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A�IBNING 
Modernism left distinctive' mark 

on Midwestern painters of early 20th century 
. 

. 

By Melissa Starker

FOR THE COLUMBUS DISPATCH 

T
- he immigration boom of 

the late 19th century 
brought more than hud-

. dled masses to the Mid
west. An influx of new cultures 
helped spread the groundbreaking 
ideas fueling moderrust thought 
and practice in Europe. 

"Against the Grain: Modernism 
in the Midwest" at the Riffe Gallery 

· offers a survey of works that show
the movement's influence on art-

. ists from Ohio, Illinois, Indiana, 
Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri 

- and Wisconsin from 1900 to 1950.
· Curated by Chri�tine Fowler
Shearer, the exhibit includes works
that represent many of the com
mon threads of modernism, from
cubist composition to expressiqn
ist techniques. Simultaneously,
they highlight the crucial part that
individualism 'played in the move
ment's quest to find new ways of
seeing and portraying the world.

� grouping of landscapes sug
gests an empathetic, appreciative 
connection to the land among 
these artists. 

In Trees and Ravine, Charles 
Burchfield lines up the trees like 
sentries, standing tall and orderly 
in the face of the elements. 

A.gorgeous jumble of patterns
and rock formations is found in 
Paul B. Travis' Grand Canyon.

Carl Holtz reduces the female 
form to a simple collection of 
cubist shapes and girlie color in 
PinkLady. In contrast, Lucius 
Kutchin's Girl in Green builds on a 
solitary s_ubject and her composi
tional isolation thrmi.gh body 
positioning, murky colors, a 
cloudy cast over her gaze and an 
approach to physical space that 
seems to leave her adrift. 

Several paintings were in_spired 
by urban life and encroaching 
industrialization. 

Detail of-Trees and Ravine 
(1917) by Charles Burchfield 

Backyard Alley Scene Chicago 
(1932) by Robert Roberti 

Differential Complex (1910) 
QY Manierre-Dawson 

August F. Biehle and Albert 
Krehbiel see in buildings and cars 
a bright future, or at least a natural 
progression. Angular Landscape (Division Street) (1944) by Harold Noecker 

Other offer a darker-viewpoint 
Arthur Osver's Red Ventilator

depicts industrialization as a large, 
angry, multi-armed monster that 
block_s everything around it and 
. dwarfs a solitary worker. In 
Angular Landscape, Harold 
Noecker presents two darkened 
storefronts with pavement'touch
ing one side and a pristine field 
lining the others. The tension 

• between brick and mortar and
rolling earth is palpable.

Other works abandon the physi
cal world almost-entirely, spring
ing straight from the mind of the
artist. Manierre Dawson's Hercules
depicts the imagined force of a
god cutting a S'Vath through the 
air. -

In Untitled (Dunes) by Gertrude 

► "Against the Grain: Modernism in
the.Midwest" continues through
Jan. 9 in the Riffe Gallery, 77 S. High
St Hours: noon to 4 p.m. Saturdays
and Sundays,_ 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. Tues
days, 10 a.m. to 5:30 p.m. Wednes
days and Frid_ays, and 10 a.m. to
8 p.m. Thursdays. Call 614-644-9624
or visit www.oac.$lte.oh.us/riffe.

Abercrombie, the scene is a little 
more down-to-earth - an imag
ined beach on which an incon
gruous pocket of dunes separates 
several tiny individuals. Her 

. vision reaches through the dec
ades to touch anyone who has 
ever felt small or out" of place. White Station (1936) by Santos Zingale 

•



MASSILLON, OH I 0 

by William H. Robinson 
& Christine Fowler Shearer 

g�/t odemism emerged in multiple
places around the Westernized 

world during the second half of the nine
teenth century, and it continued to evolve 
through most if not all of the following 
century. The term "'modemismn refers to a 
series of progressive, even radical cultural 
movements that promote new, revolution
ary forms of art. At its core, modernism en
tails a rejection of exhausted traditions, a 
passion for experimentation, an unrelent
ing questioning of accepted knowledge, 
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and the feverish pursuit of the new. The 
movement's most extreme form, avant
garde art, literally the "advanced guard,» 
derives its name from the French military 
term for a first-strike unit, or scouts pene
trating behind enemy lines to gather intelli
gence in preparation for an offensive. Art 
critics used the tenn as a metaphor for rev
olutionary, forward-looking art that is far 
ahead of the mainstream. Cubism, abstrac
tion, Surrealism, and other forms of ex
tremely radical art are associated with the 
avant-garde. Modernism, by contrast, is 
broader in nature and can even include 
some fonns of realism that interpret every-
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day life through the lens of a personal, con
temporary sensibility. 

The driving force behind the rise of 
modernism was nor a few individuals living 
in Paris and New York, but rather, a broad 
array of ideas and forces that might be as
cribed to the spirit of the age. The rapid in
dustrialization and political revolutions that 
dominated life in nineteenth-century Eu
rope were accompanied by immense up
heavals in all realms of culrure. 

Paralleling revolutionary events in poli
tics and science, artists began to challenge 
rraditional concepts of beauty, representa
tion, even the narurc of arr itself. Originali-



Against the Grain: Modernism in the Mid

west is on view through September 12, 
2010, at the Massillon Museum, 121 Lin
coln Way East, Massillon, Ohio, 44646, 
330-833-4061, www.massillonmuseum.
org. Accompanied by a 120-page soft-cov
er catalogue, the exhibition will travel to
Rilfe Gallery, Columbus, Ohio, November
3, 2010 through January 9, 2011; the
Southern Ohio Museum and Cultural Cen
ter, Portsmouth, Ohio, March 5 through
May 29, 2011; and the Museum of Wis
consin Art, West Bend, Wisconsin, July 20
through October 2, 2011.
RIGHT: Henry Keller, William Lee Fa.nn, 

Berlin Heights, c. 1915, 19112 x 13, Cleve
land Artists Foundation Collection. 
LEFT: William Grauer, Studio [nterior, 

1930, w/c on paper, 22 x 30, private collec
tion, courtesy of Tregoning & Company, 
Cleveland. 

ry, experimentation, and intellectual in
quiry replaced older values. Viewing them
selves as an "'advanced-guard" responsible 
for initiating revolutionary change, artists 
invented an astonishing array of new styles 
and competing movements. The Impres
sionists began painting directly from nature 
while working outdoors and using small, 
quickly applied strokes of unmodulated 
color, rather than clearly outlined form, to 
convey their immediate, spontaneous re
sponse to the visual world. The Post-Im
pressionists insisted on the right to 
radically distort natural visual appearances 
for the purpose of personal, creative ex
pression. Henri Matisse and the French 
Fauves aimed at the complete liberation of 
color from natural appearances. Pablo Pi
casso and the Cubists invented a new type 
of pictorial space that overturned 500 years 
of tradition, igniting a revolution in com
positional structure that laid the ground
work for complete abstraction. 

Old perceptions of rime and geography 
collapsed during the nineteenth century. 
New ideas originating in one region spread 
with lightning speed to others, even across 
the Atlantic. The spread of cultural knowl
edge was accelerated by an increased de
mocratization in the arcs. Governments 
across Europe began sponsoring large pub
lic exhibitions, often held on an annual ba
sis as a means of presenting the recent work 
ofliving artists, spurring economic activity, 
and guiding culcural development. News
papers and popular magazines circulated 

articles about these exhibitions, often filled 
with vituperous opinions and the latest 
scandals, all generating an aonosphere that 
encouraged artists to travel and experience 
the international art world first hand. Mod
ernism arose in this new milieu of open so

cieties and democratized taste, where the 
arts became an international public specta
cle for mass consumption and artists felt 
free to invent new, ever more provocative 
forms of art. 

There is a ubiquitous fiction in Ameri
can art histories that narrowly ascribes the 

87 

rise of modernism in this country to activi
ties in New York and a few other cities 
along the East Coast. What this view fails 
to consider is that the United States is a 
land of immigrants, and that mass immi
gration brought with it direct and continu
ing contact between Europeans and 
Americans living in cities along the major 
waterways and transportation hubs in the 
interior. Cities around the Great Lakes, 
such as Cleveland and Detroit, Chicago 
and Milwaukee, were teeming with large 
immigrant populations from Germany, 
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ABOVE: Gregory Orloff, Vera Mirova, 

1927, o/c, 40 x 34, private collection, cow-
tesy Richard Norton Gallery, Chicago. 
LEFr: Alexander Corazw, Untitled, 1929, 
o/c, 40 x 30, Tregoning & Company, 
Cleveland. 
BEi.OW LEFT: Joe Jones, Industrial Land

scape, Saint Louis 1932, 1932, o/c, 20 x 28, 
Michael Lawlor, courtesy Richard Norton 
Gallery, Chicago. 
RIGHT: William Sommer, Bach Chord, 

1923, o/composition board, 20 x 233/'l, 
The Akron Art Museum, gift of Russell 
Munn in Memory of Helen G. Munn. 

Italy, Ireland, Russia, Eastern Europe, and 
Scandinavia. Sons and daughters of immi
grants who trained at art schools in the 
Midwest grew up speaking German or oth
er languages at home, then went abroad for 
further studies, eventually bringing back di
rect knowledge of cultural developments 
on the other side of the Atlantic and creat
ing a direct line of communication that did 
not necessarily require going through New 
York or Philadelphia. 

Against the Grain concerns the history 
of modernism in the Midwest, an area de
fined in this case as: Ohio, Michigan, Jlli
nois, Wisconsin, Indiana, Minnesota, Iowa, 
and Missouri. The term Midwest owes its 
origins to the early days of the republic, 
when the land beyond the Ohio River was 
considered rhe West. In 1789 the Conti
nental Congress organized the region be
tween the Ohio and the Mississippi Rivers 
as the Northwest Territories. For practical 
reasons this exhibition does nor aim roward 
a comprehensive study of modernism 
throughout the eight states of the Midwest, 



but instead, focuses on major develop• 
ments in its most important art centers, es
pecially Cleveland, Chicago, Milwaukee, 
Minneapolis, and St. Louis. 

Ohio entered the union in 1803 and 
has enjoyed the oldest and most sustained 
artistic traditions of all the states in the 
Midwest. Cincinnati, founded in 1788, 
emerged as the region's early cultural cen
ter. Due to its strategic location on the 
Ohio River, linked by steamboat ro the 
Mississippi River and beyond, Cincinnati 
was the nation's early gateway to the West 
and became one of the first cities west of 
the Alleghenies to develop a permanent art 
community. A private drawing academy 
was established in Cincinnati as early as 
1812, followed by the Cincinnati Academy 
of Fine Arts in 1838, and the Cincinnati 

School of Design in 1853. Worthington 
Whittredge, William Sonntag, Robert S.

Duncanson, Frank Duveneck, Robert 
Blum, and John Twachcman were among 
the city's most prominent artists of the 
nineteenth century. After 1900, however, 
as the center of economic activity in Ohio 
shifted northward, many of Cincinnati's 
most advanced artists left the city. 

Cleveland's place in the history of 
American art has been sorely neglected by 
art historians. Founded in 1796, the city de
veloped slowly as a transportation center 
until after the Civil War, when steel manu
facruring and oil refining, led by John D. 
Rockefeller's Stlllldard Oil Company, trans
formed Cleveland into an economic dy
namo. During the first two decades of the 
twentieth century, a distinctive modernist 
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movemenr emerged in Cleveland. It was 
nourished by a large community of artists 
who came to work in the city's commercial 
lithography, design, and book publishing 
industries. Others came to study at the 
Cleveland School of Arc (today the Insti
tute), originally established in 1882 as the 
Western Reserve School of Design for 
Women. A growing number of art galleries 
and exhibitions dedicated to showing works 
by the region's artists, such as the Cleveland 
School of Art and the Cleveland Museum of 
Art (est. 1913), provided opportunities for 
public display and culturaJ commerce. 

Born to a family of German immi
grants, Henry Keller (1869-1949) was one 
of the founders of the modernist move
ment in Cleveland. He began studying art 
at the Western Reserve School of Design 
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BELOW: Clara Deike, Landscape, 1948, o/c, 251;2 x 23112, Daniel Bush. 
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LEFT: Raphael Gleirsmann, Untitled, c. 
1935, w/c and graphite on paper, 161/R x 
201/R, The Akron Art Museum, gift of Mrs. 
Louise Faysash. 
RIGHT: William Sommer, Ray in a Rzd Col

lar, 1914, o/c, 26 x 20, Columbus Museum 
of Art, Ohio, gift of Mr. and Mrs. Joseph 
M. Erdelac.
FAR RIGHT: August Biehle, Changing Sea

sons, 1935, o/board, 32112 x 23112, Lisa
Biehle Files and Bruce Edward Files.
BELOW RIGHT: William S. Schwartz, Moun

tain Landscape, 1940, gouache on paper
laid on board, 22 x 30, Spanierman
Gallery, LLC, New York.

for Women (which also admitted men) in 
1887. He left Cleveland in 1890 to contin
ue his training at art academies in Karl
sruhe and Munich. Upon returning home, 
he began a long teaching career at the 
Cleveland School of Art that lasted from 
1903 to l 945. He profoundly influenced 
several generations of Cleveland artists, 
perhaps most notably Charles Burchfield, 
his student from 1912 IO 1916, and there• 
after a life-long friend and colleague. 

From l 903 to 19 l 4 Keller directed his 
own summer school on family-owned 
farmland in Berlin Heights, Ohio. A 
colony of Cleveland artists gathered there, 
who under Keller's encouragement experi
mented wirh FaU\,jsr color, radical simplifi
cations of form, and Post-Impressionist 
compositional structures. In 1913 Keller 
gave five public lectures to Cleveland audi
ences thar urged artists to become "cre
ators" rather than imicators of nature. He 
praised Cubism and Futurism, and identi
fied Paul Cezanne as the source of modern 
pictorial design, noting thar the French 
artist unified his compositions through ab

' srracr structural rhythms.
Keller was particularly impressed by 

Cezanne's and Marisse's use of the "blue 
outline" to define forms and create a sense 
of space without resorring to traditional 
modeling with gray or brown tones. Under 
Keller's influence, the "blue outline" be
came a defining feature in the art of many 
Cleveland modernists. The word "outline" 
may be misleading because it actually refers 
to broad, flat planes of blue used to sur
round warm-colored forms and produce a 
dynamic sensation of space without resort• 
ing IO traditional modeling, thus avoiding 
the loss of color intensity that comes with 
tonal shading. Keller's interest in modernist 



formal simplificarions and color theory are 
evident in The William Lee Farm, Berlin 

Heights, Ohio. After 1914, Keller returned 
to a more traditional approach. 

One could reasonably argue that 
William Sommer (1867-1949), rather than 
Burchfield, was the most important mod
ernist active in Cleveland during the first 
half of the twentieth century. Born in De
troic, Sommer became an apprentice litho
grapher at the age of fourteen, studied 
briefly in Germany, then worked as a com
mercial lithographer in New York until be
ing lured to Cleveland to work for the Otis 
Lithograph Company in 1907. At Otis, 
Sommer developed a close friendship with 
William Zorach, at the time a young ap
prentice in his studio. Together, they 
played a crucial role in bringing modernism 
to Cleveland. Sommer and Zorach devel
oped a disdain for commercial art and be
gan painting together on weekends and 
evenings, fired by aspirations of becoming 
"creative" artists. 

In 1910, Zorach made a trip co Paris, 
where he encountered paintings by Picasso 
and Matisse. Up<>n his return co Cleveland, 
Zorach encouraged Sommer to experiment 
with pure, arbitrary color. Sommer began 
producing paintings wich radically simpli
fied forms and arbitrary, anci-naturalist col
or as early as 1911. At first applying 
intense Fauvist color with small, p<>inrillist 
brushstrokes, he gradually moved toward 
larger, more powerful shapes. 

Charles Burchfield ( 1893-1967) grew 
up in Salem, Ohio, and came to Cleveland 
in 1912 to study at the Cleveland School of 
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Art in hopes of becoming a commercial il
lustrator. He spent four years at the school 
and maintained close ties with the city's 
artists for the rest of his life, even after 

American Ar:t Review Vol. XXII No.4 2010 

moving to Buffalo in 1921. Through 
friendships with Keller and others, Burch• 
field quickly became pan: of the city's com· 
munity of progressive artists. 
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ABOVE: Manie rre Dawson, Differential 

Complex, 1910, a/board, 211;2 x 17112, 
Cleveland Museum of Art, Mr. and Mrs. 
William H. Marlatt Fund. 
ABOVE LEFT: Thomas Hart Benton, Con

structivist Still Lift, 1917-18, a/paper, 17112 
x l 35/8, Columbus Museum of Art, Ohio, 
gift of Carl A. Magnuson. 
LEFT: Harold Noecker, Angular Landscape 

(Division Street), c. 1944, o/c, 30 x 33, 
John and Susan Horseman. 

In March 1915, Burchfield made a spe· 
ciaJ trip to the Brandywine Valley to meet 
Sommer and exchange ideas. After absorb· 
ing Keller's instruction in the theoretical 
principles of Cubism, Fauvism, abstract de
sign, and the "blue oudine," Burchfield 
added his own subjective interpretation of 
the world around him, stressing spirituality 
and emotional content. The expressive dis
tortions of form and color in Burchfield's 
painting Noon signal his emergence as one 
of the city's leading modernists. 

William Grauer (1895-1985) was born 
in Philadelphia and srudied at the Philadel
phia School of Industrial Design from 
1914 to 1919. In 1920 he moved to Akron 



ABOVE: Rowena Fry, The Parking Lot, c. 
1940, w/c on paper, 23112 x 29112, Illinois 
State Museum, courtesy of the Fine Arts 
Program Public Buildings Service, U.S. 
General Services Administration commis
sioned through the New Deal Art Projects. 
RIGHT: Howard Thomas, Jones Island, 

1935, o/board, 20 x 24, Museum of Wis
consin Art Collection, partial gift of Ann 
Wall Thomas. 

and opened a studio in nearby Cleveland. 
He became particularly well-known for 
painting murals in public buildings in 
Cleveland during the 1920s, at the Century 
of Progress exhibition in Chicago in 1933, 

and at the New York World's Fair in 1939. 
Like many Cleveland artists, Grauer shifted 
fluently between modernism and a more 
conventional American Scene realism. His 
painting Studio Interior is an intriguingly 
beautiful rendering of a painter at work in 
the studio, with a view of a modern city, 
probably Cleveland, seen through a win
dow. The expert handling of fragmented 
forms, the transparent planes merging and 
intersecting in space, and the delicate ren
dering of rhe figures on the drawings in the 

foreground provide evidence of Grauer's 
mastery over Cubist fonnal vocabulary. 

Cultural activity in Illinois was concen-
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traced in the city of Chicago. Founded in 
1833 along the southwest shores of Lake 
Michigan on the site of a former military 
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outposc, Chicago quickly escablished itself 
as one of the nation's preeminent trans
portation centers. Grain, livestock, iron 
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ore, and steel flowed through the "city of 
big shoulders," turning it into a prototypi
cal American boom town thac attracted 
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LEFT: Charles Burchfield, Noon, 1917, w/c 
and gouache, 15112 x 13112, courtesy of DC 
Moore Gallery, New York. 
BELOW LEFT: Raymond Breinin, The Dead 

Tru, 1937, w/c on illustration board, 231;2 
x 313/4, 1llinois State Museum, gift of Har
riet Crummer. 
RIGHT: Ju lia Theda, Mary in Blue Shoes, 

1939, opaque w/c, charcoal, graphite on 
board, 18 x 22, Jllinois State Museum. 

arti.�ts from across the country. 
The Art Institute of Chicago served as 

both an arr school and a museum that as
pired to become the dominant cultural in
stitution in the Midwest through an active 
program of organizing special exhibitions 
and showing .. new" work produced in New 
York and abroad. While it developed an 
ambitious exhibition program, the Art In
stirute did not add any modem works to ics 
permanent collection until the l 920s. After 
the seminal New York Armory Show trav
eled to Chicago in 1913, an effigy of Ma
tisse was burned on the museum's steps. 

Even in this hostile environment, sever
al broad trends are discernible in the devel
opmenc of modernist art in Chicago. First, 
there was an emerging fascination wich 
avant-garde art and abstraction, especially 
in the art of Manierre Dawson, which 
would be followed by others in coming 
decades. Second, many artists became pas
sionately devoted to expressing the dy
namism of modern urban life through 
expressive dismrcions of form, intensified 
color, and energetic brushwork. Emil 
Armin, Raymond Brcinin, Rowena Fry, 
Karl Gasslander, Albert Krehbiel, Gregory 
Orloff, and Romolo Roberti were among 
the most devoted interpreters of the cit)' 
and its habitants. Third, certain Chicago 
modernists turned their art into a means of 
critically analyzing and exposing inequities 
in the social system, as evident in the paint
ings of Leon Garland and Carl Hocckner. 
Fourth , a fascination with dreamlike, fama
S)' subjects, which art critics associaced with 
Magic Realism and Surrealism, emerged as 
one of the dominant trends in Chicago art 
of the l 930s and l 940s, especially in the 
paintings of Ivan Le Lorraine Albright, 
Gertrude Abercrombie, Harold Noecker, 
William Schwanz, and Julia Theda. 

Modernism in Missouri first developed 
in the stare's two cultural centers, Sr. Louis 
and Kansas City. Communal art activity 
developed first in St. Louis and several 



decades later in Kansas City. Traveling ex
hibitions began to appear in St. Louis as 
early as 1819. The city's most venerable an 
imtirution, the St. Louis Art Museum, was 
founded in 1879 as the St. Louis School 
and Mu.�eum of Fine Arcs. The emergence 
of an organized arr community in Kansas 
City, first settled in the 1830s, was marked 
by establishment of the annual Kansas City 
Indumial Exposition in 1871, a sketch club 
in 1885, the Western Gallery of Art spon
sored by William Rock.hill Nelson in 1897, 
and the Fine Arts Institute (later renamed 
the Kansas City Art Institute) in 1907. 

Ir may seem odd to include Thomas 
Hart Benton (1889-1975 ), known as a fer
vent anti-modernist, in this exhibition. 
However, during his early years Benton 
was a dedicated modernist who associated 
with circles of avant-garde artists in New 
York and Paris, the influence of which lin-

gered in his later American Scene and re
gionalist painrings, and which he passed on 
to his students, such as the Abstract Ex
pressionist Jackson Pollock. In fact, the dis
torted and energetic forms in Benton's 
signature «regionalist" paintings-from his 
simplified and flattened shapes, to the orga
nization of clements around a central vor
tex with abstract rhythms pulsating in 
counterbalanced movements-all derive 
from his early experience.� with avant-garde 
art. Ultimately, his American Scene and re
gionalisc paintings represent a merging of 
realist and modernist styles. 

Born in Neosho, Missouri, Benton en
rolled in the: School of the: Art Instirute of 
Chicago in 1907. Two years later, he left 
for Europe: and spent three years studying 
at the Academic Julian and the Academic 
Colarossi in Paris. While abroad he devel
oped a dose: relationship with the Arneri-
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can Synchromisc Stanton MacDonald 
Wright and experimented with a series of 
avant-garde styles influenced by Cubism 
�nd Fauvism. Benton returned co America 
in 1913, seeded in New York, and conrin
ued exploring che abstract color principles 
of Synchromism. The radically simplified, 
geometric forms and intensely colored 
planes in Constructivist Still Life demon
strate how dose Benton came to pure ab
straction. Although he turned increasingly 
to American scene subject.� in the 1920s, 
Benton continued to distort, flatten, and 
reorganize forms and space to create dy
namic compositions based on modernist 
scmcrural principles. 

-For annotation sec the essay "Modernism

and America" by William H. Robinson and 

Christine Fowler She.irer in the accompanying 

exhibition catalogue from which this article has 

been adapted. 
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COVER: Colin Campbell Cooper, TeTTRte Rt 
Martha's Vineyard, o/c, 18 x 15, Mr. and Mrs. 
Thomas B. Stiks, ll. 
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