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Introduction


I like this thing because it’s a revolt, and I’m for revolt every time.

—ARTHUR YOUNG, AMERICAN ARTIST



March 1913

New York City

Traffic backed up for blocks around the 69th Regiment National Guard Armory on the east side of Manhattan. Limousines, taxis, and old-fashioned horse-drawn carriages fought for position on Lexington Avenue. Under the baleful glare of beat cops, uniformed attendants wearing spiffy caps shouted into megaphones in a vain attempt to keep traffic flowing. In the line that snaked around the corner and down the block, visitors craned their necks to see how close they were getting to the wide stairs leading to the entrance. They were willing to wait.

Officially, they were attending the International Exhibition of Modern Art—but everyone was already calling it the Armory Show. It was, by far, the most anticipated and talked about event of the season. Everyone wanted to see it.1

Inside, staff members checked coats and handed out catalogs; sales staff talked up potential buyers; and art students studied gallery maps to be sure they could handle their guide duties. The high ceiling echoed with conversation and laughter. A few officers of the 69th Regiment wandered around, marveling at the transformation of their drill hall, which was now filled with paintings and sculptures and decorated with potted pine trees and swags of greenery. One newspaper critic said the hall resembled an Italian garden.

Clutching their programs, visitors entered the galleries and moved between brilliantly colored paintings that were unlike anything seen in the United States before: A bullfight by Édouard Manet. Green olive trees against a pale blue sky by Vincent van Gogh. An old woman counting rosary beads by Paul Cézanne. The farther from the entrance, the stranger the art became. A drawing of interlocking charcoal lines by Pablo Picasso was inexplicably titled Standing Female Nude. A jumble of gray and orange blocks claimed to depict a religious procession in Seville, and a chunk of plaster was identified, unaccountably, as The Kiss.

The visitors shared their frank opinions of the art. “If I caught my boy Tommy making pictures like that, I’d certainly give him a good spanking,” announced one matron to her friends.2 “It’s a long way from Ingres* to Matisse, but only a short one from Matisse to anger,” declared another observer, probably proud of the quip—a reporter obligingly jotted it down.3 One gentleman in a frock coat removed his hat and bent over to survey a canvas upside-down between his legs in a vain attempt to better understand it.4

In one of the last galleries, a crowd piled up around one painting, an arrangement of tan slabs and wedges descending diagonally across a brown background. The catalog identified it as #241: “Nu descendant un escalier”—Nude Descending a Staircase—by Marcel Duchamp. One guest stood peering at the work as an art student wearing an “Information” pin on his lapel tried desperately to explain it.

The visitor shook his head at the end of the student’s spiel. “It may be all as you say,” he said, “but I fail to discover anything like a girl going down stairs.”

“Don’t let that worry you,” broke in another guest. “She’s going down so fast you can’t see her. Don’t you notice the smoke?”

Some mocked the strange new art, but other visitors were delighted by the work on display. A journalist encountered Arthur Young, an artist with drawings in the show, cheerfully wandering the galleries. “You know, I like this thing because it’s a revolt, and I’m for revolt every time,” he said. “These post-impressionists and cubists and futurists are throwing figurative bombs. Let ’em go!”5

Young wasn’t the only one to describe the Armory Show in military terms, perhaps inspired by the martial location. The headline for the New York Herald declared “Flying Wedge of Futurists Armed with Paint and Brush Batters Line of Regulars in Terrific Art War.” The article went on to say, “The battle has been raging in Europe for years, and now the fighting has spread to this country. Armed to the teeth with brushes and pencils, the rival factions are attacking each other’s artistic ideas at every opportunity.”6

The American Art News called the art exhibit “a bomb from the blue” and critic Hutchins Hapgood, writing for the Globe, described the city in ruins as if from an assault: “Immense conflagrations, terrifying and exciting fires burst out all over the city…. The skyscrapers of prejudice were shaken and the static buildings of outworn tradition were set on fire.” Hapgood believed the show would infuse American art with new energy: “It is the most life enhancing exhibition of a large and inclusive character that we have ever had in New York.”7 Opponents to the show took a contrary view—they felt as if their homeland was under invasion by a foreign artistic force and took up arms to defend America from the besieging Cubists, Futurists, and Fauvists.

——

The first thing to know about the Armory Show is that it was huge. In the 69th Regiment drill hall were 1,200 to 1,300 paintings, sculptures, and drawings. Featured were the works of nearly 300 artists, both American and European, ranging from painters with household names (van Gogh, Picasso, Claude Monet) to artists so completely unknown to this day that art historians can tell us neither the dates of their births and deaths nor even, in a few cases, their full names. The exhibit visited three cities in America—New York, Chicago, and Boston—and nearly a quarter of a million people saw the show. Guests included artists, writers, architects, and poets; queens of society and titans of industry; political heavyweights and marginalized radicals; shopgirls, chauffeurs, bartenders, and students.

Newspapers, the sole mass media of 1913, covered the show from start to finish. Headlines appeared not only in the three tour cities but also across the United States in papers from Grand Rapids to El Paso, Tacoma to Cleveland. The blanket coverage sparked trends in more than just art. “Cubism,” a narrowly defined art movement in Europe, became a catchall term for anything new, fresh, and modern. Designers unveiled Cubist fashions; hostesses threw Cubist parties where their guests played Cubist games and ate Cubist food. To use a twenty-first-century term, Cubism became a meme.

But the real impact of the show came not in fads and fashions but in fundamental transformations within American art. Modern European art established a beachhead in America with the Armory Show, a secure position from which to launch future incursions. More modernism would follow as European artists realized the potential of the market; soon cross-Atlantic trade in radical art became commonplace. In time, museums such as the Whitney, the Guggenheim, and the Museum of Modern Art opened to showcase it. The stage was set for New York to rise—relatively quickly—from provincial backwater to capital of the art world.

The Armory Show also transformed the lives of numerous painters and sculptors. Duchamp went from unknown French painter, overshadowed by his better-known older brothers, to the most famous European artist in America. He remains well-known to this day—most people with basic cultural knowledge still recognize his name and can identify one or two of his works. For most artists the change was more subtle; the show offered an opportunity to glimpse a wider world of art, a chance to feel part of a community of modernists, a moment to study styles wilder and more thrilling than any they had seen before.

For some artists, the Armory Show was a disaster—it exposed their weaknesses and diminished their authority. For others, the Armory Show was their first step in becoming professional artists—Edward Hopper, later one of the most famous artists in America, made his first sale at the show.

American art institutions as a whole were shaken by the force of the Armory Show—the blast sent old establishments with rotting foundations tumbling to the ground. Before the show, the National Academy of Design—“the Academy”—dominated U.S. tastes and shaped (or denied) the careers of U.S. artists. The Armory Show demolished the power of the Academy and proved artists didn’t need associations to succeed in the twentieth century. They could be modernists on their own terms.

——

Before the Armory Show, the art world seemed a stable place built upon certainties. After the show, those certainties were swept away, sometimes violently and with prejudice. The greatest transformation wrought by the Armory Show was that it changed the very definition of art. Critics attacked the show because the art on display violated their long-established, preconceived notions. One critic wrote in the New York Tribune:


Can these paintings properly be designated works of art? Does art imply beauty in some manner? Is it not necessary that there be beauty either of form or of thought expressed in masterly fashion? We will grant to the “sensationalists” the credit for masterly expression…. But is it beautiful?…. It might be interesting, but would it be worthwhile?8



Traditionalists had a clear idea of what art should be, and their standard provided a basis for art education, a guide to everyday art production, and a rule book by which art could be judged. First of all, art was—if nothing else—beautiful. Art was also rooted in a tradition that reached back to the Old Masters, painters whose names artists repeated as mantra: Michelangelo, Titian, Rembrandt, Rubens. Art was passed from generation to generation in a painstaking process that required the mastery of age-old techniques. Acquiring these techniques mattered more than demonstrating originality or creativity. Art conveyed a message, a moral, or an uplifting story intended to better the lives of those who viewed it.

Modern art questioned all of these assumptions—and contradicted most of them. Modern art didn’t care about tradition—it was new and brash and disrespectful of the past. Modern art didn’t care about technique; originality counted more than competent execution. Modern art claimed no consensus on what it was “about.” Artists might capture an image of the world, or their feelings about the world, or an interpretation of the world—or they might create abstract arrangements of lines and colors. Modern art didn’t have to be beautiful, and it certainly didn’t need to teach a lesson.

No wonder so many artists furiously resisted modernism at first. “If the new things were right… then, I thought, my beloved Old Masters were wrong,” wrote Walter Pach, one of the artists who helped organize the Armory Show, describing his own process of understanding the new art. Furthermore, if traditional art had to be abandoned, “my whole preceding work had been misdirected. I had paid high for it in money and effort; one does not easily give in under such circumstances.”9 In this context, the mass of resistance and anger about the new work makes a great deal of sense.

Yet modern art had an undeniable newness that fascinated artists and audiences. In comparison, traditional art couldn’t help but seem shabby and worn. The world was changing in 1913 America—automobiles rumbled down city streets under soaring skyscrapers, airplanes took to the skies above crisscrossing telephone lines. Even music was new, the syncopated beat of ragtime drowning out Victorian waltzes. Why should an artist of 1913 paint like an artist of 1813? “Ideas were at work in the world that made the older formulas for painting and sculpture unserviceable for the new generation,”10 said Pach. The modern age demanded modern art. Its moment had come.

——

In 1913, everyone who bothered to read a newspaper—and most people read more than one, since they were the only source of news—knew about the Armory Show. Avid fans could follow every step of its progress, from New York to Chicago to Boston, through all of the trials of angry art instructors and offended politicians.

But over time, the Armory Show has faded from popular memory. Today few people know about the exhibition, and even those with a passing awareness hold misconceptions about the show and its effect on the art world, on New York, and on the culture at large. Many people believe—and some art history textbooks teach—that the show was universally attacked by critics and newspapers.

It’s true the show produced fantastic mocking headlines. (“No one who has been drinking is let in to see this show,” is a favorite.) However, many critics celebrated the art at the show and were fascinated by the experiments of modernism. Another myth holds that the only good art at the show was European and that the American art was an embarrassing display of subpar work. Certainly the most radical art at the exhibition was international, but the American art was nothing to be ashamed of, and it received glowing reviews.

The greatest misconception about the Armory Show is that it had no effect on the course of American art in the twentieth century. Some historians in recent years have downplayed the show, claiming it was more a fad than a transformative moment in art history. It’s true that the immediate impact of the show was limited—but that is mostly because when World War I broke out in 1914, cultural progress and exchange between the United States and Europe was violently interrupted.

However, the long-term implications of the show were vast, even if they took decades to realize. From the perspective of the present, it’s clear the Armory Show marked a turning point when old became new, academic became modern, and American art stepped out of the wings and onto the world stage.

——

Back in March 1913, as night fell and the clock neared 10:00 p.m., the student guides joined the police in herding the last visitors from the Armory Show galleries. Persistent types had to be firmly ordered to vacate the room containing Nude Descending a Staircase. The guests retrieved their coats and hats, and some bought postcards from the display stand by the exit. A special mailbox had been placed by the door, and guests scribbled a few words about the show to friends—people wanted to brag they had seen it!—before dropping their cards in the box and emerging into the brisk spring night.

Artists exhausted from a long day at the Armory headed across the street to a friendly bar that had become their home away from home during the show. They tossed back drinks and traded war stories about their encounters with hostile critics. The treasurer added up the day’s take, and the publicity team scanned the evening papers for a mention of what was going on over at the 69th Regiment Armory.

In the now-dark, echoingly empty Armory, the art waited for another day. Faint city light filtered down through the skylights to fix on the paintings and sculptures—a sailboat leaving a narrow wake in green water, a young man’s torso gleaming in white plaster, a young woman with a pert nose reading a book in bed. The show would open the next day, and again the crowds would line up around the block. But in the dark, it’s as if the art held its breath, waiting to launch the city—and the country—into the future.







Part I

Organizing the Assault






CHAPTER 1

Itching for a Fight


Originality is the bane of art. Art is a matter of evolution; a new note is not struck more than once in a thousand years.

—WILLIAM ORDWAY PARTRIDGE, AMERICAN ARTIST



December 11, 1911
New York City

Walt Kuhn was in a slump.

He’d had an exhausting few weeks. The thirty-four-year-old artist had worked tirelessly to promote his first solo show, but not only were sales slim, the press had completely ignored him—and for good reason. Unfortunately for Kuhn, the same day his show closed, the biggest and most important art event in North America, the annual National Academy of Design exhibition, opened. Things were not going his way.

“Guess we’ll get no kick coming as regards the show,” he wrote his wife, Vera.1 “The Times [review] was spoiled by the opening of the Academy, so of course they crowded out my photo…. I’m naturally demoralized.”

Demoralization came rarely to Kuhn, a tall man with a square jaw, piercing eyes, and imperious eyebrows—his wife said he looked like a cross between Mephistopheles and Abraham Lincoln.2 He’d worked his tail off getting ready for the show, spending hours running around the city wooing reviewers before slogging home to his lonely, chilly house in Fort Lee, New Jersey. Despite being just across the Hudson from Washington Heights, this was a heck of a trek before the construction of the George Washington Bridge. The house was chilly because Kuhn couldn’t afford to heat it and lonely because Vera had decamped with their baby daughter, Brenda, to her parents’ house in Washington, D.C. Vera wanted help caring for the five-month-old, but she also needed a break from life with an ambitious but struggling artist. Kuhn made a living selling cartoons to magazines, but it wasn’t a great living even at the best of times, which this most certainly wasn’t; all he cared about now was his show.

Kuhn was an optimist at heart, and he remained convinced that hard work would guarantee success—eventually. He implored Vera, “If you believe in me, which you must, you must feel that it can’t be very long before things will be straightened out.” He continued, “Don’t think for a moment that I am not perfectly alive to all conditions. Now do try to look a little more cheerful. For unless you do, I am helpless to make progress.”3 In his previous letter, he noted he had caught seven mice in the kitchen.

But even rodents, an exasperated wife, and cancelled reviews couldn’t keep Kuhn down. He approached life with a sort of reckless bravado; at sixteen he promoted his first moneymaking scheme, a bicycle repair shop, by barnstorming country fairs.4 Raised in New York in the dockside hotel run by his parents, he’d headed west in his early twenties, fetched up in San Francisco, and drawn editorial cartoons for five dollars a week. In 1901, he set off for Europe to train as an artist. He studied briefly in Paris and then enrolled at the Royal Academy of Art in Munich, where he frequented beer halls wearing a Stetson and carrying a mandolin.

He moved back to New York in 1903 and met Vera Spier, eight years his junior and herself an aspiring artist and jewelry designer, in 1909. They argued frequently, but their quarrels never lasted; Vera loved her husband, with his endless optimism and bottomless fund of ideas. Kuhn wrote her almost daily, the details of his work interspersed with queries about Christmas shopping and parental rejoicings over the baby’s growth (“Hurrah for Brenda’s tooth!”5).

The solo show had been Kuhn’s latest attempt in his long struggle to get his work seen by potential buyers. The Academy was the only game in town, and unfortunately for Kuhn, he just wasn’t an Academy man.

Only a few galleries in the city even showed nonacademic art. Academic art took its name from the academies of Europe, the older cousins of the National Academy of Design that had taught aspiring painters for centuries. Academies preferred their paintings with heavy-handed moral themes, subjects drawn from history or myth, and a smattering of nymphs. Kuhn wasn’t aggressively modern—in this period, he produced mainly sun-drenched seascapes in an Impressionist vein—but he wasn’t a nymph kind of guy. Kuhn was too proud and too stubborn to change his style to suit the Academy—for which history, at least, would thank him. Without Kuhn’s stubborn streak, the International Exhibition of Modern Art might never have happened.

——

The failure of his one-man show stung Kuhn, but he wouldn’t let it bring him down. In the same letter to his wife where he bemoaned the preempted Times review, he also wrote, “It’s quite likely there will be a revolution this winter and that a new society will form.”

A revolution. Kuhn couldn’t have known how right he was. Within two years, his new society would destroy the power of the Academy, introduce modernism to millions, and revitalize American art. It would change Kuhn’s life and the lives of dozens of other artists; it would transform New York from sleepy backwater to the capital of the art world. It would shape how Americans thought—and still think—about creativity, originality, and the role of art in society. It would redefine art and what it meant to be an American artist.

A century later, Kuhn’s revolution continues to reverberate beyond the art world, into the culture at large—influencing its attitudes, prejudices, and philosophies. His mention of a “revolution” in that letter to his wife is the first written reference to what would become, only two years later, the most important art exhibit in American history: the Armory Show.

——

In 1911, American artists had the deck stacked against them. As citizens of a young country without much of an artistic establishment or history, many Americans moved to Europe, where schools, galleries, and patrons were more plentiful. The late-nineteenth-century-artists James McNeill Whistler, Mary Cassatt, and John Singer Sargent studied in European studios, followed European trends, and succeeded on European terms. Of course, they then faced the charge that they weren’t really American anymore—Sargent was routinely dismissed as American in name only.

The Academy offered the surest path to success for artists who wanted to stay in the States. Founded in 1825 as the New York Academy of Design, the organization modeled itself on the state-sponsored academies of Paris and London that provided instruction to the young, exhibition venues to the aspiring, and prestige to the established.6 Like its European predecessors, the American Academy prized the artistic heritage of the Greeks and Romans, the Renaissance geniuses, and the Baroque Old Masters. It emphasized the continuity of artistic tradition and sought to pass on that tradition unchanged to future generations.7 Academies valued technique over creativity—in fact, they deplored too much creativity. “Originality is the bane of art,” stated academic favorite William Ordway Partridge. “Art is a matter of evolution; a new note is not struck more than once in a thousand years.”8

Cautious artists such as Partridge considered originality particularly dangerous for American artists, because it could expose the raw newness of the American artistic tradition. The American Academy wanted to create a credible American art establishment, but they feared their European colleagues would discount them as ignorant provincial wannabes. Their solution was to out-academy the European academies to prove that America was worthy to be admitted into the exclusive fraternity of Western culture. They sought to make art that had distinct Americanness but only within narrow limits—portrayals of American history were okay, as were scenes of American landscapes such as Niagara Falls—but when in doubt, they preferred that painters stick with traditional subjects. Better to be ultraconservative than to give evidence to Europeans that American artists were just kids goofing around without any respect for Western heritage.

So the system stifled innovation. Academies held annual exhibitions, with works selected by juries of established members—Academicians who had been elected by their peers. The institution was essentially an echo chamber: to succeed within the Academy one needed to please older Academicians, who would then allow the artist to become an Academician himself, so the artist could judge others trying to join the Academy. The self-perpetuating system cared about little more than upholding tradition and churning out faithful adherents.

Should American artists attempt to buck the system, the Academy had ways of shutting them down. Progressive artists—the catchall term for anyone bold and forward-looking, basically anyone outside the Academy—routinely failed to receive enough votes for membership; in 1907, only three out of thirty-six nominated artists were elected.9 One outraged Academy member characterized the rejected as progressives who had “broken away from the moribund conventions that are religiously followed by the conservatives.”

Similarly, progressive paintings had to clear several hurdles to appear at Academy exhibitions. First, juries could reject works for any reason. Second, paintings could make it past the jury but not appear in the exhibit hall since the Academy routinely accepted far more paintings than it had room to show. Finally, even if they made it that far, artists might be devastated to find their paintings hung mercilessly next to the ceiling or above a poorly lit doorway. The Academy followed European tradition (impossible to imagine in today’s art climate) of displaying paintings in multiple rows as high as possible. Academic favorites hung “on the line” or at eye-level, while less-favored paintings were “skied” in successive rows and almost impossible to see. Many artists arrived full of excitement at their first public exhibition to find their paintings barely visible—a sucker punch delivered with a smile.

It’s not surprising, then, that academies faced periodic revolts. In 1793 French artist Jacques-Louis David successfully campaigned to close the Académie des Beaux-Arts by denouncing its practices as inconsistent with the democratic spirit of the French Revolution.10 The Paris-based academy came back stronger than ever, however, and gained such power that one ambitious artist committed suicide in 1866 after his paintings were rejected from the annual Salon.11 (“The members of the jury have rejected me, therefore I have no talent… I must die,” wrote the forty-year-old Jules Holtzapffel in his logically suspect suicide note.) The hold of the French academy finally slipped in 1874 when the Impressionists, tired of rejection, set up their own exhibits. Throughout the next three decades, artists across Europe followed suit, and by 1900 the power of the academy in Europe had weakened significantly.

Isolated across the Atlantic, the U.S. Academy remained powerful, although it also faced occasional rebellions. In 1875 a group of Academy students formed the Art Students League in a frustrated response to the conservative curriculum. In 1877 another group broke away to form the Society of American Artists with the aim of holding a competing annual exhibition, but the entrenched Academy emerged from the conflict unscathed and in 1906 the Society re-merged with the Academy.12 The Academy began the 1910s confident it could meet any challenge and comfortable with success—and with no idea its dominance would soon be threatened.


The threat would have to come from artists, since as far as most Americans were concerned, academic art was art. The United States didn’t have a deep artistic tradition—the Puritans, after all, had opposed art as self-indulgent at best and blasphemous at worst. The few public art museums in American cities functioned as little more than shrines to the Old Masters. Most magazines and book publishers leaned conservative and featured only academic art, and in any case color printing was costly and color photography unheard of.

Not many Americans could afford to collect art, and those who did often bought paintings as a badge of wealth rather than an expression of taste; Gilded Age millionaires spent vast sums—up to $60,000 ($1.4 million in 2013 dollars)—on paintings by French academic favorites William-Adolphe Bouguereau and Jean-Louis-Ernest Meissonier. What little art that the average American did see was carefully selected by these same men with their dated tastes. The art of monuments and public spaces reflected these academic leanings since those same millionaires sat on the committees that commissioned these public works. It was—to use a modern phrase—a “closed network.”

Yet anyone who followed the European art scene knew the art of Bouguereau and Meissonier was dead as a dodo. It had become passé as far back as the 1870s when the Impressionists—a circle led by Claude Monet, Edgar Degas, and Auguste Renoir—introduced an entirely new approach to painting. Incidentally, the names Monet, Degas, and Renoir are known to any college student in America, while only dedicated art historians have heard of Bouguereau and Meissonier. By 1911, the year Kuhn’s solo show opened and closed with nary a whimper, European modernism had reached full swing, and most Americans knew nothing about it. Magazines and newspapers—the only mass media in 1911—sometimes reported on art trends, but reproductions were limited to black and white, and editors hesitated to print even those, considering modern art too shocking for their audiences.

The New York Journal-American, one of the city’s most sensational tabloids, turned down a story on the Fauve artist Henri Matisse when the editor got a look at the photos, declaring “there had to be at least a semblance of intelligibility to things.”13 An alert observer who religiously read the Times might know something called Fauvism existed but would have no notion what it looked like. The Academy, alarmed by reports of insane European painters (“fauve” means “wild beast”) and their bizarre canvases, was all too happy to keep them in the dark. In fact, the Academy’s influence, relevance, and future depended on keeping them there. This is one of the main reasons that the battle lines at the Armory Show would be so fiercely drawn—the Academy was defending its authority to determine American taste.

While the American public continued to hail the Academy as the leader of the art world, the institution squandered its reputation through an ill-conceived building plan. Academy leaders hoping for a new headquarters for the institution had ambitious ideas, seeking a full city block so skyscrapers couldn’t overshadow the building, lots of room for the Academy school, and a large exhibition space. Academy leaders complained for years that no gallery in the city provided adequate room for exhibits; the reason it habitually accepted but didn’t show works was to illustrate this point. Every year the Academy announced to the press the vast number of paintings it had to leave undisplayed—a total of 1,665 in the spring of 1910 alone. In 1909 the organization began lobbying for community support for a new structure and proposed the city donate the necessary land; in fact, the Academy suggested brightly, a slice of Central Park would be ideal.14

The public exploded, writing inflamed letters to newspapers demanding the artists keep their hands off the city’s parks. At the time, Manhattan had not only the fastest-growing population in America but also the most jam-packed, with 2.3 million people jostled into not quite twenty-three square miles. New Yorkers considered parks not a luxury but a necessity—in a city where even the richest didn’t own land, everyone spent their leisure time in parks. They were the city’s backyard, front lawn, picnic location, and haven combined. The donation of parkland to the Metropolitan Museum of Art in the 1870s provided a precedent for placing a museum in Central Park, but critics saw this as a slippery slope that could lead to the gradual nibbling away of open space.

The Academy dithered, protested, and finally came up with an alternative location: a chunk of Bryant Park—as if proposing a different park solved the problem. New Yorkers erupted in rage. Newspapers described the Academy as attempting to invade New York parks and rallied opposition to the scheme with months of front-page headlines. The Academy backed off and eventually realized its own missteps had eliminated public support for a building, no matter what its location.

Such was the state of the Academy in 1911: a conservative, self-serving, embattled institution out of step with both young artists and the city as a whole. Artist Henry Reuterdahl summed up the situation nicely:


An Academy exhibition now looks like an exhibition of life-insurance calendars. The pictures are all painted on the academic formula. Unless a man paints accordingly[,] there is no place for him to exhibit in New York. The Academy is doing everything for itself and its members and nothing for American art. If it is the guardian of American art, as it pretends to be, it ought to give the young man a chance.15



——

Should an American artist refuse to paint according to the Academy’s formula, another option remained: reject the Academy and go independent. This created a whole new set of complications. The Academy provided the only sure pathway to success. Collectors relied on the Academy’s seal of approval and hesitated to invest in art from outsiders. In fact, even finding exhibition opportunities without Academy backing proved incredibly difficult, as Kuhn knew well. Only a handful of galleries showed progressive art in the city.

For example, the tiny Macbeth Gallery sometimes displayed progressive art, but it could only show about twenty paintings at a time. The Madison Art Gallery, established by Clara Potter Davidge and managed by Henry Fitch Taylor, both of whom would play roles in the Armory Show, focused on contemporary works—it was the location of Kuhn’s one-man show. Despite excellent intentions and the financial backing of the socialite and art patron Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney, who had two Gilded Age fortunes to draw upon, the gallery never attracted much attention. Pioneering photographer Alfred Stieglitz exhibited progressive artists at his gallery 291 (named for its address at 291 Fifth Avenue), but Stieglitz favored his select circle of disciples and hated publicity. In today’s New York you can’t throw a rock without hitting a cutting-edge gallery, but artists of Kuhn’s era found it much harder to get their art in front of potential buyers.

Desperate to find an audience in this restricted market, some artists decided to organize exhibitions themselves. Most prominent among the self-promoters was Robert Henri (pronounced “HEN-rye”), an artist known for his tough-guy-Westerner attitude as much as for his vigorous, realistic paintings of urban American life. His rough-and-tumble background in the still-wild West (as a teenager, his family was in a range war straight out of Shane) made Henri suspicious of establishments and institutions. To put it mildly, Henri was uncompromising in his quest for justice. He also painted sensitive portraits and inspired students with his charismatic teaching style.16 By 1906 his fame had grown to the point the Academy had to admit him as a member, but he defied the institution from day one. In 1907 he landed a spot on the exhibition jury and campaigned to get the work of his students and other progressive artists admitted—only to see most of it rejected upon further review or accepted but not hung. The Academy made sure he was never on the jury again.

A disgusted Henri instead pulled together an exhibit of artists who became known as The Eight. The core five members—Henri, William Glackens, George Luks, Everett Shinn, and John French Sloan—had studied together in Philadelphia and adopted a similar realistic style.17 The men focused on urban life and its hardships; Henri wanted, in the words of critic Robert Hughes, “paint to be as real as mud, as the clods of horse-shit and snow that froze on Broadway in the winter.”18 Paintings showed lines of washing hung outside tenement windows, crowded markets on Houston Street, and grimy bars on the Lower East Side. The artists believed these scenes of real life made their art more American than academic imitations of the Old Masters. There was nothing remotely American about nymphs and Greek goddesses and, as far as Henri was concerned, pretending otherwise only exposed the insecurity of the Academy.

The stark realism of Henri and his friends also provided a visual equivalent to the muckraking journalism of such writers as Upton Sinclair, who exposed the ugly reality of urban life in works such as The Jungle, a stomach-turner about conditions in a meatpacking plant. Henri and his colleagues believed they were fulfilling a social duty, but critics decried the sordidness and vulgarity of their subjects; in time, they would become known as the Ashcan School.

The remaining three of The Eight had little relationship stylistically to the other five but had also suffered at the hands of the Academy. Maurice Prendergast and Ernest Lawson created an American version of Impressionism, with Prendergast painting delicately colored urban scenes and Lawson vibrant landscapes. The art of Arthur B. Davies proves harder to classify—he favored dreamy nudes and magical landscapes. He was perhaps the last artist to paint unicorns without a hint of irony.

The Eight’s 1908 exhibit at the Macbeth Gallery attracted press attention, mostly negative. The attacks foreshadow those that would be hurled at the Armory Show a few years later—“The canvases of Mr. Prendergast look for all the world like an explosion in a color factory,” noted one critic.19 Not all criticism was aimed at the art, however. A number of artists—particularly younger ones outside of Henri’s sphere—complained about his exclusivity. He rebuffed all requests to expand The Eight. Over the following years, as other independent groups attempted to form, Henri insisted on control or refused to participate altogether. His students profited from his promotion, but those outside his circle felt shut out and resented his assumption of the role of leader of all independent artists.

This is where things stood in 1911 when Kuhn sat down to write his wife about the failure of his one-man show. His career, like American art in general, had ground to a halt. His options—and the options of all other progressive artists—seemed to be to play the Academy’s game or to play Henri’s.

Kuhn had no intention of doing either.

——

“Now here’s what I’ve been thinking,” Kuhn wrote Vera on December 12, the day after his “demoralized” letter. “We certainly made good this time, but what we need now is publicity. The stuff is there but everybody must see it. Beginning the first of Jan. I am going to organize a new Society.”20

The thought of creating an artists’ association powerful enough to challenge the Academy would have daunted most people, but Kuhn seemed blithely confident of success. Somehow he recognized that the moment had come to strike at the institution and that he was destined to wield the blow. With equal parts optimism and egotism he strode into the fray, never entertaining the thought that he couldn’t overthrow America’s art establishment, an order that was not only firmly entrenched, but also had never even heard of Walt Kuhn. He believed in his timing, his luck, and his ability to seize the moment.

Considering the odds against him, Kuhn’s assurance is breathtaking: “The thing must be started so that it can grow and be as big or bigger than the Academy in 2 or 3 years,” he wrote Vera. And he never doubted his own importance in the scheme. The presidency, he decided, should go to someone prominent, but he would be the power behind the throne. “Don’t worry, I’ll be the real boss,” Kuhn wrote his wife.21 Only one point seemed to concern him: how to contain Henri. “Of course Henri and the rest will have to be let in—but not until things are chained up so that they can’t do any monkey business,” he wrote.22

He got the show on the road by rounding up several like-minded artists. By December 19 they had roped in thirteen artists and organized a kick-off meeting. After some debate, they selected the name “Association of American Painters and Sculptors” (AAPS). Officers were elected; Kuhn landed the job of secretary. Henri wound up on the board of trustees where, presumably, Kuhn thought he couldn’t cause any trouble. If only.

As Kuhn had intended, the group sought high-profile artists for president and vice president to give their fledgling association credibility. Both choices would come back to haunt them. J. Alden Weir, an established Impressionist, was elected president and sculptor Gutzon Borglum, famous for his oversized public memorial commissions, marvelous name, and volcanic temper, as vice president. Borglum would become a problem down the road, but Weir didn’t last a month as president. After the AAPS’s second meeting on January 2, the New York Times announced, “Artists in Revolt, Form New Society.”23 The article makes no bones about the AAPS’s opposition to the Academy—it was said to be “openly at war with the Academy of Design.” Kuhn also informed the paper the AAPS planned to construct a new building for itself at any desirable location but a city park—a dig at the Academy’s hated building plan that was dead in the water.

Weir read the news the next morning and likely spit his coffee all over the Times. Curiously, he had agreed to the presidency without actually attending any of the meetings. Weir sent an open letter to the AAPS—and the Times—resigning his presidency, stating, “I have been a loyal member of the Academy for more than twenty-five years.”24 The presidency now sat vacant—and for a few days no one knew if the association would survive. Kuhn must have feared Henri would seize the job, but a less controversial choice was at hand and elected without controversy: Arthur B. Davies.

Kuhn likely saw Davies as a useful figurehead—valuable for fund-raising and publicity but not an active participant. The forty-eight-year-old artist had a reserved, aristocratic bearing; famously shy, he would flee galleries if more than two or three people showed up. Above all he valued his privacy. He kept his phone number unlisted and rarely socialized in the city.25 He once invited a critic to his studio on the condition that afterwards the critic completely forget his address.26


In turns out Davies had a fantastic reason for all the privacy—he was leading a double life with a second, secret wife. Davies married his first and only official wife, Virginia Davies, in 1892. Soon after, Virginia and her family bought a farm an hour’s train ride north of the city. Virginia happily grew apples, gave birth to and then raised their two boys, and worked as a country doctor. Davies, however, found the farm uncomfortably crowded—Virginia’s family thought it their right to stay there for months at a time—and ended up renting a studio in Manhattan where he lived during the week. He became a weekend dad, arriving on Saturday afternoons to play with his kids before returning to the city Sunday night.

Davies met the woman who would become his simultaneous wife in 1902: Edna Potter, a dancer and part-time model. The tall, slender Edna fulfilled Davies’ aesthetic ideal, and he repeatedly painted her in the nude to the point that their “sessions” began to last all night. Such liaisons were dangerous business in an era not far removed from Victorian sensibilities. Several wealthy society women patronized Davies, and if a word of scandal reached them, his career would be over. He never considered divorce—if anything, ending the marriage would have been more shocking than having an affair. So Davies and Potter began a quiet life of illicit bigamy. They rented an apartment in an unfashionable neighborhood under the names Mr. and Mrs. David A. Owen.

As far as the neighbors were concerned, the mild-mannered Mr. Owen traveled frequently for his work as a civil engineer. Davies’ life became one of constant juggling and endless anxiety—he likely needed privacy more than he wanted it. Although she stayed with him, Edna naturally felt she was getting a rotten deal; the couple couldn’t be seen together in public, go to the theater or a park, or even invite friends to their home. She must have hated the isolation, particularly since Davies still made the trek up to see Virginia and the kids every weekend.

Whatever the reason, Davies’ aloof manner hid a strong personality with a ferocious work ethic, excellent organizational skills, and an authoritarian attitude. Kuhn probably would have disliked him intensely if they hadn’t been on the same side. Davies also knew more about European art trends than anyone else in the AAPS. He traveled regularly across the Atlantic, read foreign books and magazines, and collected as much French art as he could afford.

Davies expanded the vision of the AAPS to make foreign art essential to the upcoming show. Exhibiting European art had been on the agenda from day one, but it had not been a major priority; Kuhn had been focused on overthrowing the Academy and creating exhibit opportunities for progressive artists. Davies wanted to do more: He wanted to educate all Americans, not just artists, on the seismic shifts in art under way across the ocean. Kuhn’s agenda seems breathtaking, but Davies’ was vast in a different way: Kuhn wanted to change American art, Davies wanted to change American culture.27 The Armory Show wouldn’t have had the same impact without them both.

With Davies on board, matters moved quickly. Their first priority was a show, but they couldn’t have one without a space. Kuhn and Davies wanted a large site that would accommodate as many paintings and sculptures as possible (an intentional cut to the National Academy of Design and its practice of overbooking paintings). They rejected Madison Square Garden as too expensive and all the galleries in town as too small. Someone suggested a National Guard Armory.

Kuhn visited several locations and entered into negotiations for the 69th Regiment (“The Fighting Irish”) Armory on Lexington Avenue between 25th and 26th Streets. The rent for one month cost an appalling $5,000 plus $500 for janitorial services (more than $120,000 in 2013 dollars). Kuhn, who might make $10 or $15 per cartoon, could never have managed it, nor could any of the other young men in the group, but Davies had connections. He never revealed who provided the money, but it appeared as needed. On May 25, 1912, Davies signed the lease.28

Now all they needed was the art.






CHAPTER 2

Gathering the Ammunition


It’s up to me to get a bunch of fine things and if it can be done … I am going to do it.

—WALT KUHN



September 20, 1912
Hoboken Docks, New Jersey

Chaos reigned. Crowds swarmed the pier and thronged the decks of the ocean liner Amerika. Travel guides warned passengers to arrive early, label their trunks, and avoid getting separated,1 but news reports describe passengers leaving luggage and even family members behind.2 Amid the hubbub stood Walt Kuhn, no doubt buzzing with excitement. The dejected figure of Arthur B. Davies loomed by his side; it would have been easy to guess which man was heading for Europe and which one was staying home.3 As horns blasted and handkerchiefs fluttered, Davies shook Kuhn’s hand. “Go ahead, you can do it!”4 he yelled above the din.

Kuhn had taken adventurous journeys before, but this would be his most daring. Alone, he would navigate the European art market, negotiate with dealers, and select works for the Armory Show. He wasn’t the obvious man for the job—others in the AAPS had better contacts and greater experience. He didn’t even serve on the AAPS’s foreign art committee. But Davies trusted him, and he could draw upon his personal fund of self-confidence. “It’s up to me to get a bunch of fine things and if it can be done… I am going to do it,” he wrote Vera.5

The luxurious ship—the first to provide passengers with electric elevators—steamed out of the harbor and onto the open ocean. Seasickness knocked Kuhn flat. Other passengers might have enjoyed the invigorating promenades and Turkish baths recommended in the ship’s brochure, but Kuhn clung to his berth. Rough weather dogged the journey, and surely no one on board could banish the thought of icebergs; the Titanic sank on this exact route only six months earlier. In fact, the Amerika had been a few hours ahead of the Titanic on April 14 and issued a warning of icebergs in the sea-lane.

Fortunately, Kuhn’s voyage remained uneventful, and within a few days he had recovered enough to sketch his second-class companions for Vera. They included a chauffeur with big ears and a bigger cigar (“funniest man of the lot”), an elderly German woman with her hair pulled back in a tight bun (“the autocrat of my table”), and a California rancher (“tough and weather-beaten but no fool”) with whom he played poker for one-quarter of a cent per chip (“I’ve won about 40 cents.”). Nevertheless, he spent most of the journey in a “semi-comatose condition.”
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