist's 
state of mind. 
11. The Curtis Trust was organized in 1960 by Lewis J. Ruskin, 
an influential collector; members included many of the first 
citizens of Phoenix. The Trust paid all of Curtis's expenses for 
a three-year period, allowing him to devote all of his time to 
painting. Investors would recoup their investment from a 
planned show and sale at the end of the period, and each 
contributor was also allowed to purchase a work for a no-
minal amount. 
12. M. Knoedler & Co., New York, undertook representation 
of Curtis in 1963. The following year he was given a one-man 
exhibition. 
13. The costumes, though referred to as Victorian and Ed-
wardian, are inventive and were never intended to be histori-
cally accurate. Curtis uses the term "Victorian" when re-
ferring to the clothing or architectural styles. The clothing 
styles are characteristic of those worn by fashionable Edwar-
dians; Victorian is a general term which describes the elabo-
rate interior and exterior architectural details. 
14. As a young boy, Curtis lived for a year in his grandpa-
rent's house while his parents built a new house. 
15. One of the great challenges facing the modern artist is 
overcoming the communication gap between private and 
public symbols. By using an easily recognizable form, such 
as a ritual procession, the artist extends a bridge to the 
viewer, enabling immediate communication of a subject 
otherwise inaccessible. C. Seeley, "Notes on the Use of Sym-
bols in Contemporary Painting," Art Quarterly XI 1948, 324. 



Notes 143 

16. The use of irrational scale is first evident in Wanderers. In 
this painting, the proportional variation is used for comedic 
contrast. After 1960, irrational scale is a device frequently 
used for diminishing or increasing the importance of certain 
figures. 
17. The tuba, one of Curtis's favorite instruments, lends a 
naturally absurd character to its players. Instruments, in ad-
dition to irrational scale, allow the artist to place special em-
phasis on individual figures. 
18. Two Way Parade is the most recent variation on the ritual 
procession. Here Curtis uses the same elements found in 
Parade to address not only his continuing concern with isola-
tion but concentrates on the problem of distinguishing illu-
sion from reality. Both the lower and upper parades, each de-
picted with equal clarity, allude to the conscious and 
unconscious aspects of man's nature, ideas which reflect 
Curtis's admitted interest in the theories of Freud and Jung. 








