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Directors

" Foreword

JOIIN SINGER SARGENT WATERCOLORS celebrates a great American
artist and the shared collecting legacies of two great American
art museums: the Brooklyn Museum and the Museum of Fine
Arts, Boston. Both came of age at a moment when the cul-
tural leaders of their respective cities were committed to cre-
ating important art collections as centers of civic life. To fill
their expansive new Beaux Arts galleries, trustees, directors,
and curators in Brooklyn and Boston relied, as we do today,
on the generosity of collectors and living American artists to
achieve their goals. At the very same moment, both museums
were beneficiaries of the energies and aesthetic discernment
of one of the most brilliant and successful of contemporary
artists, John Singer Sargent.

Demonstrating his strong, personal commitment to the
advancement of American museum collections, Sargent ad-
vised the Brooklyn Museum’s president, A. Augustus Healy,
on the 1900 acquisition of a substantial body of James
Tissot’s watercolors and later recommended the purchase of
Giovanni Boldini’s famous portrait of James McNeill Whistler.
In 1go7 Healy commissioned his own portrait from Sargent
(cat. 2). Two years later he leapt at the opportunity to buy
the entire contents of Sargent’s exhibition of watercolors at
Knoedler’s galleries, thus forever linking artist and museum.

Sargent’s relationship with the Museum of Fine Arts,
Boston, began during his first working wrip to the United
States in 1887: he proved to be a close friend to the museum,
advising its leaders on purchases of art that ranged from EI
Greco to Sorolla. The first painting by Sargent entered the
MFA’s collections in 1oy (An Artist in His Studio, cat. 48),
but the museum’s purchase of forty-five of his watercolors in

1912 from Knoedler’'s marked a new level of commitment

and led to the commission in 1916 of Sargent’s mural deco-
rations for the rotunda and grand stair of the museum’s main
entrance, a project that occupied the artist virtually up to
his death in 1925. The museum now holds more than five
hundred of Sargent’s works.

Alandmark exhibition, fohn Singer Sargent Watercolors unites
for the first time the whole of Brooklyn's and Boston’s two
quite distinct groups of watercolors, whose purchase before
the First World War laid the foundations of Sargent's artistic
legacy and offered a stirring demonstration of the commit-
ment of two major American museums to the work of living
American artists.

We are profoundly grateful to the funders who have
made this exhibition and its accompanying publication
possible: On behalf of the Brooklyn Museum, we thank the
American Program of the Henry Luce Foundation and its
Program Director, Ellen Holtzman, for their extraordinary
support and encouragement. We are additionally grateful
to the Robert Lehman Foundation and Sotheby’s for their
generosity. In Boston, we are indebted to our partners at
Bank of America for their sponsorship of John Singer Sargent
Watercolors, as well as for their long-standing support of the
MFA’s exhibitions and programs.

We must also thank our mutual funders: The Mr. and Mrs.
Raymond J. Horowitz Foundation for the Arts and the Founda-
tion's president, Warren Adelson, for their significant support
of all aspects of the exhibition, and the National Endowment
for the Arts for its additional support. The accompanying
catalogue has been made possible by a generous grant from
the Vance Wall Foundation with additional support from the
Ann and William Elfers Publication Fund at the Museum



of Fine Arts, Boston, and a Brooklyn Museum publications
endowment established by the Iris and B. Gerald Cantor
Foundation and the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation.

We are grateful to the exhibition’s co-curators, Teresa
A. Carbone, Andrew W. Mellon Curator of American Art at
the Brooklyn Museum, and Erica E. Hirshler, Croll Senior
Curator of American Paintings at the Museum of Fine Arts,
Boston, for their energetic and fruitful collaboration. The
numerous other individuals who made key contributions to
the project are named in the acknowledgments that follow.

We are delighted that John Singer Sargent Watercolors will
be shared with audiences in Brooklyn and Boston, as well as in
Houston. We are grateful to Gary Tinterow, Director; Emily
Ballew Neff, Curator of American Painting and Sculpture;
and Cornelia Cullen Long, Chairman of the Board of the
Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, for their support of and en-
thusiasm for the exhibition in Houston, a city that has long
been home to a number of stunning Sargents in private col-
lections and at the museum.

We are especially grateful for the ongoing support of
the Trustees of the Brooklyn Museum and the Museum of
Fine Arts, Boston, and to John S. Tamagni, Chairman, and
Stephanie Ingrassia, President, Brooklyn Museum, and to

Richard Lubin, Chairman, and Sandra Moose, President,

Board of Trustees of the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. Sargent painting in Maine, 122
ARNOLD L. LEHMAN MALCOLM ROGERS

Director Ann and Graham Gund Direclor

Brooklyn Museum Museum of Fine Arts, Boston
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Preface

“SARGENT PAINTINGS soLD.” declared the New York Times
in a scoop announcing the Brooklyn Museum’s 1gog pur-
chase of all the watercolors John Singer Sargent had exhib-
ited at the Knoedler & Co. gallery in New York. When the
event was described in the museum’s annual report, the
curator William Goodyear proclaimed that the acquisition
of these works by Sargent meant that “no collection in the
world has a more remarkable exhibit of modern pictures
than the one offered by these water-colors, whether they
be considered from the standpoint of technical dexterity,
of optical veracity, of strong composition, of harmonious
combinations and contrast of color, or of attractiveness to
the general public, to which they immediately appeal by
their charming choice of subject matter and unimpeach-
able beauty.”" Three years later, it was Boston’s turn; the
Museum of Fine Arts bought Sargent’s watercolors even be-
fore his 1912 exhibition opened. “The series . . . show([s] the

painter in the most attractive, the most varied, the happiest

and at the same time the most just light. . . . Every one of

these pictures shows a new aspect of his talent,” declared
Jean Guiffrey, the curator of paintings, in the MFA's annual
report.” The Brooklyn and Boston collections, shown at
Knoedler's in 19og and 1912 and brought together here,
allow an unprecedented opportunity to reexamine the
works Sargent himself had selected for his only two water-
color displays in the United States.

Even though many great scholars and artists have dis-
cussed Sargent’s watercolors and unraveled some of their

mysteries, our book offers new insights and information.

Using the objects that Sargent chose to represent his own
best efforts in watercolor, we hope to explore the nuance
and range of his technique, from fluid, broad washes to
carefully worked watercolors that bear more than a passing
resemblance to his oil paintings. We want to share new dis-
coveries about Sargent’s role in the exhibition and market-
ing of his watercolors, which turns out to be less active than
previously believed. We would like to bring Sargent’s works
in watercolor back into the context of his career, for, al-
though many critics and scholars have characterized them as
simple souvenirs of his travels, they were an integral part of
his artistic production beginning in 1goo. In consequence,
we have turned away from geography as an organizing prin-
ciple and sought to examine some of the themes that at-
tracted Sargent’s attention no matter where he was: sun on
stone, reclining figures tumbled together, patterns of light
and shadow. And, finally, we want to reconsider Sargent’s
unusual compositions in the context of the disparate art
world of the early twentieth century, a time on the brink of
modernism, when the definition of what constituted art was
being rewritten, but no one yet knew how.

Sargent’s friend and biographer Evan Charteris wrote
that “to live with Sargent’s water-colours is to live with sun-

»3

shine captured and held.™ Along with our fellow authors,
we are delighted to give our readers the chance to become
familiar with these amazing works of art and the complex

man who made them.

TERESA A. CARBONE and ERICA E. HIRSHLER






