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AN AMERICAN RETROSPECT

The Art Annual Offers Much Food for
Long Thoughts—The Case of Museums

By ELIFISABETH LUTHER CA.RY.'

BOOK of facts is often read
for the pleasure of being in-
formed with no special pur-
pose in view. Some one has

said—probably in a cynical mood—
that a man of lively mind can find
gll the inspiration he desires in a
telephone book or directory. Most
of us, however, of more indolent
mentality, prefer a more generous
type of fact, one that starts us off
on our questioning or theorizing
with some relation to a subject that
interests us. This type of fact is
what the American Art Annual
offers.

The issue recently published gives
more than the usual amount of food
for reflection, coming as it does in
the midst of an 2ra of depression
and uncertainty. The customary
introduction of comment is this
year by Frederic A. Whiting Jr.,
president of the American Federa-
tion of Arts. Characterizing the
year 1933 as one of extreme con-
trasts, he calls attention to the fact
that despite the extraordinary dif-
ficulties meeting the carrying on of
their former activities by art mu-
seums and art societies, the opening
of new museum buildings and addi-
tions compared favorably with the
preceding years, and the tendency
of museums to accept commaunity
responsibility gained during the
year, even those most seriously af-
fected rendering their services at
much personal sacrifice, often with
curtailed budgets and reduced,
staffs, to a public which responded|
by increased attendance and corre-
spondingly increased demands.

Mr. Whiting takes as a striking;
example the plucky Newark Mu-
seum, evidently still inspired by the
spirit of its late director, John Cot-
ton Dana. In the latter part of the
Spring its staff was cut by eighteen
and the salaries of those remaining
were considerably reduced. “It
seemed as if the valuable educa-
tional work must largely be given
up. Yet in the Autumn word came
that, despite increasing difficulty,
the museum’s effectiveness as &
positive force in the community
continued to grow. As an indication
of that, in the first ten months of
the year (1933) attendance in-
creased by two thousand over any
previous ten-month period, despite a
30 per cent reduction in the number |
of hours the museum was open. A
number of innovations were made:
daily gallery talks, adult hobby
groups, and a series of roto-radio
talks was continued.” !
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XHIBITIONS held up well,
considering the waning of en-
thusiasm for buying and col-:
lecting, which spread a grim pall’
over the spirits of those concerned
financially. And the year was made .
forever memorable by the greatest
exhibition ever held in America,’
that of the Chicago Art Institute:
synchronizing with the Century of
Progress Exposition. With the
stimulating fact of the Chicago
show occupying our minds, the in-
dependence of material ease dis-
played in centuries of magnificent
Ppainting by artists whether rich or
poor, oppressed by revolution and:
national disaster or enjoying the
luxury of peace and prosperity, be-
loved by monarchs or rejected by
democracies, living on the dainties
provided by court favorites or
starving in dilapitated studios, shel-
tered by friends or going mad in
solitude, still holding high the ban-
ner of their belief in their art and
in themselves—the Goyas, the Dau-
miers, the Groces, the Millets and
Corots and Van Goghs and Rem-
brants, dominate the imagination.
While artists of the past or present
can use their precious tools, they
echo in their acts, if not in words,
the dauntless cry of Shakespeare’s
most unhappy soldier: *“Blow wind,
come wrack! At least we'll die with
harness on our back.”

Another section of the Annual
also gives to think by the indication
it provides of what may be called
by confident progressives a swing
in popular taste, or by the conser-

vatives a proof of the tenacity of
tradition. The list of auction sales,
giving the titles and prices of paint-
ings bringing over $200 at public
sale and the names and national-
ities of the artists, is notable for
the interest betrayed in the art of
America’s earlier years. Gilbert
Stuart naturally leads the list; the
thirst for his agreeable versions of
Washington’s physiognomy seems
never to be satisfied. Two of these
portraits are recorded, bringing in
one case $10,500, in the other (the
Lee-Phillips portrait) $1,750. Still
another sold in May, 1933, for more
than $11,000. It obviously is Wash-
ington, however, not Stuart, who
captures both hearts and pocket-
books, since other portraits by
Stuart remain in the low hundreds.
Another Washington, by Rem-
brandt Peale, brought over $2,000.
The Americans of. a later period
showed at least a salesroom impor-
tance to be seriously considered in
the early months of 1933. One of
Thomas Moran’s beautiful Venetian
scenes, long neglected, was bought
for §81,600; an Innes landscape
brought over §4,000; & Thomas
Dewing (from the Mansfield collec-
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tion), $2,300; a Winslow Homer,
§11,000; a J. Alden Weir, $3,500; a
Homer Martin, $3,600, and at the
Montross sale a 7-by-12 Ryder
brought $2,400.

While these prices are by no
means extraordinary, are, indeed,
low for ordinary times and private
sales, yet for the dark days of that
unhappy Spring they are sufficient
to reveal an appreciation and con-
fidence that may be counted among
the heartening facts of the year.
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F we leave the field of optimism
for the future and return to the
art situation of the present it is
difficult to do anything but grieve

for the plight of the mass of artistsl

in our country—sa mass composed of
individuals born and trained for
one profession and finding it a pro-
fession that is the first to be disre-
garded in the face of existing and
advancing diminution of resources.
Although we have more or less
abandoned the theory that art is
merely a luxury to be left out of
any program for increased economy,
we consider the need of art from

‘the point of view of a public that

requires now if ever its reviving
messages. These reviving messages
are given by museum and gallery
exhibitions through the unselfish
and severe efforts of a number of
organizers.

This, however, is not helping the
artist himself with his unsold pic-
ture on his easel, his unused archi-
tectural plans on his table, his
sculpture with no place to go. Are
there any comforting facts on rec-
ord in conpection with this situa-
tion? A few, and in a class that
admits of indefinite expansion. A

good many schemes for large archi-
tectural undertakings were born in
prosperity and in some indescrib-
able manner have pushed through
to realization in the midst of ap-
parent chaog and certain depletion
of funds for individual spending.
Taking Rockefeller Center as an
example of opportunities that have
been realized; in spite of a number
of mistakes which will at once be
recalled by a great many embit-
tered Americans; no one can go
through the buildings and not real-
ize the justification for Mr. Whit-
ing’s statement that it has been
‘‘one of the most interesting as-
pects of the Rockefeller develop-
ment that painters, sculptors and
craftsmen have been called in in
great numbers."”’

The most recent effort toward re-
lieving unemployment, the Public

Works of Art project, needs no
description, ag it became known far
and wide as soon as it was put into
operation. Discussion and disagree-
ment reigned through its initial
stages, and all shades of opinion
were expressed as to the fitness of
the works displayed at the Cor-
coran Gallery in Wahington to be
placed in public buildings. This
was inevitable. There is now a fair-
ly general feeling that whatever its
merits and defects it has stirred
the entire country to a new con-
sciousness of art as something that
must not be permitted to die out
in any community to which it can
be brought. So complex and sophis-
ticated a writer as Henry James
once spent his most intense effort
upon a haunting story which he
intended for a thriller. Although
far removed from our present idea
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of a thriller, it commanded a great
deal of attention, partly because its
author’s most characteristic traits
were more than usually revealed
through its pages. At any rate, he
was pleased, because, he said, he
believed that at last he had been
able to ‘““‘wake up the libraries.’’
Much of the art shown in the ex-
hibitions of the work thus started
by the governmentyshas this qualityi
of waking up the common sources;
of supply to consideration of it.
Much of it is in a mood of hard,
unimaginative realism capable of
leading toward the stronger reali-
tieg of life of basic interest to us
all. It is, perhaps, this drop from

fantasy and poetry that will bring
about congenial companionship be-

‘tween communities far from art

centres, and the type of art—crea-
tive art—that is going to outlast
many generations of the human
race. Probably this is what the
ardent supporters of the project

mean when they say that this act.

of our now most active government
will ‘‘take the snobbery out of art.”
Of course, there really is no snob-
bery in art itself. It exists only in
what we say and think about it.
And what we are now thinking
about the results of the project is
that half a loaf is better than' no
bread.
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