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ART—AND THE PERSONAL LIFE by Marsden Hartley

As SOON as a real artist finds out what art is, the
more is he likely to feel the need of keeping
silent about it, and about himself in connection
with it. There is almost, these days, a kind of
petit scandale in the thought of allying one-
self withanything of a professional nature.And
it is at this point that I shrink a little from as-
serting myself with regard to professional as-
pects of art. And here the quality of confession
must break through. I have joined, once and for
all, the ranks of the intellectual experimental-
ists. I can hardly bear the sound of the words
“expressionism”, “emotionalism”, “personal-
ity”, and such, because they imply the wish to
express personal life, and I prefer to have no
personal life. Personal art is for me a matter of
spiritual indelicacy. Persons of refined feeling
should keep themselves out of their painting,
and this means, of course, that the accusation
made in the form of a querulous statement to
me recently “that you are a perfectionist”, is in
the main true.

I am interested then only in the problem of
painting, of how to make a better painting ac-
cording to certain laws that are inherent in the
making of a good picture — and not at all in
private extraversions or introversions of spe-
cific individuals. That is for me the inherent
error in a work of art. I learned this bit of wis-
dom from a principle of William Blake’s which
I discovered early and followed far too assid-
uously the first half of my aesthetic life, and
from which I have happily released myself—
and this axiom was: “Put off intellect and put
on imagination; the imagination is the man”.
From this doctrinal assertion evolved the the-
oretical axiom that you don’t see a thing until
you look away from it—which was an excel-

Ient truism as long as the principles of the
imaginative life were believed in and followed.
I no longer believe in the imagination. I rose
one certain day — and the whole thing had
become changed. I had changed old clothes
for new ones, and I couldn’t bear the sight of
the old garments. And when a painting s evolved
from imaginative principles I am strongly in-
clined to turn away because I have greater faith
that intellectual clarity is better and more en-
tertaining than imaginative wisdom or emo-
tional richness. I believe in the theoretical as-
pects of painting because I believe it produces
better painting, and I think I can say I have
been a fair exponent of the imaginative idea.

I have come to the conclusion that it is bet-
ter to have two colors in right relation to each
other than to have a vast confusion of emotion-
al exuberance in the guise of ecstatic fullness
or poetical revelation—both of which qualities
have, generally speaking, long since become
second rate experience. I had rather be intel-
lectually right than emotionally exuberant,and
I could say this of any other aspect of my per-
sonal experience.

I have lived the life of the imagination, but
at too great an expense. I do not admire the ir-
rationality of the imaginative life. I have, if I
may say so, made the intellectual grade. I have
made the complete return to nature, and nature
is as we all know, primarily an intellectual
idea. I am satisfied that painting also is like
nature, an intellectual idea, and that the laws
of nature as presented to the mind through the
eye—and the eye is the painter’s first and last
vehicle—are the means of transport to the real
mode of thought: the only legitimate source of
aesthetic experience for the intelligent painter.

xxx1




MAINE LANDSCAPE-—AUTUMN
From the Collection of Alfred Stieglitz

All the isms from impressionisin down to the
present moment have had their inestimable
value and have clarified the mind and the scene
of all superfluous emotionalism; and the eye
that turns toward nature today receives far fin-
er and more significant reactions than previ-
ously when romanticism and the imaginative
or poetic principles were the means and ways
of expression.

I am not at all sure that the time isn’t entirely
out of joint for the so-called art of painting,
and I am certain that very few persons, compa-
ratively speaking, have achieved the real ex-
perience of the eye either as spectator or per-
former. Modern art must of necessity remain in
the state of experimental research if it istohave

any significance at all. Painters must paint for
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Oil Painting by MARSDEN HARTLEY ]907

their own edification and pleasure, and what
they have to say, not what they are impelled to
feel, is what will interest those who are inter-
ested in them. The thought of the time is the
emotion of the time.

I personally am indebted to Segantini the
impressionist, not Segantini the symbolist, for
what I have learned in times past of the moun-
tain and a given way to express it — just as it
was Ryder who accentuated my already tor-
mented imagination. Cubism taught me much
and the principle of Pissarro, furthered by Seu-
rat, taught me more. These with Cezanne are
the great logicians of color. No one will ever
paint like Cezanne, for example,—because no
onewill ever havehis peculiar visual gifts; orto
putit lessdogmatically. willany oneever appear
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THE DARK MOUNTAIN Oil Painting by MARSDEN HARTLEY ]909
From the Collection of Alfred Stieglitz

again with so peculiar and almost unbelievable
a faculty fordividingcolor sensations and mak-
ing logical realizations of them? Has any one
ever placed his color more reasonably with
more of a sense of time and measure than he? I
think not, and he furnishes for the enthusiast of
today new reasons for research into the realm
of color for itself.

It is not the idiosyncrasy of an artist that
creates the working formula, it is the rational
reasoning in him that furnishes the material to
build on. Red, for example, is a color that al-
most any ordinary eye is familiar with—but in
general when an ordinary painter sees it he sees
it as isolated experience—with the result that
his presentation ofred lives its life alone, where
it is placed, because it has not been modified to

the tones around it — and modification is as
good a name as any for the true art of painting
color as we think of it today. Even Cezanne was
not always sure of pure red, and there are two
pictures of his I think of, where something could
have been done to put the single hue in its place
—the art for which he was otherwise so gifted.
Real color is in a condition of neglect at the
present time because monochrome has been the
fashion for the last fifteen or twenty years—even
the superb colorist Matisse was for a time af-
fected by it.Cubismislargely responsible for this
because it is primarily derived from sculptur-
al concepts and found little need for color in
itself. When a group feeling is revived once
again,such as held sway among the impression-
ists, color will come into its logical own. And
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NEW MEXIco Oil Painting by MARSDEN
Courtesy of Alfred Stieglitz

it is timely enough to see that for purposes of
outdoor painting, impressionism is in need of
revival.

Yet I cannot but return to the previous theme
which represents my conversion from emotion-
al to intellectual notions; and my feeling is: of
what use is a painting which does not realize
its aesthetical problem? Underlying all sensi-
ble works of art, there must be somewhere in
evidence the particular problem understood. It
was so with those artists of the great past who
had the intellectual knowledge of structure
upon which to place their emotions. It is this
structural beauty that makes the old painting
valuable. And so it becomes to me—a problem.
I would rather be sure that I had placed two
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colors in true relationship to each other than to
have exposed a wealth of emotionalism gone
wrong in the name of richness of personal ex-
pression. For this reason I believe that it is
more significant to keep one’s painting in a
condition of severe experimentalism than to be-
come a quick success by means of cheap re-
petition.

The real artists have always been interested
in this problem, and you feel it strongly in the
work of DaVinci, Piero Della Francesca, Cour-
bet, Pisarro, Seurat and Cezanne. Art is not a
matter of slavery to the emotions—or even a
matter of slavery to nature—or to the aesthetic
principles. It is a tempered and happy union of
them all.




