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PREFACE

Several years ago while sitting in a class of Twentieth Cen

tury American art, my Professor at the time. Dr. Sheldon Reich, talked 

of a group of revolutionary artists known as the "Eight." As he de
scribed each artist more closely, there was one who seemed to stand out 

in my mind above the rest, namely Ernest Lawson. Perhaps it was his 

Impressionist technique that seemed to attract my attention, but more 

likely it was his subject matter. Lawson spent a number of years 

painting in upper Manhattan, in the vicinity of the Harlem and Hudson 

Rivers, an area I know well having spent most of my life there so, of 

course, have a special affinity for the neighborhood. Recognizing his 

landscape compositions was part, and an important part, of my admiration 

and my attraction to the works of this artist.

As a result of my research on Lawson, I organized a retrospec

tive exhibition held at the University of Arizona Museum of Art (Febru

ary 11-March 8, 1979). A catalogue was produced for the exhibit that 

was based upon this thesis. The catalogue has been copyrighted and 

since it contains material from this thesis, should be perused before 
any statements from the thesis are reproduced.

I am therefore most grateful to Dr. Sheldon Reich who intro

duced me to the works of Ernest LawsOn and whose contributions of knowl
edge, guidance, ideas and overall enthusiasm for this project were .



indispensible to me. Also my gratitude goes to Dr, Howard Conant and 

Mr, Robert G, Baker for their support and encouragement,
My warmest thanks goes to the daughter of Ernest Lawson9 Mrs, 

Margaret Lawson Bensco, who was so very kind and gracious in providing 

details concerning her father and their life together, I thank the 

University of Arizona Alumni Association for generously funding a re
search grant which enabled me to visit and interview Mrs, Bensco,

I wish to thank the staff members of the ACA Galleries in New 

York, and particularly Mr, Dennis Anderson, whose assistance during my 

visit to the 1976 Lawson retrospective is deeply appreciated, Ms, Nancy 
Moure at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art was especially helpful in 

locating several works by the artist in private collections, Mr, Paul 

Karlstrom and the staff at. the Archives of American Art in San Francisco 

put at my disposal recorded interviews, letters written by the artist, 

and other special materials dealing with the artist.

Finally, I am indebted to my husband, Martin, and my mother for 

their encouragement and patience during my work on this project.
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ABSTRACT

The life of Ernest Lawson has, for the most part, remained 

untold = A detailed account of the travels of this Canadian-American 

painter to Mexico, New York, Paris, Colorado and finally to Florida 

thus has been attempted, along with his education and teaching ex
periences in these places„ His family life as well as time spent 
with his good friends and fellow artists William Glackens, Robert Henri, 

and John Sloan to name a few, had an important impact upon his art.

The works of Lawson the Impressionist have too long remained 
isolated from the mainstreams of Twentieth Century American art. Those 

critics of Lawson’s work have maintained that he persisted with a style 
that remained constant throughout his career. A chronology of selected 

works strongly negates this view, His early years emphasize the blond 
palette of the French Impressionists while later he incorporated in his 

works the solidity of cSzanne, a stronger palette, and a generally more 

philosophic attitude toward his landscape compositions.

ix



CHAPTER I

CHILDHOOD AND APPRENTICESHIPS: 1873-1890

Impressionism, that poor, despised, term of reproach, reviled and 
misunderstood, handled about by the purblihdly ignorant as an 
awful indictment of some unpardonable offense, employed as a 
convenient cloak by masquerading incompetents^ foisting their 
smudgy daubs on a bewildered public . . and poor fellows who have 
borne in silence the scornful indifference of the public are 
now having their innings. Of them all, none is more deserving 
of appreciation than Ernest Lawson, who has dwelt in obscurity 
too long.3-

"Dwelt in obscurity too long" indeed, for even Ernest Lawson’s 

birthplace has been questioned. Ernest Lawson (Fig. 1) was born in 
Halifax, Nova Scotia on March 22, 1873, and was the Lawson’s second 
child and the only one of five to survive. His father. Dr. Archibald 

Lawson, a physician, and mother, the former Anna E. Mitchell, had just 

returned to Nova Scotia from Mexico (where the doctor had been caring 

for the health of mine workers) on a clipper ship belonging to the doc

tor’s father. According to Frederic Newlin-Price, an art dealer and 

great supporter of Lawson and his work in future years, the Lawson family
were tradespeople in fisheries who moved from Boston in 1720 and settled

2in Dartmouth, opposite Halifax.

-̂J.N. Laurvit quoted from "A New Poet-Painter' of the Commonplace911 
Current Literature, vol. 42, 1907, p. 407.

^Frederic Newlin-Price, Ernest Lawson, Canadian-American, (New 
York, Ferargil Gallery, Inc., 1930), n.p.

1
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Fig. 1. Ernest Lawson
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There have been a number of controversies by reputable author!-
3ties as to an exact birthplace for Lawson• It has been said that the 

clipper ship did not reach Nova Scotia in time for the birth of the 

artist and that therefore he was born in San Francisco» The artistes 
daughter, Mrs, Margaret Lawson Bensco, expressed the opinion in a recent 
interview that Lawson, influenced by his dealer, Newlin-Price, decided 

that it would be to his advantage to be considered an American rather 
than a Canadian, However, an article in the Halifax Weekly Citizen of 

the 29th of March 1873 indicates that the ship did indeed arrive in Hali
fax prior to the birth of the artist, < Finally, the artist himself 

cleared up the question. In January, 1930, there was an exhibition at 

the Art Gallery of Toronto of "Three American Artists", in which Lawson 
was included along with Leon Kfoll and J,J. Lankes, The following ap

peared in the Match 1, 1930 issue of Art Digest:

Somebody in Halifax wrote to the newspapers and said that Lawson 
was not an American artist but a Canadian and a native of that 
city. Others replied, citing the "Who1 s Who in Art" of the Amer
ican Art Annual, which for years has given California as the 
painter?s birthplace. Several other letters fanned the contro
versy. Then a few days ago, Lawson visited Toronto for the first 
time in thirty years and admitted he was horn in Halifax in 1873,

In 1883, the Lawsons left Canada in order for the doctor to 
practice medicine in Kansas City, Missouri leaving their ten-year-old 

son in Kingston, Ontario under the guidance of his aunt and uncle. Dr. 

and Mrs. George Munro Grant, Dr. Grant was, at the time. President of

oIn Frederick Newlin-Price, Ernest Lawson, Canadian-American, 
1930, "Lawson of the Crushed Jewels", 1924, and Guy Pen^ du Bois,
Ernest Lawson, Whitney Museum of American Art, 1932.

' /
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Queen's University. Even at this young age, Ernest was interested in 
drawing which was not considered an activity of much promise especially 
in a family so involved in scholarship. There are no records of artists 
or art patrons in the Lawson family, and even Ernest’s father disapproved 

of his son's artistic interest and considered the profession, according 

to the artist’s daughter, a "drifting, lazy position."^

In 1888, he joined his parents in Kansas City, where he received
5his first art commission, or "rather apprenticeship." F . Jennings 

Warrington, who, as Newlin-Price tells us in his 1930 biography on the 

artist, "sold lessons in making tablecloths; taught housewives how to 
stipple designs on c l o t h , h a d  hired the young Lawson to assist him.

Here he helped to copy the "dogs of Rosa Bonheur on blotting cloth.

Lawson studied for a while with Ella Holman, a teacher at the 
Kansas City Art Institute, who was later to become his wife. However, 

he realized that there was not much of a future for him in art there 
and he followed his father to Mexico City in 1890 where Dr. Lawson soon 
established a practice. Here, the seventeen-year-old Lawson earned 

$150 a month as a draftsman for Lord Cawdray of Pearson and Son, a firm 

of English engineers, Newlin-Price tells us that Lawson "was taught to

4Paul Karlstrom interview with Mrs. Margaret Lawson Bensco, 
September 7, 1976, Archives of American Art, San Francisco.

5Frederic Newlin-Ptice, Ernest Lawson, Canadian-American, n.p.
6Ibid.

7lbid.



copy engravings, trace on tissue paper, work around it and. then stipple.

One-half an inch in a day was all he was allowed to do, no free-hand 
8drawing»?f

In the evenings9 Lawson, studied at the San Carlos Academy9 an 
action which truly took him on his first step to his career as an artist* 
There seems to be a question, however, as to whether the school where 

Lawson received his professional training in Mexico City was indeed that

of San Carlos * In their book on the artist, the Berry-Hill brothers re

mark that Lawson "attended the Santa Clara Art Academy in his spare 
9time." Mahonri Sharp Young states also that Lawson " . . .  studied art at 

the Santa Clara Art A c a d e m y P e r u s i n g  a number of books on the his
tory of Mexican art, there is unfortunately no reference to this Santa 

Clara Academy„ The Academy of San Carlos (chartered in 1785) is the 

fundamental source of training of all young artists whether of the colo

nial period or in the modern era in Mexico City. In Jean Chariot’s

treatise on the subject, Mexican Art and the Academy of San Carlos,

1785-1915, there is no mention of Santa Clara b,ut there is of the Santa 
Anita Academy just outside Mexico City* Mexico’s answer to Barbizon, 

this school was not founded until 1913.

8Frederic Newlin-Price, Ernest Lawson, Canadian-American, n.p.
9Henry and Sidney Berry-Hill, Ernest Lawson,.American Impression

ist, (Leigh-on-Sea, England, F. Lewis, Publishers, 1968), p. 20.

■^Mahonri Sharp Young, The Eight, (New York, Watson-Guptill 
Publishers, 1973), p. 80.



The Academy controversy probably began as a result of Newlin-
Price’s 1930 article where he quotes Lawson as having said: ?TI was a

11,pupil of the Santa Carlos A c a d e m y F o r  obvious reasons, the title 

is not acceptable and has since then been translated and referred to as 

Santa Clara rather than San Carlos.

It may be assumed that during these early, formative years spent 
with his aunt and uncle and thereafter following in the footsteps of his 

parents to Kansas City then to Mexico, Lawson patiently awaited the day 
when he would be independent and pursue his chosen profession* Those 
days were to transpire in due time*

"^Frederic Newlin-Price, Ernes t Laws on, Canad ian-American, n.p.



CHAPTER II

THE EARLIEST LANDSCAPES AND THE IMPRESSIONIST ETHIC: 1891-1897

In February of 1891, Lawson wrote his cousin in Kingston, Ontario
that he had enough office monotony and was saving all the money he could
to venture to New York to study art. This desire was fulfilled later
that year. Once in New York, he mentions, in another letter to his

Canadian cousin, that he saw the paintings of Joan of Arc (Jules Bastien-

Lepage: 1848-1884) and the Horse Fair (Rosa Bonheur: 1822-1899) at the
12Metropolitan Museum of Art. Ernest was certainly familiar with the 

talents of Bonheur.from his early years in Kansas City but whether he 

knew the latter work from an engraving we cannot say for sure. Engravings 
of Bonheur’s works were widely-circulated and this masterpiece most 
assuredly was among them. (The work was executed in 1853.) It must have 

left an indelible impression on the young Lawson when he saw the breath

taking larger-than-life stampede of horses in Bonheur's Metropolitan 

work.
Lawson studied at the Art Students League under John Henry 

Twachtman (1853-1902). Twachtman, a former student at the Cincinnati 

School of Design under Frank Duveneck, studied later at the Munich Aca

demy as well as the Academie Julian in Paris under Boulanger and Lefebre.

12 ' National Gallery of Canada, "Ernest Lawson?" introduction by
Barbara O ’Neal, essay by Duncan Phillips, (Ottawa, National Gallery of 
Canada, 1967), p. 8.

7
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In 1889, Twachtman bought a farm outside of Greenwich, Connecticut 

(in Cos Cob) which became a retreat from his teaching at the League as 

well as a gathering place for his fellow-artists. Lawson’s development 

of what can be called his Impressionist style began in 1892 when he en
rolled in this ’’school," where one of his instructors was J. Alden 
Weir (1852-1919). (It is interesting to note at this point that Weir 

attended the Ecole des Beaux Arts, in 1873, where his closest friend 
was Bastien-Lepage, who as mentioned above, was one of the artists most 

admired by Lawson at the Metropolitan.)

Newlin-Price wrote a lively account of Lawson’s first trials

at the Cos Cob school:

There was a first picture, a long, long panel with hills and 
wide lure of distant valley, with rivers that wound about, with 
flowers in the foreground and pebbly brooks, with willow trees—  
with everything that he thought should be in a picture. He 
was proud of his achievement!. . .. But Weir in the first criticismi 
exclaimed: "By Jove, I have never seen so bad a picture. Who
painted it?" Lawson admitted his authorship, then they talked 
and the young art student saw his masterpiece all in a new light. . . . 
In a few days he came in with the sketch of an old red barn, 
that had color and dash and a relentless energy of li 
Who painted this?" And so Lawson started to arrive.1

He "started to arrive," for it was at this point that a particular

style was certainly beginning to emerge which Lawson would pursue with
some variation for the remainder of his career.

Twachtman and Weir were instrumental in the formation of the 

Society of American Artists in 1877, whose membership included such as

mt. Fine.

Frederic Newlin-Price, Ernest Lawson, Canadian-American, n.p.



Mary Cassatt and Thomas Bakins9 with FijLliam Merritt Chase as the Presi

dent of the Societyo Both Twachtman and Weir were important members 

of the Ten American Painters, formed in 1898.*^ Both groups sought to 

focus attention on an American brand of Impressionism distinct from its 

French antecedents. The winter landscape scenes of Twachtman, which 
display his strong Impressionist interest in the atmosphere produced by 
sunlight on freshly fallen snow, generate a misty, abstract reality 

through the sensitive use of light and color (Fig. 2, Winter Harmony, 

National Gallery of Art, Washington, B.C.). The introduction to 

Twachtman and Weir led Lawson, in turn, to focus on their reality but 

added to it his own hallmarks. For example, his painterliness, an out
standing component of his future notoriety, manifests itself through 

textural interest when the paint is applied to the canvas heavily in 

some areas while in others, the raw canvas is visible. In this context, 

Lawson would often use a palette knife or even his fingers to gain this 

laborious impasto. Art critic Hilton Kramer has said: ,?. . . Lawson

was still in his teens when he studied with John H. Twachtman . . . and .

he never strayed very far from this basic influence in a long lifetime of 
15painting." For the most part, Mr. Kramer *s statement is accurate. We

must allow, however, for certain modifications whereby Lawson retains the

shimmering reality he was taught by Twachtman plus a personal energy and

pictorial interest. This will be explored more closely in Chapter VII. 

— The membership included also Frank Benson, Joseph De Camp, 
Thomas Dewing, Edmund Tarbell, Childe Hassam, Willard Metcalf, Robert 
Reid and E.E. Simmons.

15Hilton Kramer, "Bringing an Entire Career to Life," New York 
Times, December 19, 1976, D-31.
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Fig. 2, Winter Harmony, John Twachtman 
National Gallery of Art, 
Washington, B.C.



XI
One of the artistfs major concerns that did remain constant 

throughout his life was his interest in landscapes• There were some 
early portraits in his career, such as the Portrait of a Gentleman 

(Fig* 3, Midtown Galleries, New York), which contains a self-portrait 
as seen in the mirror <> There were also later portrait studies of his 

family (Jigs.4 and 5, both in a private collection in California), but 
his regard for figure painting was primarily subordinated to his pre
occupation for landscapes»

To appreciate his feelings toward painting the human figure, we 

might again turn to New!in-Price and a story he told about the artist’s 

stay in Columbus, Georgia where Lawson took a teaching post in 1897;
The elderly daughters of a rich widower, afraid that their father 
had become too enamored of a much younger woman, asked the 
artist to paint the portrait of their long dead mother. Lawson 
worked like a beaver to finally satisfy the daughters. Then one 
day the portrait was hung before the aged father. . . . He re
membered the love long ago and promised never to marry again.
The estate was saved for the daughters but since the old man 
died quite suddenly, the artist was never paid and since then 
Lawson has never painted portraits.

The accuracy of the account can be questioned, of course, but since

Lawson’s artistic life was more or less devoted to landscapes, it
might present one explanation for such an outcome.

The year 1893 was a particularly critical one for the twenty-

year-old Lawson. It marked the year of the artist’s first visit to

France where he began study at the AcadCmie Julian (the largest and

most popular private school in Paris) under the guidance of Jean-Paul

"^Frederic Newlin-Price, "Lawson of the Crushed Jewels,11 
International Studio, vol. 78, February 1924, p. 368.



Fig. 3. Portrait of a Gentleman
Midtown Galleries, New York



Fig. 4. The Artist's Daughters 
Private Collection

Fig. 5. The Artist's Wife and Daughter 
Private Collection



Laurens and Benjamin Constant. The Acad^mie was founded in 1868 by 
Rodolphe Julian who was himself a painter and the school catered es
pecially to foreigners who were not able to enter the exclusive Ecole 

des Beaux Arts, the official school of the French government. From in

formation in letters again to his cousin in Ontario, Lawson studied and 

drew from the nude in the mornings and worked afternoons in the studio 
at the Academie. The summer of that year (June through September) found 

the artist in Martigues, a fishing village in the south of France, Later 

he passed some time in Moret-sur-Loing, just outside Paris near Fon- 
tainbleau, where he met the English-French painter, Alfred Sisley.

When I was working out of doors at Moret in France, I saw 
Sisley, the Impressionist painter, walking near by. As I had 
met him before, I stopped and asked him if he would criticize 
my effort. Although he did not want to, having a horror of 
artists, he could not very well refuse. All he said was, 
after looking over the canvas and then taking in my appearance,
"Put more paint on your canvas and less on yourself !"-*-̂

Sisley may be considered, no doubt, a major influence on the work of

Lawson. Aside from their technical similarities, Newlin-Price speaks of

Sisley as . . broken in spirit and poor, hating all artists-— strange
18parallel of poverty that also has followed Lawson through his life,"

While in Paris? Lawson shared a studio with the novelist, Somer

set Maugham, whose novel Of Human Bondage presents a look at an artist 

named Frederick Lawson, This Lawson ", . , stays away from the art 

schools, paints by himself at Moret, and has two pictures accepted in

17Henry and Sidney Berry-Hill, p, 22,
18Frederic Newlin-Price, Ernest Lawson, Canadian-American, n.p.
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19the Salon." Lawson did, indeed, have two paintings accepted in the 

1894 Salon des Artistes Fran^ais, Soleil du Soir and Matin (the where

abouts of these works presently unknown),

No paintings predating this visit to France are known except 
for the teenage studies he had done in Nova Scotia and those he 
painted in Mexico City. . « » Unlike most artists, he never made 
any pencil sketches, and, if he did, none are in evidence. Nor 
did he ever paint with watercolor; he painted only with o i l s . ^ O

We do know, however, that he did complete at least one watercolor,
namely Mexican Landscape (Fig. 6, Philbrook Art Center, Tulsa, Oklahoma).

While in France, we know too that "Lawson executed the single drawing

known by him, Moret^sur-Loing, done in conte crayon and signed EL.
21 •1899 o o ." (Fig. 7 , Berry-Hill Galleries, New York), and yet we find

another existing in a private collection in New York (Fig. 8). According
to his daughter, there are no sketchbooks because her father did not

do any preliminary drawings for his works. She does recall him doing

some work with gold and silver leaf but unfortunately does not recollect 
22in what context.

In a letter to his Canadian cousin about his stay in France, 

Lawson wrote:

19Mahonri Sharp Young, p. 81.
20Henry and Sidney Berry-Rill, p. 20.
21Sheldon Reich, Graphic Styles of the American Eight, (Salt 

Lake City, Utah Museum of Fine Arts, February 29-April 11, 1976), p. 11.
22Paul Karlstrom interview.



Fig. 6. Mexican Landscape
Philbrook Art Center, Tulsa, Oklahoma



Fig. 7. Moret-sur-Loing
Berry-Hill Galleries, New York

Fig. 3. Landscape
Private Collection
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As far as influence goes, we can get too much and to know when 
we have had enough seems to me one of the big questions of 
life. I want to keep my individuality and at the same time 
get as much of the best French influence as will be consistent 
with it. As with medicine, French influence kills if taken in 
too large a dose— witness most of our best artists who have 
become to all intents and purposes Frenchmen ..in work and 
thought. Now, I will go back again to Connecticut and see what 
I can d o . 23

Returning to the States, he married Ella Holman, on November 

7th, 1894c His new wife had a great desire to go to France. They left 
almost immediately and the Lawsons were already settled there when their 

first daughter, Margaret, was born in 1896. Back in North America that 
year, the Lawsons first stopped in Canada where they visited Ernest!s 

cousins. They endeavored to establish him as a portrait painter there, 
but to no avail. His cousins were not able to understand the unusual 

style of painting that he brought back with him from the continent. Be

sides, his light palette and interest in landscapes left little room for 

portraiture. Although Monet and his generation of Impressionists had 

already become history in late 18901s France, Lawson continued to be ab

sorbed in its former expressions as seen in the efforts of Sisley and to 

an extent even Monet.

Lawson was offered a teaching position in Columbus, Georgia while
)

Mrs. Lawson accepted a similar post in Ashville, North Carolina, where

in 1897, the Lawsonfs second daughter, Dorothy, was born. Thus began
24none of the many long separations in their marriage.!f

23National Gallery of Canada, p. 8.
24Dennis Anderson, nErnest Lawson Retrospective,” (New York, ACA 

Galleries, November 27-December 24, 1976), p. 5.



CHAPTER III

NEW YORK, A RENEWED INSPIRATION AND NEW FRIENDS: 1898-1909

In 1898, the Lawson family settled in New York City— on 155th 

Street in Washington Heights— -where they were to remain for the next 
eight years. Their oldest daughter, Margaret, remembers at the age of 
six or seven years, living near the High Bridge area of upper Manhattan 
and overlooking a speedway (now demolished) where racing events were 

held. They often made excursions to Coney Island— long ’excursions’ 

they must have been at that time— and her father was very much a devoted 

family man during this period. He would relax in the evening after a

good dinner which he often cooked himself (Spanish omelettes were his
25speciality).

By the turn of the century, Lawson’s subject matter was already' 

largely confined to this upper Manhattan neighborhood bounded by the 

confluence of the Hudson and Harlem (East) Rivers through Spuyten Duyvil. 
The hills of Inwood, on Manhattan’s northernmost tip, were at that time 

not densely settled with large apartment buildings as they are today, 
(Fig. 9), but rather were areas of natural, forested environments sur
rounding small farms (Fig. 10).

----- Paul Karlstrom interview.
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In 1898, 1903, and 1904, Lawson exhibited works in the Annual 
Carnegie Internationals: Low Tide, Spring, and Winter, respectively.

Also in 1904 he won his first award for painting, a silver medal from 
the St. Louis Universal Exposition.

Moving to MacDougal Alley, Greenwich Village, in 1906, Lawson 
had the opportunity to meet William Glackens, forming a friendship which 
was to last throughout their lives. Albert C. Barnes, who was to be

come an important figure in the lives of both of these artists, and one 

of their major benefactors, also lived in this neighborhood. Befriended 

by Glackens, he came to know John Sloan, George Luks and Everett Shinn, 

all friends since their early days in Philadelphia. Together with Law

son, Arthur B . Davies, Robert Henri and Maurice Prendergast, they formed 

a group called "The Eight." One of the highlights in the professional 

career of Ernest Lawson was his involvement with this group of American 

artists. Its members formed a union as an alternative to the conserva
tism, both in classroom work as well as exhibitions, at the prestigious 

National Academy of Design. As early as 1905, Lawson's nomination to the 
Academy was rejected as were those of Luks, Glackens, and Shinn in 1906.

In the ensuing years, plans were made, with the able assistance of Davies, 

for an independent exhibition which took place at the Macbeth Gallery 

in February of 1908. Here, Lawson sold one painting, Winter on the River 

(see Figi25 ), to Mrs. Gertrude Whitney.

26Other notable collectors of Lawson’s works included Albert 
Barnes and John Quinn.
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In a recent interview with the artist’s daughter, she remarked
27that her father was not concerned with any "isms." He was not inter

ested in the social realism that characterized the other members of the 
Eight (with the exception perhaps of Davies and Prendergast), and he was
not interested in what was termed the ugliness of too much realism for

28"it did not concern him and his style of painting." Perhaps, therefore,
OQLawson’s attachment with the Eight is "completely Out of character."

On the other hand, "Lawson was accused [in his association with the

Eight], of failing to disguise the more rugged elements in his canvases.
His rocks looked hard and harsh, in other words, like rocks, not cream
puffs; and he often included some human sign, a tumbledown shack, a

sagging jetty, an abandoned rowboat, which in those genteel days were
evidently considered no better than ashcans, and no fit subjects for 

30’art.’ " But with Lawson's brand of realism there is also beauty, for
he could "bring beauty out of a region infested with squalid cabins,

desolate trees, dumping grounds, and all of the other important famil-
31iarities of any suburban wilderness." In the same vein, the collector, 

27Mrs. Margaret Lawson Bensco, personal interview, Berkeley, 
California, April 11, 1977.

^8Ibid.
29Henry and Sidney Berry-Hill, p. 27.
30Ira Glackens, William Glapkens and the Ashcan School, (New 

York, Crown Publishers, 1957), p. 90.
31Duncan Phillips, "Ernest Lawson," American Magazine of Art, 

vol. 8, May 1917, p. 259.
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painter and critic A.E. Gallatin wrote in 1916 that Lawson had "always 
gone straight to nature for his inspiration and painted his pictures in 
a sane and sincere manner, combining strength with a lyric quality,

virility with tenderness. Lawson’s art," he continues, "is realistic,
32but he abhors the sordid and the ugly»11

The style and concepts of the art of Lawsdn and the Eight can 

at some points be considered synonymous 6 All were interested in the 

daily lives of the middle and lower classes, and the environment in 

which these classes lived out their often meager existence• This common 

interest encompassed then a variety in forms and contento A portion of 
a review by Hilton Kramer in the New York Times of the 1976 retrospective 
at the ACA Galleries in New York on the artist offers some clues about 
Lawson’s association with the Ashcan group• "He had exhibited his pic

tures with the Eighto Some members of this group, John Sloan especially, 

were indeed drawn to such ’ugly’ subjects and that was enoughs Through

a kind of guilt by association, the Ashcan label was attached to Lawson 
33and it stuck*" This guilt by association or being in the right place 

at the right time are conceivably explanations of his attachment with 

this group * Lawson’s point of view, however, was not necessarily an 

elitist one, but simply a product of his personal environment*

The attention and publicity received by the exhibition of the 

Eight must have come as rather a surprise to these artists who had been

32A.E* Gallatin, Certain Contemporaries: A Set of Notes on Art 
Criticism, (New York, John Lane Co,, 1916), p, 18,

^Kramer, D-31.
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painting in this manner for years before 1908. These ’revolutionaries,' 
Lawson included, were only the beginning of other exhibitions of its 

type to come. x

Lawson's attention to his friends and to nights spent at the 

Cafe Francis (on West 35th Street) and Chez Mouquins (28th Street and 

6th Avenue) during this first decade of the century, did not leave him 
much free time to spend with his family. This does not mean, however, 
that he was lacking those attributes one identifies with a 'family man.' 
According to his daughter, his haunts were not the types of establish
ments to which one would bring a wife or family anyway. Lawson and other

members of the Eight would go to Mouquins in the evenings where they

would mix with other artists and perhaps drink too much. Often he would

be robbed of money received for a painting while coming home on the 3rd 
or 6th Avenue "EL" after such nights and often too, Jim Moore, the pro

prietor of the Cafe Francis, would have Lawson exchange his paintings 
for meals there.^

The Lawson family never knew dire poverty, his daughter recalls, 

for he would occasionally receive an income from his dealers, the Daniel

and the Ferargil Galleries. Their life together was more of what his
35daughter refers to as a "psychological struggle" than anything else.

They had sufficient funds on which to live but both Lawson and his wife 

were loners. One was always there, however, when the other needed help. 

During his successful periods, Lawson would be away a good part of the

34Paul Karlstrom interview. 

35Ibid.
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time to paint or meet with his friends, while Mrs, Lawson* who had ne

glected her own painting career to care for her family* made it clear 
that he was to support them. And this he somehow managed to do,

Lawson did* however* pass reasonable amounts of time with his 

family— several summers having been spent in Maine* New Hampshire* Ver
mont and Connecticut, His daughter remembers accompanying her father 

often on his excursions to northern Manhattan and. carrying all of the 

necessary equipment on the 6th Avenue "EL." He "loved nature*" she 

recalls* and always started his work out of doors (which he learned 

from his wife many years before in Kansas City*-before being introduced

to that form in France)• Work that he continued in his studio was
3 7"less spontaneous." He was most prolific in the summer * while "in 

the winter he studied and improved works he did in the summer He
was not one who made preliminary drawings but instead painted directly 

onto the canvas* often doing an entire outline of the painting with red 
oil.39

One of the terms she remembers her father using most frequently

was "values*" the lightness or darkness of a color and its interaction
40with others in the painting. This control of values * which is one of

36Mrs, Margaret Lawson Bensco * personal interview.
37Paul Karlstrom interview.

38Ibid.
39Mrs. Margaret Lawson Bensco * personal interview. 
40Ibid.



the primary means by which we can distinguish his subtle stylistic 

variations, was presented by using brushes, a palette knife, as well as 

his fingers, and is part of the style that culminated in the following 
years.



CHAPTER IV

MODERN TENDENCIES AND NEW VISIONS: 1910-1916

Following his notable exhibition with the Eight, Lawson was 

a featured artist in the exhibition of Independent Artists in April of 

1910. John Sloan and Robert Henri were the primary catalysts for the 
show, but the exhibitors included all of the Eight with the exception 
of Luks. It was the first "no jury, no prizes" show to be held in 

America.
Of this exhibition, James Huneker wrote in the New York Sun that 

with the:

. . .exhibition of Independent Artists in W. 35th Street . . . the 
pendulum has swung from the insipidity and conventionality of the 
Academy to the opposite extreme - to rawness, dull vulgarity . . . 
and the banalities of wretched paint, draftsmanship and composi
tion . . . the younger generation has kicked in the front door 
of the master builder, but something is lacking— art. . . „
Mr. Lawson is to be viewed better at his independent show at 
the Madison Gallery. . . . James Preston is on the way to be 
completely Lawsonized. . . . Les Independents, you’ll never beat 
the Academy at its own stupid game by substituting quantity for
quality.41

Lawson was likewise involved in the preparation of the 1913 
Armory Show for which he served on the Committee on Foreign Exhibitions. 

Three of the artist’s works were shown here: Clouds and Shadows,

James Huneker, "Review of Exhibition of Independent Artists," 
Camera Work, vol. 31, July 1910, pp. 49-50.

27
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Weeds and Willow Trees and Harlem River-Winter (Chrysler Museum, Nor
folk, Virginia; whereabouts of former two presently unknown).

Shortly after the Armory Show, there was to be an exhibit in 

Paris of the works of modern American artists and Lawson was fortunate 

enough to be among them. In July of 1914, a successful exhibition of 
the works of Lawson and Bryson Burroughs was presented at the Galerie 

Levesque. Little known in New York as a painter. Burroughs, Curator of 
Paintings at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in that city, had 24 paintings 
and 24 sketches in the exhibition while Lawson had 34 oils. A New York 

Times reviewer commented that this "exhibition of American work . . .

gave Parisian stay-at-homes the first good chance to learn what our 
.42artists can do.

There were reviews written in praise of both artists and one 

wrote; "Lawson has admirably caught the outdoors aspect of New York 
and his paintings are considered among the most brilliant, if not fully 

appreciated examples of American Impressionism. But one critic,
A.E. Gallatin, points out that in this country "recognition by the 

larger public has, however, been withheld,

Recognition at this point in time must have been difficult for 
Lawson. The Armory Show of the previous year had introduced such artists 
as Duchamp, Matisse, Cezanne and Impressionism was far behind in popu

larity both here as well as in France.

42"Exhibition at Galerie Levesque," New York Times, Aug. 9, 1914,
V, 11;1.

^Henry and Sidney Berry-Hill, p. 34.
44A.E. Gallatin, Certain Contemporaries, p. 14.
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The summers of 1912 and 1913 Lawson spent with his family on 
Cape Cod and at Blue Hill, Maine where he painted landscapes of those 
regions«

Winning a $1500 prize from the Corcoran Gallery in 1916 helped
Lawson to decide to take his family abroad. Winning for Boathouse^
Winter, Harlem River (Fig. 11, Corcoran Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.),

the work was submitted for the Corcoran’s "6th Biennial Exhibition of
Contemporary American Paintings" and won, by unanimous vote, the W.A.
Clark Silver Medal and cash award. The scene shows the East River, at
approximately 206th Street and looks across to the Hall of Fame of New

York University on the Bronx shore.
The Lawsons were living in 8th Street in 1916 when Ernest came

home one day and said: "How would you like to go to Spain?", his

daughter recalls. They "rented a 12 room unfurnished house in Segovia

for $15 a month" and the artist was presented with new landscape possi- 
45bilities. While there, he met his longtime friend Max Kuehne. Kuehne 

(1880-1968), had been a student at the Art Students League (1907-1909) . 
After participating in the Grand Tour in 1910-1911, he returned to New 

York (1911-1914) where he painted views of the city streets. In 1914, 
Kuehne left for Spain where he stayed for three years. In 1916, Lawson 

met Kuehne in Segovia where they worked together. Of Kuehne’s Spanish 

works, Gallatin comments that they "were painted to some extent under

45Mahonri Sharp Young, p. 89
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Fig. 11. Boathouse-Winter, Harlem River 
Corcoran Gallery of Art, 
Washington, B.C.
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the influence of Ernest Lawson . . . and are not as fine in quality as 
earlier ones, or those he painted later in New York from sketches.

Lawson painted in the regions around Toledo as well including 
cathedrals and bridges much as he did in New York, but now bathed in 
a new light and, consequently, a new palette (further discussed in 
Chapter VII).

Unfortunately, this new style was not widely accepted once 

Lawson was back in the "States in early 1917. His "Spanish canvases," 

one critic wrote, "are lost in color and l i g h t . A n o t h e r  continued:
". . . none of Lawson's peers at their worst painted pictures as bad as 

the two Lawson painted in Spain in 1916. Lathered with saccharine im- 
pastoes . . . they resemble those picturesque foreign scenes mass pro

duced for outdoor bazaars like those in Greenwich Village. . .

This dramatic stylistic change was, however, to develop its 

full intensity in his later years.

46 •A.E. Gallatin, "Paintings of Max Kuehne," International Studio,
vol. 68, August 1919, p. XXXVII.

^Ameen Rihani, "Landscape Painting in America— Ernest Lawson," 
International Studio, vol. 72, February 1921, p. 114.

48Sidney Tillim, "In the Galleries: Ernest Lawson," Arts Maga
zine, vol. 36, May-June 1962, p. 87.



CHAPTER V

MIXED REVIEWS OF A LONESOME WANDERER: 1917-1930

After his return to America, Lawson was elected to full mem

bership to the National Academy (1917) and since the Nova Scotia Museum 
of Art was offering him an exhibition of eighteen of his works, he 

journeyed there in June of 1919. The summers of 1919 and 1920 were 
spent in New Hampshire, the last the Lawsons were to spend together as 
a family.

Despite winning several prizes in 1920 and 1921 (Temple Gold 
Medal at the Pennsylvania Academy, Altman Prize from the National Acad
emy, and First Prize ,at the Pittsburgh International Exposition), the

artist was not well received and personal problems led him to drink 
heavily. His wife took their two daughters on a trip to Egypt where the 

youngest, Dorothy, died. Mrs. Lawson then went on to France where, 

along with Margaret, they spent the next six years.
In Peggy’s Cove, Halifax (1924), Lawson found additional sub

ject matter for his works (Fig. 12). Upon his return to the States, he 
continued to paint in and around New York and New Jersey, until he took 

a faculty position at the Kansas City Art Institute in 1926. He also 

sold many of his eastern landscapes there until 1927 when he received 

a teaching assignment at the Broadmoor Art Academy in Colorado Springs, 
Colorado.

32
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Fig. 12. Peggy’s Cove, Nova Scotia
Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts
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Mewlin-Price relates an account told by Lawson "of a collector sent

by a friend, who look at his [Lawson's ] paintings and then looked at
him, asked his age and walked out with the statement ’You’ll live for

years, you're no investment.' Money was low and Colorado was fine for
his health [suffering from rheumatoid arthritis]; soon he was painting

49the golden aspens and the rocky portals to the desert.
After a brief visit to Nova Scotia in 1928 for his mother's 

funeral, Lawson returned to Colorado Springs. It was there that he be

friended one of his students at the Academy, Katherine Powell, and her 
husband, Knyce, who invited the artist to their home in Coral Gables, 
Florida, in response to Lawson's "quiet charm and artistic manner."”*®

The Powells left for Florida in 1929 and Lawson accepted their offer in 
1931.

In the meantime, Lawson returned to New York (1929). That same 

year he was included in a show at the Museum of Modern Art of "Con

temporary American Artists Along with works by Marin, Weber, Demuth, 
O'Keeffe, Burchfield and Hopper, Lawson exhibited After Rain.

When Gold Mining, Cripple Creek (Fig. 13, National Collection 

of Fine Arts, Washington, B.C.) was sold to the Henry Ranger Fund (.1930), 

after having won the Saltus Gold Medal at the National Academy, the

money he received enabled him to visit with his family in.France. He
51found his daughter and grandchildren "far more fun than painting."

49Frederic Newlin-Price, Ernest Lawson, Canadian-American, n.p.
50Henry and Sidney Berry-Hill, p. 43.
51Ibid., p. 44.
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Fig. 13. Gold Mining, Cripple Creek
National Collection of Fine Arts, 
Washington, D.C.
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In spite of the numerous awards he won, he was still not totally 
accepted by critics and the general public. That did not, however, in

terfere with Lawson’s style at any point, for he was not attempting to 

please the public but rather himself. Through his personal changes and 

experimentations, his artistic development took place gradually and over 
his entire career.



CHAPTER VI

DISILLUSIONMENT IN THE FLORIDA YEARS: 1931-1939

After returning to New York (1929) and living at #3 Washington 
Square, Lawson became quite discouraged about his painting prospects 
and decided to take the Powell's offer and visit them in their Florida 

home. Lawson’s discouragement was certainly not unique among artists 

at this time. The years following 1929 were difficult ones for every

one and artists were not exempt from this.

Lawson returned to Florida annually except for a teaching stint 

in Hartford, Connecticut in 1933. After intermittent trips to New York, 

Canada and Florida, the latter was apparently the only place he could

truly call home and in 1936 he moved to Coral Gables.

The year 1937 was marked by a welcomed break in his despondency 

when the Metropolitan Museum of Art bought-his painting. The Beach,

Miami (Fig. 14), which he finished in October of that year. An excerpt 
from Lawson’s letter to Newlin-Price of December 27th, (four days after

the Metropolitan bought the work), observed that: "Aside from the fact
\

that the hard cash is absolutely necessary, the sale of a picture like 

that does more for me than just put cash in my pocket; it puts faith in
52my heart and gives renewed energy, fresh inspiration and encouragement»lt 

52"As Ever, Ernest," Arts Digest, vol. 14, January 1, 1940, p. 10.
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Fig. 14. The Beach, Miami
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York
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Perhaps it was this "renewed energy" which enabled him to maintain 
his production in these final years.

He accepted a commission to execute a mural for the Federal Art 

Project in the Short Hills, New Jersey Post Office (Fig. 15) , which 

appears to be the only work he performed for the WPA/FAP„ He began 

working on the mural in Florida late in the summer of 1939 and it was 
installed early in 1940 shortly after the artist's death. Final pay

ment was made to his widow. (The payment for the mural was $700, and 
was issued in installments.) Unfortunately, the building has since 

been demolished.

The final years of Lawson's life were, for several reasons, very 

difficult for him. He was suffering from rheumatoid arthritis, finan

cial distress, and a total discouragement with his profession. After 
the closing of the Ferargil Galleries, the only income he was able to 
enjoy was from the Short Hills mural. "There was no Social Security,"
recalls his daughter, "just what Roosevelt decreed for an artist— $125

53per month if the artist did one work a month."

Lawson wrote to Newlin-Price on April 11, 1938: "Do send me

money. I owe the Powells and have no money for paints and have less 

than five dollars, can't pay express. I have never needed money as 1 
do now. So advance me some more or sell a picture. I am in despair, 

but the pictures are good as ever." To financially assist the artist, 

Edith Glackens, (the wife of his best friend, William Glackens), or

ganized a group of her friends into the "Round Club" where each member

53Paul Karlstrom interview.



Fig. 15. Mural for Short Hills, New Jersey Post Office
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had to buy a Lawson painting and pay for it on installments— the money 

came "’round monthlyhence its title.
A letter by Lawson written to his wife and daughter in New 

Mexico, on the day of his death, December 18, 1939, contains momen

tary feelings of depression but also his optimism for the future.

All I can send you to get two simple things for yourselves is 
$10.00..... . However, I expect to sell a picture here this 
week. Pray for it. . , . However, we are better off than others 
and I have no debts. I hate the season of hysterical giving 
back and forth. . . . Hope you and Margaret are not uncomfort
able. Do write me. I must admit-I am depressed. . . . Oh, 
the farce of Christmas. This is not a cheerful Christmas letter 
but I cannot write in a gay mood when I don’t feel [gay]. At 
least, we can pray and hope that the next year will be better 
than the last. Do your best to get some enjoyment. I am deso
lated that I cannot contribute to it. Please forgive me. I 
ought to have more money but I have not. . . . Oh, how I wish 
peace and comfort for you both.54

His body was found on Miami Beach. Could it have been suicide, 

a heart attack, or was he a robbery victim? There was no evidence to 

indicate definitely that it was a suicide and a more likely cause of 

his death would appear to be a heart attack, possibly after a robbery 

attempt. Mr. Dennis Anderson writes: "For the first time evidence

has come to light [unfortunately he does not mention how or where] that 

there were at this time, a series of robberies and assaults made upon 

Miami beachgoers by bands of young hooligans. It is suspected, as a re

sult of police and medical evidence, that Ernest Lawson was one of their 

victims, and subsequently died of a heart attack.

Ernest Lawson papers. Archives of American Art, Smithsonian 
Institution; San Francisco. Gift of Mrs. Margaret Lawson Bensco, 1976.

"^Dennis Anderson, p. 9.
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The New York Times reports that Lawson was "found fully clothed 
in the ocean at Miami Beach tonite. His cane lay on a bench on the 

beach. Justice of the Peace said there was no evidence of foul play. . . . 

The body was identified by Boyce P o w e l l . .
On December 22, 1939, Katherine Powell wrote to Mrs. Lawson

and her daughters
This I want you to know. He did not walk into that surf of his 
Own will. Ernest wouldn’t do a thing like that no matter how 
tired and sick he might have been. I think his heart just went 
back on him and he toppled over. . . . There wasn’t any trace 
of struggle or violence but his wallet was missing. - However, 
bodies are usually robbed before the report of them being found 
is made. . . « We are desolate without him.^7

An obituary written by his close friend, Guy Pene du Bois, 

in the New York Herald Tribune of December 20, 1939, states; "He 

was innocent and simple. His love of nature was real . . .  he was 

a lover of nature who knew the language of his art so well that he could 

render all the richness he saw in her and all the joy she made him 

feel."
The close examination in the following chapter of a select 

group of Lawson's works will help to clarify the development of his diffi

cult quest for that "richness" and "joy" in his paintings that this
58man sb seldom found outside his art.

‘̂ "Ernest Lawson Drowns at Miami," New York Times, December 19, 
1939, 48:1.

57Ernest Lawson papers. Archives of American Art, Smithsonian 
Institution; San Francisco.

58Most of the paintings discussed were * in a retrospective or
ganized by the author at the University of Arizona Museum of Art,
February 11 - March 8, 1979.



CHAPTER VII

IMPRESSIONISM AND LAWSON: A SYSTEMATIC CHRONOLOGY

To separate the artistic development of Ernest Lawson from his 

life would be unwise for, as with most artists, he was a product of his 
environment: of his teachers, family, friends, and physical surroundings»

When one reflects on Lawson’s paintings, the image that is immediately 
evoked is one of impressionistic landscapes, and undoubtedly there is 

validity to such a thought» If one dwells on such Impressionist hall

marks as painting nen plein air,11 the use of intensely contrasting 

colors and a frequently rough texture invoking soft-edged variation on 

reality, then the work of this artist fits neatly into the Impressionist 

niche e His interest in the effects and interplay of light and color 
may embellish that image, for we must keep in mind one of his favorite 
terms was "valuesaccording to his daughter-^that is, "values" in the 
sense of color relationships, how one color will work closely with 

another *
His style, however, goes beyond the cliches associated with the 

Impressionist school; in other words, these theories may apply to all 

of his works but certainly we should and can say more about his develops 

ment and his style, for surely there was a more profound development.

As Ira Glackens has remarked: "Those of us who are not art critics nor

43
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art historians but only like to look at good pictures and admire good .
painting must sometimes wish that all the —ists and ^isms. had never 

59been invented." Lawson* as stated above, was not concerned with 

"isms," but if unavoidably his art had to he placed, art-historleally 
speaking, into one category, his would doubtless, be designated "Impres

sionist."

When considering Lawson’s landscapes, the definitions of 

Impressionism, the influences of Twachtman and Sisley, and the avail

ability of new subject matter and stylistic variations brought about 

by his incessant travels should be kept in mind. In this way, it is 

possible to propose a viable chronology of his works, and to bring into 
focus the characteristics of his development through the years.

This may be done in several ways. The major commentators on 

Lawson's work, Henry and Sidney Berry-Hill, preferred to divide the 

artist's career into "three loosely regional periods, following and 

merging into each other g r a d u a l l y . T h e y  are as follows: 1. the

Harlem River Period, encompassing the years around 1894 through the

ensuing decade; 2. his Middle Period ushered in by his trip to Spain 
in 1916; and 3. his Florida Period beginning in 1927 and continuing 

throughout his final years. These years, roughly his early, middle and 

late periods, are useful for an overall view of Lawson's artistic career

59Ira Glackens, in Lowe Art Museum's "French Impressionist In^ 
fluence on American Artists," March 19 - April 25, 1971, p. 11.

^Henry and Sidney Berry-Hill, p. 20.
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but can be even further sub-divided to incorporate lesser currents 

evident in his stylistic conceptions.

The following concise statement regarding the development of 

the work of John Twachtman, probably Lawsonvs most influential instruc
tor, can parallel the younger artist’s overall development as well,

From the earliest of his student work, to his last painting , , » 
there is a dramatic transformation from dark to light; from the 
bituminous impasto of the Munich style of 1874 to 1883; through 
his Bastien-Lepage period, where he eliminated the heavy impasto 
and cleaned up his color while still painting in a low key in the 
years from 1883 to about 1888; and finally to his impressionist 
manner from about 1889*6-*-

Following the same basic format, I believe one can agree that 

Lawson’s style developed, albeit not dramatically, from light to dark.

His early snow scenes, such as Winter, on the River of 1907 (Fig. 25 ), 

that are reminiscent of those of Twachtman (Fig. 2 ) deal with what 

the latter saw as "that feeling of quiet and all nature is hushed to 
silence."^ It is a sentiment he and Lawson seemed to find in common f

in winter landscapes. Here, both were intrigued, as were their French 

counterparts, with the use and importance of white as a color. These 

were Lawson’s early years.
The last years of Lawson’s career were exemplified for the most 

part by a much darker palette, perhaps alluding to the artist’s dismal 

personal life which, during these last years, was not a comfortable one 
either financially or artistically as we know. His paintings of Colorado

^Richard Boyle, American Impressionism, (New York, Graphic Society, 
Ltd., 1974), p. 166.

62Ibid., p. 167.



46

in the late twenties9 such as Gold Mining, Cripple Creek (Fig, 13)

or of Florida in the thirties (The Beach, Miami, Fig, 14) indicate

his later reliance on ?Values”^-primarily blues9 browns9 and greens

combined with a much more agitated, nervous brushstroke than seen in
the earlier works,

William Innes Homer expresses the opinion that "it is always
difficult to make brief , , , generalizations about any period in the
history of art" and, more specifically, in referring to nineteenth and

twentieth century American art, that it "cannot be related to any

single current but rather appears in a multitude of parallel and over^

lapping styles, , , , Several general trends may, however, be dis- 
63earned," This can likewise apply to the life and professional career 

of any individual artist; they cannot forget their beginnings and remain 
a product of them. There will always be some "overlapping styles" in 

an artist • s development as with Lawson and there are "general trends" 

in his development as well. Therefore, to divide the works into separ^ 

ate time spans does not necessarily mean that these are all-inclusive. 
Bather, it gives us the opportunity to decipher the particular in

fluences on his style at any one point.

Pre-1900: Mexico, France, New York 

There have been no works, unfortunately, that have surfaced 

from Lawson1s period in Kansas City (1888-1890) or earlier. However, 

we may begin ca. 1890, during his sojourn to Mexico City with his

William Innes Homer, Robert Henri and His Circle, (Ithaca,
New York and London, Cornell University Press, 1969), p. 1.



47

parentso Aside.from his drafting and stippling duties, he painted 

works featuring bull rings (Fig, 16, Maxwell Galleries, San Francisco) 

and a beautiful watercolor of a Mexican Landscape (Fig. 6)— a rare work, 

indeed, for Lawson whose primary medium was oil. This landscape shows 
at what an early age (about 18 years) Lawson* s talent was manifested.
The loose and fluid technique he uses is at once controlled yet impos
ing o The canyon with which we are confronted is on the one side wild 
and untouched while on the other workers are tilling its terraced slopes, 

a scene that may be encountered in parts of Mexico today. His controlled 

brushwork illustrates an atmospheric continuum which seems to recede 

ad infinitum. The composition is such that the viewer1s eye is led 
through the canyon and into the distance— a device Lawson was to utilize 

repeatedly in many of his compositions where paths, bridges, or trees

would lead the eye to the background of the canvas.

The early 1890*s brought Lawson under the direct influence of 

Twachtman and Weir at their Cos Cob, Connecticut school where Lawson

was enlightened as to the form of Impressionism the older two had assim
ilated while in France the preceding decade.

As with any fortunate American artist in the nineteenth century 
(at least those who could afford to so so), participating in the uGrand 

Tour" was de rigour. When American painters went to France in the later 

18701s or 1880vs, they were faced with what appeared to be an artistic 

rebellion. By the time Lawson visited France (1893-1894), the turmoil 

had ceased to an extent. His most memorable occurrence there was his 

meeting with Alfred Sisley at Moret-sur-Loing. Sisley had lived at
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Fig. 16. Bull Ring-Mexico City
Maxwell Galleries, San Francisco
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Moret since 1882, and for two .years before that at Veneux-Nadon on the 
outskirts of Moret. On August 31, 1881, Sisley wrote to Durand-Ruel, 

his dealer: "Moret est a deux heures de Paris. . . . Marche, une fois
par semaine, eglise fort, jolie, vues assez pittoresques, d ’ailleurs si 
votre idee est de venir par lei, venez voir

Lawson's works from this period, as well as those to come, share 

the French master's love of the outdoors, and, specifically, Moret.

The painting of the same name (Moret-sur-Loing, River Scene, Fig. 17, 

Randolph Macon Woman's College, Lynchburg, Virginia) recalls numerous 

views by Sisley of the Church at Moret and its surroundings (Fig. 18) 

done in very much the same manner of Monet at Rouen indicating differ
ent times of day and seasonal changes. Lawson's interpretation shows 

a sunny day along the gently sloping river banks using a palette and 

technique similar to that of Sisley. The heavy impasto evident in 

Lawson's later works has not yet emerged. Here the surface is rather 

smooth and the brushstrokes still rather fluid and even, except for the 

reflections in the river where there is an impressionistic break-up of 

colors. There are other parallels in the lives and works of Sisley and 
Lawson that are inescapable. In the 1974 catalogue Impressionism: A 

Centennial Exhibition at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, Anne Dayez ob

serves that:

In never attempting to paint the human figure, Sisley.is appar
ently unique among the Impressionists. There are figures in

^^Frangois Daulte, Alfred Sisley, (Switzerland, Durand-Ruel, 1959), 
p. 31. Translation read: "Moret is two hours from Paris. . . .  So
come, one time, for a week; a beautiful church, picturesque scenery; 
besides, if your idea is to come by here, then come to see (me)."



Fig. 17. Moret-sur-Loing, River Scene
Randolph-Macon Woman’s College, Lynchburg, Virginia

Fig. 18. L'inondation a Port-Marley, Alfred Sisley
Musee de 1'Impressionnisme au Jeu de Paume des Tuileries, Paris
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his paintings, but they only serve as line silhouettes, struc
tural devices, to punctuate the composition. Sisley’s subject 
seems always to have been the sky, the properties of light re
flected by water, snow, or the gold-colored stonework of houses.
His unobtrusive and sensitive pictures were hardly noticed by 
his contemporaries.^

To state that Lawson "never" attempted "to paint the human 
figure" is not entirely true for he did show a passing interest in 

the genre as With the portraits mentioned above and in later years as 

well (as with his 1907 Coney Island, Fig. 1§, in a private collection, in 

California). The assumption may be made, however, that outside the 
number of such existing works, Lawson's compositions are strongly 
concerned only with nature and its timeless elements. If man is present 

in his landscapes, it is as an anonymous spectator or a participant whose 

every action is greatly diminished by the environment. Like Sisley, too, 

Lawson's recognition by the general public was minimal during his life
time regardless of the tireless exploits of his dealers and positive- 
minded critics.

While spending some time at Martigues, Lawson painted a Riviera 
Landscape (Fig. 20, in a private collection in New York) of this coastal 

area. The painting is most closely associated with that of Moret (Fig.

17) and although both are from the same period, there seems to be a 

questionable substance about the work. Mr. Dennis Anderson of the ACA 

Gallery in New York first raised the question of its authenticity when 

the painting was on exhibit during the 1976 retrospective at the Gallery. 

Surrounded by eighty of the artist's works, this particular painting

^Anne Dayez, Michel Hoog, and Charles S. Moffett, "Impressionism; 
A Centenary Exhibition," (New York, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1974), 
p. 207.



Fig. 19. Coney Island
Private Collection

Fig. 20. Riviera Landscape-Martigues 
Private Collection
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seemed to possess something the others did not. Perhaps because the land^ 
scape itself looks so very different from the typical ones of northern 
Manhattan we think of when we visualize a work by Lawson. (That, in 

itself, is not of course a valid reason for stating that a work is not 

authentic so Mr* Anderson was considering having x-rays taken of the 

painting.) The usual Lawson painterliness is not in evidence, but then 
neither is it in the Moret work. The strong sunlight on the sandy cliffs 

or dunes has that certain shimmer so closely associated with Lawson?s 

later work. There are so few paintings that are known from this early 

period in France that it is somehow not legitimate to consider a differ

entiation with his later work as a means to deny authenticity. Rather, 

Martigues may be part of Lawson?s Sisley-like phenomenon of these format 

tive years much like Moret exhibits.
The American Impressionist group (of which Lawson was now a 

member) did not merely imitate the French but rather assimilated the 

techniques and, hence, developed them within individualized frameworks—  

for there were as many styles of Impressionism as there were painters. 

These were critical years for Lawson, and upon his return to the States, 

he was to likewise bring with him a personal interpretation of French 
Impressionism, that can be understood when looking at Central Park, 1898, 

(Fig. 21, Collection of Mr. Jason Schoen). Here he transforms his French 

landscapes to the New York idiom, but already we are beginning to see the 

heavier impasto which will be one of the important marks of his follow
ing years.
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Fig. 21. Central Park
Collection of Mr. Jason Schoen



The Changing Seasons in New York; 1900-1915

One of the basic difficulties in attempting to analyze style 
and development in Lawson’s works is the fact that the majority of them 
are signed but not dated. Thus, in order to formulate a chronology, it 

is necessary to rely partially on works that are dated, dates a certain 

work was exhibited, the provenance of the piece, or any other specific 
methods by which we may place a work within a certain span of time.

There may be, of course, fortunate occurrences which reveal 
further information on a work. For example, in a private collection, 

there is a Lawson painting that is signed but not dated and has always 
traditionally been considered by its owner as a view of Hell’s Gate 

(Fig. 22, Collection of Mr. Nichols Milbank), that section of the waters 

off Long Island where a meeting of currents makes navigation extremely 
hazardous. The dark and sombre colors and turbulent seas shown with a 

small peninsula jutting out across the horizon would lead one to believe 

that this is one of the artist’s later works, but, knowing the history 

of the piece, this is not the case. It seems a number of years ago, 

the owner’s mother bought the painting from her dentist, Lawson having 

previously paid his dental bill with the work as was often the case with 

many artists who would have little or no cash on hand for such matters. 

When the backing board was removed from the work, there was written on 
the back of the canvas "Stormy Sea, Long Island, 1904," in what appears 

to be the artist’s own handwriting. It was not only a revelation to the 

collector as far as the title is concerned but turned out to be a valuable 

dating resource for other paintings as well. Since that time, a number
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Fig. 22. Stormy Sea, Long Island
Collection of Mr. Nichols Milbank
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of additional works have been discovered that have been titled and 
dated in a similar manner,

Another important means of dating some works, has been employed, 

For examples there are several paintings by the artist illustrating 

Morningside Heights and the construction of the Cathedral of St, John 

the Divine on New York’ s upper west side (Fig. 23, private collection)» 

These have been dated ca, 1905-1907 for, according to the Church's 
archives and archivist, the Cathedral was at this particular stage of 

construction during those dates. This is certainly a valid assumption 
since the artist did the majority of his work out-of-doors.

From this same period comes Ft. George Hill: Morning (Fig. 2 4, 
Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts). Although not. dated, we know it 
to have been in a 1907 exhibition at the Academy, where it is today, and 

so it can be assumed that the painting was produced just prior to that 
1907 date.

Winter on the River (Fig. 25-, Whitney Museum of American Art,

New York) signed and dated 1907, and Winter Landscape (Fig. 2g, Phoenix 

Art Museum, Arizona) ca. 1907, a date based on the former dated work, 

possess rather subtle difference between the works— differences that be

come evident when one looks closely at both. The perspective in the

Whitney Museum work (Fig. 25) has. been placed at the center of the can
vas while the boat on the left is turned just slightly in that direction. 
The mountains and sky, too, have been simplified, and less detailed, 

leaving a valley in the center of the canvas. The winter represented 
in the Phoenix collection (Fig. 26) shows itself slightly left of
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Fig. 23. Morningside Heights 
Private Collection

Fig. 24. Ft. George Hill; Morning
Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts
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Fig. 25. Winter on the River
Whitney Museum of American Art, New York

Fig. 26. Winter Landscape
Phoenix Art Museum, Arizona
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center. The firm contours, especially in the distant hills are con
trasted to the soft, fading ones in the Whitney painting. Here, the 
low shrubbery is actually parallel to the lower edge of the canvas while 

in the former work it runs parallel to the pylons themselves. It would 
seem that the Whitney painting would be the more advanced work and the 

other possibly a little earlier in date. In the supposed later work, 
Lawson appears to have added more depth of space to the painting as 

well as certain technical maneuvers (such as in the mountains) which 
would appear to indicate that he had worked before at this composition.
A moot question to be sure but one worth consideration all the same.

Two other works with the same subject matter have become avail

able for study: namely, Harlem River in Winter (Fig. 27, in a private

collection in Tennessee) and Snow-Bound Boats (Fig. 28, National Gallery 

of Canada). They both have a similar composition, as well as seasonal 

and time-of-day similarities, and each seems to. have the look of a quick 

sketch. In both, the shrubs in the foreground are quite sparse while 

the pylons emerge ever so cautiously from,their burdensome blanket of 

snow unlike Figs. 25 and 26 where the snow is not as dense and the shrub

bery not as scarce.
The two boats in each painting are in the same positions, one 

parallel,the other perpendicular to the picture plane. On the east (or 

farthest) bank of the river, the trees overpower the hills behind them 
and the simple blocks or daubs of color add an aura to their presence. 
They are not tangible as in the two aforementioned works but rather are 
extensions of the sky or river below. They are not individual entities
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Fig. 27. Harlem River in Winter 
Private Collection

Fig. 28. Snow-Bound Boats
National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa
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but then neither are the other elements with their indistinct role in the 

surrounding landscape. Instead, the two paintings present a rather 

flattened surface, quite different from the others, and, most especially, 
that from the Whitney collection.

I feel, therefore, that the four works in question were done by 

Lawson within a fairly short time span from the one dated work, perhaps 
within a couple of years. The Whitney painting would nonetheless seem 
to be the most advanced of the four mentioned in both composition, 

palette, and overall technique.

The mysterious question about these four works happens to lie 

in their similarities. It is taken for granted, of course, that 
numerous artists will paint the same scene time and time again, but for 
the most part with obvious differences in lighting, perspective. Seasons, 

etc. Here, Lawson has decided to pursue the same motifs, disregarding

the usual novelties. We can only conjecture that perhaps he might have
y

been receiving commissions for such compositions or that he was con

centrating on particular aspects of it until he felt that they were 

correct for I believe we can verify that he must have enjoyed being in 

that region and thus painting it so many times. If an artist may be 

considered to be one who forms a progression of sorts or seeks improve

ments in his. compositions and techniques, then we can expect the same 

goals achieved in an artist of Lawson’s stature.

This interval is referred to by the Berry-Hills as the "Harlem 

River period" and quite rightly so. Even when the Lawson family left 

the Washington Heights area (.1906) , Ernest continued to visit areas of
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northern Manhattan to do his work. From this 1910-1915 period, come 

such works in the Harlem River region as Winter Landscape; Washington 

Bridge (Fig. 29-, the Brooklyn Museum, New York), and Spring Morning, 
Washington Bridge (Fig. 30, the Phillips Collection, Washington B.C.). 

These all shimmer with that "palette of crushed jewels"^ for which 
Lawson is renowned.

It is at this point I would like to discuss another rather in

teresting disagreement regarding the titles of some of Lawson's High

Bridge/Washington Bridge paintings. The work in the Delaware Art 
Museum (Fig. 31) had been called High Bridge until recently when some 

research done by the museum led them to believe it was Washington Bridge. 

After corresponding with the New York Historical Society as well as the 
Museum of the City of New York, I found the following information.

High Bridge (over the Harlem River at 174th Street) was built

as an aqueduct (part of the Croton Aqueduct System) between 1837 and
1848. It was also a walkway across the river but is presently unused.

The bridge/aqueduct was Roman in its architectural conception thus there 

Were several stone piers in the East River as seen in High Bridge over 

the Harlem River (Fig. 32, Collection of Mr. Jason Schoen). Due to 

navigational problems, these piers were replaced by a single Steel 

ribbed arch or span in 1928. On the other hand, Washington Bridge, just 

north of High Bridge (at 181st Street) was built (1886-1889) with the 
single steel span.

^Frederic Newlin-Price, "Lawson of the Crushed Jewels," p. 367, 
quoted from James Huneker.
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Fig. 29. Winter Landscape: Washington Bridge 
Brooklyn Museum, New York

Fig. 30. Spring Morning, Washington Bridge
Phillips Collection, Washington, B.C.
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Fig. 31. Washington Bridge
Delaware Art Museum

Fig. 32. High Bridge over Harlem River 
Collection of Mr. Jason Schoen



Since we can, I believe, rightfully assume that these three works 

are from the same Harlem River period (,ca. 1905-1915) , we can conclude 

that those with the single span are Washington Bridge," ThatiLawson 

painted this bridge we know due to Fig. 30, which is dated 1913, (and 

which was formerly titled Spring Morning, High Bridge). Due to this re

search the Brooklyn Museum has changed the title of the work in their 
collection (Fig. 29) from Winter Landscape; The High Bridge to Winter 

Landscape; Washington Bridge.

Fig. 33 shows a photograph taken in 1978 of this upper Harlem 
River area. It is easy today to understand how this discrepancy might 

have occurred. Seen first, is the High Bridge with its water tower on 

the Manhattan end resembling a medieval watchtower. (Fig. 31 shows a 
tower at the Manhattan terminal as well, at the end of Washington 

Bridge, but not of the same construction as the High Bridge Water Tower.) 

Beyond we see the Alexander Hamilton Bridge (a recent structure built 

as an extension of the Cross Bronx Expressway.) Washington Bridge may 

be seen through the ribs of the Hamilton Bridge.
Continuing the chronology of Lawson’s works, The Further Heights 

(Fig. 34, the University of Arizona Museum of Art, Tucson), ca. 1915, 

manifests blue, green and gold tonalities in the foreground and beyond 

to the river and cliffs leaving them as three distinct planes. The 

fences and shrubs help define a logical space in the foreground while 

the rather sparse trees act as buffers between the actual foreground 

and background planes. The paint is probably applied partially with a 

palette knife scumbled over regions of raw canvas. His use of a palette
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Fig. 33. Photograph of High Bridge, Manhattan side,
looking north from F.D.R. Drive, 155th Street, 1978.



knif e and even his thumb was used to develop this rich impasto * That 

Lawson often did several scenes of the same area is an established fact 

and such was also the case with this painting, Upper Harlem River 

(Fig. 359 private collection in New York) was most likely executed 
around the same time, perhaps either the winter before or after the Ari

zona work. This time the 5-cen-e takes place in winter using the same . 

wooden huts and locale in northern Manhattan. Whether the title Upper 
Harlem River is a fitting one, however, remains to be seen. In The 

Further Heights the area in the background resembling cliffs can easily 
be seen and may even be construed as the Palisades on the New Jersey 

side of the Hudson River, (indeed, therefore not the Harlem). In the 

former work (Fig. 35), the cliffs are shrouded in a foggy, almost 

blinding snow and thus could have inadvertently been thought of as the 

banks of the Harlem. According to a recent catalogue on the collection, 

the work was once known just as Winter Scene and how or when the title 

was changed is not known.
Aside from the obvious seasonal differences, between the two. 

and the dark palette of the Arizona work indicating a nocturnal repre-^ 

sentation, there are others, such as in Lawson?s interpretation of the 

trees. In the winter depiction, the hut is framed by branches but the 
three young trees that were to the right of the hut in The Further Heights 
are no longer there in the winter rendering. As with artists before 

him (Monet with Rouen Cathedral and Sisley with the Church at Moret), 

the various seasons and times of day give the artist a chance to study 

light on a single subject and to experiment accordingly with a new palette.



Fig. 34. The Further Heights
University of Arizona Museum of Art

Fig. 35. Upper Harlem River 
Private Collection
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The first two decades of the Century (at least until 1915) 

showed Lawson with a strong dependency on Twachtman and Sisley, the 

use of a heavy impasto, and numerous, almost monochromatic snow scenes. 
After careful study of Impressionist color (both French and American) 
Lawson? s works affected a luminosity produced by layer upon layer of 

variegated colors, His snow scenes, never purely white, are touched Vwith values of browns, golds, or even reds applied with sweeping brush

strokes, His purpose at this point is that the impasto and brushstrokes 

take on their own structural significance, building up solidity in form 

and composition, a solidity which will become one of his major profession

al considerations in later years,

A Fresh Approach, Spain: 1916-1917

The years 1916 and 1917 were obvious turning points for Lawson,

The time he spent in the Spanish cities of Toledo and Segovia and their 

environs seems to have brought to him a new technical vocabulary for 

his landscape interpretations. Almost at once, we see a new directness 

and brighter palette, one perhaps brought about by the intense sun on 

the white churches, cathedrals and castles that he painted in his travels 
through those regions. His agitated brushstrokes were to anticipate 
his works in the twenties and thirties. In these later years, handling 

is performed with such energy that it ultimately produced dramatic 

chiaroscuro as disclosed by cataclysmic skies and turbulent waters.

A work such as Sunny Day-Segovia (Fig. 36, Minneapolis Institute 

of Arts, Minnesota) is an excellent example of this new surgence. The 

cathedral is enveloped in a blinding sunlight which is reflected even
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Fig. 36. Sunny Day-Segovia
Minneapolis Institute of Arts, Minnesota
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more on its white walls. There is a flurry of activity in the fore
ground, where the figures are intent on performing their daily chores.

This new style brought back from Spain was not widely accepted 
by critics in the States although one does point out that " . . .  during
the past summer (1916) Lawson's color seems to have been improved by

67the Spanish sunlight."
His works during this Spanish period and thereafter may be said 

to have some affinity to those of Cezanne, most significantly in his 
later interest in the solidity of compositions, light, and various 

structural elements that will enhance his achievements. We are al
ready familiar with the observation that Lawson, if not very much aware 

of Cezanne in 1895 during the letter's highly acclaimed exhibition in 

Paris, certainly was acquainted with the French master after the 1913 
Armory Show. Milton Brown writes:

Ernest Lawson who had been an orthodox Impressionist, after the 
Armory Show was more obviously influenced by Cezanne. Acquain
tance with Cezanne's painting convinced him that Impressionism had 
lost contact with form in its insistence upon surface light, 
and in his later work he made an obvious attempt to recapture 
solidity. Although he never completely assimilated Cezanne's 
structural methods, Lawson managed to introduce a measure of 
form into his art and some resemblance to the Aix master. At 
least, in the later paintings, his color became richer, with 
an almost crushed jewel opalescence, as he dropped the color- 
istic haze and the pastel prettiness inherited from Twachtman.

Dennis Anderson, in the catalogue of the ACA 1976 retrospective 

goes on to say that: "This emphasis on form can be seen in his repeated

^"Ernest Lawson's Spanish Pictures," Fine Arts Journal, vol. 35. 
March, 1917, p. 225.

68Milton W. Brown, American Painting from the Armory Show to 
the Depression, (New Jersey, Princeton University Press, 1955), p, 61.



interest in the painting of 'High Bridge.’ He used it as an architec
tural form against which the curvilinear lines of nature are contrasted." 

This could understandably be what Lawson had in mind when capturing the 
High Bridge area but perhaps that is carrying the Cezannesque elements 
a bit too far. Suffice to say, that he was aware of the master but 

used his influences for his own needs^ as he did later with Albert 

Pinkham Ryder and Marsden Hartley.

East Meets West: 1918-1930 
The statement by Milton Brown is worth considering during a 

discussion of several of the works from 1919-1920. One of these,
Icebound Falls (Fig. 37, Art Institute of Chicago, Illinois), signed and 

dated 1919, shows a Cezannesque stability brought about by the capturing 

of the falls in its ice-encased surroundings. The heaviest impasto is 

evident in the center of the canvas, illustrating and emphasizing the 

state of the falls; this impasto gradually lessens as we move toward the 

perimeter of the canvas. The colors and brushstrokes show almost a 

whirlpool effect just below the falls while above, all elements are 

seen in static repose.

Another work from this year, also signed and dated 1919, May 

in the Mountains (Fig. 38., the Phillips Collection, Washington, D.C.) 

illustrates the same bright, sunny colors of his previous years but 

with a new burst of energy. In a detail of the painting (Fig. 39, 

showing the forest to the left), we are better able to comprehend how 
this melange of colors, piled one upon the other, can issue forth to

^Dennis Anderson, p. 18.



Fig. 37. Icebound Falls
Art Institute of Chicago, Illinois
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Fig. 38. May in the Mountains
Phillips Collection, Washington, B.C.

Fig. 39. Detail of Fig. 38, left center.
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the observer a sense of dynamism and energy. The white buds on the 

trees partially conceal the greenery. Below these, the brown branches 
and tree trunks are at times highlighted with only a few strokes of white 
to indicate the piercing sunlight. The brushstrokes are more extrava

gant than those normally used by the Impressionists even with their un

tamed* unwieldly manner of application. These traits are perhaps an 

outgrowth of his stay in Spain coupled with an absorption of the new 
radicalism presented at the Armory Show.

Two pieces dating from this approximate period (.1920) are in 
the Nelson Gallery-Atkins Museum in Kansas City* Missouri* namely Winter 

Scene (Fig. 40) and Morning Light-Connecticut River Valley (Fig. 41). 

These illustrate comparable scenes with over-lapping mountains in the 

background. These substantial forms towering over the foreground might 

lead one to associate them with Cezanne* however * we know that Lawson 

employed a similar motif in Mexico during the 1890*s (Fig. 5). From 

Morning Light* it is obvious that Lawson has not yet dispensed with his 

Impressionist training* although in this work* the Neo-Impressionist/ 

Pointillist technique is brought to mind. The trees in the foreground 

and mountains beyond are composed solely of ’dot's1 of hues much the same 

as exemplified in the works of Seurat.
The mid-twenties brought new vistas to the artist when in 1926 

Lawson moved to Kansas and * in 1927* to Colorado. Reminiscent of his 
work in Spain* we now find in his paintings the mountains and canyons 
of Colorado covered here and there with greenery and houses* churches or 

mines nestled in between them. The paint is applied often and most ob

viously with a palette knife though not with any regularity. Even his
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Fig. 40. Winter Scene
Nelson Gallery-Atkins Museum, 
St. Louis, Missouri

I ' ' ": - ' ^

Fig. 41. Morning Light-Connecticut River Valley 
Nelson Gallery-Atkins Museum,
Kansas City, Missouri



Riverside Church (Fig, 42, Eirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, Wash

ington, DoCc) of 1928 has a new brilliance and is not shrouded in snow 

as it might have been if the same subject had been faced fifteen years 

earlier» The Church takes the form of one of his Colorado mountains 
or cliffs as in Royal Gorge, Colorado (Fig. 43, Santa Barbara Museum of 
Art, California). These Colorado works have a certain ambiance indi
cating a relationship to a Cezannesque quality such as the French master 
showed in his paintings of Mt. Ste. Victoire. Here Lawson seems to ex

cel in translating the French artist's lines and build-up of forms into 

his own unique idiom.

With short visits to New Mexico, one cannot help but wonder if 

he came in contact with Marsden Hartley, there also during the 1920- s. 

The work of Hartley during this time (Fig. 44) seems to have rather a 

lot in common with Lawson's Colorado works, especially if we consider 

one of the letter's monotypes, Landscape-Mountains. (Fig. 45, Des Moines 

Art Center, Iowa) to be from this time. Hartley, in New York as was 

Lawson between 1900 and 1910, achieves during the twenties a weight and 

substance in his works much as Lawson did.

To unite the works of Lawson and Hartley is not totally out of 

line. In 1910, when the exhibition of "Younger American Artists" was 

held at Alfred Stieglitz' Photo-Secession Gallery, (Hartley included 

with Marin, Maurer, Dove, Steichen, Weber), it was only a week or so 
later that the Independents held their exhibition. Such a group of rev

olutionaries in the New York art world in such a short period of time 

led to quite a field day for newspaper reviewers. According to Camera
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Fig. 42. Riverside Church
Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, 
Washington, D.C.
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Fig. 43. Royal Gorge, Colorado
Santa Barbara Museum of Art, California
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Fig. 44. Arroyo Hondo, Marsden Hartley 
Phoenix Art Museum, Arizona

Fig. 45. Landscape-Mountains
Des Moines Art Center, Iowa



Work the exhibitions were reviewed in the New York Sun, Times, Post, 
and Herald. As a member of the Independents, Lawson was most likely 
aware of what was happening at 291. Although it is not mentioned that 
Lawson was actually a visitor at Steiglitz* 291 Gallery, the editor 

Of Camera Work had apparently thought highly enough of the artist to 

carry reviews of his shows in the journal. We do know, however, that 

Arthur B. Davies was a frequent visitor to 291 and because of Lawson’s 
close association with Davies (together in the Eight, the Independents 
of 1910, and the Armory Show later) we can indirectly link Lawson with 
291 and thus with Hartley.

Hartley, like Lawson, was greatly influenced by Cezanne in his 

later years, an influence which manifested itself especially in his 

works of the twenties (Fig, 44).

In a 1931 article, Arthur Strawn stated that Lawson had recently

told him: "I’m trying to get a little more solidity in some of my

masses, even if the paintings might seem less charming. I’m not sure
71yet if I’m succeeding at it," In his Colorado canvases, this solidity 

is already a paramount feature and it grows more so in the following 

decade.

This aspect of Lawson’s later work was certainly not a new con

cept to him. One of his instructors at the Academie Julian (1893),

Jean-Paul Laurens, apparently remarked to one of his American students 
  '

^James Huneker, "Review of Exhibition of Independent Artists," 
Camera Work, vol. 31, July 1910, pp. 49-50.

^Arthur Strawn, "Ernest Lawson," Outlook, vol. 157, April 22, 
1931, p. 573.
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whose work lacked solidity "that a painting was like a glove with the 
72hand withdrawn." Lawson undoubtedly agreed.

When this urgency of line and form is brought to xbear on his 

paintings of Florida in the 1930’s, we find little distinction between 

the two periods9 but this is where the subject matter assists us. Little 
Church-Canyon, Colorado (Fig. 46, Coldfield Galleries, Los Angeles) is 

an especially interesting work in this regard for not only does it anti
cipate the thirties, but returns to the artist’s Spanish influences 
where we might imagine that we are confronted with a church in Segovia 

rather than in the mountains of Colorado. Having been in Colorado be

tween 1927-1929, Little Church would be from Lawson’s sojourn during 
those years.

Aside from visits to New Mexico, New York, and New Jersey, he 

was also in Tennessee where he most likely produced such works as 

Waterfall (Fig. 47, Coldfield Galleries, Los Angeles). Here, the intense 

colors, flamboyant brushstrokes, irregular lines and intended solidity 

(aided, perhaps, by the strong definition or outlining of the rocks 

Surrounding the falls) indicate the direction to which he will turn in 

the following decade.

A Philosophical Climax; 1931-1939

The Lawson of the thirties was a tormented one as we know; on 
the one hand, searching about for a place to live, one in which he 

felt comfortable painting as well as one which would suit his new style,

72Joan Murray, Impressionism in Canada 1895-1935, (Ontario,
Art Gallery of Ontario, November 17, 1974-January 5, 1975), p. 10.
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Fig. 46. Little Church-Canyon, Colorado
Coldfield Galleries, Los Angeles

Fig. 47. Waterfall
Coldfield Galleries, Los Angeles
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and, on the other, in despair over the lack of acclaim for the work 
he was doing, resulting in his financial distress as well„

In the early 1930’s, Lawson’s new, determined and photographically 
realistic version of High Bridge (Fig. 48, Whitney Museum of American 

Art, New York) is encountered. These traits are evident as the central 

arch leads back to the Washington Bridge beyond. No longer do we see 
a misty reality, one of ethereal forms lurking through the atmosphere 

(as in Fig. 31) but instead we are presented with a total, hard look, 

a detail almost of former works devoted to this subject.

In comparing the actual motif of the work in a photograph taken 

recently of the High Bridge from the Bronx side of the Harlem River 

looking north (Fig. 49), it is interesting to note the liberties Lawson 

took in his interpretation of the scene. Gold analysis and minor in

consistencies aside, true insights into Lawson’s achievements come in 

understanding how Lawson dealt with nature and a certain space and how 
they were modified to his needs. The painting, executed probably from 

a knoll on the right (occupied by an expressway today), shows an overall 

view of the region surrounding Ft, George Hill across the East River.

The wide angle view of the High Bridge in the foreground forms a per

fect framework for the background scene. Here Lawson uses the railroad 
tracks to guide the viewer’s eye through the planes adding a three- 
dimensional aspect to the work. Seldom, if ever, did Lawson actually" 

"distort" nature. He merely uses colors and forms to express it and both 

are truly related to his concept of nature. Here the massiveness of 

the bridge/aqueduct is immediately apparent, diminishing the figures



Fig. 48. High Bridge
Whitney Museum of American Art, New York

Fig. 49. Photograph showing High Bridge
from the Bronx side, looking north, 1978.
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while providing a quasi-classical structure around which the remainder 
of the composition can revolvee

Three works which incorporate Lawson * s philosophical concepts 
and personal interpretations during these last years were conceived of 
as a trilogy: namely9 Anticipation (Fig. 50,.Berry-Hill Galleries, New 
York), Realization (Fig* 51, Phoenix Art Museum, Arizona) and Retro

spection (Fig. 52, Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, Washington, 

D.C.).

In a letter of November 10, 1937 to Frederic Newlin-Price, Presi

dent of the Ferargil Galleries, Lawson wrote:

I believe man? s emotions can be expressed in a clear, under
standable way through color. I believe I can take one sim
ple and well-balanced landscape, use it as a foundation and 
paint in three keys and depict the three major emotions in a 
man?s life--anticipation, realization and retrospection. Take 
anticipation; early dawn, tender color, etc.. Realization - 
restful twilight or colorful night, low key and violet tones . . .

In Anticipation, we see two reverent figures, heads bowed, waiting 

on shore for daylight to arrive. The sun, breaking through the morning 

clouds, precipitates bright reflections on the morning tides that sil

houette the figureso Realization shows the sea with a vengence-a vigor 
that is not apparent in the other two paintings. The spout and the 
energy created by it seems analogous to the intensity by which man lives . 

his middle years while Retrospection shows the * final* moments, the 

aftermath. The dark sea has turned calm while the stormy clouds move 

in to cover the moon. All three bring together a sense of man's immedi

ateness and rather anti-climatic end with a tinge of hope for the future 
.and no regrets for the past.
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Fig. 50. Anticipation
Berry-Hill Galleries, New York
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Fig. 51. Realization
Phoenix Art Museum, Arizona
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Fig. 52. Retrospection
Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, 
Washington, B.C.
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73The "renewed energy" that Lawson talks of after the selling 

of his work, The Beach, Miami (Fig. 13) is evident in the trilogy as 

well as in the number of other works from this period of relative 

disillusionment in his life. Like Van Gogh before him, Lawson has re
cycled his pessimism into a vigorous, dynamic and somewhat lyrical 
force when applied to canvas.

When looking at the trilogy and this philosophical and emotional 

point in Lawson’s life, the parallel between him and Albert Pinkham 

Ryder (1847-1917). cannot be ignored. Like Lawson, Ryder’s primary 

artistic interest had manifested itself in nature and the sea. His 

romanticized versions (Fig. 53) show the darkened palette that marks 

Lawson’s later years. Like Lawson, too, many of Ryder’s works are in 
rather poor condition. For Ryder, this was due largely to his re

working and over-glazing of the canvases. For Lawson, the fact of his 

piling layer upon layer of oils to an unprimed canvas gave the paint 

relatively little support and thus in the ensuing years has resulted in 
paint cracking and loss.

The December 11, 1938 review in the New York Times of the Ferar- 

gil exhibition which included the trilogy said: "Perhaps his impression

ism has entered an artistically remunerative phase; if so, his assets 

have, in large measure, still to be proved." Unfortunately they were 

never "proved" for Lawson died the following year and what direction 

his art would have taken can only be imagined.

73Letter to the artist from Frederic Newlin^Price, December
27, 1937.



Fig. 53. Moonlight, Albert Pinkham Ryder
National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.
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When referring to’the variety of artists who have proven to be 
influential on Lawson, either directly or indirectly, one cannot neces

sarily conclude that he was an eclectic. He was, like any other artist, 

a product of his times; he synthesized others influence to suit his 

own needs and that does not in any way lessen the appeal of his consid
erable talents. Rather it adds to that appeal in a most constructive 
way. In this respect, Lawson was truly his own man.
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