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Introduction

From colonial days until the mid-20th century, Americans considered European arts and culture superior to American accomplishments.

Ambitious American artists and writers went to Europe to study and acquire sophistication in the years before World War II. As Van Wyck Brooks, the prominent early 20th-century American cultural critic, said of his generation, “a voyage to Europe was the panacea [miracle remedy] for every known illness and discontent.” 

Paris was the center of the art world in the early 20th century. Droves of American artists, writers, and performers spent time there between 1918 and 1939.

Irish author James Joyce, American author Ernest Hemingway, Russian painter Wassily Kandinsky, Spanish painter Pablo Picasso, French composer Erik Satie, American performer Josephine Baker–the list of luminaries who made Paris their home in the interwar years is extraordinary. American poet and publisher Robert McAlmon appropriately named his autobiography about this period in Paris Being Geniuses Together. Ernest Hemingway aptly called his A Moveable Feast.

Paradoxically, American artists discovered an appreciation for American culture while in France.

The crushing experience of World War I, among other factors, stimulated a rise in conservatism and nationalism. Despite this social and political climate at home, certain Americans chose to go abroad and France, with Paris as the center of Europe’s art scene, was one of the most popular destinations. Once in France, they discovered that certain Europeans admired American ingenuity, engineering prowess, and popular culture. “They crave America,” artist Man Ray reported in 1921. Europeans were infatuated with American billboard advertising, Manhattan skyscrapers, jazz music, and cocktails. This exuberance inspired progressive American artists to reconsider their country and to create a sophisticated art acknowledging their modernity and their American identity.

A Transatlantic Avant-Garde: American Artists in Paris looks at the variety of work American artists made in Paris between World War I and World War II.

The exhibition focuses on four important aspects of the international modernism in which American artists took part in Paris between 1918 and 1939: portraits of the avant-garde, simplification of forms, geometric abstraction, and surrealism.


Section 1: Portraits of the Avant-Garde

PORTRAITS OF THE AVANT-GARDE

During the first decades of the 20th century, the culture of celebrity emerged. 

Certainly, there had been stars, charismatic politicians, and celebrities before 1900. Now, there were cheap methods for producing and distributing fan materials–and a vast audience to consume them. Celebrity magazines appeared in 1910 as a rise in urban entertainment inspired an outpouring of fascination for the people who appeared on the stage and silver screen. 

By the 1910s and 1920s, visual artists became aware of the need and importance for circulating photographs of themselves.

For promotional purposes with collectors and in magazines, the artwork was important, yet so was the artist. Artists sat for and commissioned photographic portraits as the era saw the rise of the artist-as-celebrity. 

For American artists in Paris, the new demand for photographic portraits provided a vital entrée to the vibrant international scene.

Man Ray, Berenice Abbott, and Lee Miller all established themselves as portrait specialists. Man Ray and Abbott so distinguished themselves that the noted publisher and owner of the famous Paris bookstore Shakespeare and Company, Sylvia Beach said “to be done by Man Ray and Berenice Abbott meant that you were rated as somebody.” 

American portraitists in Paris also took liberties with their craft. 

Several portraits make use of the innovative artistic vocabulary of the day–skewed off-balance compositions, sharply cropped images, superimposing multiple images, creative darkroom techniques, strong graphic contrasts, and more. The result often is a substitution of the realistic representation of a person for a more creative, fragmentary, and symbolic equivalent of the sitter.

Berenice Abbott (United States, 1898–1991)

Janet Flanner in Paris, 1927

Gelatin silver print

Library of Congress, Washington D.C., 

Prints and Photographs Division

Janet Flanner (1892–1978) began a celebrated column, ”Letter from Paris,” in October 1925 for The New Yorker magazine. She fully integrated herself in the cultural scene of Paris and, later, was an important journalist during World War II.

Berenice Abbott (United States, 1898–1991)

Eugène Atget, 1927

Gelatin silver-bromide print

The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations, Photography Collection, Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and Photographs

Eugène Atget (1856–1927) was a leading French photographer who had little following when this portrait was taken. He died shortly after the portrait sitting. Abbott helped to save his photographic archive, bringing it to the United States. A full generation older than the early modernists, Atget’s eerie photographs of Parisian street scenes were admired by the surrealists, including Abbott.

Berenice Abbott (United States, 1898–1991)

Portrait of the Photographer Eugène Atget, 1927

Gelatin silver print

The Victoria and Albert Museum, London

Berenice Abbott later recounted: “In my portrait of Atget, I sought to evoke the weariness of this indefatigable photographer of Paris, as if the slump of his shoulders visibly symbolized the labor of 30 years tugging his bulky 18-by-24-centimeter view camera and heavy glass plates. In fact, it was a disappointment to me when he appeared at my studio dressed in his best suit, instead of in the patched, stained clothes I had always seen him wear before.”

Berenice Abbott (United States, 1898–1991)

Margaret Anderson, 1927

Gelatin silver print 

Courtesy of Robert Klein Gallery, Boston

Margaret Anderson (1886–1973) was the editor of The Little Review, one of the most influential literary journals in the 1910s and 1920s.  An English-language magazine based in Paris, The Little Review issued the first serialized publication of Irish writer James Joyce’s landmark book Ulysses. Gertrude Stein, Ezra Pound, T.S. Eliot, Hart Crane, and others also appeared in its pages.

Berenice Abbott (United States, 1898–1991)

Sylvia Beach, 1928

Gelatin silver print 

Courtesy of Robert Klein Gallery, Boston

Sylvia Beach (1887–1962) established the legendary English-language lending library and bookstore called Shakespeare and Company in Paris. It supported and became a center for modern and experimental writers including Sherwood Anderson, T.S. Eliot, James Joyce, Ernest Hemingway, and Gertrude Stein. 

Berenice Abbott (United States, 1898–1991)

Pierre de Massot, 1927

Gelatin silver print

Courtesy of Robert Klein Gallery, Boston

Artist Pierre de Massot was part of the avant-garde circles in Paris and very pro-American. According to the memoirs of journalist Janet Flanner, he drank American Coca-Cola for breakfast rather then the standard cup of French espresso, believing that the coffee was old-fashioned and the American soft drink was very contemporary.

Berenice Abbott (United States, 1898–1991)

George Antheil, 1929

Gelatin silver print

Courtesy of Robert Klein Gallery, Boston

George Antheil (1900–1959) was an avant-garde American composer who made his reputation in Paris in the 1920s. In fact, he lived at the very center of the expatriate community in Paris, with an apartment above Sylvia Beach’s bookstore Shakespeare and Company. (A portrait of Beach also appears in this gallery.) His 1924 Ballet mécanique, for the film by French artist Fernand Léger, shattered convention through its novel percussion score and inclusion of siren and airplane propellers as part of the music.

Berenice Abbott (United States, 1898–1991)

James Joyce, about 1926–29

Gelatin silver print 

Musée National d’Art Moderne, Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris

James Joyce (1882–1941) is one of the foremost literary figures of the 20th century. He pioneered stream of consciousness writing, a literary technique that shows the jerky and irrational flow of thoughts and sensations in a person’s mind. He is best known for his epic 1922 novel Ulysses. Margaret Anderson, pictured in this gallery, first printed this book in installments in the literary journal The Little Review. Sylvia Beach, also shown in a portrait in this gallery, was the first to publish the book. All three lived in Paris during the 1920s.

Berenice Abbott (United States, 1898–1991)

[Jean Cocteau], 1928

Gelatin silver print 

Library of Congress, Washington D.C., Prints and Photographs Division

Berenice Abbott (United States, 1898–1991)

Jean Cocteau, 1927

Gelatin silver print

The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations, Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and Photographs

Jean Cocteau (1889–1963) was a leading figure of surrealism. He was a poet, novelist, dramatist, designer, and filmmaker, who emphasized his poetry first and foremost. The inclusion of the mask and his awkward position in this portrait both point to the importance Cocteau saw in the mysterious workings of the human unconscious. 

Berenice Abbott (United States, 1898–1991)

Hands of Jean Cocteau, 1927

Gelatin silver print 

The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations, Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and Photographs

Berenice Abbott began her artistic career as a sculptor. She was the studio assistant of Man Ray from 1923 to 1925, where she quickly developed her talent as a photographer. Like Man Ray, she made creative portraits of the avant-garde elite in Paris a particular specialty. His inventive portrait of the surrealist writer Jean Cocteau—here portrayed only through the hands that penned his radical poetry—demonstrates her uncanny ability to capture the essence of her sitter’s character.

Alexander Calder (United States, 1898–1976)

Untitled [Spectacles], 1932

Wire 

Private collection, Courtesy of Guggenheim Asher Associates

Very creative portraits were made in this era, where hands, an eye, or any other single part of the body served as a symbol for the sitter. In this work, American sculptor Alexander Calder reduced his modern portrait to one distinctive feature—eyeglasses. Unfortunately, the exact person who is portrayed is now unknown.

Alexander Calder (United States, 1898–1976)

The Spirit of Saint Louis, 1929

Wire 

Private collection, Courtesy of Guggenheim Asher Associates

Charles Lindbergh made world history when he made the first cross-Atlantic flight in the airplane The Spirit of St. Louis. He landed in a field outside Paris in May 1927. He became an overnight celebrity and American national hero. Alexander Calder made this witty portrait sculpture of Lindbergh honoring his countryman who remained beloved in Paris long after his historic journey.

Fernand Léger (France, 1881–1955)

Portrait of Gerald Murphy, 1934

Watercolor on paper

Estate of Honoria Murphy Donnelly

Gerald Murphy (1888–1964) was an American painter who was the toast of Paris artistic avant-garde in the 1920s. Writer F. Scott Fitzgerald modeled the lead characters in his novel Tender is the Night on Murphy and his wife Sara. Murphy painted while in Paris from 1921 to 1929, but stopped making art after the stock market crash of 1929 and returned to the United States to help manage his family business, Mark Cross pens.

Fernand Léger (France, 1881–1955)

Portrait of Sara Murphy, 1934

Watercolor on paper 

Estate of Honoria Murphy Donnelly

French painter Fernand Léger was a good friend to the American couple Gerald and Sara Murphy. Gerald quickly integrated himself into the Parisian artistic elite, exhibiting at important salons, contributing set design to important dramatic productions, and entertaining with Sara in the lavish style of the roaring 1920s.

Man Ray (United States, 1890–1976)

Hands of Charles Demuth, about 1921

Gelatin silver print 

George Eastman House, Rochester, N.Y.

Charles Demuth (1883–1935) is a major American painter who lived in Paris three times between 1907 and 1921. 

Man Ray (United States, 1890–1976)

Eye of Lee Miller, October 11, 1932

Gelatin silver print

Lee Miller Archives, Chiddingly, Great Britain

Lee Miller (1907–1977) arrived in Paris in 1929 and quickly became the studio assistant, muse, and lover of artist Man Ray. As a photographer, she made portraits, surrealist compositions, and fashion shots while in Paris between 1929 and 1932. She became very involved in surrealist activities in Paris and is featured in Jean Cocteau’s film Blood of a Poet.

Man Ray (United States, 1890–1976)

Meret Oppenheim, 1933

Solarized gelatin silver print 

The Victoria and Albert Museum, London

This photograph was taken the year artist Meret Oppenheim (1913–1985) arrived in Paris from Switzerland. Man Ray’s innovative photographs of Oppenheim contributed to her reputation and brought her surrealist sculpture greater attention.

Man Ray (United States, 1890–1976)

Meret Oppenheim, 1931

Gelatin silver print 

Private collection, Courtesy of Galerie Françoise Paviot, Paris

Man Ray (United States, 1890–1976)

Portrait of Gertrude Stein, about 1926

Gelatin silver print 

Hallmark Cards, Inc., Kansas City, Mo., Hallmark Photographic Collection

American writer Gertrude Stein (1874–1946) is one of the leading authors of the 20th century. A resident of Paris from 1903 until her death in 1946, she acted as a social hub and, with her partner Alice B. Toklas, entertained leagues of artists, writers, performers, and composers of every leaning and nationality. Stein was also a major art collector, especially befriending and collecting the work of Frenchman Henri Matisse and Spaniard Pablo Picasso.

Man Ray (United States, 1890–1976)

André Breton, 1921–22, recent print

Gelatin silver print 

Fonds Régional d’Art Contemporain de Bourgogne, Dijon, France

Known as “the Pope of Surrealism,” French writer André Breton (1896–1966) wrote three major manifestos for the movement. American artist Man Ray met him shortly after arriving in Paris in 1921, and Breton involved Man Ray in various surrealist activities and Parisian circles.

Man Ray (United States, 1890–1976)

[Marcel Duchamp], about 1930

Gelatin silver print

Library of Congress, Washington D.C., Prints and Photographs Division

Artist Marcel Duchamp (1874–1968) was a consummate Frenchman who, nonetheless, lived most of his life in New York. He helped Man Ray and other Americans gain entry into the Parisian avant-garde during the 1920s. 

Man Ray (United States, 1890–1976)

[James Joyce], about 1930

Gelatin silver print 

Library of Congress, Washington D.C., Prints and Photographs Division

Man Ray (United States, 1890–1976)

Lee Miller, Paris, about 1929

Solarized gelatin silver print 

Lee Miller Archives, Chiddingly, Great Britain

Lee Miller (1907–1977) had been a fashion model in New York before coming to Paris in 1929. She modeled for Man Ray and then shifted from being in front of the camera to a creative, talented photographer behind the camera while in Paris from 1929 to 1932.

Man Ray (United States, 1890–1976)

[Nancy Cunard], 1927

Gelatin silver print 

Library of Congress, Washington D.C., Prints and Photographs Division

Heiress to the British Cunard shipping fortune, Nancy Cunard (1896–1965) was integrally involved in surrealist activities in Paris in the 1920s. She was an accomplished poet and founded Hours Press in 1927 to support avant-garde writers whose work could not find a publisher elsewhere. 

Man Ray (United States, 1890–1976)

Self-Portrait, about 1935

Gelatin silver print 

Private collection, Courtesy of Galerie Françoise Paviot, Paris

Man Ray (United States, 1890–1976)

Self-Portrait, 1933

Bronze, glass, wood, and newsprint 

Smithsonian American Art Museum, Washington D.C., Gift of Juliet Man Ray

Jacques Mauny (France, 1893–1962)

Self-Portrait, 1926

Tempera on board 

Private collection, Paris

Jacques Mauny was a noted French painter who was a great advocate of American culture in the 1920s. In a handful of paintings from the 1920s, he celebrated the new modernity of New York. Mauny advised the American collector and artist A.E. Gallatin and introduced Gallatin and others to Parisian artistic circles. This Self-Portrait was in Gallatin’s personal collection until his death in 1952.

Lee Miller (United States, 1907–1977)

Tanja Ramm, Paris, 1931

Gelatin silver print 

Lee Miller Archives, Chiddingly, Great Britain

Lee Miller (United States, 1907–1977)

Joseph Cornell, New York, 1933 

Gelatin silver print

Lee Miller Archives, Chiddingly, Great Britain

Joseph Cornell (1903–1972) is an American artist whose work was inspired by the Parisian surrealists. Lee Miller photographed Cornell when she returned to the United States from Paris. Cornell befriended French artist Marcel Duchamp in 1933 and assisted him with the fabrication of his Box in a Suitcase, on display in this exhibition.


Carl Van Vechten (United States, 1880–1964)

[Portrait of Man Ray], June 16, 1934

Gelatin silver print

Library of Congress, Washington D.C., Prints and Photographs Division

Carl Van Vechten (United States, 1880–1964)

[Portrait of Man Ray and Salvador Dali, Paris], June 16, 1934

Gelatin silver print 

Library of Congress, Washington D.C., Prints and Photographs Division

Carl Van Vechten (United States, 1880–1964)

[Portrait of Gertrude Stein], January 4, 1935

Gelatin silver print 

Library of Congress, Washington D.C., Prints and Photographs Division

Paul Outerbridge (United States, 1896–1958)

Portrait of Brancusi, 1925

Gelatin silver print 

Musée National d’Art Moderne, Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris, Bequest of Constantin Brancusi

Romanian sculptor Constantin Brancusi (1876–1957) was based in Paris and greatly admired for the stark simplicity of his organic forms and subjects. His studio was a gathering place for many artists, writers, and collectors. American artist Isamu Noguchi (1904–1988), whose work is displayed in adjacent galleries, was a studio assistant for Brancusi in 1927.

Man Ray (United States, 1890–1976)

Salvador Dali, 1929, recent print

Gelatin silver print

Fonds Régional d'Art Contemporain de Bourgogne, Dijon, France

Spanish artist Salvador Dali (1904–1989) was a major surrealist painter and flamboyant personality who took part in Parisian surrealist activities in the 1920s and 1930s. He later lived the United States from 1940 to 1948.

Section 2: The Purity of the Object

MODERNITY’S SIMPLICATION OF FORMS

Working to create a distinctly modern art–in stride with the technological advances of the day–European and American artists distilled their art to its sparest elements.

How to make art modern inspired very different responses. In Paris, Fernand Léger, Amédée Ozenfant, and Charles-Édouard Jeanneret (later known as Le Corbusier) sought modernity through a purity of visual effect. Important Americans artists in Paris also honed their images to the fewest essentials.

Fernand Léger insisted that modern art should come from everyday encounters and objects. 

“The beautiful is everywhere,” he wrote in 1924, “perhaps more in the arrangement of our saucepans on the white walls of your kitchen than in your 18th-century living room or in the official museums.” He crafted an art that reduced the bold designs and blaring colors of the city streets and urban advertising to carefully orchestrated compositions with a machine-like elegance.

Ozenfant and Jeanneret emphasized an art of synthesis and purity, 

or “purism.”

In joint artistic statements in 1919 and 1924, they argued for a distilled art that embraced enduring and universal forms over fragmented elements and energetic but haphazard arrangements. Their purism of spare volumes, flat colors, and uncluttered compositions sought order with a sure, mechanical precision.

Similarly, Patrick Henry Bruce, Stuart Davis, Charles Demuth, John Storrs, and many other Americans in Paris wholeheartedly sought a boldly modern art through contemporary subjects and a simplification of forms.

Paris was a fertile environment that enabled certain Americans, like Bruce and Davis, to realize artistic innovations with which they had been experimenting already. For others, the French capital provided grist for the creative mill and allowed American artists, like Demuth, to conceive and later fully develop important artistic advances.

Patrick Henry Bruce (United States, 1881–1936)

Peinture [Painting], about 1917–18

Oil and graphite on canvas 

Terra Foundation for the Arts, Chicago, The Daniel J. Terra Collection

Abstraction was one of the most important artistic inventions of the 20th century. In the 1910s, when it was a new concept, many artists used the impulse of abstraction to create representational images. Absorbing the innovations of modern artists around him in Paris, Bruce created a novel form of abstracting a simple arrangement of still-life forms. Each part of the image is painted in a flat, unmodeled color. The background is simple geometric areas of pure color. Yet Bruce creates the illusion of recession in space by forms that overlap and appear to layer over others.

Patrick Henry Bruce (United States, 1881–1936)

Still Life: #4, about 1922–23

Oil on canvas with pencil underdrawing 

Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, Smithsonian Institution, Washington D.C., Gift of Joseph H. Hirshhorn

The flattened perspective and the simplification of form and color in Still Life: #4 is characteristic of Patrick Henry Bruce’s very modern style, one that made a strong American contribution to the vibrant international avant-garde of interwar Paris. In contrast to the cubist fragmentation of form, Bruce retained solid volumes. Yet, his paintings like Still Life: #4 blur the clear distinctiveness—perhaps individuality—of each object through the emphasis on all-over color. Bruce lived in Paris from 1904 to 1933. He exhibited across Europe during those years and was an integral part of the international art scene in the French capital, with American writer Gertrude Stein, French painter Henri Matisse, and French artists Robert and Sonia Delaunay among his friends. 

Patrick Henry Bruce (United States, 1881–1936)

Composition, about 1923–26

Oil and pencil on canvas 

Musée National d’Art Moderne, Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris, Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Seuphor 
Fernand Léger (France, 1881–1955) 

Typographer, 1919

Oil on canvas

Philadelphia Museum of Art, The Louise and Walter Arensberg Collection

Léger is one of the important French cubist painters, yet his cubism is very distinct because he insisted on the artistic significance of modern urban life and of machine technology. These are the motifs and subjects that fill his canvases, like Typographer. Letters and small mechanical parts knit together at the painting’s center to hint at the physical form of a modern-day typesetter, a key worker in the newly modern advertising arts. Through his friendship with Americans Gerald and Sara Murphy, Léger met and befriended many American artists. He inspired them to think again about the inherent and important qualities of American life and embrace them in their art. As one painter put it, “Léger is one of the very few whose work pleads with American artists for an American orientation, a closer contact with the industrial civilization.” 

Fernand Léger (France, 1881–1955) 

Composition, 1923–27

Oil on canvas

Philadelphia Museum of Art, The A. E. Gallatin Collection

Although it is generically titled Composition, viewers can detect a female figure embedded in Léger’s tapestry of forms—with an eye and sweeping hair in the upper left. The abundant but simple shapes, metallic colors, and intricate weave of parts resemble some unknown industrial machine. For Léger, the forms of machines and the forms of mass-produced machine-made objects were important subjects for artists because they so clearly symbolized the rapid changes and new modernity of the early 20th century. He associated modern technological advances with America and was a big fan of contemporary American culture. Interestingly, Composition was originally owned by American painter and collector Albert Eugene Gallatin.

Fernand Léger (France, 1881–1955)

The Compass, 1926

Oil on canvas 

The Art Institute of Chicago, A Millenium Gift of The Sara Lee Corporation

In The Compass, Léger dissects the parts of a modern-day compass into an abstracted still life. An artist interested in “everyday poetic images,” he turns a manufactured object of machined parts into an artistic statement about modernity. Léger’s preference for machine-like precision, logic, simplicity, and clarity are all revealed in this painting.
Stuart Davis (United States, 1894–1964)

Percolator, 1927

Oil on canvas 

Courtesy of Curtis Galleries, Minneapolis  

Percolator is part of a body of work Stuart Davis completed that hails the latest in American advertising, appliances, and consumer products. Davis focused on percolators, light bulbs, cigarette packages, and matchbooks. A coffeemaker has been reduced to its most essential shapes, flattened through unshaded color, and abstractly arranged across the canvas surface. As Davis said, his aim was "to strip a subject down to the real physical source of its stimulus."

Stuart Davis (United States, 1894–1964)

Eggbeater No. 4, 1928

Oil on canvas

The Phillips Collection, Washington D.C.  

Wire eggbeaters are a subject that Davis adopted in his exploration of modern consumer products. The eggbeater is only identifiable in this painting through the wire-like lines that mark out sections of the canvas. The simplest of lines and colors describe the subject in this radical painting. When French painter Fernand Léger saw this painting and others from the series, Davis reported that he said: "He liked the Egg Beaters very much and said they showed a concept of space similar to his latest development. . . . Said it was interesting that two people should arrive at similar ideas."

Stuart Davis (United States, 1894–1964)

Rue des Rats, 1929 

Lithograph 

Terra Foundation for the Arts, Chicago, The Daniel J. Terra Collection 

Stuart Davis (United States, 1894–1964)

Rue des Rats, 1928 

Oil on canvas 

Courtesy of Curtis Galleries, Minneapolis 

Stuart Davis became enchanted with the quaint streets of Old Paris. "It is a tremendously interesting place over here. I am principally interested in the streets. There is a great variety, from the most commonplace to the unique. A street of the regular French working class from 100 years ago is always interesting because they are all different in regard to size, surface, number of windows, etc." Davis painted the uncelebrated scenes of Paris and not its major monuments. Rue des Rats, for example, did not exist and is a patchwork invention of the commonplace Paris in Montparnasse where Davis lived.

Stuart Davis (United States, 1894–1964)

Adit, No. 2, 1928

Oil on canvas 

The Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, Gift of The William H. Lane Foundation

Stuart Davis (United States, 1894–1964)

Blue Café, 1928

Oil on canvas 

The Phillips Collection, Washington D.C. 

Artist Stuart Davis lived in Paris from summer of 1928 through summer of 1929. He greatly enjoyed the café life there and painted the charms of typical Parisian neighborhoods. It never ceased to amaze the artist that for a couple of coins one could sit an entire afternoon over an espresso in a Parisian café. These establishments became an important subject for his time in Paris, like the simple corner café depicted in this work.

Stuart Davis (United States, 1894–1964)

New York–Paris, No. 1, 1931 

Oil on canvas 

The University of Iowa Museum of Art, Iowa City, Museum Purchase

New York–Paris, No. 1 combines French and American motifs in a strongly modern painting.  A visual bric-a-brac of elements, the painting imitates the brash designs of 1920s advertising. Loud advertising, especially with images, was still relatively new in the 1910s and 1920s, so this style marked Davis’s art as ultra modern. 

In the lower right, the café with sidewalk seating refers to a distinctly Parisian institution. The oversized and disembodied leg is used as a symbol for the surrealist avant-garde in Paris. The Chrysler Building, a landmark New York skyscraper, opened in 1931, the year of this painting, and its distinctive top is included in the upper right. America is also symbolized by the blue industrial building and red tobacco pouch in the center. Giving no sense of scale, depth, or volume makes the work strongly two-dimensional and a jumble of disassociated forms. Both contribute to its modern sensibility.

Stuart Davis (United States, 1894–1964)

Place Pasdeloup, 1928

Oil on canvas

Whitney Museum of American Art, New York, Gift of Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney. 31.170

Place Pasdeloup reveals an American charmed by the everyday realities of Paris. Davis indicates that this is an ultra-French scene by boldly painting the central urban apartment building in stripes of red, white, and blue—the national colors of France. A street café is prominently depicted, Le Cressone. The neighborhood wine shop is located across the street. While a common scene is represented, the means to render the image—spare use of line, limited colors, and grid-like composition—reveal an impulse to simplify and are all stridently modern.

Jan Matulka (United States, 1890–1972)

New York Harbor/Paris, 1925

Oil on canvas

Courtesy of Norfolk Southern Corporation, Norfolk, Va. 

The American artist of Czech origin Jan Matulka was friends with many American expatriates and introduced them to avant-garde artist circles in Paris. Oddly, New York Harbor/Paris celebrates Manhattan. It includes many features of American culture that the Europeans admired—note the skyscrapers, factory at the right with smokestack, and ocean liner at the left. In general, the work promotes the superior engineering of America as witnessed in New York.
Jan Matulka (United States, 1890–1972)

Abstract, about 1923

Gouache on paper 

Private collection, Courtesy of Franklin Riehlman Fine Art, New York

Charles Demuth (United States, 1883–1935)

Rue du Singe Qui Pêche [Street of the Monkey who Fishes], 1921 

Tempera on board 

Terra Foundation for the Arts, Chicago, The Daniel J. Terra Collection

Charles Demuth lived in Paris twice in the 1910s and made his last sojourn there in 1921. This painting, as those nearby by Stuart Davis, celebrates the special character of Parisian streets. For both, it was the older domestic architecture combined with café and shop signage that activated their artistic imaginations. For Demuth, the strong verticals and geometric simplicity of the city apartments contrasts with the fragmented energy of modern advertising at street level. The title suggests Demuth’s knowledge of avant-garde and surrealist trends.

Charles Demuth (United States, 1883–1935)

Welcome to Our City, 1921

Oil on canvas 

Terra Foundation for the Arts, Chicago, The Daniel J. Terra Collection

Demuth returned from a visit to Paris in 1921 to his hometown of Lancaster, Pennsylvania. He used the strong geometries and fragmentation of French cubism to an all new effect in depicting the vernacular architecture of his American hometown. Here the roofline of commercial buildings creates an engaging visual interplay with the domed cupola in Lancaster. 
Charles Demuth (United States, 1883–1935)

Spring, about 1921

Oil on canvas 

The Art Institute of Chicago, Through Prior Gift of the Albert Kunstadter Family Foundation

Charles Demuth (United States, 1883–1935)

Modern Conveniences, 1921

Oil on canvas 

Columbus Museum of Art, Ohio, Gift of Ferdinand Howald

An important group of European artists believed that the United States, because of its engineering prowess and business-like efficiency, embraced and led modernity in ways that the Old World could not. Charles Demuth documented this fact when he wrote photographer Alfred Stieglitz; "New York is something which Europe is not—and I feel of that something. . . Marcel [Duchamp] and all the others, those who count, say that all the 'modern' is to us, and of course they are right." Shortly following, Demuth adopted American factory and industrial buildings as subjects for this art. In works like Modern Conveniences, he focuses attention on a positive value in American culture—its factories that produced, as his title states, Modern Conveniences.

Gerald Murphy (United States, 1888–1964)

Still Life, about 1925

Watercolor on paper

Courtesy of Salander-O’Reilly Galleries, New York

The impulse to simplify and create a distilled visual vocabulary characterizes the work of French purism and inspired American painter Gerald Murphy. His still life pares away unessential visual features to result in a clear, precise, and meticulously crafted image. In the 1920s, these were qualities considered machine-like and therefore modern.

John Storrs (United States, 1885–1956)

Femme [Woman], 1918

Plaster 

Musée Daniel Vannier, Beaugency, France 

Originally from Chicago, John Storrs moved to France in 1911, married the French author Marguerite de Ville Chabrol in 1914, and made France his residence until his death in 1956. Femme is an early work that demonstrates his interest in the figure.

John Storrs (United States, 1885–1956)

Gendarme [Policeman], 1919

Limestone and black paint 

Musée Daniel Vannier, Beaugency, France 

The strong massing, simple shapes, bold contrast, and clarity of form combine to make Storrs's sculpture of a French policeman very modern.
John Storrs (United States, 1885–1956)

Study in Form (Forms in Space), 1924

Bronze

Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, Smithsonian Institution, Washington D.C., Gift of Joseph H. Hirshhorn 

Living in France, American sculptor John Storrs took up American skyscrapers as the subject of his work. His native Chicago produced some of the first urban skyscrapers and provided much of the pioneering engineering for the towering structures. When the French began to hail this architecture as ultra modern, Storrs adopted and abstracted its vocabulary of rising spires to lend his art a stridently modernist tone.

John Storrs (United States, 1885–1956)

Composition around Two Voids, 1934

Stainless steel

Whitney Museum of American Art, New York, Gift of Monique Storrs Booz. 65.34

John Storrs (United States, 1885–1956)

Monologue, 1932

Oil on canvas

Whitney Museum of American Art, New York, Gift of Gabriella De Ferrari and Raymond J. Learsy in honor of Flora Biddle. 91.59.5

Edward Steichen (United States, 1879–1973)

Time-Space Continuum, 1920

Palladium print 

George Eastman House, Rochester, N.Y., Bequest of Edward Steichen by Direction of Joanna T. Steichen

This set of three photographs by Steichen adopted the modernizing impulse to have very simple forms. The spare and elegant compositions also make use of machined parts—cylinders, rods, and funnels—to create images that are very modern.

Edward Steichen (United States, 1879–1973)

Harmonica Riddle, about 1921

Platinum print

The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations, Shirley Carter Burden Collection, Photography Collection, Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and Photographs

Edward Steichen (United States, 1879–1973)

Triumph of the Egg, 1921

Warm-toned gelatin silver print

Hallmark Cards, Inc., Kansas City, Mo., Hallmark Photographic Collection

Section 3: The Birth of Geometric Abstraction 

GEOMETRIC ABSTRACTION

Abstraction in art first appeared in the 1910s and greatly informed 20th-century artmaking. By the 1920s and 1930s, multiple forms of abstraction with related theories existed. 

As the center of the art world, Paris in these decades sponsored many abstract styles and the formation of several artist groups. Among these were the groups Cercle et Carré (Circle and Square) and Art Concret (Concrete Art), both founded in 1930. Abstraction–Création formed in 1931. A number of American artists then in Paris joined these groups.

Such leading European abstract artists as Swiss Hans Arp, French Robert Delaunay, Russian Wassily Kandinsky, French Fernand Léger, Spanish Joan Miró, and Dutch Piet Mondrian lived in Paris before World War II. 

Realism was the dominant style in the United States before and during the 1930s. The presence in Paris of these influential European artists and other stellar abstract painters and sculptors attracted many daring American artists interested in abstraction to the more stimulating scene and like-minded brethren in the French capital. Included in this exhibition, the distinguished work of Charles Biederman, Alexander Calder, Albert E. Gallatin, Jan Matulka, George L. K. Morris, Charles Shaw, and others demonstrates that Americans participated in and made important contributions to international geometric abstraction of the 1920s and 1930s. Their visits to Paris and exchanges with other leading abstractionists greatly aided their sophisticated art.

Alexander Calder (United States, 1898–1976)

Mobile, about 1931

Metal and painted wood 

Private collection

Alexander Calder arrived in Paris in 1926 and quickly plunged into its avant-garde scene. Calder credited a 1930 visit to the Paris studio of the abstract Dutch painter Piet Mondrian as a breakthrough moment for his own art. Calder later called the visit the “shock that started things.” In observing the strong primary colors and careful geometrical grid in Mondrian’s work, Calder wondered out loud whether Mondrian considered having the colored shapes move in space. “No, it is not necessary. My painting already moves too fast,” was the certain and witty reply. Nonetheless, the idea inspired Calder to create his signature floating sculptures or “mobiles.” This small mobile, once owned by French artist Jean Hélion whose work is also in this exhibition, is a very early example. 

Alexander Calder (United States, 1898–1976)

Untitled, 1938

Painted metal and wire

Collection of Jon and Mary Shirley, Bellevue

Set in motion by chance effects of air currents, this sculpture offers a veritable dance of pure color, shape, and line. Originally trained as an engineer, Calder had a lifelong fascination with the mechanics of things. He brought vibrantly colored abstraction off the walls and into animated movement. In Paris from 1926 to 1938, he exposed himself to abstract purist painters including Piet Mondrian, Hans Arp, and Theo van Doesburg. Yet he also admired and absorbed the abstract sculptural constructions of Naum Gabo, Antoine Pevsner, and others. When many artists were looking to find a creative way for visual forms to break free from the canvas surface, Calder pioneered a masterful solution that won him great critical acclaim. 

Alexander Calder (United States, 1898–1976)

Untitled, 1933

Gouache, colored inks, and graphite on paper 

Courtesy of O’Hara Gallery, New York

Blanche Lazzell (United States, 1878–1956)

Untitled (Cubist Composition), about 1929

Oil on wood panel 

Courtesy of Michael Rosenfeld Gallery, New York 

John Graham (United States, 1881–1961)

Composition, 1929

Oil on canvas 

Musée Zervos, Vézelay

Jean Xceron (United States, 1890–1967)

Portrait, 1931

Oil on canvas 

Musée Zervos, Vézelay

Charles Biederman (United States, born 1906) 

Untitled, Paris, May 7, 1937

Oil on canvas 

Frederick R. Weisman Art Museum, University of Minnesota, Minneapolis, Charles Biederman Collection Archive

A focus for American artist Charles Biederman in the 1930s was the creative tension between two and three dimensions. Although he concentrated on abstraction, he insisted that some trace of the physical world—its space and volume—was important in works of art for people to truly connect with them. Untitled, Paris offers a compelling combination of curving organic shapes and solid geometric forms. The rich shading, lending physical volume to the elements, recalls the work of French artist Fernand Léger. He and Biederman were on friendly terms during the American’s time in Paris. 

Charles Biederman (United States, born 1906)

# 15, 1937

Painted wood

Frederick R. Weisman Art Museum, University of Minnesota, Minneapolis, Charles Biederman Collection Archive

Biederman took part in a wave of artists who made very inventive sculptures, called constructions, during the 1920s and 1930s. For Biederman, relief constructions—made of painted wood and later colored plastic and metal—enabled him to expand his abstract artistic vocabulary off the canvas surface.

Charles Biederman (United States, born 1906)

Full-scale Study for Structurist Work, Paris, May 1937

Oil on canvas 

Frederick R. Weisman Art Museum, University of Minnesota, Minneapolis, Charles Biederman Collection Archive

Charles Biederman (United States, born 1906)

Study for Sculpture, Paris, February 1937

Gouache and ink over graphite on paper 

Frederick R. Weisman Art Museum, University of Minnesota, Minneapolis, Charles Biederman Collection Archive

William Einstein (United States, 1907–1972)

Concretion No. 1, 1931

Oil on panel

Musée de Grenoble, France 

A circle of international artists in Paris formed a group called Art Concret in 1930, led by Dutchman Theo Van Doesburg. The collective coined the terms “concrete” and “concretion” as new vocabulary in the growing language for abstraction. Einstein’s Concretion No. I spare simplicity and vibrant color agrees with the group’s philosophy that abstract painting is “concrete, because nothing is more ‘concrete,’ more real, than a line, a color, a surface.”

Balcomb Greene (United States, 1904–1990)

1936-06, 1936

Collage and gouache on paper 

Courtesy of ACA Galleries, New York

Gertrude Greene (United States, 1904–1956)

36-2, 1936

Collage on paper

Courtesy of ACA Galleries, New York

Gertrude Greene (United States, 1904–1956)

Construction, 1937

Oil on wood, Masonite, and metal

Berkshire Museum, Pittsfield, Mass., Gift of A. E. Gallatin

Gertrude Greene lived in Paris in 1931 with her artist husband Balcomb Greene. Construction was made years later while Greene was living in New York. It shows the heady mixture of artists and artistic tendencies in which she participated while in Paris. Creating an abstract assemblage of painted wood pieces put an artist with the international context of the Dutch de stil movement, Russian constructivism, and their legacy circulating in the Paris scene.

Carl Holty (United States, 1900–1973)

Abstraction, 1936

Ink on paper 

Courtesy of Spanierman Gallery LLC, New York

Jean Hélion (France, 1904–1987)

Composition, 1932

Oil on canvas 

Philadelphia Museum of Art, The A. E. Gallatin Collection

Jean Hélion was part of the group that formed Art Concret in Paris in 1930. A committed abstract artist, he wrote “I wanted to define zones of tension that would become the subject of the painting.” In Composition, the strong contrast of dark and light and delicately balanced composition create the “zones of tension” or opposing forces in the image that were at the heart of his artistic enterprise. Hélion was also a good friend to many American artists in Paris in the 1920s and 1930s and helped introduce newcomers to the international scene. Hélion became an advisor to American artist and collector Albert Eugene Gallatin in 1932 and promoted abstract artists. Gallatin purchased Composition for his growing collection of abstract art that same year.

Albert Eugene Gallatin (United States, 1881–1952)

Cubist Construction, 1936

Oil on canvas 

John and Barb Wallace Collection

Albert Eugene Gallatin (United States, 1881–1952)

Composition, 1936

Oil on canvas 

Private collection, Paris

Due to his passionate commitment to abstraction, collecting instincts, and organizational abilities, Albert Eugene Gallatin played an important role in the transatlantic exchanges of the 1920s and 1930s. Independently wealthy, he became interested in modern art and started an avant-garde collection in the 1920s. In 1927, he opened his collection to the public as the Gallery of Living Art in New York. There he also organized temporary exhibitions of talented abstract artists. He began painting himself in 1926.

Albert Eugene Gallatin (United States, 1881–1952)

Composition, 1937

Oil on canvas 

Smithsonian American Art Museum, Washington D.C., Gift of Patricia and Phillip Frost

Albert Eugene Gallatin (United States, 1881–1952)

Room Space, 1937–38

Oil on canvas 

Terra Foundation for the Arts, Chicago, The Daniel J. Terra Collection

Room Space is an eloquent formulation of strongest abstracting tendencies in the 1930s. It was in the year Gallatin began this painting, 1937, that he joined the New York-based group American Abstract Artists.

George L. K. Morris (United States, 1905 –1975)

Composition, 1936

Oil on canvas 

Berkshire Museum, Pittsfield, Mass. 

George L. K. Morris (United States, 1905–1975)

No. 5 (Forms and Space), 1938

Oil on canvas 

George L. K. Morris and Suzy Frelinghuysen Foundation, Courtesy of Salander O’Reilly Galleries, New York

For Morris, being informed meant being receptive to and knowledgeable about international ideas and trends. He regularly traveled to Paris, meeting artists and taking part in the scene. No. 5 (Forms and Space) demonstrates his awareness and assimilation of organic tendencies of abstraction, with its gently curving and shaded forms. These elements interact with geometric forms to create a stimulating visual interplay.

Suzy Frelinghuysen (United States, 1911–1988)

Still Lives by Picasso, 1939

Oil with collage on cardboard 

George L. K. Morris and Suzy Frelinghuysen Foundation, Courtesy of Salander O’Reilly Galleries, New York

The title, Still Lives by Picasso, comes from the small line of text in the center of this collage. Pablo Picasso was among the very first to use newsprint and commonplace scraps of paper in his 1910s cubist collages. In 1939, Frelinghuysen (wife of artist George L.K. Morris also exhibited here) acknowledges her debt to the Spanish artist whose work dominated the Paris scene. The references in this inventive collage connect French and American cultural forces.

Charles Shaw (United States, 1892–1974)

Abstraction, 1935

Oil with sand on canvas 

Courtesy of Spanierman Gallery LLC, New York

With A.E. Gallatin, George L.K. Morris, and Suzy Frelinghuysen, Charles Shaw made up a friendship circle of committed American abstract artists known as the Park Avenue Cubists. Abstraction shows Shaw 

at a moment when he pursued the undulating and more organic vocabulary of abstraction. The shifting colors in the curving and overlapping stripes animate the canvas and activates the visual tension between two and three dimensions in the image.

Charles Shaw (United States, 1892–1974)

Textured Composition, 1939

Oil with sand on canvas 

Courtesy of Gary Snyder Fine Art, New York

John Ferren (United States, 1905–1970)

Untitled (No. 30), 1932

Oil on canvas

Courtesy of Gary Snyder Fine Art, New York

John Ferren (United States, 1905–1970)

Composition, 1934

Oil on canvas 

Berkshire Museum, Pittsfield, Mass.

John Ferren (United States, 1905–1970)

Composition, 1936

Oil on wallboard 

Berkshire Museum, Pittsfield, Mass.

Ilya Bolotowsky (United States, 1907–1981)

Abstraction in Light Blue, 1940

Oil on wood 

Philadelphia Museum of Art, The A. E. Gallatin Collection

Ilya Bolotowsky (United States, 1907–1981)

Untitled, about 1936

Collage on paper 

Georgia DeHavenon Collection

Edward Steichen (United States, 1879–1973)

Time-Space Continuum, 1920

Palladium print 

George Eastman House, Rochester, N.Y., Bequest of Edward Steichen by Direction of Joanna T. Steichen

This set of three photographs by Steichen adopted the modernizing impulse to have very simple forms. The spare and elegant compositions also make use of machined parts—cylinders, rods, and funnels—to create images that are very modern.

Edward Steichen (United States, 1879–1973)

Harmonica Riddle, about 1921

Platinum print

The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations, Shirley Carter Burden Collection, Photography Collection, Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and Photographs

Edward Steichen (United States, 1879–1973)

Triumph of the Egg, 1921

Warm-toned gelatin silver print

Hallmark Cards, Inc., Kansas City, Mo., Hallmark Photographic Collection

Section 4: Chemists of Mystery

SURREALISTS AS THE CHEMISTS OF MYSTERY

Surrealism emphasizes the free reign of imagination and the unconscious. 

Greatly informed by Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalytic theories and developing from avant-garde ideas and activities of the 1910s, surrealism abandoned the control of reason, logic, or convention and instead celebrated chance, dream-inspired content, and free association. The goal of the surrealists was to release the workings of the unconscious mind. 

Surrealism was an international movement, and Paris of the 1920s and 1930s was its epicenter.

Considered the father of surrealism, writer André Breton issued three manifestos for the movement in 1924, 1930, and 1934. Shortly after arriving in Paris in 1921, American artist Man Ray met Breton through his friend, artist Marcel Duchamp, who had just returned from six years in Manhattan. Duchamp helped numerous American artists penetrate the elite avant-garde circles of the Paris surrealists. They met Breton as well as surrealist literary stylists Jacques Rigaut, Louis Aragon, Paul Eluard, and Philippe Soupault. Americans Man Ray, Kay Sage, and others took part in Parisian surrealism through friendships, exhibition, and film presentation.

Man Ray arrived in Paris in 1921 and stayed through 1940, fully integrating into its heady international art scene.

Man Ray experimented with photographic techniques to produce now legendary surrealist images. He devised a type of photogram or “sun-print exposure” that he wittily titled in brash self-promotion: the “rayograph.” The haunting images of Man Ray’s photograms, his distorted croppings, and layering of multiple images reveal his subjective and surrealist concerns.

Isamu Noguchi came to Paris in the spring 1927 with support from a Guggenheim Foundation artist fellowship and stayed through late 1928. 

He was impressed by celebrated modern sculptor Constantin Brancusi and worked briefly as his studio assistant. Noguchi deftly blended the spare design of Brancusi with the organic motifs and formulations of leading surrealists including Hans Arp and Joan Miró. Globular and Positional Shape, displayed in this gallery, reveal a sensitivity to materials and lyrical organic forms Noguchi shared with Brancusi.

Man Ray (United States, 1890–1976)

New York 17, 1917

Chrome-plated bronze and brass and painted brass vise 

Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, Smithsonian Institution, Washington D.C., Gift of Joseph H. Hirshhorn

In the 1910s and 1920s, there was a skyscraper building boom in Manhattan. Living in New York in the 1910s, Man Ray refers to the city’s skyscrapers in this sculpture, with its gleaming metal and strong vertical lines reaching to a point. His French friend who was also living in New York at the time, artist Marcel Duchamp, greatly admired “the country of skyscrapers” and might have influenced Man Ray to celebrate American engineering and skyscrapers in his art.

Man Ray (United States, 1890–1976)

Gift, created 1921, refabricated 1970

Iron and tacks 

Courtesy of Galerie Marion Meyer, Paris

Man Ray wrote, “I need more than one factor [for a work of art], at least two. . . . The creative act for me rests in the coupling of these two different factors in order to produce a plastic poem.” Gift is a surrealist work that relies on shocking contradiction. Tacks attached to the surface of an iron create a bewildering object. One certainly could not iron with such spikes projecting. Upending expectation and making common objects very strange stands at the heart of surrealist artmaking, a witty creation of irony that Man Ray mastered well. Interestingly, Man Ray made the original of this surrealist sculpture with assistance from the French composer Erik Satie. 

Man Ray (United States, 1890–1976)

Varlop, 1935

Wood, brass and steel on artist’s base

Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, Smithsonian Institution, Washington D.C., Joseph H. Hirshhorn Bequest

Man Ray (United States, 1890–1976)

Indestructible Object, created in 1932 with a different title, in 1958, and refabricated in 1970

Metronome and photograph 

Courtesy of Galerie Marion Meyer, Paris

Indestructible Object is a strange combination of elements and objects that Man Ray created as his lover, American artist Lee Miller, left him to return to New York in 1932. Man Ray cut out and attached a photograph of Miller’s eye to a metronome to remind him sadistically of her. The strange but confusing psychological overtones of Indestructible Object offers a fine example of the sometimes-menacing mood of surrealism.

Eugène Atget (France, 1857–1927)

Un Coin du Marché des Carmes [A Corner of the Carmes Market], 1910-11

Albumen print 

Musée Carnavalet, Paris

Eugène Atget had a commercial photographic studio on the same street in Paris as Man Ray. He and other Parisian surrealists greatly admired Atget’s eerie photographs of the old Paris, which was very quickly disappearing. With no evidence of human life, Atget’s street scenes had an arresting strangeness that modern surrealists understood as related to their own sensibilities. 

Eugène Atget (France, 1857–1927)

Brocanteur, Rue de la Reynie [Antique Store], 1908

Albumen print 

Musée Carnavalet, Paris

Eugène Atget (France, 1857–1927)

Un Coin, Rue Saint-Julien-le-Pauvre, 1910-11

Albumen print 

Musée Carnavalet, Paris

Man Ray (United States, 1890–1976)

Les Champs Délicieux (Le Déclencheur Retardateur) [Charming Fields], 1922

Rayograph / photogram 

Courtesy of Kicken Gallery, Berlin

Through a darkroom accident, Man Ray discovered and then creatively exploited a photographic process called photogram, a procedure more widely known as “sun prints.” Man Ray made images by placing whatever was at hand—funnels, a wineglass, string, darkroom utensils—on light-sensitive paper and then turning on the light. A reverse image was thus created, with light areas where the objects had been and black where the paper was exposed. Man Ray named his photograms or photographic prints “rayographs,” or unique Man Ray photographs.

Man Ray (United States, 1890–1976)

Untitled, 1924

Rayograph / photogram

Private collection, Courtesy of Galerie Françoise Paviot, Paris

Man Ray (United States, 1890–1976)

Rayograph, 1925

Rayograph / photogram 

Hallmark Cards, Inc., Kansas City, Mo., Hallmark Photographic Collection

Surrealism places great value in dream states or the disinterested and illogical play of thought. The ghost-like presence of randomly selected objects in Man Ray’s rayographs emphasizes an absence of reason or logic. It suggests the disarray of unconscious states of mind and wonderfully answers the surrealist writer André Breton’s call for “objects seen in a dream.”

Man Ray (United States, 1890–1976)

Les Amoureux [The Lovers], 1929

Gelatin silver print

Hallmark Cards, Inc., Kansas City, Mo., Hallmark Photographic Collection

Man Ray (United States, 1890–1976)

Surrealist Composition, about 1930 

Gelatin silver print 

Library of Congress, Washington D.C., Prints and Photographs Division

Lee Miller (United States, 1907–1977)

Exploding Hand, 1930

Gelatin silver print 

The Victoria and Albert Museum, London

Isamu Noguchi (United States, 1904–1988)

Globular, 1928

Polished brass 

Courtesy of Isamu Noguchi Foundation, Long Island City, N.Y.

Supported by an artist fellowship from the Guggenheim Foundation, the Japanese-American sculptor Isamu Noguchi lived in Paris in 1927 and 1928. He assisted in the studio of Constantin Brancusi for five months of his stay, and the two artists shared a strongly similar sensibility. They both sought a spare simplicity of form, emphasis on materials, and lyric organicism. In Noguchi’s Paris sculptures, the curving organic forms also have a surrealist sensibility. The swooping forms of Globular, for example, suggest a body organ or unknown amoebic form without ever actually specifying what is represented.

Isamu Noguchi (United States, 1904–1988)

Positional Shape, about 1928

Brass 

Courtesy of Isamu Noguchi Foundation, Long Island City, N.Y.

Isamu Noguchi (United States, 1904–1988)

Group of five Paris Abstractions, about 1927–28

Gouache on paper

Courtesy Isamu Noguchi Foundation, Long Island City, N.Y.

Isamu Noguchi spent a year in Paris while in his twenties. He went on to become a leading 20th-century American sculptor and designer. The elegant simplicity, sensitivity to materials, and organic abstraction of his art benefited from his exposure to international tendencies at this early moment in his prolific career. The five works on paper displayed here are part of some sixty gouache paintings Noguchi made while in Paris.

Marcel Duchamp (France, 1887–1968)

Boîte en Valise [Box in a Suitcase], conceived 1935, fabricated 1941

Mixed media

Private collection, Courtesy of Francis M. Naumann Fine Art, New York

Marcel Duchamp is a pivotal figure in the transatlantic exchanges of the 1910s, 1920s, and 1930s. A Frenchman, he lived in New York from 1915 to 1923 and again from 1942 to his death in 1968—with many visits back and forth during these years. He was an immense fan of American culture and helped American artists integrate into Parisian avant-garde circles.

Box in a Suitcase is a quirky surrealist work. The briefcase of a typical American traveling salesman contains miniature copies of all the artworks Duchamp had made up to 1935. Duchamp made editioned sets of Box in a Suitcase at a time when he was living in France and, due to wartime activities, was unable to return to the U.S. where much of his art remained. This edition from 1941 was made with the assistance of artist Joseph Cornell, also exhibited in this gallery. The work is a wry comment on the increasing commercialization of culture, with works of art available for sale, as well as on travel as a vital aspect of modern life. The work is shown “unpacked” in this case, although all the elements fit neatly into the briefcase.

Joseph Cornell (United States, 1903–1972) 

Group of six Untitled, about 1930s

Collage on paper

The Joseph and Robert Cornell Memorial Foundation, Courtesy of C & M Arts, New York

American artist Joseph Cornell came to know the world of French modern art and surrealism through his friendship in New York with Marcel Duchamp. The two met in 1933. The odd and unexpected combination of elements depicted in these sheets, combinations which never cohere into a scene or story we can identify, is a classic surrealist gesture. One of Cornell’s works was included in the International Exhibition of Surrealism, an exhibition that surrealist writer André Breton organized in 1938.

Joseph Cornell (United States, 1903–1972) 

Untitled [La Cassiopée], about 1930s

Collage on paper

The Joseph and Robert Cornell Memorial Foundation, Courtesy of C & M Arts, New York

Joseph Cornell (United States, 1903–1972)

Jouet surréaliste [Surrealist Game], about 1932

Steel line engravings, paper, paint, and ink on paperboard and metal 

Smithsonian American Art Museum, Washington D.C., Gift of Mr. and Mrs. John A. Benton

Surrealists prized a sense of play and the chance aspect of many card and table games. American artist Joseph Cornell made this nonsensical game inspired by French surrealist precedents. Interestingly, a few years later, Cornell helped Marcel Duchamp fabricate editioned sets of his Box in a Suitcase also displayed in this gallery.

Charles Shaw (United States, 1892–1974)

Montage, about 1935–50

Paper playing cards, clay pipes, ivory discs, and wood box mounted on velvet 

Smithsonian American Art Museum, Washington D.C., Gift of Patricia and Phillip Frost

Playing cards, a game of abstract reasoning and chance, greatly appealed to surrealist artists. Charles Shaw made this rare construction—a shadowbox with neatly assembled items—inspired by the pastime of playing cards. Charles Shaw’s abstract painting appears in an adjacent gallery.

Kay Sage (United States, 1898–1963)

No One Heard Thunder, 1939

Oil on canvas 

Mattatuck Museum, Waterbury, Conn. 

Kay Sage (United States, 1898–1963)

My Room Has Two Doors, 1939

Oil on canvas

Mattatuck Museum, Waterbury, Conn. 

American artist Kay Sage lived in Paris from 1937 to 1939, and exhibited there with the surrealists. In her paintings from these years, such as My Room Has Two Doors, mysterious landscapes or dream-like stage sets give little sense of location or reality. The odd juxtaposition of scale and elongated, eerie shadows create a further sense of confusion, even though the scene is meticulously depicted. Sage later married French surrealist painter Yves Tanguy, whom she helped to emigrate from wartime France to the United States.

Man Ray (United States, 1890–1976)

Shadows from the series Revolving Doors, New York, 1916–17 and Paris, 1923–24

Pochoir (stenciled ink) on paper

The Frances Lehman Loeb Art Center, Vassar College, Poughkeepsie, N.Y., 1988.37

Man Ray (United States, 1890–1976)

Concrete Mixer from the series Revolving Doors, New York, 1916–17 and Paris, 1923–24

Pochoir (stenciled ink) on paper 

The Frances Lehman Loeb Art Center, Vassar College, Poughkeepsie, N.Y., 1988.38
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