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Director’s Foreword



Object Lessons began as a series of gallery talks given by a select
group of popular Yale professors. They were invited from across our
campus to present scholarly papers on—and, more importantly, in
front of—an object of their own choosing at the Yale University Art
Gallery. This meeting of art and ideas took hold immediately and
now provides both faculty and students alike opportunities to bridge
academic disciplines and perceive objects in new ways. In doing so,
the project has also helped to broaden an appreciation of art and
create a more diverse audience for the Gallery. It has also given the
participants, students, and public the chance to more fully engage
and appreciate the Gallery’s encyclopedic collections.

These talks are a choice example of the many student-conceived
projects that the Gallery Guide Program, now in its eighth year,
generates. The Object Lessons lectures have been taped and tran-
scribed, and a small sampling of the talks are published here so that
we might revisit the careful looking and critical analysis that are
the hallmarks of this series. The five essays in this book represent
not only disparate artists and periods—from Sudden Shower, Newbury
Marshes by Martin Johnson Heade (ca. 1865-75) to Dieter Roth’s Duck
Hunt (1971—72)—but also different styles of looking—from art histori-
ans Christine Mehring, Assistant Professor in the History of Art, and
Tim Barringer, the Paul Mellon Professor and Director of Graduate



Studies in the History of Art; to artist Jessica Stockholder, Professor
and Director of Graduate Studies in Sculpture; to sociologists and
philosophers Jeffrey C. Alexander, the Lillian Chavenson Saden
Professor of Sociology, and Karsten Harries, Professor and Director of
Graduate Studies in Philosophy. We thank these participants for their
own insightful and inspiring views and their infectious passion for art
and its history.

Several Gallery staff members, both past and present, have
assisted in publishing this selection of Object Lessons, including Anna
Hammond, Deputy Director for Education, Programs, and Public
Affairs, who realized the publication of these talks; Pamela Franks,
the Nolen Curator of Academic Affairs, and Ellen Alvord, former
Associate Curator of Academic Initiatives, without whose support
and limitless enthusiasm this project would not have been possible;
Christopher Sleboda, Director of Graphic Design, and Ken Meier,

a Yale graduate student working in the Graphic Design department,
for their expertise in resurrecting the talks within these pages; and
Tiffany Sprague, Associate Editor, who skillfully oversaw the editing
and production of the project. We also thank Christopher Canizares,
B.A. 2002, who initiated the series, and Anne Thompson for her copy-
editing skills.

Finally, we recognize the Gallery’s Shamos Family Foundation
Fund, which generously supports the Object Lessons lecture series and
other stimulating educational programs that bring our students more
fully in touch with art, each other, and our always-helpful faculty.

Jock Reynolds
The Henry ]J. Heinz II Director
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Seeing Silence: Martin
Johnson Heade, Sudden
Shower, Newbury Marshes



It seems, perhaps, sacrilegious to stand and talk in front of a paint-
ing for which the best response is a rapt silence. To absorb the full
aesthetic power of Martin Johnson Heade’s' Sudden Shower, Newbury
Marshes (plate 1), I suggest that you come when the galleries are
empty and stand before it in quiet contemplation, as at a Quaker
meeting. Although perhaps not a Quaker himself, Heade was
brought up in Bucks County, Pennsylvania, in a Quakerish milieu
and was deeply influenced, if not formally taught, by Edward
Hicks, the Quaker painter of the visionary, naive Peaceable Kingdom
series. Hicks’s beneficent landscapes, peopled by cheerful specimens
of God’s creation, present a providential vision of the bounty of
nature. But Heade’s landscapes delve far deeper, presenting with
true plainness and moving eloquence a Protestant view of the
natural world. Like the profound silences of Quakerism, Heade’s
painting expresses not merely inwardness but a strength of vision
that allows the world to be seen, and represented, as it really

is, naked and divorced of the gaudy trappings of convention. Its
emptiness is pregnant with rather than devoid of meaning. Where
Quakerism claims to divest itself of the humdrum iconography
and ritualistic trappings of organized religion—preferring white-
washed walls and clear light to incense, statuary, and stained

glass—Heade self-consciously purges from his art the trappings of



academic painting and those declarations of self that are a keynote
of Romanticism. In a gesture of visual puritanism, a stripping of the
altars, he reaches to the very essence of his subject and offers the
viewer the freedom to interpret it as he or she may wish. It’s my
belief that Heade seeks in this work something parallel to the inner
light of Quaker theology, through his reverential analysis of the
natural fall of light on grass and water, the moving of a rainstorm
across a coastal plain. Scrutiny of the external world and theological
questioning were for Heade, as for his contemporaries John Ruskin
and Ralph Waldo Emerson, one and the same process. I want to
suggest, then, that Heade transforms a quotidian scene into a state-
ment of aesthetic and pictorial purism, reconfiguring the empty salt
marshes as a secular icon, a focus for spiritual and perhaps even reli-
gious devotion. Heade gives us a series of plateaus whose poignant,
agonizing emptiness, whose very lack of specific features, forces

the viewer to confront the painful questions of faith and identity so
easily deflected by the Wagnerian, nationalistic bombast of much
work from this period.

It was the painting’s combination of formal innovation, quiet
technical mastery, and affective plangency that inspired me to
place it at the heart of American Sublime, an exhibition I curated with
Andrew Wilton at Tate Britain in 2002. Thanks to the generosity of
the Yale University Art Gallery, the painting traveled to London for
the exhibition. Few visitors to the show could ever have heard of
Heade, whose work is not represented in any British collection. Yet
Sudden Shower, Newbury Marshes was singled out by British critics as
a key work in the exhibition. It hung in a room of small paintings
from the 1850s and 1860s that stood in contrast to the bold and
grandiose works in the rest of the exhibition {such as Yale’s Mount

Ktaadn, by Frederic Edwin Church), providing a contrasting insight



into American art of the period and a moment of repose in a show
otherwise characterized by works assertive in color, composition,
and scale, replete with symbolism and pictorial drama.

We were able in American Sublime to install the work alongside
three other paintings by Heade depicting Newburyport Meadows in
Massachusetts, works deriving from a series of images whose con-
tent is minimal—haystacks, rivulets, a few harvesters in the sunset—
yet whose impact is profound. There are about 120 of these paintings,
made over a period of forty-five years. Together, they constitute a
profound meditation that utterly transcends the seeming banality of
their subject matter. It’s impossible, perhaps, to see a series of paint-
ings of haystacks without thinking of the Claude Monet series of the
1890s. Modernist taste would tend to present Monet’s assertive use of
paint as exemplary of his radicalism and Heade’s plain surfaces and
multiple glazes as conservative and backward-looking.

But I am quite serious in arguing that Monet’s works, for all their
gestural freedom, can appear crude and even pretentious when com-
pared to Heade’s, to me, more subtle and penetrating work. Monet’s
performative, theatrical manipulation of paint chimed with the
Modernist project. To misuse a distinction made by Michael Fried,
one might contrast Monet's theatricality with Heade’s absorption
in his subject. Monet presents the painted surface as an exten-
sion of his artistic persona. Heade gently leads the viewer through
imperceptibly thin layers of paint into the great emptiness of nature.
Monet’s vision is ultimately triumphalist, reassuring, egotistical:
Look at me, as the big signature in the corner asserts. Heade’s is
bleak, foreboding: Look at the emptiness of nature, look at God,
and think, feel, and worship for yourself. For critics in the 1950s,
such as Clement Greenberg, whose mission was to find historical

precedents for the big, gestural American Abstract Expressionist
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paintings of that era, Heade’s work—small, bourgeois in scale,
obsessed with apparently quotidian detail—could look ridiculous in
its pedantry, a dead end in art history. Canvases by Monet, with their
loose brushwork and chromatic assertiveness, by contrast, clearly
fed into that late-Romantic Action Painting tradition. Like Hans
Namuth’s photographs of Jackson Pollock, one could imagine Monet
at work, his strokes swift, bold, deliberately provocative, swiping
and blotting at the canvas. But Heade was anything but quick. Sudden
Shower, Newbury Marshes was made slowly in the studio. It was made
painstakingly—with small brushes, in series of near-transparent
glazes—and thoughtfully—each glaze applied with care, over a
period of weeks, after the last layer had dried. Heade’s delicate gauze
of glazes could be easily damaged by clumsy or overzealous cleaning,
but the excellent condition of Sudden Shower, Newbury Marshes allows
us to appreciate the subtlety of his technique.

We are not standing in the 1950s, happily, and it is no longer the
case that contemporary art production is about picture planes, paint,
and abstractions. Action Painting is dead. The macho persona of the
artist-as-hero has been systematically undermined by more than
a generation of Postmodern critique. Contemporary art production
tends to be concerned with issues of identity, spirituality, belonging,
place, space—issues that, I'd wager, are more subtly considered by
Martin Johnson Heade than by Monet or Pollock.

Let’s consider what is new about Sudden Shower, Newbury Marshes.
How do I justify my claims for its radical reformism, its rejection
of pictorial convention? Unlike American and British landscape
painting from before 1850, this is not, to my mind, a Romantic
painting. It shares something with the naturalism of an artist like
John Constable, whose penetrating, inspirational studies of sky
and light can be seen at the Yale Center for British Art. But Heade’s



surfaces deny that sense of the Romantic artist as a confessional
genius, which is inherent to Constable’s practice. The drama of
Romanticism is absent here. Considering especially that its subject is
an oncoming storm, this is a singularly undramatic painting. Think,
for example, of the work of Thomas Cole, which is full of “shock
and awe” (a formulation of American sublimity all too familiar in
modern times). Cole’s work exudes explosive violence. Sudden Shower,
Newbury Marshes does possess a sense of quiet menace, perhaps, but
nothing like the paintings of Cole, who so often offers a simple
binary in which a fearsome storm on one side of the composition is
balanced by a heavenly tranquillity on the other. This contrast

of motifs resembles the construction of an early Romantic piece

of music, a symphony in which there are contrasting first and
second subjects, masculine and feminine, the way Beethoven put
together a symphonic argument. In such binary forms, the

drama of contrast is the motivating principle. But in Heade’s mid-
nineteenth-century painting, this Romantic heritage is abandoned
in favor of a cooler, more reserved viewpoint. It is, to continue the
musical metaphor, a symphonic poem such as Dvordk or Smetana
might have written, evocative and eloquent, rhapsodic but

formally self-deprecating.

To pursue this analysis, let’s start by looking at the way this
painting is organized. Unlike painting in the Modernist tradition,
which draws attention to the materiality of paint and canvas,
Heade’s work, apparently delicate and fragile in its physical form,
delivers a massive space, a sense of volume. The surface of the
painting offers no resistance but transfers you directly into the phys-
ical space of the landscape. Heade’s mastery of perspective allows
for this small, flat object to conjure up a sense of vast expanses. It is

a common critique of “academic” painting that its glossy illusions



require too little of the viewer, delivering easy, populist pleasures.
But Heade’s work gives no easy payoff. It calls for an imaginative
engagement. Heade invites the viewer to enter the painting, placing
his or her body in relation to the size of the objects in the canvas

in order to explore represented and imagined space. Unusually, the
horizon is very low, and Heade eschews the verticals on either side
to frame the composition—the repoussoir trees used by almost every
landscape painter from Claude to John Constable and Thomas Cole.
The felling of these trees is an act of pioneering reformation, a tell-
ing removal of the father figures of landscape painting, which opens
up new, panoramic possibilities.

Heade achieves a sense of recession by giving us indices to draw
us into the composition. The most effective element investing us
in the painting’s quiet world is the quotidian motif of a ditch,

a dike of salt water. This simple device operates in a manner that is
both perspectivally and associatively complex. It brings us into the
composition through a double oxbow, quite a common geographical
feature of salt marshes, examples of which can be seen today from
the windows of the train between New Haven and Bridgeport. Enter
the painting and follow that double oxbow, perhaps imagining your-
self punting down it as agricultural laborers might have done while
delivering cut hay or food for grazing animals. As you experience
the painting’s fictional space, you will find yourself both oppressed
and elated. Above you, great black clouds well up; beyond, a huge
expanse of space in the distance.

The double oxbow might also be a subtle reference to the
Romantic landscape of the previous generation. One of Thomas
Cole’s most celebrated paintings was View from Mount Holyoke,
Northampton, Massachusetts, after a Thunderstorm, of 1836, known as
The Oxbow (Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York), a parable of



modern America in which the oxbow of the Connecticut River

in Northampton becomes a site for the enactment of the drama

of nature versus culture. The painting contrasts a storm over the
wilderness with peace and prosperity over the agricultural lands of
the plains, and Cole portrays himself, top-hatted in the foreground,
as a chronicler of historical change and a lover of nature. Heade may
be claiming some such role for himself in Sudden Shower, Newbury
Marshes, but the artist himself is no longer a physical presence.
Cole’s dramatic staging of historical and moral issues through a rep-
resentation of the natural environment gives way to a more subtle,
quietist approach.

As well as the double oxbow, a second and perhaps conflicting
system operates to create space. The seven haystacks are deployed
within the composition with extreme care. If one were to plot a map
of the layout of the haystacks, as if from directly above, one would
find that they, too, follow a double oxbow shape. But the effect of
these curious, uncanny shapes, larger or smaller depending upon
their distance from the artist, makes a striking impression on the
viewer. The whole painting, of course, employs an Albertian perspec-
tive scheme, which leads to a vanishing point. All the objects in the
picture fit perfectly into that scheme; one tiny error and the magic
of the illusion would be lost. But by repeating a highly distinctive
motif—in whose outline I see an uncanny echo of the great baptis-
tery at Pisa—in different scales and registers, Heade alludes to
a much older form of perspective, in which the size of objects simply
is reduced to indicate distance. In the Bayeux Tapestry, Gothic illumi-
nated manuscripts, or early Sienese panel paintings, tiny figures are
juxtaposed directly with larger ones to indicate distance between
them. Heade uses this device here, in addition to vanishing-point

perspective, in order to create a massive plain over which the



storm can pass. In this way, he creates the vast, solemn emptiness
that provides the picture’s overwhelming power.

Heade also uses a device beloved of all landscape painters,
whether the chilliest imitator of Nicolas Poussin or the most
bombastic Turnerian Romantic: chiaroscuro. Without the play of
light and shade, landscape tends to become meaningless, a mere
catalogue of objects. However, Heade does not adopt the traditional
use of regular bands of light and dark to vary his composition. He
doesn’t cast features at either side into the shadow and allow a
patch of light to enliven the foreground. Rather, he throws over the
bottom third of his composition a great band of darkness; the storm
is upon us and is encroaching rapidly upon the plain. In minutes, the
storm clouds will cast the entire vista into deep shadow. The drama
of the natural scene determines Heade’s innovative composition.

Sudden Shower, Newbury Marshes makes a complex and multiple
appeal to the senses. I've alluded to Heade’s silence, but his is
a silence invaded by the sound of rain falling on water and reeds,
an uncanny sound that envelops the listener on all sides. And we
should also consider another sense: smell. The olfactory associations
evoked by this painting are powerful. There’s a strange brackish
odor of salt water about these marshes; the water in Heade’s fore-
ground slips into the landscape and pervades it with a saline marine
smell that mixes vegetation, mosses, roots, and reeds. And finally
there is touch. The idea of touch in relation to Heade is paradoxical.
Unlike Monet’s surfaces, which resemble ice cream or yogurt, the
surface of Heade’s painting has no texture at all. This frustrated
the Modernist critics in the London showing of American Sublime,
who were brought up to value surface texture in nineteenth- and
twentieth-century painting. Yet in American mid-nineteenth-century

painting there is very little to enjoy in the actual texture of the

10



paint. The paint is thin, the glazes almost invisible to the naked eye,
the brushstrokes tiny and evasive. That very fact, however, allows
Heade to concentrate on textures that are actually properties of the
objects he’s representing. Look closely at this painting and you

will see an extraordinary range of tactile effects, from the freshly cut
hay on the wagon to the water disturbed by falling rain to the reeds
and the mossy post in the foreground. In the distance, the eye can
explore among the rich and dense foliage all kinds of textures and
two or three different kinds of cloud, carefully defined and described.
This form of realism is not casual, not a mere banal cataloguing of
lumps of matter. It is not the slick illusionism of the academic show-
man. Heade’s is a pious realism that appeals not just to our sense

of sight but to the way our imagination decodes visual information
and then creates images in the mind from it. The objects in Heade’s
painting are, I believe, described in a manner both religious and
scientific, in which, to quote John Ruskin in Modern Painters, to paint
accurately is “following in the steps of nature and tracing the

finger of God.”? The two things were not in any kind of collision for
Martin Johnson Heade.

This painting is not merely a natural drama, however, nor a
study of nature alone. On this great plain there is a key element of
human activity. Agriculture has shaped the natural world; the hay
is being harvested, even from this marshy and difficult terrain. And
while there are only two tiny figures here, indicated slightly, they
are clearly enough denoted for us to conclude that one is male and
one female. We may wonder whether these figures represent an
Adam and an Eve, primeval American figures ready to repopulate
a new world, though to do so on the basis of an original sin that
might find its echo in the oncoming storm. But such a reading
would, in my view, be far-fetched. There was no labor in Eden;



harvesting is a feature of the postlapsarian world, a result of the
curse of Adam: “In the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat bread”
(Gen. 3:19).

It would be perfectly historically appropriate for Heade to
represent male and female figures at work in the harvest. In contrast
to Britain, where painters had been celebrating fields full of
busy haymakers and harvesters since the early eighteenth century,
in America the problem was that of a small population; women
were needed in the workforce. In the overcrowded British Isles, the
problem was scarcity of food; in America there were too few
people to harvest the bounty of nature, a point that Heade nicely
symbolized in this painting. It is no surprise that the first effective
harvesting machinery was exhibited in London by Americans
at the Great Exhibition of 1851, perhaps a decade before Heade
completed this painting. There is no machinery here, however—on
these treacherous salt marshes, any mechanization would be impos-
sible. Unlike the great open fields of the Midwest, which were being
brought under cultivation by the 1850s, such land produced only
minimal profits and could not sustain the major investment
that machinery would entail. It’s absolutely impossible, however,
that these two people could have cut enough hay to make the
seven great haystacks here, let alone what's just been left on the
wagon. So these figures are emblems of a bigger labor force, perhaps
departed now for other hay fields.

Heade’s painting is insistently rural, betraying no sign of moder-
nity or industrialization. He shows us—in one sense—a prelapsarian
scene, undisturbed by the ambivalent energies of modernization.
This point is eloquently made in the present hang at Yale, which
juxtaposes Sudden Shower, Newbury Marshes with another work by
Heade, Lynn Meadows, from 1863. In Lynn Meadows, beneath the sunset,

12



a railroad cuts a horrible geometric line, a gash, across the center of
the composition, and a train pollutes the air with filthy coal smoke.
The sunset becomes an apocalypse, and the tiny human figures

in the middle ground appear completely lost. Maybe they’re digging
shellfish out of the sand. But they look squalid and neglected in
contrast to the rooted, stoic, even heroic pair working among the
great haystacks in Sudden Shower, Newbury Marshes. If the latter paint-
ing is an Eden, Lynn Meadows offers us a taste of an industrial hell.

In this regard, Heade was better placed than many to comment

on the effects of urbanization, since, unlike most American artists,
he actually had traveled to nearly every significant industrial city
in the United States. He knew what was happening in the industrial
centers in the Northeast and increasingly in the Midwest. The
fragility of Heade’s rural ecology, the vulnerability of the farmers
harvesting their bounty from the salt marshes, suddenly become
apparent. Aspects of the composition emphasize this point. The
haystack in the foreground has been built up on stilts, on a plinth,
to avoid flooding from the tidal salt water, but it’s not covered

and still could be damaged by the rain. We realize that like the hay-
stack, which appears initially to be a monumental form, the rural
world is under threat.

All this might imply that Heade was a mere recidivist, a con-
servative who wished to preserve the old Jeffersonian ideals of the
United States as a rural land of self-contained yeomen, rather than
a modern American of the industrial era. But while he certainly saw
the ecological threats posed by steam power and industry, Heade
was undoubtedly a figure abreast of the culture of modernity, and it
is with this point I wish to conclude. I contested earlier the accepted
idea of a contrast between Monet and Heade as being that of modern

versus premodern or “unmodern” painting. Rather, in these two



artists we confront two competing forms of modern visual culture.
I'd like to situate Sudden Shower, Newbury Marshes as a marker of a
moment of modernity in which the relationship between human-
kind and the environment was being renegotiated. Heade’s pictorial
puritanism is, in itself, a gesture of radical visual change, a visual
reformation that parallels Modernism’s claims to have effected

a radical cleansing of a decadent academic tradition. Furthermore,
in his cleansing of the pictorial lens, Heade references the most
modern forms of visual culture available to him.

The research of Theodore Stebbins has revealed that Heade only
took up landscape painting in the mid-1850s, in his midthirties,
having worked before that mainly as a portraitist. It was only after
he installed himself in the Tenth Street Studio Building in New York,
in the fall of 1858, that Heade devoted himself fully to landscape
painting. His fellow tenants included Frederic Edwin Church, the
leading landscape painter of the day, Sanford Gifford, and John W.
Casilear. Much of Heade’s earlier work drew inspiration from vari-
ous provincial forms of art making, from Hicks’s Peaceable Kingdom
series to traditional, workmanlike forms of portraiture. But in 1858
he found himself surrounded not only by landscape paintings of
the highest sophistication and modernity, such as Church’s great
Niagara, of 1857 (Corcoran Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.), but also
by the visual culture of modernity in all its riotous novelty: photog-
raphy, the panorama, graphic journalism, and advertising. It is pos-
sible, too, that he saw, perhaps in Boston, the touring Pre-Raphaelite
exhibition of 1857 to 1858, which included landmarks of modern
landscape painting such as Ford Madox Brown’s English Autumn
Afternoon, of 1853 (Birmingham City Museums). Brown’s painting,
like Church’s Niagara, eschews the Claudean repoussoir and attempts

a fidelity of representation quite unprecedented in the history of art,

14



informed by photography and new forms of scientific notation and
analysis. Where Brown selected an oval, eye-shaped composition,
Church drew from the wildly popular medium of the panorama the
idea of a broad, low canvas, only half as tall as it was wide. Heade,
too, must have seen the panoramas at Niblo’s Theatre in New York
and have absorbed the idea of a continual horizon, not framed by
repoussoirs but extending forever and surrounding the viewer. The
protocinematic excitement of such panoramas was a key element

in the popular visual culture of New York. The 1850s also saw the
proliferation of the daguerreotype and other forms of photography
in New York. By the time Sudden Shower, Newbury Marshes was painted
(after 1858), many artists were adept in the use of the camera, and all
had learned to look at the natural world through the new, interroga-
tory gaze of the photographic lens.

Armed with these avant-garde visual strategies, Heade was able
to pursue his own path. Unlike Brown, who celebrated the unex-
pected beauty of the hinterlands of the modern city, or Church and
his competitor Albert Bierstadt, who sought out the most grandiose
effects of New World nature, Heade’s Quaker instincts drove him to
seek beauty in the simplest subjects. Looking, paradoxically, with
both the intensity of the camera and the broad inclusiveness of the
endless panorama, Heade was able to reexamine the most basic
elements of landscape—water, earth, and air; the harvesting of hay;
a coming storm—to dramatic, modern effect.

Yet this vigorous new interrogation of the world provided
Heade with the materials for a very Protestant meditation on human
life (with the two harvesters going about their appointed tasks);
the presence of God in nature; and, perhaps—in those oncoming
storm clouds—the mysteries of divine providence. In the Puritan-
influenced world of Heade’s youth, signs of God’s handiwork were



sought in everyday events, and many Northerners felt that the Civil
War represented yet one more act in a divinely inspired history.
While the dating of Sudden Shower, Newbury Marshes is a matter of
speculation, Heade certainly painted it after 1858, when he began

to work in Massachusetts. By that time, the shadow of an inevi-
table war was already upon the American polity, a shadow that
Heade surely acknowledged in his great, black painting Approaching
Thunder Storm, of 1859 (Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York).
Here a change in the weather is surely a signal (as it was so often

in the works of Cole and Church) of a storm of more symbolic and
apocalyptic dimensions. And perhaps Heade indicates in Sudden
Shower, Newbury Marshes, using the most modern methods available to
him, that the sacramental calm of the distant scene, of the Puritan
America of his youth, is to be subject to a terrible disruption. It is
entirely typical of Heade, so quiet and nonintrusive an artist, that
he devolves to the viewer the decision as to whether the oncoming
storm symbolizes the war or simply the depredations of modernity
and industrialization, or whether this exquisite small canvas merely
chronicles the momentary changes of meteorology over a coastal
plain. Heade’s Quakerish refusal of exegesis and dogma leaves the

viewer to ponder, to experience, and to worship—in silence.
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For a definitive account of Heade’s life and work, see Theodore E. Stebbins,

The Life and Work of Martin Johnson Heade: A Critical Analysis and Catalogue Raisonné
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000). See also Andrew Wilton and

Tim Barringer, American Sublime: Landscape Painting in the United States, 18201880
{London: Tate, 2002). Aspects of the New York context can be explored in the
excellent catalogue: Catherine Hoover Voorsanger and John K. Howat, eds., Art and the
Empire City: New York, 1825-1861 (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2000).
John Ruskin, Modern Painters (originally published in 1843), in The Works of

John Ruskin, ed. E. T. Cook and Alexander Wedderburn (London: G. Allen,
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Why Cézanne Matters



Cézanne’s art resists theorizing. To be sure, it is difficult to write
about the progress of modern art, particularly about Cubism, with-
out mentioning Paul Cézanne. One could thus situate the painting
before us within the development of Cézanne’s art, and that devel-
opment in turn within a progress that reached a first culmination
in the Cubist compositions of Georges Braque and Pablo Picasso. But
such an approach is inattentive to Cézanne’s distinctive passion
or voice, to the way his paintings engage nature in a very personal
dialogue. Yet the nature of this dialogue I find difficult to under-
stand. This helps to explain why I have been reluctant to write about
Cézanne: for lack of words.

So why did I choose this particular painting, The House of Dr.
Gachet at Auvers-sur-Oise (plate 2)? I could speak of the architecture
of the painting, of the way the black mark crowning the roof of
the doctor’s house seems to me to offer a key to the architecture of
the whole; of the way the broken ochers and browns speak to each
other; of the way in which colors, even as they serve the task of rep-
resentation, seem oblivious to such service. Note how Cézanne deals,
or rather does not really deal, with light and shadow, flattening the
represented townscape: there is tension between this conversation
of paint and the task of representation. Or I could point to the way

paint here relates to the canvas, the way it presents an obstacle to
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the easy passage from pictorial representation to represented real-
ity. It was precisely this that outraged so many when paintings by
Cézanne were first exhibited. Why should a painting present

such obstacles, obstacles that, given the expectations formed by
nineteenth-century academic painting, had to make it seem not
quite finished, an unresolved, preparatory sketch?

There are, of course, a great many works in our gallery, and
a number of these may seem more obviously important than this
rather modest Cézanne. That appears especially true given the cur-
rent state of our art world, which for the most part seems to have
turned its back on the painterly representation that still invites
one to visit this place to consider how Cézanne dealt with it, or to
look at some old photograph showing the house of Dr. Gachet, with
its distinctive roof and prominent chimneys.! But I feel no need to
follow this invitation here, even as, looking at this painting, I find
it difficult not to think of what is represented, or rather of the abyss
that separates the object before us, canvas and paint, from what it
represents—an abyss that seems at once crucially important and
quite unimportant.

Cézanne painted this house at least three times. One very
similar version hangs now in the Musée d’Orsay, in Paris, a gift of
the doctor’s son to his country. It is from a very similar point of
view, although a bit farther down the road and a bit to the left. That
Cézanne so often painted the same motif over and over—think of
Mont Sainte-Victoire or the Bibémus Quarry—seems significant.
One senses a kind of struggle. But the goal of this struggle would
not seem to be faithful representation. Cézanne is concerned with
a different kind of faithfulness. Consider once more the black mark
at the peak of the doctor’s house in our painting. What does it rep-
resent? It has no counterpart in the Paris version. Suppose it were
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eliminated? Would it matter? The way it rhymes with the edge of
the house below and the edge of the road helps to establish a strong
vertical that, in turn, lets the diagonals speak more loudly. And what
are we to make of the white or whitish strokes around the roof of
the doctor’s house? How does their very material presence serve

the task of representing the sky? One can almost understand why
Cézanne should have been singled out for ridicule by critics who
saw his work at the 1874 exhibition of the Société Anonyme des
Artistes, Peintres, Sculpteurs, Graveurs: “Of all known juries,”
mocked the reviewer for Le rappel, “none ever imagined, even in

a dream, the possibility of accepting any work by this painter, who
used to present himself at the Salon carting his canvases on his back
like Jesus his cross.”? Today we may find it difficult to understand
this sort of response, although given the then-prevalent expecta-
tions about the qualities a finished painting should possess,

a painting such as this had to seem unfinished; for example, in the
way canvas and paint are obtrusively present. What is the point of
the ocher slab of paint below the tree trunk on the left? The way the
paint is applied, the way it sits on the canvas, is much too willful for
faithful representation. We become aware of paint as much as we do
of the representational function of paint. And the two are in tension,
tension that the painting keeps alive and does not seek to resolve.

So Cézanne seems to struggle in this picture. But what was the
point of the struggle? [ don’t think the reviewer’s comparison of
Cézanne with Jesus should simply be dismissed. Especially in the first
half of his life, Cézanne would seem to have experienced painting
rather like a cross he had to bear. The art establishment had told him
over and over that art was not something he was particularly good at.
In school his close friend Emile Zola was considered the more gifted

draftsman. But painting was a burden of which Cézanne could

23






Plate 2



not rid himself. In painting, he wrestled with some very personal
demons that kept visiting him. Cézanne needed art to heal himself.

I began by saying that I find it hard to speak about the picture
before us. Yet to be sure, many things about it are easily said. For
example; that the painting was probably made in 1873; that Auvers
is close to Paris; that Dr. Gachet, homeopath and psychiatrist,
Darwinian and Socialist, sometime artist and always-generous
patron of the arts, bought the house in the picture for his ailing
wife on April g, 1872; that many artists visited the house, including
Cézanne, who, as I mentioned, painted it a number of times. I could
add that much later, on May 20, 1890, van Gogh visited Dr. Gachet in
this very same house, both painter and doctor weary and sick. Van
Gogh, who painted a famous portrait of the doctor, was to shoot
himself two months later; the doctor, who had never gotten over the
death of his wife in 1875, sketched the artist from his deathbed. This,
then, is a storied house, and one could continue to relate stories
about it. But in the presence of the picture, such stories seem hardly
worth telling. Do they have anything to do with the painting’s
success or failure? Would it matter if this were some other house,
in some other town, owned by a different person? But what then can
[ say about this painting that will not seem trivial? Talk about
paint strokes and canvas? About greens and tans, blues and grays?
Would I not have done better to pick some work that is easier to talk
about and that addresses far more directly the issues that matter
to today’s artists?

For example, a work by Marcel Duchamp. Duchamp has, of
course, become one of the patron saints of contemporary art.
Picking one of his works, I could have addressed the question, Just
what made the art world embrace Duchamp as it has? Presupposed
is a profound dissatisfaction with just the kind of art exemplified
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by this Cézanne. No one gave clearer expression to such dissatis-
faction than Duchamp. Consider what he had to say about what
distinguished his art from Futurist painting, a statement that also
suggests what separated it from the art of Cézanne: “Futurism was
an impression of the mechanical world. It was strictly a continua-
tion of the Impressionist movement. I was not interested in that. I
wanted to get away from the physical aspect of painting. I was much
more interested in recreating ideas in painting.”® Duchamp went

on to assert that “until the last hundred years all painting had been
literary or religious,” that is to say, had been at the service of words
or the Word, and explained his own work as an attempt to restore
to painting its lost literary dimension, to lead it back to a tradition it
had forsaken sometime in the nineteenth century.

Cézanne, it would seem, moves very much within the orbit
Duchamp wanted to leave behind. In the painting before us the
physical aspect is all-important: the way paint sits on the canvas
but also the way the painting responds to the seen. By the time he
made this picture, Cézanne had learned that passion and imagina-
tion were not enough to produce significant art, that his impetuous
attempts to paint dream-visions without checking himself through
careful and patient observation of nature were trapping him within
himself and leading his art into a dead end. Cézanne desperately
needed to get outside himself. And that outside was furnished not by
words but by nature.

Cézanne, to be sure, disliked the modern mechanical world and
railed against it, against the way the new technology had violated
and threatened to transform the land he loved and had explored as a
boy on long hikes with his friends Baptistin Baille and Zola. This fact
has more than mere anecdotal significance. It may invite a charge of

nostalgia, but Cézanne clung to such nostalgia, always dreaming of
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a Provence somehow beyond the modern world. The industrializa-
tion beginning to take shape around him and that had just exploded
in the Franco-Prussian War is given little space in his paintings: the
brutal gash of The Railway Cutting, of 1870 (Neue Pinakothek, Munich),
a gash violating his beloved Mont Sainte-Victoire, comes to mind.
Cézanne was suspicious of words, cared little for theory. And
standing before this Cézanne one senses that words d