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The Mountains, 1909
Oil on canvas, 30 x 30% "
(76.2x 76.5 cm)
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The grandeur of the American land- emphasized the analysis of color,
scape has always been a fertile subject Cubism the abstract structure which
for American artists. Early nineteenth- laybehhdswfaceappeatances. It there-
century Americans identified nature fore fell to the Expressionists to adapt
with God’s immanence; through nature modernist discoveries to the expression

the universal spirit spoke to man and
provided spiritual and moral instruction.
America’s abundance of virgin wilder-
ness gave the nation the status of a
chosen land and encouraged its identifi-
cation with nature. Though the twentieth
century saw confidence in the indis-
soluble union of God, nature, and
America shatter, the mystery of nature
and the religious and moral overtones
which adhered to it remained.* Nature
continued to function as a metaphor for
personal freedom and individual fulfill-
ment. In the twentieth century, nature
as subject attracted American artists
who prized introspective individualism
and spiritual intensity. Indeed, nature
seemed singularly capable of providing
the solitude and introspection conducive
to spirituality. For artists such as Arthur
Dove, Marsden Hartley, John Marin, and
Georgia O'Keeffe, it offered a sympathetic
vehicle for the expression of emotional
states rather than the simple detailing of
external reality.

The impulse for an emotional, intuitive
connection with the landscape tempera-
mentally linked these American artists
with the European Expressionists, who
were likewise formulating an aesthetic
based on emotional expression. To an
extent, the desire to express the inner
experience of reality rather than to
reproduce the external world guided all
modernist formulations. Nevertheless,
the French modernists were primarily
concerned with formal issues: Fauvism

of feeling and emotion and to the repre-
sentation of mood.

Of the two modes of German Expres-
sionism—the Blaue Reiter and the
Briicke—the Blaue Reiter’s mixture of
romanticism and mysticism found great-
est favor among American artists, The
explosive pathos and distorted forms
with which the Briicke painters depicted
figurative subjects had little impact. On
the other hand, the view held by mem-
bers of the Blaue Reiter—in particular,
Franz Marc and Wassily Kandinsky—
that nature and man were part of the
same whole, accorded with the heritage
of American Transcendentalism. Ves-
tiges of this heritage had continued into
the twentieth century; reason was still
suspect, and intuition favored over
intellectualism. The Blaue Reiter’s
emphasis on intuition as a means of
penetrating beneath external appear-
ances and the group’s decision to turn
attention away from the representation
of things to the *‘inner mystical struc-
ture of the world’* found a receptive
audience in America.?

The exaltation of intuition was par-
ticularly strong among the artists and
intellectuals associated with Alfred
Stieglitz’s gallery, 291, and his maga-
zine, Camera Work. Widely heralded
among this group was the French phi-
losopher Henri Bergson's proposal that
intuition could potentially transcend the
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facts of outward appearance and direc tly
perceive an object’s inner nature, His
Writings were regularly featured in
Camera Work along with those of the
Belgian writer Maeterlinck, whose use
of Pre-language sounds Kandinsky cited
asaliterary equivalent of his own efforts
in painting. The magaz; e also carried

ited (in 1907), Pamela Colman Smith,

Created poetic-mystica paintings based
onmusical principles, The artists whom
Stieglitz most Consistently championed
and exhibited-Dove, Hartle

Y, O'Keeffe,
and Marin—a]] Placed greater value on

Iession than on solving

of the Century flocked to
Paris; few ventureq into Germany or
Austria. This Parisian bias colored the
Teports of European art developments
that flowed home. Even Stieglitz cop-
tributed to this French orientation. ofthe

foreign artists he exhibited at 291 only

oo did the Armory St
its German Expressionist rey
IO Iwo canvases: one by Kandir
other by Kirchner. For American
modernist aspirations, pr
ant of Cubism became
The Cubist hegemony was reinforc ed by
the arrival in this country of artists such
as Francis Picabia and Marcel Duc hamp
who were fleeing the war in Europe.
With America’s entry into the war and
the ensuing hostility to a| things Ger-
man, the final death knels was delivered
10 any potential Widespread receptivity
to German art in America. Yet the
aesthetic theories of Kandinsky we
nonetheless known ang admired in
Stieglitz’s circle. Camera Work had pub-
lished excerpts of Kandinsky’s book

Concerning the Spiritual in Art, in 1912
and Der Blage Reiter, edited by

Kandinsky anqg Marc, had made it to
America by 1912, The enthusiasm for

the arts of Primitive people anq children
€Xpressed in this lagter

S with
acticing a vari
almost requisite

re

TN artist’s entry

o the Armory Show
had insureq th

at at least one €Xample

to the American vanguard
after 1913,

Marsden Hartley was the only artist jn

the Stieglitz circje who had haq direct
Blaue Reiter painters in

been informeq by the
Iramcendentalist writings of Ralph
Waldo Emerson. Emerson’s endorse-

ment of inspiration gyer reason and his
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iction that nature embodied a :
((zici)\?h:leczgirit underlay Hartley's earhelf;
mature works. The agitated brush stro|
and swirling forms in these 190‘8@909
Maine landscapes place them within the
Expressionist tradition F)f van GoghhjCh
(fig. 1). So too does their content, wﬁc
Hartley described as based on ecsta 29
visions of heaven.> Hartley’s next pam .
ings, executed in 1909, were a sen;sﬂ 0_
brooding, dark landscapes (fig. 2; h U
enced by the expressive reahgn of the
American romantic Albert Pinkham
Ry\:\ifftrh this background, Hartley went to
Paris in the spring of 1912 and encoun-
tered the ideas of Kandinsky. Kan-
dinsky's approach encouraged'Hartley
to abandon the formalist exercises that

had engaged his attention between -lc;l?l_o
and 1912 and to return ;:lo tI;zrri:zsu

iritual track of his earlier B
zsxlit?g:la]gh the results—Hartley’s Cos;m—c
Cubist paintings of 1912-1913 (fig. 3)
drew on the inspiration of l{andmsky
his assertion that his mysticism wasd
singularly American and represente a
return to his earlier expressive nature :
was not inaccurate.* His outlook appar
ently accorded so much with that (;f the
Blaue Reiter artists that Marc: sqle ()i/ t(;,n
the basis of Hartley’s lette1:s. 1{1V1t£ e
American painter to exhibit V\'ch tht? '
group in the first Herbstsalon in Be'rlm in
1913.5 The following year Hartley’s
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[}h(" :mgmm ph_\xu‘dn,\ of his paing
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o body, the whole flesh, in
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at once heroic and
personal (fie
;:t. 63). He had shifieq his ;};[10‘?9-
. l[:]amue from the self-conscioys
Pintuality of the Blaue Reiter o the

archaice ioni i
o BeCXpr&sswmsm of Emil Nolde and

of directly pi s al'riving at a me
feSponsey t;uCtomlhzing his emou‘on:JnS
traditi Nature, he extendeq the
— On of imaginatiye realism, ep;
Mized by Ryder ang Winslow i

Wwith which he ha d
begun his caree
In contrast to Hartley, johp Mamr'was

; the same
had lIlfOmea HaIﬂey' S

——i

ien Hartley

T With Flowers, 1913

9% x 32"

the University Ary
Iversity of Min-
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Cosmic Cubism: the color effects of
Fauvism, the structure of Analytic
Cubism, and the transparency and
sparseness of Cézanne’s late water-
colors. Yet, while Marin’s buoyant evo-
cations of New York were full of spon-
taneous excitement, they contained
none of the spiritual-mystical symbo-
lism of Hartley’s endeavors. Instead,
Marin’s depictions of New York remained
impressionistic. They express a world of
movement and flux, but they eschew the
emotional and spiritual content associ-
ated with Expressionism.

If Marin’s watercolors of the rugged
contours of the Maine landscape and sea
initially suggested physical rather than
emotional sensations, Marin’s response
to elemental nature was nonetheless
authentic. ‘‘Seems to me,’” he once
said, ‘‘that the true artist must perforce
go from time to time to the elemental big
forms—Sky, Seas, Mountain, Plain—
and those things pertaining thereto, to
sort of re-true himself up, to recharge the
battery. For these big forms have every-
thing. But to express these, you have to
love these, to be a part of these in

sympathy.”’” Marin sought to condense
his sensations of specific subjects into
universals. He desired not to paint ‘‘a
sea’’ but *‘The Sea,” a goal he reinforced
with the words he included in his titles—

“‘pertaining to’’ and *‘related to."’

By 1920, Marin's decisive pictoriali-
zations had begun to assume greater
weight and solidity. With the intro-
duction of oil in 1925, he conjoined the
spontaneity of his previous work with
tactile paint surfaces. His efforts to
*‘give paint a chance to show itself
entirely as paint’’ eloquently exploited
the expressive potential of the medium.*

Marin'’s agitated brush strokes and his
aim of *‘representing paint first of all,
and not the motif primarily’’ anticipated
the Abstract Expressionists, who like-
wise used fluid paint handling to convey
inner states of emotion.®

In contrast to Hartley’s heavily
worked surfaces or Marin’s agitated
brush strokes, Arthur Dove’s more lyri-
cal approach to landscape mirrored his
spontaneous, pantheistic empathy with
nature. Speaking of Dove’s oneness
with nature, O’Keeffe remarked: ‘‘Dove
is the only American painter who is of
the earth . . .No, Marin is not of the
earth. He walks over the earth, but Dove
is of it.”’*° This perception of Dove’s
empathy with nature was echoed by a
friend’s description of sailing with Dove:
“‘For with Dove, people came into more
connection with the reality of the water
beneath and of the wind around and of
the little rowboat in the midst of it. Not
through anything he said, simply through
his presence.’"'* Dove's exaltation of the
spiritual in nature paralleled the phi-
losophy of the Blaue Reiter artists. His
belief that everything in the world was a
living vital presence with ‘as much
right to any spiritual royalty as any
intellectual’’ was particularly close to
the vitalist pantheism of Franz Marc.'?
Nevertheless, the affinities between Dove
and the Blaue Reiter Expressionists were
more a matter of shared sensibility than
of influence. Dove had made the requisite
trip to Europe in 1908, and would have

seen Kandinsky’s entry to the 1908
Salon d’ Automne in which both artists

participated. However, since Dove left
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Europe in the Spring of 1909, he would
mthaveseen any of Kandinsky's abstract
paintings until 1913. Nor would Dove
come upon the theories of ej
Kandmsky or Marc, for he renunet:llz
America a year before Kandinsky wrote
Concerning the Spiritual in Art, and
two years before he and Marc ,
Preparing Der Blaue Rejter Dove’s 1910

seen in i il
Armory Show debyt iﬁllnge Insca S5
2 Dove"s view of nature as 3 living
&reathmg Organism drew sustenan‘ce
omthe philosophy of Bergson that was

Propagated in Stieglitz’s cj
’ ircl
Dove’s works from the teens

€. Indeed,
(fig. 4

probably owed some
belief that objects we
ties but were part of 3 continuum of
mfmemen[. whose rhythms mingled
with those of other objects. Dou: 'S
lc;nf;n;:}trm;nt [c.) ﬁndmg Pictorial equiva-
€€ invisible forces came
closer Lhan any other American artist o
geﬁehsgg the ;_)hﬂf)sopfﬂes of the Blaue
- Ub too did his desire to penetrate
as JECt's essence and depict its inner
spmt—_lts ““condition of light'* as he
;:elllﬁ(li it. Doves distinction between
. g the spirit of 3 thing and simply
[h;elehng a certain way about some-

8" echoed Marc’s desire to “*paint
as the forest and horse feel themse}
notastheyappearmus."'3 a3

Durmg the 1920s anq 1930s, Dove
used an Imagery of circles whicl‘1 expand

thing to Bergson's

Ie not isolated enti-

Fig. 4 Arthur Dove
Nature Symbolized, No. 2, 1914
Oil on canvas

Courtesy of The Art Institute of
Chicago

Fig. 5 Georgl

Blue No. IIl, 19

Watercolor, 1

\405 x27.9a
Collections of Th

Museum
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from a central core in concentric bands
of modulated color to invest nature with
a pulsating energy and a sense of unity
and harmony. By 1938 he had begun to
replace his organic vocabulary and active
brush strokes with flatter, more abstract
shapes and evenly applied color (fig. 85,
cat. 48). These paintings retain Dove’s
personal connection with nature while
moving toward an abstract, contempla-
tive expressionism from which the
momentary and temporal have been
banished.

Within the Stieglitz circle, Dove felt the
greatest personal and stylistic affinity
for Georgia O’Keeffe. Both artists were
linked to the Blaue Reiter by virtue of the
pantheistic, transcendental life with
which they imbued nature. Yet O'Keeffe’s
attempts to create symbolic equivalents
for inner emotional states developed
with little exposure to Blaue Reiter
theories. She had studied in New York in
1914-1915, during which time she fre-
quented Stieglitz’s gallery and listened
to him expostulate on art. When she
assumed a teaching position at Columbia,
South Carolina in the fall of 1915, she
had already purchased a copy of Kan-
dinsky’s Concerning the Spiritual in
Art and was subscribing to Camera
Work.** Although O’Keeffe had prob-
ably spoken to Stieglitz only rarely and
still addressed him formally in corre-
spondence, she confided to her friend
Anita Pollitzer that he was the one indi-
vidual whose opinion about her work
she would value. When she began her
abstract charcoal drawings in the fall of
1915, it was no doubt that Stieglitz’s
interpretations—of Kandinsky and
others— guided her efforts. Her adoption

of his views may have been reinforced
during her three-month visit to New
York in the spring of 1916. The water-
colors which she began after that visit
went far beyond what had been done
previously by American artists in
attaining *‘a feeling like wonderful
music’’*s (fig. 5). Relying almost exclu-
sively on a vocabulary of abstract organic
forms, these watercolors rhapsodically
celebrate the vital, generative forces of
nature and give pictorial form to what
O’Keeffe described as ‘‘the intangible
thing in myself.’"*¢

In O’Keeffe’s subsequent work, exe-
cuted primarily in oil, she replaced the
expansive forms of her watercolors with
tighter, more focused compositions.
Enlarged, isolated images of flowers and
real objects became the vehicles for her
Iyric vision. After 1929, when she began
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sumrner.ing in I\.}ew Mexico, her work
mmﬂessu;fnai;nn_giy majestic. Out of the
e lries and visual serenity
€w Mexican landscape, and
from the Spanish-American Crosses

pc'uwerful. iconic imagery. In th

Soio ngffe broke with th::}:acstaurlilcs&::;:s-

ml?;shr?omamw' She no longer

o eqmvalgnts In nature for private

o ns, but Instead looked for the

o sal and timeless €Xperiences in
cape.

The aesthetic radicalis
' .
artists of the Stiegl S

earlier generations of American artists
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