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The Earlier Work of Arthur B. Davies

Importance of His Group of Canvases Shown at the Recent Montross Sale

By FREDERICK JAMES GREGG

“A GREATER MORNING,” B¥ ARTHUR B. DAVIES, FROM THE COLLECTION OF N. E. MONTROSS

This picture, which has been deserib
vas. It is indicative of the artist’s

IGHT early paintings by Arthur B.
) Davies, from the personal collection of
N. E. Montross, appeared in the recent

shibition of canvases by American artists, in
the American Art Galleries. This in itself was
i event. The public is familiar with this
artist’s recent work in the field of so-called
Wodernist art.

A Davies retrospective show at the Macbeth

alleries, a few years ago, consisted of things
tiat covered the painter’s whole career. The
fmall group just-displayed was useful as sup-
PMementing that very large group, for the pur-
Pose of comparing only his early work with
the more recent canvases which have brought
im so much homage and fame. ,

As for the general reputation of Mr. Davies,
it the present time, it is sufficient to say that it
as passed far bevond the region of contro-
versy. One of the most serious of New York's
art guides remarked some time since, with a
tharacteristic combination of enthusiatm and
itaution; “Davies can paint like the angels.”
As there never has Leen un exhibition of the
works of the choir invisible, it is hard to say
exactly what this means, but, were a compari-
ton hetween them and Mr, Davies at all pos-
sible, our own judgment would, we feel, be
tertainly in favor of Mr, Davies,

It is altogether toa bad that the critics should

be disturbed about this painter’s new manner
at the very moment when they have grown ac-
customed to what they could not “see” in his
work, say, as back in the nineties. This is one,
among a number of reasons, why artists, like
those whom the gods love, ought to die young.
If they followed this rational and reasonable
course there would be no chance of their up-
setting the critics’ neat system of classification,
according to which every painter has his place
which he ought to be made to keep, from the
time when he first shows that he is worth any
attention at all.

O artist is to be blamed because others have
pinned labels on him, or even because he
has pinned one on himself. Mr. Davies has
been called a “symbolist”, a “'mystic” and even
an “imagist”. The favorite definition, in his
case, however, is “'romanticist”. This may mean
that he is supposed to be influenced by what is
extravagant: to be sentimental rather than ra-
tional; that he is affected by what is strange or
fantastic; that he is opposed to classicism, or
that he is “poetic”. All this is purely arbitrary.
There might be a sense in which some of these
things might be said of Mr. Davies, vet the
definition, in any of its senses, really gives us
very little assistance. Mr. Davies is a poet.
This statement is not a novel one. But it

ed as portraying “A new Adam, a new Eve and a new World,” is a brilliant can-
early manner—before he became interested in the problems of modernist art

is important. The fact explains why there is
a tendency to read into his work signs—and
somewhat fatuous-—explanations, like those
which delight the souls of concert goers, in the
case of what is known as programme-music.
There seem to be a host of well-meaning art
critics in the world who like to ask learned
questions, much in the manner of the Scot, who,
after reading “Paradise Lost”, asked “What
does it all prove?” No artist who ever lived
had less desire to demonstrate anything, lagical
or spiritual, than Arthur B. Davies.

It is true that there is a great deal of the
passion of life in the work of this painter. He
has a keen sense of essentials. Besides, he
has an almost uncanny gift for creating a sort
of reaction between his figures and their sur-
roundings, which starts those who are imagin-
ative about the obvious, on the track of all sorts
of hidden meanings which are not there.

]'j:T us consider the group of early canvases
: shown in this sale, Take “The Searcher”,
a figure in an autumn landscape, for instance.
It must have been disturbing to Mr. Davies to
be told, by critics and students, that the woman,
“with her hand te her ear, was intent on finding
out the source of some secret song. - This was
merely reducing a very Iovely thing to the level
of a stoty-telling £Continued on page 98)
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~In “Reluctant Youth”, the artist has
just painted the portrait of a girl, with
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accomplishes in a great way,
done by him as a solitary, he

. Must
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a background that is almost early Dutch
in its realism. There is a plain house
with a balcony, on which is a figure. A
rough road winds round the slope below
the building. On this thoroughfare is
a very old-fashioned buggy. There is a
delightful suggestion of summer, but
summer made to serve the need of a
painter.

Strange meanings have been read into
“A Greater Morning”, Some have found
in it the suggestion of the presence of a
new Eve, a new Adam and a new world.
In the foreground is the reclining figure
of a mature nude woman. At the edge
of the water, which stretches to the
horizon, a naked man is busy, probably
with a boat. Two great headlands are
in the left side of the composition. The
water, the sky and the cliffs glow with
a vivid light. It is only necessary to
see this picture to come to the con-
clusion that Mr. Davies is not only a
great landscape painter, with a splendid
sense of design, but a great poet as

‘well.

THERE is nothing that he has done in
later years that is not to be found, in
some form, in this fine group of early
pictures. Though in some of his more
claborate decorations—as in those in a
well known New York room — very
“modernist” experimentation is added
to, or rather superimposed on his earlier
manner, there has never been an artist
less capable than he of escaping from
his own personality, a personality which
makes itself felt in whatever he pro-
duces, in half a dozen mediums, from
oils to etchings and wood-carvings.

It may be said of Davies, that there
is no living American painter about
whom there is so much curiosity. If
he shows himself seldom, and with re-
luctance, it is certainly not for the pur-
pose of stimulating this feeling among
the vulgar. While he has no use for
official art, and believes, with the late
Herbert Spencer, that whatever a man

willing and eager to believe thy, 1“.3)'5
are possible, which experience hyg hing,
onstrated, time and again to be dem_
sible. Hence his great belief inDOs.
talents and powers of the very
man.

Since the death of Albert p, R
Mr. Davies has been recognized, byNe'.
sons abroad who are familiar iy, Pt
in America, as the leading living pai
on this side of the Atlantic. Qpe leme"
works, shown at an exhibition at Veni
many years ago, was adjudged the k::e,
canvas in the show. It will be intepect
ing to see to what extent he will be ,m'
resented in the collection of paim_ie
and sculptures to be sent from tnf.s
country to Paris in the near futyre, ;
the purpose of bringing about 3 Cioszr
relationship between the artists !
France and the United States, of

At any rate, it is reasonable to preg;
that when the time comes for a y, ot
sentative collection of Mr. Davies’
to be shown in London, Paris
Rome, the recent remark of a Visitip
foreigner of note, “Why is it that Amerg
ica does mot produce great paintersm
will be a good thing to recall for tp,
bgneﬁt of the questioner, and of all
critics overseas.

The Montross sale proved to be cop.
spicuous_by the absence of private co].
lectors to whom the works of Albert p
Ryder, John H. Twachtman and Arthy,
B. Davies appeal. Perhaps they we,
not there because they are suffering from
the deptession induced by the presen
riot of Federal taxation. At any rate
some of the top prices were fetched b}:
academic canvases which are likely
prove most marketable, just now, whey
a new and inexperienced crowd of prog.
perous persons are out to make them.
selves respectable by buying “Art”, Aq
the man said who picked up a little
Manet and a Dégas at a Paris sale
much to his subsequent advantage, “i{
was a great day if you had your witg
about you”.
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