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PREFACE

Art is important and fascinating for both aesthetic and
expressive reasons. Understanding the art of our past helps
us to understand our culture of the present. Through a
course in American art, students may learn about the history
of their own country. They may come to the realization that
life in the present-day United States is part of a continuum
of longstanding cultural traditions.

Primary themes emerge, such as the importance of mat-
erialism in our national psyche since the days of the nation’s
founding. One sees the power exerted by the middleclass in
establishing a popular culture, and the “leveling” effect of
the prevailing ideology—democracy—on the arts. Also of
importance are the lives of the artists, where they have
studied, and with whom. Artistic centers such as Paris,
Rome, London, Canton, and Tokyo have exerted strong
influences, as have the secular and spiritual motivations that
have given direction to artistic creativity in America from its
earliest manifestation around 1570 to the present.

While there are several ways in which to study American
art, my own approach is essentially contextual —that is, the
placement of the work of art in its cultural context. This
context includes the social, economic, and religious ambi-
ence in which a work was created. It sets the political,
philosophical, and technological scene. It describes scientific
and literary postures of the moment. These areas give
direction to the creative spirit of an age. During more than
three decades of reaching American art, I have become
increasingly aware that students being introduced to the
subject need to have a cultural and historical framework
established for them. Without such structure, they may take
up the study of American art in something of a vacuum.

I have therefore begun each chapter with an introduction
that sets the cultural stage upon which the art of the era is
created. Within the confines of a one-volume study, the
themes that introduce the chapters offer the reader or the
teacher a point of departure from which to direct further
discussion or enquiry. In some cases a book may be analyzed
extensively because its theme or literary style helps to show
the spirit of a movement in its fullest scope. In other cases I
merely give a title or two with the idea that the reader or
instructor may pick up on such references and expand on
them at will.

On a related matter, I have written this book so that it can
serve diverse methodologies. I believe that there is no single
“correct” methodology, and I myself choose to employ a
number of them as the situation warrants. It is my hope that
those who prefer one or another analytical system—from
analysis of material culture to popular culture, from Marxist

to feminist interpretations, from psycho-sexual to formal
analysis and connoisseurship—will be able to use this text
as a point of departure. It seems to me that the more of these
intellectual tools that the student of American art can
master, the better an understanding will be gained.

I have chosen to include five areas of the arts in this
study—architecture, decorative arts, painting, sculpture,
and photography—because they are closely integrated and
make up the basic core of the arts of America. There are, of
course, other topics that might have been included, such as
film or graphic arts. But within the scope of a single volume,
and often with an eye to the timeframe of a single semester,
time and space simply would not allow it.

In my book I have tried to be sensitive to the contribu-
tions of minorities and women, and [ have introduced these
throughout my text. Usually I have preferred to integrate
these contributions within the narrative of the history of
American art, for I believe that is the best way. However,
occasionally I have made groupings, such as African-
American Sculptors, for the purpose of emphasizing their
creativity. Appreciation of the breadth, depth, and richness
of American art is greatly increased by an understanding of
its diversity.

Finally, throughout the text I use the term “the Amer-
icans.” I am well aware that America has hosted a diverse
culture throughout its history—that there is no one single
group of Americans. The point of view of a white male
Boston merchant of colonial times was different from that of
an African-American slave woman of the antebellum period.
The dreams and ambitions of pioneers moving West were
different from those of the Native Americans into whose
lands they moved. Newly arrived, penniless immigrants
working in the Chicago packing houses saw America differ-
ently from the newly rich industrial and railroad barons of
the Gilded Age. Similarly, Civil Rights activists of the 1960s
found America to be quite unlike the world of the white,
status-quo-oriented middleclass of that era. So, having rec-
ognized those differences, I use the word “America” to mean
the guiding, determining force in the culture of this
country —the one that causes art to take the form it does in
any given era. Thus at one time, the millionaire society of
late-nineteenth-century Newport may have been the guiding
spirit behind architecture. At another time the streetlife of
African-Americans in the Watts area of Los Angeles may
have provided the creative impulses. The term “Americans”
is not intended to indicate something monolithic, static, or
élitist, but refers to any sector of American civilization that
has given direction to the creation of art.

W.C.
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PART 1

Colonial America




CHAPTER ONE

THE NEW WORLD
AND NEW SPAIN

Sailing in the name of the Spanish monarchs Ferdinand and
Isabella, Christopher Columbus discovered the New World
in 1492, and the world began to change almost immedi-
ately. The new continents became safety valves—they
allowed a release of the economic, religious, and political
pressures that had reached explosive stages in Europe. The
sequence that followed was essentially this: First came
discovery, next exploration, then conquest. This was fol-
lowed by colonization, either for exploitation or for perma-
nent settlement. But it would be over one hundred years
before successful and lasting colonies were established
within the boundaries of today’s continental United States.

It was the wealth of the New World that first brought
Europeans across the Atlantic. By 1500, fishing fleets from
several European countries were harvesting the cod fish in
the waters off North America. Further south, the conquista-
dors came, advancing under the two banners of the pope of
Rome and the king of Spain. Ponce de Leon, Spanish
governor of Puerto Rico, discovered Florida in 1513 when he
went searching for the Fountain of Youth and for the fabled
Earthly Paradise where gold was abundant and jewels hung
in trees. He found instead steamy swamps, impenetrable
jungles, poisonous snakes, alligators, and fierce Native
American warriors.

The conquistador Herndn Cortés completed his conquest
of Mexico between 1519 and 1522, virtually destroying the
high culeure there. Ironically, the Aztec people, led by
Montezuma, had hailed him as the god they had been
expecting to arrive by sea. They were terrified specifically by
two of the things Cortés's small band of soldiers brought
with them—the cannon that left devastation in the wake of
its explosion, and the spirited horses that made men seem
like centaurs. Cortés razed the Aztec capital and built in its
place Mexico City, from which the Spanish viceroys ruled
the vast territory that stretched from the isthmus of Panama
to the unknown desert expanses beyond the Rio Grande, as
far west as the Pacific.

Always there was the expectation that goldmines or cities
built of gold would be found. When that did not happen,
the conquistadors contented themselves with melting down
the treasures of the indigenous peoples, and sending heavily
laden ships back to the mother country. About 1540, the

Spanish explorer Francisco Coronado marched north from
Mexico City in search of El Dorado, or the Cibola—the
fabled Seven Cities of Gold that were believed to exist in
New Mexico. What Coronado found, of course, was the
sparse scattering of adobe huts that constituted the tribal
villages of the Zuni people—Pueblo Native Americans who
lived in large communal houses near the Zuni River.

Spain was not alone in its interest in the New World. In
1562 Jean Ribaut tried to plant a French Huguenot settle-
ment near the site of present-day Beaufort, South Carolina.
That ill-fated effort was the first attempt to relocate people
in the New World who were fleeing religious persecution
back home. In 1564 the French colonizer René Goulaine de
Laudonniere established a fort near the mouth of St. Johns
River in Florida. It was destroyed by the Spanish the next
year—the same year the Spanish created the first permanent
colonial settlement in the United States, at St. Augustine.
Inevitably there was international warfare as French, Span-
ish, and English fought to assert their claims to the lands
and the seas.

There were two primary reasons for conflict among
European nations—one religious, the other economic. Spain
and France remained staunchly Roman Catholic following
the schism brought about by the Protestant revolution.
Meanwhile England’s King Henry VIII had expelled Catholic
bishops and priests in the 1530s in order to establish the
Church of England (or Anglican Church), and Holland had
become wholly Protestant. Wherever the Spanish and
French soldiers went, there too went Jesuit priests and
Franciscan or Dominican friars, fired with the zeal of spir-
itual conquest. As to the economic issue, all European
nations were agreed that the wealth of the New World was
desirable. The conflict came when each tried to grab it all.

In 1588 the wrath of nature caused a decided shift in the
balance of power, such as the kings of nations had not been
able to accomplish—the Spanish Armada was destroyed in
the English Channel by a raging storm. Thereafter, England
held superiority at sea, challenged more by Dutch mercan-
tile interests than by the Spanish or the French. England's
trade vessels now had less to fear, and its merchant-
adventurers could concentrate on exploiting the economic
potential of new lands around the globe. Although Spain




