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Abstract

Alfred Stieglitz and the members of '291' are most
often remembered in the art historical literature for
introducing modernism into America through the work of
European artists and through the integration of current
European formal experiments into the work of American
artists. While some autﬁors have ;eferred to the fact
that this modernism, as presented by 291, was intended
to critique society, any analysis of that critique is
conspicuously missing; Also absent is an analysis of
what one contemporary critic referred to as the "queer
symbolism lurking at the Post-Impressionist hypothesis.®
In this thesis the following questions are asked: what
was 291's critique and why did they insist‘upon the expression
of the 'irrational' states of the psyche-- passion, intuition
and imagination, in their art.‘ By situating 291 within
its particular set of contexts I attempt to explain what
their position represented-- to the members themselves

and to their rivals.
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INTRODUCTION

The first decade of:this‘century was an important one
in the development of American art. At that time New York,
the most modern commercial city in America, began to develop
an art scene that would later challenge Parié as the
dominant art center of the world. Until the first decade,
however, America was a place in which very little art
activity could be found. In the late years of the
nineteenth century artists who wished‘to gain recognition,
such as James McNeil Whistler and Mary Cassatt, were often faced
with the prospect of expatriation. Most Americans had
little interest or understanding of art, a condition not
unrelated to the state of art criticism. Until
approximately 1908 newspapers did not carry regular art
columns, nor did they employ art critics to write what
little coverage the newspapers did give to art. The number
of commercial and public galleries was relatively small and
the National Academy of Arts exhibitions remained the
predominant force in the establishment of artists'
reputations.1

In November of 1905 a small gallery opened at 291 5th
_ Avenue in New York. This gallery would radically challenge
both the Academy and the lethargy of the American art scene.

The "Little Galleries of the Photo-Secession", as it was
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originally known, was'first established in order to exhibit
photography of high quality and to win public recognition of
'photography as a fine art. The founders of the gallery,
Alfred Stieglitz and Eduard Steichen, borrowed the. gallery's
name from the German and Austrian Secessionists. While the
term carried the connotations of the European symbolists it
carfied énother'connotatibn, one of which the two men were
not unaware. "The idea of Secession is hateful to the
Americans", Stieglitz said, "They'll be thinking of the

2 If the idea of secessionism was hateful to

Civil War".
Americans there was nonetheless great public interest and
support for the gallery's photo—exhibitions.3 However as the
gallery, also known simply as "291", turned to the

exhibition of non-photographic.art in 1907 the support of

the public turned variously into amusement, bewilderment,

and often anger. While Stieglitz and Steichen may never

have intended to declare civil war, it was between 1908 and
1913 that the term 'secession' was to prove apt.

291 is best remembered in the art historical literature
for two things; it was here that the work of Rodin, Matisse,
_Toulouse—Lautrec, Rousseau, Cezanne and Picasso were first
exhibited to an American public. It was also here that
young American artists, influenced by the new European
»styles, were encouraged and given an opportunity to exhibit
their work. As Williaﬁ Inneé Hbmer has observed, 291 was

the only gallery in America to be "continuously devoted to
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the advancemenp of modern art prior to the Armory Show."4
However it was also the only place in New York, prior to
1913, where artists and intellectuals could retain a small
part of the vitality of the Parisian art world.

Stieglitz and Steichen remained at the core of 291
until the outbreak of the First World War when Steichen
_wiﬁhdrew his'support.v5 The rolés‘which the two men played
were.very different. Steichen remained, for the most part,
in Paris where he was in close touch with most of the major
figures within the art world. It was he who arraﬁged to
send most of the shows of the Europeans as well as putting
Stieglitz in touch with several promising young.American
artists currently in Paris and working along the lines of
the Europeanbavant-gérde. " Stieglitz remained the key
ideclogical force within'the small but closely knit group
which gathered at the gallery.6 He‘delighted in provoking
discussions and arguments with the gallery's visitors and
attempted to inform the press of the significance
of the works shown there. He also kept firm editorial

control over the contents of Camera Work, a journal

published by 291.

Closest to this central core of 291 was a small group
of people: associates Paul Haviland, Marius de Zayas and
Agnes Ernst Meyer; critics Charles Caffin, Sadakichi
Hartmann and Benjamin de Caéseres; and artisté John Marin,

Marsden Hartley, Abraham Walkowitz and Arthur Dove. The



group which clustered around 291 was a relatively diverse
one. They did, however, hold certain qualities in common.
The group contained a large proportion of recent immigrants.
Steichen was born in Lﬁxembourg. Paul Haviland, born in
Paris, was in New York as :epresentative of his father's
Limqges crystal company . Marius de»Zayas had recented moved
to New York ffom Veracruz in order to escape the'political
climate of the Diaz dictatorship. Agnes Ernst Meyer, an
American, actéd as a key source of financial support for the
gallery through the considerable fortune of her husband, a
German of Jewish background. Of the critics who wrote for

Camera Work, Charles Caffin was from England and Sadakichi

Hartmann was the son of a German merchant and a Japanese
mother. Stieglitz was also Américan by birth however having
grown uﬁ }n a‘German'Jewish household, attending a French
school and spending nine yearé of schooling in Germany as a
youth, he felt himself to be between cultures.7

Unlike 291's associates the artists Marsden Hartley,

Arthur Dove and John Marin ﬁere all Americans by birth. The
most noteable exception was Abraham Walkowitz, a Russian
Jew, who came to New York as a child.

While most of the 291 artists were Americans, each of
them spent time in Europe where they were influenced by the
intellectual and artistic trends there. It was not unusual
for an American artist to train in Europe, howevér most

received their training in the Parisian academies. While



the initial training of the 291 artists was for the most
part traditional, and while many spent their first months in
Paris studying at an academy,8 each eventually searched

fof an alternative aesthetic to that of the academic.

The 291 artists, critics and associates were unanimous
in‘their view of the importanqe of the new intéllectual and
artistic trends in Europe. Each of them spent a significant
amount of time there, and particularly in Paris, where they
became familiar with the city's key artists and
intellectuals During the years prior to the Armory Show,
held in the spring of 1913, 291's extensive connections in
Europe included Maurice Maeterlinck, Guillaume Apollinaire,
Gertrude and.Leo Stein, Augus£e Rodin, Henri Matisse, Henri
Rousseau, Pablo Picasso, Georges Braque, Robert and Mme
Delaunay, Wassily Kandinsky, Franz Marc and Francis Picabia.
‘Thus the key elements which the members of 291 held in
common were their internationalist backgrounds and their
interest in the artiétic and intellectual trends current in
Europe.

In Camera Work the group compared the backwardness of

the American art scene to the vitality and growth which ﬁhey
had experienced in Paris. They complained about the
American public's lack of understanding of art, the poor
level of'préss'criticism and the fact that what little

artistic activity which America did possess was confined to
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a few Eastern cities. European culture, on the other hand,
was seen as a full generatipn ahead of American. The
European public, they observed, had closer contact with new
art and were more enthusiastic. As one member said:

The new art movement of Europe has once more

established the standard of the day. It is up to

the American also to give his art of the living day.
Academic art, virtuélly the only form of art in America at
that time, was referred to as a dead art; the collectors,
- auctioneers, dealer and criticsrwho supported it, they said,
10

acted as embalmers and undertakers of culture.

Throughout Camera Work it is evident that 291 was

defined primarily, by those who were part of its inner
circle, thfough its sense of being apart from the life and
atmosphere around Fhem. 'Thosé associated with the group
liked to compare it to an oasis or an island of refuge.
Paul Haviland described the experience one felt upon
entering "The Little Galleries":

Perhaps, the first time you went up the narrow elevator
which took inquirers to the top floor and entered the
room to your right, the director, the leading spirit,
would be found in conversation with some friends or
visitors. The minute you gazed into the rooms so
fittingly designed, you seem to breathe a different
atmosphere. The quiet, neutral tone of the walls and
of the woodwork; the softly diffused 1light; the happy
spacing and proportions of the rooms and their furnish-
ings; the color note of the autumn foliage in the big
brass bowl in the centre of the farther room; all
combined to give you from the outset a feeling of
harmony, balance and repose. You insensibly
relaxed.... Conversation warmed up...For half an hour,
or an hour, or two hours you forgot all about New York,
the rush of the subway and the struggle after the
almighty dollar; and when you go back into the street,
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into the turmoil of everyday life, you felt that you
had discovered an oasis, seemingly thousands of miles
from the scorching struggle for life, where at your
pleasure you could stop and refresh yourself in the
peaceful enjoyment of the beauty of life; a quiet nook
in a city of conflict, where you bregthe?lan atmosphere
of mutual helpfulness and understanding.
As Haviland indicatés, the entire atmosphere of the gallery,
its design and the tone of the conversation which took place
‘there were felt to be different from that of the world
outside its doors. In place of the rush, struggle, turmoil
and conflict of New York one encountered-a feeling of
harmony, balance, repose, peace and beauty. Here one
engaged in relationships of mutual helpfulness and
understanding. The fact of the actual frequent conflicts
between Stieglitz, a man who by all accounts was often
difficult and domineering;12 and the other close
associates of 291 stands as a reminder of the ideological
nature of the above self-description. Nevertheless it
suggests the way in which the group saw itself as being
different from the outside world, for the commercial world
was indeed perceived as being "outside".

The primary cause of the disturbing guality of life was
attributed to, as Haviland's description suggests, the
"struggle for the almighty dollar". 291 perceived New
Yorkers as caught in the grips of a "mad money frenzy", a
"senseless material orgy".13 In "Physiognomy of the New

Yorker" Benjamin De Casseres described New York as a place

of frenzy, barter, power and servility.14 Articles were
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written which‘described the dilemma of the virtuous artist
in such an environment. One such fictitious hero lived
without regard for money, without concern for the rent-
existing only to produce art according £o his own moral
standards and beliefs. When faced with the reality of his
indebtedness to a friend for his living expenses, he was
confronted with the'hecessity of selling his art. Equating
this act with the selling of one's children, the artist saw
no alternative bpt to end his life.15 Romantic and overly
sentimental as it is, the story clearly illustrates the
sense of alienation the group felt from the mainstream of
society. If the search for the dollar forced the individual
to forfeit his or her integrity and individuality, 291
wanted to distance itself from the process. Accordingly
Stieglitz operatéd the gallery and the journal largely from
his own funds, charging the artists neither commission for
sales nor exhibition costs. The "special drawing card"
offered by 291, therefore, was the "free spirit" which
permeatéd it, a spirit which afforded "relief from the
stiflingly laden commercial atmosphere of New York".16

Connected with this idea of 291 being above and apart
from the commercial orientation of New York is the idea that
they, as a cultural elite-- one possessing "individuality",
stood apart from the masses. They make it clear that the
"masses", to them, included not'bnly the wbrking population

of New York:
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To the masses belong millionaires as well as laygrers,
washerwomen as well as slim aristocratic girls.

Crucial in the definition of their own difference, their
indiviauality,bwaé the imporﬁance of original thought.

" Sadakichi Hartmann, in the October 1910 issue of Camera
Work, defined as absolutely free that "original thinker who
speculates solely on the basis of personal observation and
deduction therefrom".18 Such an approach‘was opposed to
the traits predominanﬁ in New Yorkers-- traits whicthe
Casseres characteriéed as stupidity,lvulgarity,
respectability, indifference, conformity, hypocrisy and
mediocrity.19 Thé ﬁémbers of 291, seeihg themselves as a
cultural aristocracy, believed that they possessed a
"superior sensibility", one which enabled them not only to

understand art but also life. ' In July of 1909 Camera Work

published Oscar Wilde's definition of a dreamer, a
definition with which they clearly identified. Wilde wrote:
A Dreamer is one who can only find his way by moonlight
and his punishment 65 that he sees the dawn before the
2
rest of the world.
In seeing themselves in this way-- original thinkers who
could see what the rest of the world could not yet see--
they believed it to be their duty to "fight against the
stream" in order to bring about change. Thus the group often
referred to itself with terms which suggest battle; drawing

upon the notion of the avant-garde they were a "garret" or a

division within an army.
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[The Secession] finds itself one division of a

desperate but not dispicable army. For the Secession,

although independent in its inception and individual in
its development, although locally isolated and at odds
with its immediate environment, neither stands alone
today nor is out of touch with its times. There are
other secessions, some of them all but unconscious of
their enlistment. Pictorial art iﬁlbut one of the
least of their fields of battle...

The elements of 291's self-definition were, then, a
cultural aristocracy, capable of seeing what most of the
rest of the world could not, locally isolated and at odds
with its environment, drawing upon artistic forms and ideas
which are European in origin. 1In their "fight against the
stream" their prime weapon was their art, an art which was
indebted to the current non-academic styles of Europe. It

was clear that they believed in the potency of that weapon.

In Camera Work (1911) J.B.Kerfoot, in explaining the

significance of the gallery's symbol, a golden disk,
summarized the role which they had chosen. He wrote:

In our sunwhirl there is one planet which has a moon
which is turning the other way. And if it be strong
enough, and last long enough, sooner or later the
whole mighty Wheel of Light will return and follow
that one little moon.

The Golden Di§5 of the Secession is the symbol of
that satellite.

The work of any researcher attempting to understand the
role 291 played during the years 1907-13 will be fraught
with difficulties. Most of the current literature is in the

form of artist's monographs. Such a format, covering the

entire oeuvre of the artist, typically treats the years



11

between 1907 and 1913 in an extremely brief and superficial
manner. An exception to this generality is Sheldon Reich's
two volume work on John Marin,23 a work which
painstakingly follows Marin's stylistic development
throughout his entire career. The histories of other
artists are much less complete; basic questions of dating
and sequence of works are still unsoived, particularly in
the case of Abraham Walkowitz.

Only one study has attempted to examine the 291 group
as a whole. 24 Investigating'29l from its inception in
1905 to its closure in 1917 William Innes Homer, in 197725
laid the groundwork without which further investigations
would be impossible. Despite his contribution Homer made no
attempt to situate 291 within its complex of artistic,
social and political contexts. Partial attempts of this
kind have been attempted by Ileana Leavens and Edward
Abrahams.26 Leavené,‘who refers to 291 as "proto-Dadaist™"
devotes her book to the attempt to prove, on the basis of
flimsy evidence and supefficial similarities, that there
"could have been" mutual influences between Arp and Ball and
the 291 group. Abrahams considers Stieglitz a "culture
radical", a term normally used to deécribe a group from
Greenwich Village wﬁth, as we shall see, very different
aims. Curioﬁsly Stieglitz is more or less removed from the
context of 291 for the purpose of Abraham's study.

Nevertheless the author does attempt to situate his subjects
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within their own historical context- with often fruitful, if
sometimes probematic results.27 While the underlying
assumption in Leavens and Abrahams works is that Stieglitz
and 291 were, through their art and their journal, making a
critique of American society, the question of just exactly
that critique was, and how it functioned, is never addressed
in any depth. Any menﬁion of critique in Homér's work is
conspicuously missing.

However something else is conspicuously missing in the
literature on 291. In their attempt to heroize the arrival
of modernism to America historians have overlooked the
peculiar nature of that modernism, a nature which was
evident to at least one critic wfiting in New York in 1913.
Royal Cortissoz, a conservative critic, wrote in

April 1913 issue of The Century Magazine of "the queer

symbolism lurking at the bottom of the Post-Impressionist
hypothesis“.28

In this thesis 291 will be considered as a whole,
consisting of individuals with sometimes differing
perspectives but individuals whose common interests and
goals brought them together to work as a unit. As a group
they held and developed a particular ideology which was
expressed through their art and their writing. This
ideology was, I will argue, a counter-ideology-- one

intended to challenge the belief systems of other groups in

New York. Thus the fact and nature of 291's critique will
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figure as the central issue of this thesis. However, as I
will argue, key to understanding that critique is an
examination of the "queer symbolism" behind 291's
modernism-- why it insisted upon the importance of expressing
the 'irrational' states of emotion, intuition and
imagination in its art. By situating'291's critique within
its particular set of contexts I hope to be able to explain
what their position represented, to the members themselves
and to their rivals. The works exhibited at 291
represented, I shall argue, a changing strategy of
opposition, but one which ultimately blended elements of
European avant-garde theory with specifically American
concerns. Ultimately I hope to make clear the position that

291 held within New York.
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U.M.I. Press, 1980).

2Alfred Stieglitz, 1902, reported in Edward Abrahams,
"The Lyrical Left: The Origins of the Avant-Garde in
America, 1900- World War I" (Ph.D. dissertation, Brown
University, 1981), p.158.

3From May 1906 to April 1907 the gallery received 197
requests for loan of their circulating photo exhibition.
(See "Photo-Secession Notes," Camera Work 18 (April
1907): 49.

4William Innes Homer, "Stieglitz and 291," Art in
America 61 (July-August 1973): 51.

5The reasons for this appear to have been, at least
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appears to be referring to the movement as a whole it must
be remembered that the framework for interpreting modernism,
then often referred to simply as "Post-Impressionism"
derived primarily from 291. ' :
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CHAPTER ONE

One is conscious of unrest and seeking-- a weird world
hunger for something we evidently haven't got and don't
understand. To many it is a social and economic
problem-- But this is only one of the elements of it--
A bigger thing lies struggling beneath-- I have a vague
feeling of knowing it and yet it loses itself in its
vagueness. Something is being born or is going Eo be.
(Eduard Steichen to Alfred Stieglitz, 1913)

It is as if a new sun by its powerful energies had
dried up and burned to ashes all that had lost its
life and at the same time were forcing into life a

new culture. (Oscar Bluemner, Camera Work, 1913)2

We are in the presence of a new organization of

society. Our life has broken away from the past.

The life of America is not the life that it was

twenty years ago; it is not the life that it was

ten years ago. We have changed our economic

conditions, absolutely, from top to bottom; and, with

our economic society, the grganisation of our life.
(Woodrow Wilson, 1913)

There is one ‘theme which runs throughout many of the
historical accounts of the Progressive Era: that of the
turning point. There was no time during which Americans
felt the sharp division between the past and the present
more profoundly than in the Progressive Era, the years
between 1903 and 1917. Many contemporaries spoke of one
world coming to an end and another in the making. Others
spoke of the problem of dealing with laws and social

conventions which were no longer applicable to the changed

social and political conditions.
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The Progressive Era was a time during which the

majority of the population, rural and urban, perceived
national life to be_at a crisis point. That point had been
reached.partly as a result of the growfh of
industrialization; however the move towards urbanization and
modernization had proceeded relatively smoothly. It was not
until the late 1890's, when the corporate economy began to
take firm hold, that the fact that the old way of life was
changing came into sharp focus. Between 1893 and 1898 a
severe depression had produced conditions under which a few -
of the larger organizations began to eliminate their weaker
competitors through consolidation and centralization.
Motivated by a drive for increased efficiency and enlarged
profits industrialists argued that a laissez—faife economy
was unable to cope with the probléms of mature
industrialization. Between 1898 and 1904 the size and
number of corporations increased dramatically; of the 318
corporations in existence by January of 1904, 234 of them
had come into being within the past six years.4 These
corporations were giant in scope and commanded enormous
economic powver. |

About 300 of the giants were capitalized at nearly

$6 billion. A mere 29 of them, however, accounted

for 40% of the total. The centralization was even

more dramatically apparent when measured in terms of

individual wealth. The richest 1% of the population

owned 50% of the nation's wealth,.and 90% of it was

held by a mere 12% of the people.

Through consolidation and centralization such companies as
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the United States Steel Corporation, Standard 0il Steel
Company,‘the American Tobacco Company, International
Harvester Company, Consolidated Tobacco and Amalgamated
Copper gained effective control over the market. Such power
was previously unknown. Centralization of control, a new
phenomenon, fell into the hands of a new class, that of the
corpbrate‘eiite or the:so—éalled 'robber barons'. While
there were several financial empires, those of Nelson
Rockefeller and J.P.Mbrgan were the most powerful.6

Despite their wealth these members of the 'mushroom
aristocracy’', as they were also known, could not take their
power or the stability of the newly created corporate system
for granted. The system had many flaws, many problems not
yet worked out. At times, such as the stock market pahics
of 1901 and 1907, it appearéd’that the whole system was in
danger of collapse. In addition, competition remained
fierce between the industrialists as they attempted to
extend their holdings at the expense of their rivals.

One of the industrialists' biggest threats came from
the growing power of the left. 1In 1912 socialist candidates
gained unprecedented support at the polls, winning 1,200
offices in 340 cities. Support for the Socialist
presidentiai candidate, Eugene Debs, had grown tenfold from
what it had been ten years previously.7 The radical wing

of the Socialist party, the anarchist Industrial Workers of

the World (I.W.W.) also reached a peak in its union
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membership, largely through the victory it had attained that
year in the strike of 20,000 textile workers at Lawrence,
Massachusetts.sBased on theée successes, and the
inspiration of the Mexican revolution the year before, the
left was filled with tremendous energy and optimism that a
mass. revolutionary movement was underway.

Reformers, anarchists, feminists, write;s from all over
America converged upon the decaying nineteenth century
district of Greenwich Village. Central to this scene were
Socialists Max Eastman, John Reed and Floyd Dell; anarchists
Emma Goldman, Alexander Berkman and I.W.W. leader Bill
Haywood.9Convinced of £he tremendous potential for support
among a growing number of discontented Americans these
people concentrated upon means of educating the public as to
the need for radical sﬁructural change. The socialists and
anarchists sometimes worked together, producing in 1913 a
pageant at Madison Square Gardens which enacted the violent
Paterson silk workers' strike.lo For the most part,
however, the two groups, having different aims, worked
separately: the Socialists at improving their showing at
the polls and the Anarchists concentrating upon organizing
the workers during industrial disputes, organizing marches
of the‘unemployed and occasionally industrial sabotage.11
Fearing that they would be crushed between organized

capital and a quickly growing labour movement the middle

class became increasingly involved in organizing for
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political reform. Prior to the corporate mergers of the
1890's small businessmen and professionals had represented
the ruling class. With the transformation of society from a
local, communitY—based economy to a nationally oriented
corporéte organization the old distribution of power and
prestige passed from the hands of this class to the new
corporate elite. “While the bourgeoisie was not growing
poorer as a class, their wealth and decision-making
capacities were increasingly overshadowed by the new
millionaires. It was this group which lead the reform
movement known as Progressivism,va movement which became
nationwide in support.

Why the strong reform sentiment of Progressivism took
hold when it did isvstiil a matter of conjecture among
historians. It is clear that prior to 1901 the dislocation
caused by modernization caused a great deal of discontent
but that discontent remained.diffuse. By the beginning of
the Progressive Era a new form of journalism known as
muckraking helped to focus that discontent by drawing
attention to the many problematic aspects of American 1life.
Journalists such as Lincoln Steffens, Ida Tarbell, Charles
Edward Russell and Thomas Lawson investigated several
American cities, revealing widespread bribery, corruption
and privilege in business, politics and the police.

Virtually every aspect of American life, from child labor to



22

unsanitary conditions in the meat-packing industry, was
described in detail. No paft of life seemed untouched by
graft, corruption and privilege. However the articles in
magazines such as McClures, Colliers and Cosmopolitan
presented the situation neither as one to be accepted
passively nor to be addressed through several structural
change. They appealed to each and every member of society
to take responsibility for the situation and to help in the
movement to reform.

While a myriad of problems were tackled by
Progressives, the key issue addressed by 1liberal
intellectuals during the yéars 1907 to 1913, was what to do
with the trusts. In the election of 1912 the platforms of
presidential candidates Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow
Wilson were virtually identical. They differed, however, in
this one key issue. Wilson, with the support of Louis D.
Brandeis, represented the fears of much of the old middle
class when he presented "The New Freedom". To Wilson the
trusts were dangeroué because they had eliminated free
competition. Adherents to this position, while not
advocating the dismantling the new‘industrialists' power,
supported the revival of elements of the laissez-faire
system; they opposed centralized government and stood in
favour of the preservation of local authority and the
restoration and regulation of competition. Roosevelt, with

the help of Herbert Croly, represented the opposing
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viewpoint, "New Nationalism”, which held that the attempt to
restore the economic conditions of the past was naive and
nostalgiq. Furthermore, they argued, the present abuses
were the natural outgrowth of the former system. They
argued in favor of a neutral, centralized government which
could effectively match and 1limit the power of the corporate
system. As Christopher Lasch has pointed out in his review

of Croly's The Promise of American Life (1909) the central

flaw in this viewpoint, which eventually won acceptance as
the "new liberalism", was its failure to "deal coherently
with the question of how centralized power 1is to be
controlled", that is, how to "strengthen the state without
merely strengthening the co;porate interests which enjoy the

. . 12
easlest access to 1t."

There were, therefore, various responses to the
conditions which presented themselves during the Progressive
Era. The new corporate 'elite attempted to protect and extend
its holdings while finding a way to stabilize the economy.
The left, optimistic of their own future, contentrated upon
capitalizing on the public's discontent through education
and grass-roots organizing. Liberal intellectuals attempted
to grapple with the problem of what to do with the |
government and the trusts to make them more responsive to
that group's needs. What was common to all of these

positions, as diverse as they were, was the conviction that
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society was at a turning point; social, political and
economic structures were in desperate need of shaping. With
the exception of the class of newly arrived immigrants,
unassimilated and many hoping to earn enough money to return
to their native lands with improved economic status, every
sector of American society.pefceived itself as a necessary
parﬁ of the proceés of fedefiniﬁion and reconstruction.
Society was in need of shaping and direction and virtually
all of its members felt a responsibility to take part in
that process. It is within this context that 291's critique
of American society must be seen--as part of a widespread
re-evaluation of almost every aspect of American life.

In this redefinition of life most groups worked
directly upon institutional structures-- extending or
challenging the powers of government, changing laws,
revealing dangerous or unfair labour practices. To such
people 291, in focussing its energies solely upon art,
seemed to represent a shirking of responsibility. Two of
the liberal intellectuals who helped to define Roosevelt's
"New Nationalism", convinced that America was an infertile
ground for art, had abandonned their original careers in the

area. Herbert Croly, who had edited Architectural Record,

and Walter Lippmann, who entered Harvard in 1906 with the
intention of becoming an art critic, turned to social reform
as an attempt to "change the depersonalizing society which

they believed had previously thwarted their artistic
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impulses."13 Lippmann, in his book Drift and Mastery

(1914) attacked what he called the many-headed hydra of
drift: those positions which allowed people to avoid dealing
with the problems of a new world. "At the only point where
effort and intelligence are needed", he wrote, "that point
where today is turning into tomorrow, there these people are

not found."14

While his main point of attack was the
supporters of Wilson and Brandeis' "New Freedom" Lippmann
also addressed the "modern artist", he who lived "in a world
of studios, drawing rooms and cafes, amidst idle people in
little cliques."lSThe modern artist, he said, was doomed
to be "satisfied with a cult".
So he specializes on some aspect of form, exaggerates
some quality of line, and produces art that only a few
people_Wgul@ miss if i§6disappeared. Then he denounces
the philistine public.

While very different in their goals, it would appear
that the left shared in elements of Lippmann's criticism.
To Eastman, Reed and Dell, all poets and writers, art and
politics could not be mixed. As Eastman later recalled:

No, there just wasn't any blending of poetry with

revolution. ygbody wrote revolutionary poetry that

was any good.
What was required, said Eastman, was "serious social thought
and effort... the practical scientific work of mind or hana
that the revolution demands of every free man in its
desperate hour."lsEastman later wrote of his years in

Greenwich Village. 1In apparent reference to the group at

291 the hero of his book said:
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But those futuristic artists most of them haven't any
driving force that I can see. None of their art
contains either a great passion or a great idea- just
painters' ideas and studio feelings, and then that
great passion to be an artist. They are not living
life, t?sy are living art. That's the trouble with
them...

Recalling one of Mabel Dodge's salons, a meeting place for
the radical intellectuals of Greenwich Village, Eastman
reported that Bill Haywood, leader of the I.W.W., made

similar criticisms in a speech to an audience which included

20

Picabia and 291 artists Marin and Hartley. Haywood first

drew his guests' attention to the fact that there was no
proletarian art.

"Not only is art impossible to such a man," he
said, "but life is impossible. He does not live.
He just works. He does the work that enables you
to enjoy art, and to make it, and to have a nice
meeting like this and talk it over.... The only
problem, then, is how to make it possible, how to
make life possible to the proletariat....

I suppose you will want to know what my ideal of
proletarian art is, he continued, what I think it
will be like, when a revolution brings it into
existence. I think it will be very much kindlier
than your art. There will be a social spirit in it.
Not so much boasting about personality. Artists
won't be so egotistical...When we stop fighting each
other- for wages of existence on one side, and for
unnecessary luxury on the other- then perhaps we
shall all become human beings and surprise ourselves
with the beautiful things we do and make on the earth.

. Then perhaps there will be a civilization and a
civilized art. But there is no use putting up
pretenses now. TE? important thing is to realize that
we are fighting.

The underlying assumption of each of these key figures
of the period is that art could not be a forum in which

social change could occur-- that in chosing to focus their
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critique through art 291 was, effectively, avoiding the
pressing issues of the day. There was one voice, however,
which consistently supported 291 in its program and in its
goals. The voice was that of Hutchins Hapgood, a close
associate of Emma Goldman and closely linked with the
Greenwich Village crowd through his association with Mabel
'Dbdgé; Hapgood, writihg in an‘article.entitled "Art and.

Unrest" in the New York Globe, equated the new art with

"agitation":

It means education, in the disturbing, doubting
sense. Post-impressionism is as disturbing in one
field as the I.W.W. is in another. It turns up the
soil, shakes the old foundations, and leads to new
life....There seems a vadgue but real relationship
between all the real workers of our day. Whether
in literature, plastic art, the labor movement,
science, journalism, philosophy, wherever we turn
and find something vital in form, we find a common
gquality- we find an instinct to loosen up the old
forms and traditions, to dynamite the baked and
hardened earth so that fresh flowers will grow.

It is this instinct to turn up the soil, so that
through hardened surfaces of lifeless conventionalities
the simply human may again nakedly appear, it is this
instinct that is creating our interest. One function
of the general unrest is the agitation which means
education- agitation in art, as well as in labor,22
politics, and the whole field of our social life.

Hapgood's support suggests that 291's critique should not so
quickly be dismissed. Unlike his associates, Reed and
Haywood, he could see something in this art which

articulated some kind of potent critique.

It is clear that the idea that art could not play a
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role in the restructuring of society was a predominant one.
However it is nonetheless true that the major forms of art
found in America at the end of the first decade did play a
role in upholding particular ideological positions. BAs we
shall see later the art of 291 was intended to call into
qﬁestion each of these ideological constructions. Among
the group of collectors known as the "robber barons", the
industrialist‘class, the "Great Masters collections were
most common. These collections, typically vast
accumulations of works from all periods of western history--
but particular;y the,Rehaissance and post-Renaissance
period, began to be fofmed in'the 1890's. They were owned
by such men as J.Pierpont Morgan, Benjamin Altman (founder
of a department storg and Stieglitz's landlord), Collis P.
Huntington (railway mégnate ffom California), P.A.B.Widener
(owner of street cars and meat processing plants in
Philadelphia), Henry Clay Frick and Andrew Mellon (both of
whom made their wvast fortunes in coal and iron) and William
Randolph Hearst (newspaper owner). To these men, often of
relatively humble social background, these collections
represented one pathway to social prestige. W.G.Constable
has observed:
[Tlhe most important challenge was to the past.

The merchant princes and industrialists of the time

formed a class in society analogous to the commercial

aristocracy of Venice; and they wanted to demonstrate

that American wealth could show cultural achievements

that could rival those of Europe, and a great

collection was one way of doing this. So the
collectors took as their model the collections formed
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by the kings, princes, nobility and great merchants of

Europe, which ‘inevitably involved an eclectic concent-

ration on masterpieces, these being provided with

ancillary collections an§3settings which conformed to

the pattern of the past.
However if such collections represented a challenge to the
past they also represented its continuity: the tradition of
the European aristocracy would be continued in America. 1In
thé absence of é tradition of family wealth, the acquisition
of the possessions once owned by the pbwerful rulers of
Europe would confer legitimacy to their present power.
However while they patterned their cbllections upon those
great collections of the past, the industrialists differed
in their refusél to buy contemporary art, both European and
American.

While soﬁe of these collectors, such as J.P.Morgan,
were discerning and well-informed in their taste, others
bought indiscriminately. W.R. Hearst, whom Constable
characterizes not as a collector but "a gigantic and
voracious magpie" with a "lust for possession run mad"24ié
such an example. The indusfrialists, infamous for their
"conspicuous consumption" of which their art collections
were only one facet, were widely reputed to be vulgar and

uncultured in their taste. Benjamin De Casseres wrote in

Camera Work:

And behold the wealthy patrons of the arts!... They
carry their exhausted souls to Europe and buy "art
objects," the great money value of which is the only
thing they were made to appreciate. While the
American artist who has an original note, who has
seceded in order to preserve the inviolability of his
own artistic genius, rots in his rags in his hole of
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a studio. These "patrons" (or should we call them

padrones?) ransack museums, purchase old palaces,

bragging with the brazenness of all vulgarity of the

enormous prices they paid for them. They are the

Medusas of Indiggerence, the exposed guts of

Respectability.

It was largely through the direction of such patrons
that whatever institutions existed in America gave their
support to the arts. Sir Purdon Clarke's appointment as

director of the Metropolitan Museum was, according to an

article in Camera Work, based upon the similarity of

interests which he shared with J.P.Morgan.26These
interests stopped short at the end of the eighteenth
century.

The American academy, during the peribd 1908-13
fepresented a variety of styles, impossible to define under
any one category. That which they held in common was an
adherence to some inherited artistic tradition. The first
significant trend within the Academy was the classicizing
school represented by such artists as Kenyon Cox and Edwin
Blashfieid. Most closely resembling the paintings of the
nineteenth century French academy these artists held art to
be a rational procedure based on the correct drawing of the
.figure. Their themes, which were often ;epresented in
public mural works, were intended to be morally edifying and
most often based upon history or mythology. A second group,
looéely classifiable by the term realists, traced their
influences back to Hals, Vélasquez and Manet byAway of

Munich. Their depictions of lower class subjects were of a
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type théught unsuitable by the more orthodox classicists.
Representations deriving from this group were often of a
dark tonality and were executed in quick, loose brushwork.
A third group have been designated by the term Tonalists.
This tendency, represented most clearly by artists such as
George Inness, derived froﬁ_the Barbizon school, Whistler
and American luminism. Their subjects were primarily
landscapes painted in a dominant tonality. Opposing
scieﬁce, materialism and rationalism this group attempted to
infuse their scenes with a sense of the mysterious quality
which they felt to be inherent in nature. Closely related
to this school was the mbre romantic or mystical tendency of
artists such as Albert Pinkham Ryder and Ralph Blakelock.

Of all the styles accepﬁed by the academy American
Impressionism was the most popular and had been so since the
1890's. This popularity was largely due to the influence
and reputation of Mary Cassatt and to the efforts of
Durand-Ruel in exposing the work of the French
Impressionists to the American public. American
Impressionism, of which a group known as the "Ten" were the
most influential, was based upon the French artists'
technique. However the extent to which the Americans
respected the volume, solidity and contours of form varied
from artist to artist. AmericanﬂImpressionism was, in terms
of its formal_qualitiesf an amalgam of French Impressionism

and French academicism. Unlike the more subjective
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tendencies of the Tonalists and the Romantics the
Impressionists concentrated upon representing selected
‘aspects of the visible world.

The subject matter of this work was based upon two
themes- landscape and the figure, or occasionally a
combination of the two. The landscapes it depicted were
quiet rural scenes-- fields with villages in the distance,
guiet streams running beside barns or farmhouses, the old
mill, the snow, bridges and streams, rolling hills, gentle
.streams, orchards. Only rarely does one come across
depictions of the wilderness or uncultivated nature such as
mountain scenes or Niagara Falls. The subject matter of
these works are overwhelmingly of rural America, with nature
depicted as picturesque but domesticated. The associations
which these works would have brought up would have been the
antithesis of modernity: the nineteenth century rural past.

The country represented that which had built the city;
it, unlike the city, was seen to be pure and unspoiled. The
city, on the other hand, was that ﬁhichbdrained the country
of its resources, both human and natural. The country also
represented escape to those who wbrked within the city; at
the end of the day those who had the means left for it was
not thought to be the kind of place where one would chose to
live if it could be avoided. Associated with a growing
sentimentality regarding the country was the fact that, in

the 1890's, the American frontier had disappeared. The fact
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that there was no longer a seemingly unlimited amount of
unexplored land available meant that the safety wvalve had
dissolved. The sanctity of the qountryside cou;d no longer
be imagined to be protected from the growth of the city.
The other major theme of the American Impressionists
was that of the figure within a domestic setting. As has
frequently been’ observed there was an unusually high number
of representations of women in the works of this.group,
particularly when compared to their French prototypes.
Women were sometimes depicted by the fields or streams of
the countryside but when depicted out of doors they were
usually in the garden of yard of their homes. Most scenes
took place within quiet domestic interiors. While they are

sometimes accompanied by a child or by a female companion

they are usually alone. As ‘in Robert Reid's The Violet
Kimono (c.1910, fig. 1)'the women arrange flowers, pour tea,
comb their hair, play solitaire or hold books but their
activity is usually inactivity. Their attitude is not  one
of distress or ennui but reverie. Held within such seemingly
timeless scenes they are beautiful objects posed within
beautiful, elegant settings. As we shall see these images

also recalled the nineteenth century past.27

The first group to seriously challenge this vision was

the "Eight", sometimes referred to as the "Ashcan School".
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In terms of its formal qualities the group members
represented,vfor the most part, an amalgam of tendencies
from within the Academy: the dark, slashing style of the
Munich realists (Robert Henri, George Luks and John Sloan),
late Impressionism (Ernest Lawson, Everett Shinn, William
Glackens), a lyrical poetic style (Arthur Davies) and a more
experimental decorative neo-Impressionist style (Maurice
Prendergast). The difference iﬁ the Eight's art, however,
was to with its subject matter; if focused upon
contemporary, specifically Américaﬁ themes.28

The paintings of the Eight included scenes never before
depicted in American art, most of which involved the urban
scene: crowded streets, parks, rooftops and backyards,
fashionable restaurants, theatres, wrestling matches, beach
scenes, the new five-cent movies and bars. It seems unusual
now that such seemingly innbcuous locations would first
appear in American art at such a late date.ngs we shall
see, however, most of these locations held, until late in
the nineteenth century, associations which necessitated
their exclusion from the realm of art and, in fact, from
polite bourgeoié society. The very fact of their depiction
signified -a loosening of Victorian moral restrictions which
accompanied the changing of the social and political order.
However the main topic of the Eight was not the settings |
themselves but the human life which took place>within them.

This life was just as often working class as it was
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bourgeois. While the works of the nineteenth century
American artists trained in Munich had sometimes included
portraits of the working class such depictibns were still,
in the first decade of the twentieth century, relatively
rare in American art.30

Although it is true that the Eight portrayed a section
of life that had preViously been ignored in American
painting;, a part of that life remained invisible in their
paintings. In their attempt to depict the poor it is a
slightly éentimentalized poor that we see. The fact of
their overcrowded, unsanitary, slum liviﬁg conditions-—-
conditions which were the subject of numerous sensational
muckraking articles and books, is glossed over in favour of
depictions of touching warmth and energetic life. One also
never sees the modernist character of New York-- its most
obvious guality. The skyline and the modern skyscrapers are
again glossed over in favour of indeterminate settings, as
with Henri, or the distinctive homely neighbourhoods of
Sloan. As Amy Goldin as observed the city appears as an

31} with the nostalgic character of a

"overgrown village"
nineteenth century community. The work of the Eight, then,
representé a strange mixture of acceptance and rejection of
modernity. It is as if in order to accomodate to the new
world they translated it into the terms of the past, thereby

humanizing the new.

During the early years of the second decade Henri and
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Sloan both worked on behalf of the left, Henri as an
instructor at the Ferrer School (directed by the anarchist
Emma Goldman) and Sloan as a cartoonist for the socialist

journal The Masses. Intended as a vehicle by which to

educate Americans regarding the nature and benefits of
socialism, over one third of The Masses was given over to
full and double pages of the wak of Sloan and the other
artists on staff. Their pelitical cartoons often served as
illustration to the text. They were alwéys'éimple, easily
read and direct in their attack upon the institutions of
capitalism. ‘Like The Masses' editor, Max Eastman, Sloan
always maintained that art and politics could not be mixed.
While his cartoons could be used for the purpose of
education the political will which informed them was kept

separate from his paintings.

There were, then, several opposing forms of art
current in America at the end of the first decade of the
twentieth century. To the new industrialists art of the
past centuries served to give them a sense of continuity
with their chosen history-- that of great European empires
of the bast. The work of the Impressionists recalled the
nineteenth century American past and the Ashcan School
represented a mixture of accomodation and resistance to the
present. All used an artistic language which was indebted

to past styles. Only the socialists attempted to address
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the present but in doing so used cartoons as a means of
education. The art of 291, as we shall see, called into
guestion each of these visions. They wrote:

Art in America is still largely misunderstood.

Its purpose is not to... make the dukes of Europe

feel at home in the mansions of the dollar, nor to

serve the latter in any way, nor even to raise the

wages of the dressmakers-- All "art" of this sort is

sham, devoid of truth, or relation to ourselves. Art--

pure art-- elevates and 1iberapes, because it makes
articulate the 1life of its own time.31

How art was to liberate and what it was to articulate is the

subject of the following chapters.
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World (New York: Harper & Row Publishers, 1978), p. 54.

6The House of Morgan and the Rockefeller Group each
controlled several banks, a series of railroads and several
national corporations. After 1907, when the two groups
acted together to prevent a panic in the stock market, they
decided that competition was less fruitful than unity.
Thereafter they merged by purchasing stock in each other's
companies and by forming interlocking directorates. In 1913
the Pujo Committee of the House of Representatives released
a report showing the extent of the Morgan-Rockefeller
interests:

One hundred and eighteen directorships in 34 banks

and trust companies having total resources of
$2,697,000,000 and total deposits of $1,983,000,000.
Thirty directorships in 10 insurance companies having
total assets of $2,293,000,000.

One hundred and five directorships in 32 transportation
systems having a total capitalization of
$11,784,000,000 and a total mileage (excluding express
companies and steamship lines) of 150,200. _
Sixty-three directorships in 24 producing and trading
corporations having a total capitalization of
$3,339,000.

Twenty-five directorships in 12 public utility corpor-
ations having a total capitalization of $2,150,000,000.
In all, 341 directorships in 112 corporations having
aggregate resources or capitalization of
$22,245,000,000.

Translated into the terms of real estate the financial
control of the Morgan-Rockefeller combine exceeded the
property value of the 22 states west of the Mississippi
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River and exceeded by three times the property value of all
thirteen southern states. (Hofstadter et al, The
Progressive Era, p. 363-64.

7In 1902 the Socialist Party received 95,000 votes;
in 1912 it received 900,000 votes or 6% of the vote. At
that time 79 Socialist candidates were elected as mayors in
24 states. (Christopher Lasch, The Agony of the American
Left (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1969), p.35.)

8See Melvyn Dubofsky, We Shall Be All: A History of
the Industrial Workers of the World (Chicago: Quadrangle
Books, 1969)

9Eastman was a philosophy instructor at Columbia
University from 1907 to 1911. He was also editor of The
Masses and a writer. Reed, a writer and poet, was associate
editor of The Masses. Dell was a former professor at the
University of Chicago. Goldman first came to the public
attention in 1902 when she was accused of involvement with
the assassination of President McKinley, an involvement
which she denied. She was editor of Mother Earth and
established the Ferrer School, named after a Spanish

anarchist. Believing that all forms of government were
unnecessary, as well as inherently violent, anarchists
concentrated upon grass-root organization. Berkman, who was

very close to Goldman, was jailed for 14 years for the
attempted murder of Henry Clay Frick in 1892.

1015 000 spectators attended the pageant.

11The I.W.W. maintained a fragile coalition with the
Socialist Party until 1913 when the S.P. voted to prohibit
sabotage and direct action.

12Christopher Lasch, "Herbert Croly's America," New
York Review of Books 4 (July 1, 1965): 19. For accounts of
the role of the liberal intellectuals see Charles Forcey,
The Crossroads of Liberalism: Croly, Weyl, Lippmann and the
Progressive Era, 1900-1925 (London: Oxford University Press,
1961) and David W. Levy, Herbert Croly of the New Republic:
Life and Thought of an American Progressive (Princeton, New
Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1985).

3James Hoopes, "The Culture of Progressivism: Croly,
Lippmann, Brooks, Bourne and the Idea of American Artistic
Decadence," CLIO 7:1 (Fall 1977)

14Walter Lippmann, Drift and Mastery, p.179-80.
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17Quoted in Daniel Aaron, Writers on the Left (New
York: Harcourt, Brace and World, Inc., 1961), p. 25.
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20In her memoires Mabel Dodge recalls the same speech
and mentions that the three artists were present. See Mabel
Dodge Luhan, Intimate Memories, Vol. 3, Movers and Shakers
(New York: Harcourt, Brace & Co., 1936), p. 90.

21Bill Haywood, quoted in Max Eastman's Venture (New
York: Albert & Charles Boni, 1927), p.210-11.

22Hutchins Hapgood, "Art and Unrest," New York Globe,
reprinted in CW 42/43 (April- July 1913): 43.

23W.G.Constable, Art Collecting in the United States
of America: An Qutline of a History (London: Thomas Nelson &
Sons, 1964), p.98.
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5Benjamin de Casseres, "American Indifference," CW
27 (July 1909): 25.

26Charles H. Caffin, "Irresponsibility in High
Places," CW 26 (April 1909): 22.

7Several examples of these images can be found in
Patricia Hills, Turn of the Century America (New York:
Whitney Museum of American Art, 1977).

28Robert Henri, the Eight's leader, wrote in 1908
that there was no unity in their approach except that they
all agreed that 'life' was to be the subject. They wished
to be contemporary-- to treat contemporary themes in a
realistic manner. Furthermore, as Henri wrote in 1909, the
artist should learn to express "the great ideas native to
the country". American painting, Henri believed, demanded
"far roots, stretching far down into the soil of a nation,
and in its growth showing, with whatever variation,
inevitably the result of these conditions." (Robert Henri,
"Progress in Our National Art," (January 1909), quoted in
Homer, Robert Henri and His Circle, p. 284.)

29Scenes of the theatre, bar, cafe-concert and the
boulevard were, of course, gqguite frequent in French
Impressionist painting.
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30Sloan, Luks and Henri, especially, were drawn to
this type of subject. For Sloan and Henri the working class
were closer to the realities of life than other groups in
society. Wheras Henri usually depicted single figures Sloan
approached the city's life as if it were theatre. 1In his
works were a series of vignettes-- the dying of a woman's
hair as seen through a hairdresser's window, working class
women beginning their day at 3 A.M., men playing with
pigeons on a roof.

31Amy Goldin, "The Eight's Laissez-Faire Revolution,"
~Art in America 61 (July-August 1973): 47.

2Oscar Bluemner, "Audiator et altera pars,": 25.
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CHAPTER TWO

In January of 1907 the gallery first opened its
doors to the exhibition of non-photographic art. The first
artist to be shown was Pamela Colman Smith, an artist born
in Great Britain and residing alternately in Jamaica and the
United States. She received three exhibitions at 291, the
second in February and March of 1908 and a third in March of
1909.1 Smith's subjects were clearly symbolist in
orientation. Describing her third exhibition Benjamin de
Casseres, a critic and close associate of 291, wrote the
following in Camera Work:

Here- as in "Warum", Man stands questioning the
Infinite, or again, as in "Closing Day", a figure
blasted with melancholia has dragged himself to the
eaves of space, or as in "The White Castle", a
wonderfully executed piece of work- the eternal
ascetic appears against the snowpeaks of spiritual
isolation. What matter the subject’ The artist here
is siylng the 0ld immortal things in a new immortal
Way"
In The Wave (1903, fig.2) human forms momentarily emerge
from the surrounding darkened water only, presumably, to
merge again with the undifferentiated sea. Such images, to
de Casseres, were evidence that Smith was "a blender of
visions, a mystic, a symbolist, one who transfigures the
world she lives in by the overwhelming simplicity of her

imagination."BDe Casseres' appreciation of Smith's work

continued:
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Pamela Colman Smith has seen through many veils.

To her the universe is a congeries of suggestions.

She has smitten with the rod of her imagination this

adamant world of such seeming solids and vaporized it.

And out4of the vapor she has shaped her visions of

life...
The critic James Huneker, in an essay published earlier in
Camera Work, similarly praised Smith for her "rare quality
of imagination." Comparing her work to that of Blake,
Ensor, Beardsley, Munch, Redon and Maeterlinck, he said that
Smith's drawings were "memoranda of spiritual exaltation, of
the soul under the influence of music or haunted by some

. . . .5

sinister imagining

That Smith should inaugurate what would prove to be
America's first series of modern art exhibitions appears,
perhaps, somewhat odd. She represents, however, not an
anomaly but a logical continuity of 291's interests and
orientation. Much of the photography which was previously
shown, and especially that of Steichen6 was clearly
indebted to a symbolist aesthetic. Stiechen himself was in
close touch with Maurice Maeterlinck, the Belgian symbolist
playwright, beginning in 1903 and other close associates of
the gallery, particularly critics Sadakichi Hartmann,
Charles Caffin and Benjamin de Casseres, were strongly
influenced by Maeterlinck, Mallarme and Verlaihe.7
Moreover the fact that Smith was given three exhibitions,

and was the only American-based artist to show at 291 for

the first two years of its exhibition of non-photographic
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art, attests to the fact that her aesthetic was one of which
Stieglitz approved.

Smith's works represented to 291 a form of protest
against the predominant way of life. De Casseres wrote:

I have spoken of the "overwhelming simplicity of

her work. They are so simple that fat practical

brains will either see in them nothing or lunacy...

The world is so completely and irretrievably lost

in the concrete, it has so carefully moulded of

the secondary and incidental characteristics of
creation a world within a world, that a poet, such

as Pamela Colman Smith, who speaks directly of things
as they are perceived by the mind not yet overlaid by
the painted illusions of sight and are not affected by
the deadly automatism of routine,.is believed to have a
touch of insanity.... Fat Mind standing before these
wonderful offerings of Miss Smith will let this ooze
from his mouth: "There is no such world as I see here;
there are no such mountains, no such moons, no such
flowers with baby heads on them, no such ships, no such
skies." Thus Fat Brain, who is legion.... To such
minds [as Smith's] what is practical is wvulgar, what is
utilitarian is ugly.... Our impassioned dreams..-that
is the real moment over against which the "real"
workaday world is a fiction, a blasphemy, a lie.

Pamela Colman Smith has in this ganner, I think,
challenged the world around her.

Within this text we find a number of ideas which appear in

Camera Work with regular consistency throughout the years

1908-13. The concrete, "workaday" world, the world which we
assume to be "real" is a fiction, an illusion. To this
world of practicality and utilitarian goals is contrasted
another world: the world of dreams. Smith's work was
thought to challenge the viewer's conception of the "real".
Specifically, however, it was felt to challenge the reality
of the "Captains of Industry", otherwise known as the

"robber barons". De Casseres wrote:
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Let the scavengers scrape the gutters for coppers
and duck in the cesspools of practical life for the
rolling dollar. They are the "Captains of Industry"-
the grimy, smutty captains of the marts, and their
"industry" is a grimy, smutty, lurid hell of lies. And
their realm is the realm of the arched spine and the
furtive glance and the gluttonous lip. They and all
their works shall go in the winds; and the turrets
and spires and bridges of our civilization shall long
be gangrened in the muds of Oblivion when the dreamers
from the slopes of Parnassus shall still with potent
rod smite the souls of generations yet unborn; and from
them, as from us, shall burst the fountains of exalted
wonder. 9
Pamela Colman Smith has seen by closing the eyes.
The oppositional position which Smith's art was felt to
embody was not perceived as such by the public. Her 1907
exhibition which was originally scheduled to run for ten
days was prolonged by eight days because of the interest it
aroused. In spite of continuous bad weather over 2,200
people visited the exhibition. In addition, over half of her
72 drawings sold.10 Not only did the work of Pamela Colman
Smith appeal to a large bourgeois audience, it attracted the
very people that de Casseres had expected it to criticize:
the Whitneys, Havemeyers and Vanderbilts.11 However the
question remains-- what does this sight through closed eyes,
this sight which denies the reality of the concrete,
practical and the utilitarian signify? Why was it felt to
specifically call into question the construction of reality
held by the new industrialist class? We will return to this
problem at a later point for, I will argue, it is key to

understanding 291's position of resistance to the dominant

culture. What is first necessary to show is the constancy of



46
this position; that although 291 moved from a symbolist
aesthetic to a modernist one their preoccupation with
subjective states-- with emotion, intuition, imagination,

and spirituality-- remained constant.

Running from 1908 to 1910, roughly concurrently with
Smith's three exhibitions, was 291's exhibition of the first
European modernists to be seen in America: Auguste Rodin,
Henri Matisse and Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec. While varying
in the manner and the degree to which they challenged the
dominant form of academicism each did so on both the level
of form and content. Rodin's 1908 exhibition consisted

wholly of studies of the female nude such as Kneeling Girl-

Drawing No. 6 (fig. 3). The critics pointed out the

unconventional or untraditional aspects of the drawings: his
avoidance of studied poses, the unfinished gquality of his
work and the seemingly careless way in which thin washes
were spread over the drawings. Regardless of their
observations most critics appreciated the technical skill
displayed in the works. Whether or not they should be
exhibited in a public gallery was another matter.
W.B.McCormick said in the Press:

As a matter of fact these drawings should never have
been shown anywhere but in the sculptor's studio, for
they are simply notes dashed off, studies of the human
form- chiefly of nude females- that are too purely
technical to have much general interest except that of
a not very elevating kind. Stripped of all "“art
"atmosphere" they stand as drawings of nude women in

attitudes that may interest the artist w?a drew them,
but which are not for public exhibition.
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Two separate issues thus emerged in the press: the
untraditional formal qualities of the sketches and their
subject, "of not a very elevating kind." The second issue,
that of the nature of their subject matter, dominated the
critics' discussion.
The tone for the discussion seems to have been set by

the gallery itself. In the catologue essay of the

exhibition, reprinted in Camera Work, Arthur Symons
described Rodin's drawings in the following terms:

...In these astonishing drawings from the nude we see
woman carried to a further point of simplicity than
even in Degas: woman the animal; woman, in a strange
sense, the idol... Each drawing indicates, as if in
the rough block of stone, a single violent movement.
Here a woman faces you, her legs thrown above her
head; here she faces you with her legs thrust out
before her, the soles of her feet seen close and
gigantic. She squats like a toad, she stretches
herself 1like a cat, she stands rigid, she lies
abandoned. Every movement of her body, violently
agitated by the remembrance, or the expectation, or
the act of desire, is seen at an expressive moment.
She turns upon herself in a hundred attitudes,
turning always upon the central pivot of the sex,
which emphasizes itself with a fantastic and fright-
ful monotony. The face is but just indicated, a face
of wood, like a savage idol; and the body has rarely
any of that elegance, seductiveness, and shivering
delicacy of life which we find in the marble. It is a
machine in movement, a monstrous, devastating
machine, working mechan}gally, and possessed by the
one rage of the animal.

This description, like the Rodin drawings, makes the fact of
the drawings reference to sexuality, of woman as object of
desire, explicit. However the problematic nature of this
presentation of woman-- as object, as reptile, as

"monstrous, devastating machine", was overlooked in both



48

Camera Work and the press. The Rodin drawings were
presented and interpreted, by those who were sympathetic, as
a "challenge to the prurient prudery of our

puritanism",14as a needed release from the strictures of

an outmoded, overly restrictive morality.

The Matisse and Toulouse-Lautrec exhibitions appear to
have been presented for similar reasons. Matisse's first
exhibition at 291, held from Apfil 6 to 25, 1908, again
consisted mainly of female nudes. The works were organized
in such a way as to suggest the evolution of his style from
relatively realistic etchings of 1903 to watercolours such
as Nude (1907, fig. 4), works which were rendered in vivid
colours and a free expressionist style. This time 291 |
issued no catalogue and no inforﬁation to guide the
audience's response, preferring, as they said in the July

issue of Camera Work, to leave everyone to their own

resources. As the journal was quick to point out the
exhibition acted as an irritant, leading to "many heated

. 15
controversies™".

Some critics , in reviewing the
exhibition, took a slightly humorous approach in describing
Matisse's formal innovations. However for most critics

Matisse's works represented a "vulgarization" of his

subject, woman. James Huneker of the New York Sun

described Matisse's depictions of the "female animal in all

her shame and horror" as "memoranda of the gutter and
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brothel"16. J.E.Chamberlin, of the New York Daily Mail

described them as "most appalling and haunting", the product
of a mind condemned "to the limbo of artistic
degeneration."17 Others spoke of the depictions as
deforming or otherwise doing violenée to the female form.
The Scrip summarized the general feeling when it wrote:
[T]he mere observer, who is bound to take a little
emotion to an interesting picture gallery, is pretty
certain to find that emotion unpleasantly stirred,
in spi?e gf t?g utmost desire to be impersonal and
appreciative.

.When female nudes were displayed dﬁring the second
Matisse exhibition,19 held from February 23 to March 3 of
1910, they elicited a similar response from the press. There
was now, however, the suggestion that Matisse's work
represented, not simply a vulgarization of his subject but
was also a "revolt against authority"™, an attempt at
"shocking the bourgeois".20 While James Huneker could
dismiss this attempt by comparing it to the boyhood prank of

21

"the small boy snowballing the fat teacher" Mr.

Townsend of the American Art News indicated that Matisse's

works were perceived, at least by some, to be part of a
serious issue. Around Matisse", he wrote, "now wages the
war of the suffragists and the anti-suffragists".22
Before suggesting the key to understanding these
associations one further artist should be examined, Henri de
Toulouse-Lautrec. His exhibition, held from December 20,

1909 to January 14, 1910, also focused upon the depiction of

women. Whereas the female subjects of Rodin and Matisse
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were depicted without reference to class or social position,

most of Lautrec's women, as Camera Work observed, "belohg
w23

unmistakably to the lower Parisian social order.
Certain of Lautrec's representations of Yvette Guilbert and
Jane Avril, well known entertainers of the Parisian
cafe-concert, were included at 291. The exhibition centred,
however, upon a series of eleven lithographs which were
published in 1896 under the title "Elles".24 These scenes
were taken from the life of the prostitutes who inhabited
the Parisian brothels. They were depicted in a variety of
poses, from pinning up their hair or pouring water into a

wash basin to more emotionally laden depictions of women

lying exhausted on the bed. In one, Woman in Corset-

Conguest of Passage (1896, fig.5), the woman is shown

undressing while her client looks on.
While the critics admired Lautrec's draughtmanship they
objected to the context in which woman was shown, a context

which J.E.Chamberlin described as "the seamy side of

1ife".25 Arthur Hoeber, academic painter and critic,

insisted that the purpose of art was higher and nobler than

this. He wrote:

One can find, as a rule, that for which he searches
and to start out with the preconception that all
humanity is degraded, sordid, ignoble, is to
deliberately ignore the presence of other and better
gualities. The consumptive woman of the pavement is
scarcely fit theme for the brush of the painter, the
pencil of the lithographer. Granted she is part of the
problems of life, it serves little of the purpose of
art to perpetuate her in serious drawing. The degraded
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female of the bagnio, no matter how realistically
presented, is only abhorrent, and the wvulgarity of the
semi-nude bourgeoise is never subject for aesthetic
eyes, for the more true the presentation, the more
objectionable the fact. One leaves this room with a

bad taste in the mouth; it is depressing to studyzghese
types; the visitor feels apologetic for his race.

As mentioned, 291's intent in exhibiting this series of
works by the Europeans seems to have been to make a
statement regarding the importance of passion to culture.
While depictions of the female nude were common in Europe,
Victorian reserve prohibited similar representations in
American art. The most popular form of art, American
Impressionism, depicted woman in a very narrow context;
fully and finely clothed she was almost always placed within
the private sphere of the home. It presented her in
accordance with dominant Victorian ideals-- as-cloistered,
respectable, cultured and as a model of proper moral
restraint. The Ashcan School, in depicting women in mixed
company in the parks, restaurants, streets-- in short, as
participating in public life, had broken with the
essentially mid-nineteenth century view of.social life as
depicted by American Impressionists.

With the crumbling of the Victorian social structure in
the 1890's women gained considerable freedom to move into
the public realm. However the doctrine of moral
respectability and self-control, so important to the success

ideology of mid-nineteenth century American culture, was
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still engrained in the customg of Americans well into the
twentieth century. This doctrine was especially strict with
regards to the behavior of Womén. It was because of

puritanism, Sadakichi Hartmann wrote in Camera Work that

"the natural and sensual had been crushed" and all "natural
expression of the heart's emotions was proscribed". This
prohibitive sense of "decency, propriety and regularity" was
destructive, Hartmann said, not only to art but to all
intellectual pursuits. He wrote:
[Tlheir can be no vital art of any sort...
until we dare face our passions, until we are unashamed
to be what we are... And as long as we- as Heine said
of the Berliners-sit in snow up to our navels, and
torment ourselves with conscientious scruples we will
have no candor, no fire and dash in any intellectual
act. We will remain a grey race, our passions will be
cold, and a petty and pallﬁg taste will pervade our
world of arts and letters.
291, in chosing to exhibit the female nudes of the
Europeans, attempted to confront the public with the
repression of their passions. However as we have seen, the

public responded by condemning the works as degenerate, as

"memoranda of the gutter and brothel".

After Smith's third show in March of 1909 she did not
exhibit at 291 again. It was at this point that the gallery
began to show the work of American artists who had been
influenced by the new trends in Europe. The first of these

exhibitions occurred in April 1909 with a joint exhibition
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of the works of Alfred Maurer and John Marin. Maurer was
far more experimental than.Marin29 however, except for his
exclusion in a group show, held in March of 1910, Maurer was
not shown at 291 again. Marin, on the other hand, became
very close to the group and, during the years prior to the
Armory Show, remained by far the most exhibited artist at
291.30 During his stay in Europe he had had access to
members of the European avant-garde through Steichen and
Gertrude Stein. However he remained, for the most part,

uninterested or unaware of the new developments. While the

patterning effect in works such as Mills and Bridge, Meaux

(1907, fig.7) may have been through the influence of the
Nabis or the Fauves the strongest and most direct influence
upon Marin was Whistler's watercolours.>' Marin's subject
matter, which centred upon the old buildings of Europe:
small villages, courtyards or cathedral facades, could best
be described as picturesque.

Marin's work, mixing traditional subject matter and
technique with a limited influence of the new European
styles, was presented by 291 as representing a bridge to the
past. - Calling Marin a "poet and visionary of the highest
order"™, William McColl, in the April 1910 issue of Camera
Work, described Marin's exhibition in the following terms:

The impression that we receive on entering is rather
of having stepped out of some new world- that new world
which is ever about us, of raw or but half-formed
materials in the making- into some antique one, some

ancient playground of bygone, half-forgotten
memories... The real truth is that the Photo-Secession
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Galleries are an imaginatively ideal link between the
present and the past. Throbbing, pulsing with life,
the life that connects itself immutably with the past,
because its roots, as has been said of all religions,
are so "deep in the earth of man's nature". The
sunshine that dwells here is of an ever new-old
world... and tgs music that we hear is of that old
symbolic type. :
291's conception of itself as an oasis, isolated from the
life around it is expressed in McColl's image of stepping
out of the world around him into an antique playground of
memories. In this interpretation of Marin's work we see an
attempt to find in the past, or through an "imaginatively
ideal"™ construction of the past, an attempt to express
gualities or elements which were missing in the present.

A similar search for roots of sustenance can be found
in Marsden Hartley's work, the other American artist to
exhibit his work at 291 during this period. Hartley's first
exhibition, held in May of 1909, displayed a series of
landscapes which he had produced under the infuence of the

Italian painter Giovanni Segantini. The "Segantini stitch"

was a neo-Impressionist technique which, as Camera Work

described, consisted of "using colors pure and laying them
side by side upon the canvas in long flecks that look 1like
stitches of embroidery.”"™ The bright colour scheme was one
which "startled the beholder™.

Unlike the quiet, domesticated rural settings of the
Impressionists Hartley chose to depict the more dramatic

forest-covered mountains of Maine. In images such as Cosmos
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(1908-9, fig.8) the heavy clouds and mountains are rendered
in a thick impasto. At the expense of traditional
perspective there is considerable emphasis upon decorative
pattern. Hartley's choice of Segantini as a mode; appears
to be not unrélated to the fact that the Italian artist had
attempted to fuse his neo-Impressionist technique with
mystical subject matter. Hartley had been concerned for
some time with finding a means to express his spiritual
beliefs through his artistic form. A devoted Episcopalian
from childhood, he had come very close to entering the
preisthood in 1900. As early as that date he believed that
divinity could be perceived in nature. He encountered
various influences which supported his view, most important
of which were Emerson, Thoreau and Whitman. Like the
Transcendentalists he saw a "correspondence" between the
inner spirit of man and the spirit immanent in nature and
attempted to discover his spiritual relation to nature.
Describing the sigﬁificance of the symbol of the mountain in
his works, Hartley revealed a projection of his own mood
upon nature. The mountain was unique among other elements,
he said,

in that little or nothing can be done to it by the

ravages of silent agencies.... It is this element of

hypnosis in nature itself which makes us cling to it as

a relief from the vacuities of human experience.

Mountains are things, entities of a grandiose

character, and the one who understands them best is

the one who can suff§£ them best and respect their
profound loneliness.
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The idea of taking refuge in nature as "relief from the
vacuities of human experience" seems to reveal the key to
understanding Hartley's intention. He wrote at this time
that he had "come back to the original child within, the
romanticist" and that his work represented "little visions

of the intangible".35 If others, such as Ashcan member

John Sloan found Hartley's mysticism "a little too much"36
Hartley remained convinced of his inner vision. He wrote:

Some will say that [I] have gone mad- others will look

and say [I have] looked in at the lattice of Heaven

and cgpe back with the madness of splendor on

[me].

From the works which Hartley displayed at the Younger
American Painters exhibition, held at 291 in March of 1910,
it was evident that his style had changed significantly. In
the previous year he had discovered the work of the American
visionary painter Albert Pinkham Ryder and he subsequently
executed a number of works "as close to Ryder as

38 His attempts to identify his own emotional

possible".
condition with the 1andscape remained. Experiencing a
period of extreme loneliness and isolation which brought him
close to suicide Hartley wrote:
[Ryder] saw with an all too pitiless and pitiful eye
the element of hopelessness in things, the complete
succumbing of things in nature to those elegsnts
greater than they that wield a fatal power.
The element of despair is conveyed in such paintings as

Deserted Farm and The Dark Mountain (fig.9), both of 1909.

In both pictures the horizon line, where mountains meet sky,
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is very high. 1In the foreground there are flaccid, broken
trees which have long since lost their foliage. They
overlook a valley in which aitiny farmhouse stands
overwhelmed by the immensity of the mountains behind. While
the sense of rhythmic patterning of his previous landscapes
remains their bright colours have been replaced by dark

tones.

Thus in the years 1909 to 1910 Marin and Hartley
adopted elements of European modernism into their art.
While their stylistic innovations would have appeared as a
drastic departure from the styles of the American
Impressionists and the Ashcan School, compared to the work
done concurrently in Europe Marin and Hartley were, in this
initial stage, relatively cautious in their approach.
During the years 1911 to 1913 this cautiousness on the part
of the 291 artists would disappear and they would equal in
innovative quality the experimentation then undertaken in
Europe.

Despite the change in formal approach, however, two
things remained constant: their stress upon the importance
of expressing subjective states-- emotion, imagination and
spirituality-- and their estrangement from, and resistance
to, the present. As Hartley's quotes indicate, he
personally felt alienated and disempowered by the forces

around him. His turning to nature seems to represent an
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effort to salvage meaning and purpose through a regenerative
power outside of or beyond society. He appeared to take
comfort from the fact that the social present was ephemeral
when compared to the immensity of a greater force, in his
terms, "immanent spirit". 1In the absence of evidence
regarding Marin's intentions it is difficult to make similar
claims as to his intentions with any certainty. However it

seems that on the basis of McColl's article, the only

discussion of his work in Camera Work of this period, 291
viewed his art as an imaginative link to some ideal past,
distant from the American past and present. In short if the
American present was, as they described it, "chaotic,
neurotic, inconsequent and out of equilibrium"4o they
responded by searching into other times or other forces to
find value or hope.

This trend continued in the years to follow. Not only
did 291 bring in Rousseau, praising his naive, primitive
gualities, they also scheduled a series of children's
exhibitions. Children, to them, represented a spontaneous,
natural force, one not yet "blinded" by education, by
societal expectations. They were as yet unlimited by
conventional frameworks of thought and behavior.

Discussing children's art in Camera Work Sadakichi Hartmann

praiSed their purity, alertness of vision, directness and
enthusiasm. The child, he said, thrives in the realm of the

unconscious and recalls elemental qualities. All of these
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qualities were ones which the members of 291 attempted to

regain for themselves and convey through their art.
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face and the high-keyed colour show his indebtedness to
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John Sloan, in a diary entry dated March 23, 1909,

Went to Glackens studio to see Hartley's work. It is
broken color "Impressionism". Some two or three
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of them seem affectations... The work had, however,
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Four days later he wrote that Hartley's mysticism was "a
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too much for his paintings." (John Sloan's New York Scene,
Bruce St. John, ed. (New York: Harper & Row Publishers,
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CHAPTER THREE

The subject of modernity did not directly enter into
the work exhibited at 291 until 1912 when Marin exhiﬁited,
along with a group of watercolours of the Tyrolean Alps, a
few views of New York city. He had returned to New York in
late 1909 where he remained, except for a brief stay in
Europe during 1910. Faced with the new visual and social
environment of New York he immediately attempted to depict
that city's modernity. Unlike Paris, which exhibited its
modernity in only isolated monuments or areas of the city,
New York was the most thoroughly modern city in the world.
Picabia, upon visiting New York for the Armory Show called
the city "the cubist, the futurist city.1 It expresses in
its architecture, its life, its spirit the modern
thought."2 John van Dyke, who visited New York in 1909,
was one of many commentators to describe it as "more
striking, more impressive than any other city on the globe".
Writers like Van Dyke described the city in terms of its
unique qualities- its skyline of skyscrapers looming above
the city, the Brooklyn Bridge, the noise and frenzied
movement of its crowds-especially during the strange
phenomenon called "rush-hour", the sense of constant change
or impermanence in the constant pulling down and rebuilding.
New York's modernity was a product of its business, as van

Dyke pointed out:
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The enormous buildings, the roar of the traffic in the

streets, the babel of tongues, the glare of the lights,

the strident screech of car wheels, speak the business

character of the city as the hum of a top its spinning

motion... But the skyscraper of commerce looms above

the university and the art gallery on the horizon line

of the city; and the master builder of the sky-scraper,

the so-called captain of industry, seems to fill the

most conspicious placg in the interest and affections

of the city's people.™

Most Impressionist artists ignored the fact of the
city's modernity, preferring to depict the rural landscape
or the domestic scene. However those few who did address
the subject, such as Childe Hassam, depicted the modern
features of the city softened and transformed by dusk,
night, or through veils of snow or mist. As Donald Kuspit
has suggested,4 such a depiction seemed to function in
such such a way as to naturalize or neutralize-or find a way
of feeling at home with- the city's modernity.

John Marin was the first artist to represent its modern
features in a clear, direct manner. His first works, from
1910, view the skyline from a distance, depicting it in a

clear, linear style from across a harbour or river.

Slightly later images such as Downtown New York (1910) or

From the Window of 291 Looking Down Fifth Avenue (1911, fig.

10) depict the city streets and buildings from a closer

viewpoint., Here the structure and solidity of the earlier
views is lost. The buildings, rendered in broad washes of
colour, appear to melt together. That Marin was searching
for an appropriate means of expressing the subject is clear

from this note written to Stieglitz :
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As you have no doubt been told by Haviland, the sky-
scrapers struck a snag, for the present at least; so
we had to push in a new d%rection... [I]t may be a step
forward. Let us hope so.
By the time of his 1913 exhibition, held in January and
February of 1913-just prior to the Armory Show, it was

obvious that Marin had indeed taken a new direction. As

Camera Work noted, these were "a radical departure from any

previous interpretation of New York." In this series of
works Marin showed, in watercolour, not only generalized

street scenes, such as Downtown New York (1912), and

Movement, Fifth Avenue (1912, fig.11l) but images of Brooklyn

Bridge, and the Singer and Woolworth buildings. In these
structures he could hardly have found more modern symbols;
the 47 story Singer building, completed in 1908 was
surpassed in height only by the Woolworth building.
Completed in 1913 the Woolworth Building was the world's
tallest skyscraper at 60 stories.6 However, Marin's intent
was not to depict the city or its modernity but to convey

the feeling which the city instilled. 1In Movement, Fifth

Avenue Marin suggests the city's energy by tilting the
buildings' axes at various angles and by the seemingly rapid
way in which he rendered the scene. The crowd below is
undifferientiated into one surging mass of movement. Above
them, placed in the space where the tilting buildings dé not
meet, 1s a clock resting upon a somewhat unsteady pole.
Marin explained his intention inla catalogue statement.

The life of the city, he said, was not confined simply to
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its people and animals. The whole city, including its
buildings, was alive by virtuebof,their ability to move his
emotions. He stressed that it was his intent to express the
different feelings that the buildings called into being. He
wrpte:

I see great forces at work; great movements; the large
buildings and the small buildings; the warring of the
great and the small; influences of one mass on another
greater or smaller mass. Feelings are aroused which
give me the desire to express the reaction of these
'pull forces,' those infiuences which play with one
another; great masses pulling smaller masses, each
subject in some degree to the other's power.

In life all things come under the magnetic influence of
other things; the bigger assert themselves strongly,
the smaller not so much, but they still assert them-
selves, and though hidden they strive to be seen and in
doing so change their bent and direction.

While these powers are at work pushing, pulling,
sideways, downwards, upwards, I can hear the sound of
their strife. And so I try to express graphically what
a great city is doing. Within the frames there must be
a balance, a controlling of these warring, pushing,
pulling ;orces. This is what I am trying to

realize.

Marin saw the buildings of New York, then, as a
personification of warring and pushing forces or powers.

His intent, in depicting these forces, was to realize within
the pictorial frame a balance or control over them. This
balance was, of course, a symbolic or imaginative one-- an
attempt to come to terms with his own simultaneous
admiration and fear of these symbols of modernity. In a
“letter to Stieglitz Marin expressed this changing response;
Maybe now and then ablittle fit of the blues, but

then there are days when I am glad to be alive and
just to see the wonderful city in its different



67
aspects and then I say, I will! I will! I will!
I have just started some Downtown stuff and to pile
these great houses one upon another with paint as they
do sometimes pile themselves up there so beautiful, so
fantastic- at times one és afraid to look at them but
feels like running away.
This ambivalence is especially clear in the series of works
depicting the Woolworth Building. In some the skyscraper
appears tall and virile while in others it seems to express
the mere fact of its overpowering scale.

The second artist to deal with the theme of modernity
was Abraham Walkowitz. His exhibition, held from December
15, 1912~ January 14, 1913, was unlike Marin's in that it
concentrated not upon the commercial skyline of New York but
on the people within the city. He depicted a range of
scenes including "men digging subway trenches, bathers on
the Coney Island beach, groups of people in the street,’
dancers upon the stage, a thousand sights that any one might
see.."9 Largest in number appear to have been10 those

works which depicted park or beach scenes. These scenes are

formulaic in their construction and are usually presented in

~a long horizontal format. Like Scene in the Park (n.d.,
fig.12) the scene is typically divided into horizontal
bands-~ the lower half defines the ground line while the
upper half is again divided in half. The lower band
represents a river or lake while the upper defines the
foliage of trees or a far shore. The trunks of these trees
provide vertical, and occasionally diagonal,contrast to the

horizontal lines of the composition and are distributed in



68
such a way that the scene is broken up by their rhythmic
dispersal. These trees are arranged parallel to the picture
plane, thereby refusing to lend the picture depth. Arranged
within this structure are figures- singular or arranged in
pairs or groups, seated, standing or reclining. They are
often arranged within the landscape without regard for
scale, further disturbing any suggestion of depth. Except
for the rare beach scene, the figures are clothed in
contemporary dress. The scenes show some indebtedness to
Matisse in their colouration and in their decorative surface
qualities. Attempting to lend to his compositions the naive
quality of children's art, Walkowitz's figures are heavy,
blocky and betray a naive quality. Details of the figure are
omitted- including not only modeling and details of dress
but also the features of the face.

Obvious similarities can be seen in Walkoﬁitz's choice
of themes and that of the "Eight"; both depicted not only
the 1life of the city but specifically the modern quality of
that life. However a comparison of Walkowitz's work to

John Sloan's Picnic Grounds (1906-7, fig.13) shows that

whereas Sloan respects the traditional pictorial conventions
of depth, scale, narrative, modeling and realistic rendering
of the figure, Walkowitz disrupts those conventions.

In Camera Work Oscar Bluemner elaborated upon the

significance of this disruption for 291. He called

attention to Walkowitz's distance from
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"naturalistic-academic" painting, calling him "the 1living
antithesis of the "Academic". Each picture, he said, "has
its own reality and its own inner laws, by which it is an
organism, totally and purposefully different from nature.
However despite their anti-academic quality, to "a feeling
eye", Bluemner said, Walkowitz's pictures 1look
"naturalistic", real, by way of imagination and memory of
corresponding experience". Bluemner explained:

...Walkowitz goes at once to the fundamental
recognition of the fact that intense and specific
feeling, as well as absolute harmony, are always
actuated and represented only by a single motive of
nature at a time, a theme of a figure or of a scene,

of any object or general effect, while all else that
that makes up the natural ensemble, is irrelevant to
that one specific pictorial idea. Therefore he ignores
the totality of nature, eliminates all the
irrelevancies, dissclves the natural corporation of the
remaining features and qualities, and rearranges them
in a new composition of lineaments and tone-figurations
distributed over the picture plane. In doing that he
is now conscious only of the pictorial sensation
derived from the actual motive to be expressed. He
limits himself to the intense expression of the motive
and makes its pictorial qualities the motif of a
composition. By repetition, variation, arrangement,
co-ordination, balance and always by a rhythmical
feeling, a new, unreal, purely expressive vision of
life-sensation is created.... To ask what he wants to
say or what particularity he saw, is not to the point.
After all, the painter sees as he feels; the spectator
is 1ef}1to that visible outcome- and to his own imagin-
ation.

Several key ideas can be found within Bluemner's text.
Walkowitz's paintings have their own reality and their own
inner laws, laws which are intentionally different from
nature. Their construction is dependent upon the

dissolution and rearrangement of the "natural", a
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re-arrangement which eliminates all irrelevant gualities.
The ultimate purpose of such a process is the expression of
a vision which is dependent upon feeling. The viewer can
thus appreciate the result not through an intellectual

process but by the exercise of his or her imagination.

The same principles are to be found in the work of
Arthur Dove, who had his first solo exhibition at 291 in
February and March of 1912. Whereas in Walkowitz's
elimination of "all irrelevant qualities" recognizable form
still remained, Dove took the principle of elimination
further. The series of ten pastels shown at 291 were, as

Camera Work described them, "“decorative designs based on

pure line, form and colour". Later known collectively as the
"Ten Commandmenits", the works were originally exhibited
without titles so that the viewer would rely solely on his
or her own response to them. The pastels were, as Dove
called them, "extractions" from nature, extraction
suggesting a process of distillation. The works were the
culmination of experiments with form that Dove had been
undertaking since his stay in France during 1908-9.
Inspired by Fauvism he had decided to "simplify
Impressionism", to reduce his late Impressionist landscape
compositions to large areas of pure colour. In Nature

Symbolized #2 (Wind on Hillside) (c.1912, fig.14) expression

is based solely on the play of abstract formal elements- the
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juxtaposition of colour and contrast of tones, the
repetition and superimposition of curvilinear forms and the
dynamism implied by the free-floating patterns. Describing
the process by which he produced his "Ten Commandments"

series Dove wrote:

The first step was to chose from nature a motif in
color and with that motif to paint from nature, the
forms being still objective.

The second step was to apply this same principle
to form, the actual dependence upon the object
(representation) disappearing, and the means of
expression becoming purely subjective. After
working for some time in this way, I no longer
observed in the old way, and, not only began to
think subjectively but also to remember certain
sensations purely through their form and color,
that is, by certain shapes, planes of light, or
character lines determined by the meeting of such
planes.

With the introduction of the line motif the
expression grew more plastic and thﬁzstruggle
with the means became less evident.

What began as objective descriptions of motifs from nature
became transformed through a subjective process. In the
final result the works became records not of objective facts
but the artist's response to those facts. Thus Nature

Symbolized (Wind on a Hillside) began as a drawing of a

windy hillside but became a non-objective "rhythmic
painting"” in order to express "the spirit of the whole

thing".13

In Hartley's work of late 1912 and early 1913 all
reference to the world of objects is broken. At that time
he produced a series of about twenty canvases which he

called Intuitive Abstractions, Cosmic Cubism or Subliminal
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Cubism. With the financial support of Stieglitz Hartley was
able to travel to Europe in April of 1912. He nonetheless
kebt in close touch with Stieglitz and the members of 291.
Initially attracted to the works of the Parisian avant-garde
Hartley soon became disillusioned with what he believed to
be the excessive intellectualism of the French.14 He
bécame attached to a group of German artists living in Paris
and through their mystical leanings renewed his earlier
attempts to express spirituality through his art. Through
the German artists he was introduced to Kandinsky and Der

Blaue Reiter. By October he wrote to Stieglitz of his

"recurrence of religious aspirations". Painting No.l, begun

in January of 1913 (fig.15) was one of the last of the
series. Regarding the works Hartley wrote to Stieglitz:

Modern art is now taking a plunge inward and men
are revolting against superficial ideas. Each man
is try}gg to look to himself and see what he finds
there,

Inspired by Picasso's analytical cubist forms (the result of
what Hartley called Picasso's intuitive, creative processes)
and Kandinsky's abstract forms Hartley produced his series
of 1Intuitive Abstractions. He wrote to Stieglitz:
I did these things... as a result of spiritual
illuminations and I am convinced that it is my
true and real utterance...I am convinced of the
Bergson argument in philosophy, that the intuition
is the only vehicle for art expression and it is on
this basis that I am proceeding- My first impulses
came from the mere su?gestion in Kandinsky's book
The Spiritual in Art.
With Hartley, then, the total break with representation is

accompanied by a complete closing of the eyes to the outside
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world. Art to him was an expression of intuition and the

result of spiritual illumination.

We have seen how, during the years 1907 to 1913, the
art-produced by the 291 artists changed from relatively
naturalistic form in the art of Pamela Colman Smith to
non-representation in Hartley's "intuitive ébstractions".
The first major shift evident in 291's art, I have argued,
took place during 1908 to 1910 with the work of Marin and
Hartley. The impact of the work from this period is
dependent upon both form and the content of that form-- that
is, the subject matter. Thus Hartley's mountains were
chosen because, for him, they carried emotional or symbolic
significance. The impact of that significance is carried
through a form which was borrowed from the European
avant-garde. While relatively traditional by current
European standards, the works produced during this period
disturbed viewer's habitual way of perceiving.

By 1912 and 1913 another shift is evident. The art
shown at 291 became increasingly experimental as the artists
depend less and less upon the objective world for subject
matter. Walkowitz still refers to the objective facts of
the park scene but the "inner logic" of his pictures
intercedes in our attempt to read the picture "as reality".
In Dove's work of 1912 tﬁe link to the world of objects is

almost completely broken; it serves as his starting point,
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-his source of inspiration, but the subject of Do?e's
works is really his subjective experience éf a set of
objective visual facts. In Hartley's works of late 1912
and 1913 all reference to the outer world of objects
disappears and he attempts to express his own inner world..

Despite the changes in artistic form during the
years 1908 to 1913 the insistence upon the importance
of expressing inner, "irrational" states remained constant
at 291. As we have seen not all art shown at the gallery
was concerned with the same states of éubjectivity; Marsden
Hartley's mystical orientation, for example, was very
much different from the statemenﬁ the European artists
were thought to have made regarding the importance of
passion. Throughout the pages of Camera Work, this single
conviction remains: the intellect is only part of one's
capacity for experience, for understanding. For 291
the 'irrational®' states-- passion, imagination, intuition-
- were far superior tools with which to experience life.
As Benjamin de Casseres said in an article entitled "The

Renaissance of the Irrational",

The intellect is bankrupt. It is only a park pond.

The Mississippi and the Amazon flow through the heart.l”

A distinction»was made in their minds as to the realms

in which the rational and irrational operated. Rationality
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or the intellect, they said, is conéerned with defining
what is real, what is practical, and what is certain.

On a deeper level is the realm of the unconscious and
the irrational qualities. What we mistake to be reality
is actually a code, a set of conventions by which we
order the world. Our construction of reality actually
pretends to describe the real world but in truth the
world as it is, is unknowable for our own perceptions,
thoughts, emotions, intercede‘to colour that world.

What 291 was trying to point'td, in effect, was the'ideological
nature of reality.18
However between 1908 and 1913 there seems to have

been a shift in the way in which 291's strategy addressed
the fact of the social construction of reality. Initially,
inithe work of Smith and the Europeans, for example,
that construction was described, pointed to. However
later the strategy becomes oneywhich is intended to actually
disrupt the viewer in a disintegrative process rather
than simply speaking of the necessity for change. By
1912 the articles in Camera Work speak of the different
processes involved in the viewer's engagement with art.
Most art, they wrote, serves the purpose of a fairy tale-
- it delights, amuses and distracts.18 Comparing art
to music Sadakichi Hartmann described this process as
hypnotic. He wrote:
A melody is complete in itself. Produced b; instinct
it also controls the instinct of the listener. It

is fluid sensuous and hypnotic. We are carried away,
as on the rush of strange musical waters.
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We are thus controlied, hypnotized by the work. The
purpose of 291's art, on the other hand, was to enlighten
or reveal, to provoke discomfort-- one which "disturbs
the grooves of action". Carrying the analogy of this

second approach again to music Hartmann wrote:

A broken melody, ending abruptly in silence or in
sounds unrelated to the melody, starts us up from our
"mystic musings". It is subtler, irritating, it
makes - us think. Conclusions are not positive. The _
effects are more uncertain. The resul%lis half-fancied.
It is like struggling in the breakers.

The "fragmentary approach", he concluded, consisted of
leaving certain things unsaid and appealing to the imagination
to solve the problem. The intellect, in'effect, was
bypassed in the process. The appeal was "to the deeps",
as Benjamin de Casseres said in "The Unconscious in Artwv,
but only émotion was capable of awakening the unconscious.22
What they were arguing, then, was that the intellect,
being bound up in the definition of the 'real', the practical,
the everyday, was incapable of breaking reality's 'spell!
unless it was informed by the deeper processes of the
unconscious.

In looking to Europe, to the "imaginative past™,
to the not-yet civilized and to the irrational states
of consciousness 291 was looking to find, and integrate,
modes of thought and qualities of being alien to that

of present American culture. By pointing to the ideological
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nature of the construction of reality they were questioning
its inevitability, its 'naturalness', its véry desirability.
As we have seen, the majority of 291 members were
recent immigrants, or at least familiar enough with other
cultures to be able to take some distance from the American
social reality. The very fact of their foreign origins,
and their desire to hold on to their foréign identities,
would have effectively alienated them from the mainstream
of American society. Increasing immigration .and the
fear of "race suicide" was often perceived to be a serious
threat to the "promise of American life", a promise which
Herbert Croly defined as superior to»the‘European countries
on three counts: economic well-being, political freedom
and social and moral integrity.23 Subsequently immigrants
were forced to become Americanized, to lose their foreign
identity, as quickly as possible; 291 resisted this
pressure and reversed the equation by insisting that
American life was essentially problematic and in need
of redefining.
However unlike the vast majority of Progressives,
who concentrated upon the need for structural change,
291 attempted to break the very framework of thought
and perception.‘ All other change, they argued, would
proceed from this one. How or what structures of society
would become transformed was never addressed, essentially
because although 291 was capable of criticiéﬁng American

dominant ideology, it did not see the relationship of
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ideology, or the inner processes of the psyche, to political
and economic structures. As such their critique remained

focused upon effects, rather than the relationship between

cause and effect.
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15Marsden Hartley, letter of October 1912, to
Stieglitz. Quoted in Haskell, Marsden Hartley, p. 27.

161154., p. 28.
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Conclusion

By the time of the Armory Show of February and March of
1913 modernism had taken hold, if but a tentative one, in
America. Whereas Stieglitz's gallery had remained the only one
devoted to the continuous exhibition of modern art prior to
1913, between 1913 and 1918 thirty-four galleries and
organizations held over 250 exhibitions in New York alone.
Correspondingly, collectors began to invest in modern art. As
291 lost its exclusiveness, as modernism, in effect, moved out
.Of his domain, Stieglitz appears to have lost the enthusiasm

had previously felt; Camera Work was published with greater

infrequency, colleagues moved away from him to set up their
own gallery ond only four European artists were exhibited at
291 between 1913 and 1917. Furthermore, when Francis Picabia
_and Marcel Duchamp moved to New York during the war, it was
not to Stieglitz that they gravitated. Finally in 1917 the

gallery closed.

During 1908 to 1913, however, modernism in America
remained defined by Stieglitz and his colleagués and artists
at 291. As we havé seen, it was originally intended to
function as a critique of American society-- its preoccupation
with materialism, its insistence upon propriety and the
repression of passion and its unquestioning insistence upon the

'reality', the inevitability of the logical, practical and
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and certain. What 291 attempted to introduce to American society
was that which, to them, modernism represented: spontaneity,

the expression of emotion and a break with conventional
peréeptual framerorks. To 291 sight into the world was

dependent upon vision through closed eyes.
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