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This third volume focuses on the later nineteenth century and first half of the twentieth,
when America became a modern nation, and leading American artists moved away
from traditional landscape and historical narrative paintings toward the study of
human form, society figures and everyday scenes. A leading proponent of this change
was the American ex-patriot artist James McNeill Whistler, who drew American artists
increasingly towards Paris as the new centre of the art world, and whose use of natural
and diffused light, fluid brushwork and overriding dictum of “art for art’s sake” influenced
a whole generation of emerging artists. Key amongst these was John Singer Sargent,
whose fashionable society portraits captured the physical and psychological nature of
his sitters, and American impressionist artists like Mary Cassatt and Frederick Childe
Hassam, whose paintings capture the transience and intimacy of everyday life.

This volume also illustrates how the dictum “art for art’s sake” was replaced with a new
philosophy, “art for life’s sake”, by a group of highly influential New York artists, known
as the Ashcan School. These artists, lead by Robert Henri, John Sloan, Walt Kuhn, and
Maurice Prendergast focused on new themes, such as the street, the tenements of the
city and working class seaside holidays, and heralded a major shift by American artists
away from purely European influences, towards a more dynamic re-interpretation with-
in a uniquely American artistic vision.

Signature works featured in this volume include Metcalf’s The White Veil; Sargent’s
Madame Paul Poirson and Mosquito Nets, Cassatt’s In the Garden; Hassam’s Notre Dame
Cathedral, Paris; Sloan’s, McSorley’s Bar; and Marsden Hartley’s Log Jam, Penobscot Bay.

The volume also includes an extensive bibliography and index.

AUTHOR: James W. Tottis is Acting Curator, American Art, Detroit Institute of Arts 
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[Edmund] Marsden Hartley

This logging scene is one of the most dynamic of the landscapes Marsden

Hartley produced during his last years. The painting was most likely begun

while the artist lived in Corea, a small community on the Maine coast, dur-

ing the autumn of 1940. Driven out of Corea by the extreme cold, he perhaps

finished the work early the next year, when he had returned to Bangor. Log

Jam, one of a group of water-themed images painted during this period, is

more closely related stylistically to the Georgetown landscapes of 1937–38

than to the two major series created concurrently: the mountain scenes of

Mount Katadin or the Corea paintings of lobster fishermen.

Hartley, using a limited palette of predominately white and black with

green, blue, and brown, created an ostensibly straightforward composition

that is actually quite complex. He presses the crowded, tumbling pile of logs

close to the front of the canvas, giving over three-quarters of the pictorial

space to the foreground. The logs, crushed together yet individually jostling

for position and overlapping each other, are punctuated by a paddle wheel,

barrel, shoe, and two bottles that have become trapped. Each object is

strongly outlined in black and painted with a thick, dry, white impasto on

top of a deeper color. The shapes of the logs and embedded objects are only

slightly modeled and without detail; the log ends tip up to reinforce the pic-

ture plane. This flattened treatment of three-dimensional objects suggests

Hartley’s abiding interest in cubist rendering of forms, observed many years

earlier during his travels in Europe. The piled-up logs, crowded edge to edge

across the canvas, immobilize the objects in the immediate foreground, in

direct contrast to the wild splash of the surf that flies up in the middle dis-

tance. The view into deep space is bounded by a fringe of pine trees under a

narrow strip of sky. The powerful, simplified geometry of the arrangement

of forms and their blocky, outlined treatment demonstrates the artist’s

ongoing debt to Cézanne, whose influence was strongest in Hartley’s paint-

ings of the 1920s.

Haskell (New York 1980c, 113) has suggested that the dense pressing of

forms in the works of 1940 and 1941 are related to the work of his friends, the

photographers Alfred Stieglitz and Paul Strand, from the 29l Gallery. Their

innovative techniques, including close-up, cropped views of familiar objects

and places was surely well known and intriguing to Hartley, who was continu-

ally experimenting. Log Jam, however, appears to extend that interest in frame-

filling close-ups to incorporate an almost cinematic suggestion of time.

Hartley’s ability to suspend motion in the foreground with a dramatic release

of activity in the middle distance seems one step beyond the quiet, close exam-

ination of a subject by the photographers. The subject of this painting, which

likely depicts an actual event, has more drama and action than much of

Hartley’s other work. He brings the deliberately posed quality of still-life

painting to nearly every subject he tackles, including landscape and figure

painting, but in Log Jam, he convincingly conveys a sense of anticipation.

Although the movement of the logs is temporary stilled, at any moment the

water will break the jam apart and the logs will continue on their way. m.w.
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Log Jam, Penobscot Bay
1940–41
Oil on masonite
76.4 · 104 cm (30 · 40 7/8 in.)
Gift of Robert H. Tannahill (44.5)
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John Singer Sargent 

Madame Paul Poirson, née Seymourina Cuthbertson, was the daughter of

Richard Seymour-Conway, 4th Marquess of Hertford and Madame Oger, his

mistress for over thirty years. This fabulously wealthy English aristocrat

could trace his descent back to the Edward Seymour who was lord protector

of England in 1547, but he was beguiled by the refined opulence of the

Second Empire and spent most of his life in France. He had been brought up

in Paris by his mother and chose to settle there, buying the château de

Bagatelle (once the home of Marie Antoinette) in the Bois de Boulogne in

1835. He never married and spent the latter half of his life amassing works of

art, notably Dutch paintings, old masters, early-nineteenth-century French

and English paintings, and oriental arms and armor.

Cuthbertson lived in Paris and married Paul Poirson, half-brother of the

artist Maurice Poirson; they had a son, Charles, and a daughter Suzanne,

who became a writer on feminism. It is not known when John Singer

Sargent met the Poirsons, but he had known them since at least early 1883,

when he moved to a new studio that had been built for Maurice Poirson and

which Paul Poirson had inherited. Sargent inscribed an early oil study of the

model Carmela Bertagna (Columbus Museum of Art, Ohio) “à mon ami

Poirson,” although whether the dedicatee is Paul Poirson or his brother

Maurice is uncertain. Sargent painted a half-length study of Suzanne

Poirson in 1884 (private collection).

Sargent’s new studio was situated on the wide avenue that forms the fic-

tive boundary of the Plaine Monceau, where many successful and fashion-

able artists, including Ernest Meissonier and Édouard Détaille, lived and

worked. This location represented an ambitious step-up from Sargent’s pre-

vious studio, in the bohemian Latin Quarter. The new studio was memo-

rably described by Sargent’s friend, the writer and critic Vernon Lee, in June

1883: “He has taken a whole tiny house, so extremely pretty, quite aesthetic

and English, with a splendid big studio and pretty garden with roses and all

done up with [William] Morris papers and rugs and matting” (Vernon Lee’s

Letters 1937, 116–17).

The circumstances in which the portrait of Madame Poirson was painted

have not been clearly established, but it is dated 1885 on the canvas and was

presumably painted in the studio the artist rented from the family. It was, in

the wake of the Madame Gautreau scandal, an uncertain time for Sargent

professionally. In July 1885, Sargent’s friend Lee was reporting that their

mutual friend author Henry James “seems to think that John is in a bad way.

Since Madame Gauthereau [sic] & one or two other portraits, women are

afraid of him lest he should make them too eccentric looking” (Vernon Lee’s

Letters 1937, 177). In a letter to David McKibbin (January 9, 1951, McKibbin

papers, catalogue raisonné archive, London) the sitter’s granddaughter

Béatrice Poirson related the family anecdote that this portrait and that of

Suzanne Poirson were painted in lieu of rent, but there is no evidence to

confirm the story, nor is there anything to corroborate the suggestion that

Sargent’s finances were in so parlous a state at the time as to make such an

arrangement necessary.

Madame Poirson’s costume and demeanor declare her position as a mem-

ber of the Parisian social élite. She is dressed with all the cool elegance of

couture fashion, in an ivory satin evening gown, with a sleeveless, boned

bodice ending in a point below waist level and a square neckline decorated

with beading and inset with fine net. The sheathlike skirt is also decorated

with asymmetrical bands of beading, the fabric drawn up and swept back-

ward over a tournure or bustle (the bustle, which had been so fashionable in

the early 1870s, had made a sartorial comeback in 1885) and into a satin and

chiffon train. The name of the designer is unknown, but the references to

eighteenth-century fashionable dress and the light, silvery tonalities reflect

contemporary interest in ancien régime taste and style. With such a cos-

tume, there is little need of jewelry, and the accessories are simple and ele-

gant: a black velvet choker, a corsage of cornflowers at the breast matching

those in the hair and on the bustle, a gold bangle on each arm and rings on

the third finger of the left hand and on the little finger of the right. The

long and graceful loop of the arms and the placing of the hands, at once nat-

ural and unusual, is the most striking aspect of the pose, and the curvilinear

forms are echoed in the sinuous lines of the figure and the design of the

gown, the rows of beading, and the sweep of the skirt. Madame Poirson’s

large, brown, doelike eyes and assured, aloof air make for a characterization

of extreme quiet and stillness, qualities enhanced by the refined color har-

monies and an uncluttered design. The eloquent silhouette and rhythmic

pose projected on a delicate, neutral background, the shimmering whites of

the gown, the translucence of the skin tones, and the tactile, sensuous paint

handling are a expression of Sargent’s style at a time of transition between

the tautness of his early French style and the impressionist-inspired facture

which would become the autograph of his mature portraiture. e.k.
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John Singer Sargent 
Madame Paul Poirson
1885                                                        
Oil on canvas
152.4 · 86.4 cm (60 · 34 in.)
Founders Society Purchase with funds
from Mr. and Mrs. Richard A.

Manoogian, Beatrice Rogers Fund,
Gibbs-Williams Fund, and Ralph Harmon
Booth Bequest Funds (73.41)
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The sitter. Her daughter-in-law, Madame 

Charles Poirson. Her son, Gérard Poirson to

1972. Acquired 1973.
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