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Stuart Davis In Havana 
 
“Stuart Davis in Havana” is on view at Kasmin Gallery on 297 Tenth Avenue through August 13. 

JULY 15, 2021 

 

 
 
Installation view of Stuart Davis, “Stuart Davis in Havana,” 2021, at Kasmin, New York, photo by Diego Flores,  

courtesy to the artist and Kasmin Gallery. 

 
Stuart Davis in Havana" is on view at Kasmin Gallery on 297 Tenth Avenue through August 13. It presents 10 early 

watercolors painted in 1920 that follow Stuart Davis’ trip to Cuba where the artist recovered after contracting the 

Spanish flu.  

 

Curated by Priscilla Vail Caldwell in collaboration with Earl Davis and the Estate of Stuart Davis, the exhibition 

features archival material documenting the artist’s experience including postcards, lottery tickets, and the painter’s 

passport. Works such as Dancers on Havana Street and Woman with Shawl utilize angular silhouettes rendered in 

purple, black, bright yellow, and deep red.  

 

Melding reality and fiction, Davis layered depictions of Havana’s natural landscape with detailed architectural 

elements pulled from recognizable structures such as the Church Santo Angel Custodio, La Fortaleza of San Carlos 

de la Cabaña, or the fortifications of the old city. With his collection of transformative works, he became one of the 

preeminent figures of the American Modernist movement through the post-war era. 
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Installation view of Stuart Davis, “Stuart Davis in Havana,” 2021, at Kasmin, New York, photo by Diego Flores,  

courtesy to the artist and Kasmin Gallery.  

 

 
 
Stuart Davis, “Three Women with Terrace,” 1920, watercolor on paper, 16 ¾ x 23 ¼ inches, courted to the artist  

and Kasmin Gallery. 
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Stuart Davis, “Dancers on Havana Street,” 1920, watercolor on paper,  

22 7/8 x 15 5/8 inches, courtesy to the artist and Kasmin Gallery.  
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Stuart Davis 

Rahel Aima 
 

KASMIN GALLERY | 293 TENTH AVENUE  
293 Tenth Avenue 
September 13 - December 22 
 
Blue jeans, jazz, 1930s America; sailors and signage in New 
York’s Times Square, the stench of fish rolling off the river, and 
the plaintive sound of a trumpet snaking through the air. Stuart 
Davis, of course, was at the center of it all. But the artist’s 
pictures here aren’t the exuberant, hot canvases of his 
retrospective that took place at the Whitney Museum in 2016. 
This exhibition of spare, mostly black-and-white drawings and 
paintings, hung against smoky blue walls, features almost no 
color at all. Bebop drummer Art Blakey comes to mind—he said 
that “jazz washes away the dust of everyday life.” I think of 

legendary saxophonist John Coltrane, too, who once said, “I start in the middle of a sentence and move 
both directions at once.” 
 
Maybe that thin, high trumpet is coming from Eddie Condon’s jazz club, which used to be located on 
West Third Street in Greenwich Village. Its address can also be found in Rhythm—George Wettling, 
1947, Davis’s tribute to the titular Dixieland drummer. The show’s title, “Lines Thicken,” refers to a 
kind of sonic texture found in jazz, where a melody is shadowed in close harmony. Formally, this 
exhibition is full of such moments. Davis’s lines come together and branch out like urban streets, 
taking swooping, angular detours. Images such as musical staves, clefs, and notes mingle with 
cityscapes, boats, buildings, chimneys, fish, flowers, and even an armchair in a sort of interior-exterior 
cartography. His strokes are so rewardingly bold and sure, but on occasion we can see the faintest of 
hesitant, whispery pencil traces—they feel like a benediction. 
 

https://www.artforum.com/artguide/kasmin-gallery-293-tenth-avenue-146
https://www.artforum.com/search?search=Stuart%20Davis
https://www.artforum.com/search?search=Stuart%20Davis
https://www.artforum.com/search?search=Art%20Blakey
https://www.artforum.com/search?search=John%20Coltrane
https://www.artforum.com/search?search=George%20Wettling
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On Art: Davis and Krasner Together 

Helen A. Harrison 
 

 
Stuart Davis, (Study for "Men Without Women"), 1932, ink and pencil on paper, 11 1/2 x 17 1/2 in. © Estate of Stuart 

Davis/Licensed by VAGA, New York, NY. Courtesy of Kasmin Gallery. 
 

Apart from resting peacefully near each other in Green River Cemetery in Springs, what do the painters 
Stuart Davis and Lee Krasner have in common? Judging by their best known works — his geometric, 
hers gestural — not much. Yet there was a time when they were both aiming toward similar artistic 
goals. Their point of confluence was during the Great Depression of the 1930s, when they were 
employed by the WPA Federal Art Project and designed murals for WNYC, New York’s municipal radio 
station, and other public buildings. Both were then strong adherents of Cubism, Davis having absorbed 
it first-hand in Paris and Krasner having come to it as transplanted to New York by her teacher, Hans 
Hofmann. But while Davis stuck with it, adapting it to his own, singularly American, point of view, 
Krasner veered off in a more subjective direction, becoming one of the foremost abstract expressionist 
painters of her generation. 
 
Their brief period of agreement is illustrated in a pair of complementary shows at Kasmin Gallery’s 



two showcases in Chelsea, which represents both artists’ estates — a coincidental commonality that 
allows the gallery to present them in tandem. “Lee Krasner Mural Studies” is at the 297 Tenth Avenue 
space, while across 27thStreet is “Lines Thicken: Stuart Davis in Black and White,” at 293 Tenth 
Avenue. The Davis show is on through December 22. The Krasner show closes on October 27, the 
110thanniversary of her birth. 
 
Last year, Kasmin’s show of Krasner’s so-called Umber series concentrated on the late 1950s and early 
1960s, when she delved into deep emotional territory in large canvases that fairly boiled with painterly 
energy. They were highly personal statements, whereas 20 years earlier, her ambition, which she 
shared with Davis, had been to paint wall-filling works for a mass audience, and to do it in a flat, neo-
Cubist style. As a WPA muralist, she was assigned to decorate buildings, first as an assistant to more 
experienced artists and finally, in 1940, on her own. Kasmin is showing eight gouache studies she made 
that year for a specific, though unknown, location — probably a school, library or hospital — identified 
only by blank areas indicating the architectural elements she had to work around. 
 
Krasner’s approach to this assignment ranges from exuberant to restrained. The influence of 
predecessors like Matisse, Arp and Miróis evident, but, like Davis, she has internalized and adapted 
their lessons. In some examples, brightly colored biomorphic shapes cavort across the wall, jostling 
one another playfully, as if inviting spectators to join in the dance. In one, however, the mood is cool 
and formal. Carefully balanced rectangles structure the space, but a kidney-shaped loop relieves the 
design’s geometric purity. Sadly, none of these concepts made it to the wall for which they were 
intended. Nor did her 1941 proposal for the WNYC Studio A mural, though many sketches and studies 
survive. 
 
Davis, on the other hand, did complete various mural projects in the 1930s, including two for the WPA: 
“Swing Landscape,” intended for a housing project but later acquired by the Indiana University Art 
Museum; and one for WNYC’s Studio B, which was removed and donated to the Met. A study for his 
first mural is a highlight of the Kasmin show. “Men Without Women,” a pre-WPA commission, was 
painted in 1932 for the Radio City Music Hall’s men’s lounge. The linear ink and pencil version lacks 
several of the male attributes in the finished work, which now lives at MoMA, but three dominant 
motifs — a tobacco pipe, sailboats and a horse — are present in skeletal form. The drawing shows how 
meticulously Davis planned his compositions, shifting and adjusting elements until he achieved the 
ideal balance. He was a brilliant colorist, and when that chromatic richness is stripped away his 
mastery of structure becomes all the more evident. 
 
From the show’s largest works on canvas to the smallest drawings, Davis was endlessly inventive, even 
as he played variations on themes and reprised many of his subjects. Nautical scenes and maritime 
paraphernalia, observed in New York harbor or in the seaside port of Gloucester where he summered, 
gave him plenty of raw material, as seen in several of the works on view. And a charming drawing that 
pays homage to the jazz drummer George Wettling represents another of his long-term inspirations. 
That’s another thing Davis and Krasner had in common — they both loved jazz. 
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Stuart Davis Estate Heads to Paul Kasmin Gallery 
 

Andrew Russeth  
 

May 25, 2018 
 

 
 

Stuart Davis, The Paris Bit, 1959. ©ESTATE OF STUART DAVIS/LICENSED BY VAGA, NEW YORK/WHITNEY MUSEUM OF 
AMERICAN ART; PURCHASE, WITH FUNDS FROM THE FRIENDS OF THE WHITNEY MUSEUM OF AMERICAN ART 

 

Rarely a week goes by these days when a high-profile dealer does not announce the representation of 
the estate of a major artist. The latest entry in the category is Chelsea’s Paul Kasmin Gallery, who is 
now working with the estate of the great American modernist Stuart Davis, which is handled by his 
son, Earl Davis. 
 
At the start of the fall season, on September 13, Kasmin will offer up “Lines Thicken: Stuart Davis in 
Black & White,” an exhibition focusing on the artist’s works in those two hues, in which the artist 
pared down his vibrantly colored scenes to just lines and shapes. A catalogue of archival material, 
compiled and edited by Earl Davis, will be published in conjunction with the show. 
 
As Hilarie M. Sheets notes in the New York Times, the Davis estate previously worked with Salander 
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O’Reilly gallery in New York. In 2010, its proprietor, Lawrence Salander, pleaded guilty to a wide-
ranging program of fraud totaling $120 million that included selling 90 paintings by the artist without 
telling Davis fils. 
 
In 2016, Davis was the subject of a superb retrospective, organized by the Whitney Museum’s Barbara 
Haskell and the National Gallery of Art’s Harry Cooper, that began at the Whitney before traveling to 
the NGA, the de Young Museum in San Francisco, and the Crystal Bridges Museum of American Art 
in Bentonville, Arkansas, where it ended its run on New Year’s Day of this year. 
 
At a moment when figurative art is ascendent in some parts of the contemporary scene, Davis’s work is 
looking quite fresh and being mined in disparate ways by artists including Nina Chanel Abney and 
Hank Willis Thomas. 
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Another Side of Stuart Davis,  
the Black and White, to Go on Display 

 
Hilarie M. Sheets 

 
May 24, 2018  

 

 
 

“Untitled” (Black and White Variation on “Pochade”), 1956-58, by Stuart Davis. 
Credit All rights reserved Estate of Stuart Davis/Licensed by VAGA, New York, NY; Paul Kasmin Gallery 

 

Stuart Davis, a leading American modernist who died in 1964, is best known for his boldly colorful 
paintings. They reduced consumer products and billboards into hard-edge shapes and dynamic 
rhythms inspired by street life and jazz. But his art theories were rooted in drawing, not color, 
according to Earl Davis, the artist’s only child, who oversees his father’s estate. 
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“At various points he decided to focus just on the integrity of the drawing as a finished painting and 
considered black and white colors unto themselves,” Mr. Davis said. 
 
The first exhibition in more than three decades devoted to these large-scale black-and-white works on 
canvas and paper will go on view in September at the Paul Kasmin Gallery in Chelsea, which is now 
representing the Stuart Davis estate worldwide. Some 25 of these works, which first appeared in the 
early 1920s and accelerated in the 1950s when the artist was paring down and recycling earlier motifs 
that he called “beat-up subject matter,” will be shown. One, a black-and-white variation on 
“Quinciette” from 1964, has never before been exhibited. 
 
The estate was previously represented by the Salander O’Reilly gallery, in a longtime relationship that 
ended traumatically after it was discovered that Lawrence B. Salander had sold some 90 Davis works 
secretively. (He pleaded guilty in March 2010 to a $120 million fraud scheme, admitting he sold those 
paintings, among many others.) 
 
The new relationship with Paul Kasmin includes the gallery’s publication of a scrapbook compilation 
of archival materials very few people have ever seen, including family photographs and excerpts from 
the more than 10,000 pages of Davis’s studio journals on art theory. 
 
“These really reductive black-and-white compositions about form and shape were important 
precursors to many things, including Minimalism,” said the Paul Kasmin gallery director Laura 
Lester, noting in particular that Donald Judd, in a 1962 review in Arts Magazine, discussed his 
admiration for Davis and his influence on Pop art. “One of the most important things we can do for 
Davis’s legacy, bringing him to a Chelsea gallery with our roster of contemporary artists, is to show 
the work in the context of what was to come.” 
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Stuart Davis: In Full Swing, New York  

 ‘Soul-warming’ 
Too often overlooked, the spiritual father of Pop Art at last gets his due at the Whitney Museum 

Ariella Budick  

JUNE 28, 2016 

 
'Swing Landscape' (1938) 

 Stuart Davis has always enjoyed a seat at the high table of American art; now, the Whitney 
Museum’s buzzing new retrospective demands that he take pride of place. Most surveys of early 
modernism dutifully recognise Davis as a critical figure in the rise of abstraction, representing him 
with one or two paintings. The Whitney’s tribute, on the other hand, unrolls his career like a brilliant 
scroll, surprise following cheery surprise. Curators Barbara Haskell and Harry Cooper have staged a 
generous show, replete with soul-warming paintings. 

Unlike so many of his peers, Davis didn’t fall for Picasso. Sure, he quaffed Cubism’s concepts, guzzled 
Fauve colours, and soaked up Mondrian’s spare geometries. But he also swirled these European 
advances together into an optimistic New York style, tinged with his own ebullience. He thrilled to the 
brash graphics of advertising, and magnified humdrum products — Lucky Strike packs, Edison Mazda 
lightbulbs, and Odol Mouthwash (“It Purifies!”) — to monumental scale. His creative improvisations 
on the theme of mass culture anticipate Pop Art by almost 40 years. Davis likened his project to 
euphoric poetry: “I too feel what Whitman felt and I too will express it in pictures — America — the 
wonderful place we live in.” 

Davis was born in Philadelphia in 1892. His father belonged to a group of newspaper illustrators who 
formed the core of the so-called Ashcan School. Under the leadership of Robert Henri, they revered 
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the common man and shunned refinement, wallowing in the foulest corners of the city. “The sketch 
hunter has delightful days of drifting among people,” Henri wrote. “He is looking for what he loves, 
and tries to capture it. It’s found anywhere, everywhere. Those who are not hunters do not see these 
things.” 

Inspired by such effusions, Davis dropped out of high school at 16 and went to study with Henri in 
New York. And even as he edged away from Ashcan realism, he never abandoned either the school’s 
politics or its rituals of passionate observation. However abstract his art became, he always injected it 
with meticulous love of the city. 

The 1913 Armory show exploded the American art scene at a formative moment in Davis’s life. Matisse, 
Gauguin and Van Gogh leapt off the walls and lodged in his creative brain. In Chicago, art students 
felt so threatened by the European avant-garde that they burnt Brancusi and Matisse in effigy. Davis, 
though, understood right away how to use colour in perversely pleasurable ways, boasting about how 
quickly he “could paint a green tree red without batting an eye”. 

He found loveliness in grim times, but not through blithe escapism. In the 1930s, he plunged into 
activist politics, writing articles, leading an assortment of leftwing organisations, and editing the 
radical journal Art Front. As squabbles erupted between modernists and traditionalists over the 
correct approach to politically engaged painting, Davis argued for the power of formal innovation. 
Viewers, he believed, could restructure their minds simply by grappling with contrapuntal 
arrangements of shapes and colours. His was a subliminal revolution. 

Not quite trusting his theory to deliver on its promise, he often reinforced his message with clues. The 
“New York Mural”, made for a 1932 exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art, applies the punchy 
flatness of commercial billboards to agitprop. Against a backdrop of the Empire State Building and 
other rising skyscrapers, Davis inserted a collection of avatars to represent Al Smith, the progressive 
four-term New York governor who ran for president in 1928 and again in 1932. We see his ever-present 
derby hat and bow tie; a pair of giant bananas evokes his campaign theme song, “Yes! We Have No 
Bananas”; and an upended champagne glass nods to Smith’s fight against Prohibition. (That cause 
resonated with Davis.) Most people missed these coded suggestions, and by now they have grown as 
indecipherable as antique political cartoons. Yet his passion and humour endure, and the picture still 
packs a wallop. 

Socialist realism was the common idiom of the Works Progress Administration, but Davis kept veering 
happily into abstract subversiveness. “Swing Landscape”, a nearly 15ft mural that he created in 1938 on 
assignment for the WPA, never made it to the Brooklyn housing project for which it was intended. 
That’s a shame for the residents, since its kaleidoscopic patterns and hectic energy would brighten 
anyone’s life, but at least it didn’t suffer the neglect that beset every other aspect of public housing. 
Instead, it wound up in the Indiana University Art Museum, and now casts its brilliant glow at the 
Whitney. 

Secure in his individuality, Davis candidly acknowledged his influences, especially Fernand Léger and 
Piet Mondrian. They assimilated urban intensity into sublime abstractions — exactly what Davis 
aspired to. With its vibrant colours, clangorous silhouettes and jazzy dissonances, “Swing Landscape” 
pays homage to Léger’s “The City” of 1919. Davis also memorialises Mondrian in “For Internal Use 
Only” (1945), where he cordons off cartoony colours within a black-striped grid. Davis saw Léger and 
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Mondrian as soldiers of exuberance. Léger wrote that “The beautiful is everywhere”; Mondrian, on the 
run from Fascism, found succour in jazz syncopations and Broadway lights. All three perceived 
animated patterns in the city’s grids, pulsing neon and jostling cars. 

In the postwar period, Davis drastically pared down his manner and reduced his palette. He 
regenerated old motifs by magnifying and simplifying them. The results are shocking in their clarity. 
“Première” (1957), a babble of block-cap monosyllables (“bag”, “large”, “cat”, “new”, “cow”), conjures a 
battle for the customer’s attention in the supermarket. It’s too bad that Davis’s career wound down 
just as Pop Art sprang to life. He was the movement’s spiritual father, though his work lacked the next 
generation’s irony and preening self-consciousness. He was that rare bird among great 20th-century 
artists: an unembarrassed painter of joy. 
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This Is America 
A Stuart Davis retrospective. 

Peter Schjeldahl 

June 20, 2016 

 
Davis’s “Egg Beater No. 4” (1928): a concerted effort to transcend Cubism.Courtesy The Phillips Collection 

The ebullient paintings of Stuart Davis, surveyed in a retrospective aptly titled “In Full Swing,” at the 
Whitney Museum, rank either at the peak of American modern art or a bit to the side of it, depending 
on how you construe “American” and “modern.” (And perhaps throw in “abstract,” a touch-and-go 
qualifier for an artist who insisted on the essential realism of even his most abstruse forms.) Davis, 
who died in 1964, at the age of seventy-one, laid heavy stress on both terms. The beginning of his 
career overlapped with the first generation of American modernists—Marsden Hartley, Charles 
Demuth, Georgia O’Keeffe—and the end of it with Abstract Expressionism and Pop art. He was a 
polemicist and a happy warrior for modernity as the heart’s blood of what he called, invoking the 
nation’s definitive poet, “the thing Whitman felt—and I too will express it in pictures—America—the 
wonderful place we live in.” In the Whitney catalogue, the art historian Harry Cooper, the show’s co-
curator, quotes a previously unpublished list of self-exhortations that Davis wrote down in 1938. The 
first item: “Be liked by French artists.” The second: “Be distinctly American.” 
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Seeing no contradiction between patriotism and radical politics, throughout the nineteen-thirties 
Davis all but set aside studio work, dismissing leftist demands for proletarian themes in art, to engage 
in labor-organizing activism. The one overtly political work in the show, “Artists Against War and 
Fascism” (1936), a gouache of uniformed officers beating a protester, is formally ingenious and rather 
pretty. Newness in art held precedence for Davis in all weather, and, like other leftist painters of the 
time, he adopted the belief that artistic progress is somehow inherently revolutionary. 

Davis is best known, and rightly esteemed, for his later, tightly composed, hyperactive, flag-bright 
pictures, with crisp planes and emphatic lines, loops, and curlicues, often featuring gnomic words 
(“champion,” “pad,” “else”) and almost always incorporating his signature as a dashing pictorial 
element. Their musical rhythms and buttery textures appeal at a glance. If the works had a smell, it 
would be like that of a factory-fresh car—an echt American aura, from the country’s post-Second 
World War epoch of dazzling manufacture and soaring optimism. But, in this beautifully paced show, 
hung by the Whitney curator Barbara Haskell, Davis’s earlier phases prove most absorbing. They 
detail stages of a personal ambition in step with large ideals. 

Beginning in 1921, collage-like paintings of tobacco packages, light bulbs, and a mouthwash bottle 
wrestle with Cubism in what amounts to proto-Pop art. Four “Egg Beater” paintings, from 1927 and 
1928, memorialize a concerted effort to transcend Cubism, and even to challenge Picasso, with 
rigorous variations on a tabletop array of household objects. The thirteen months that Davis spent in 
Paris, starting in 1928, yielded flattened, potently charming cityscapes in toothsome colors. Back home, 
he fed his semi-abstracting campaign with motifs from summer sojourns in Gloucester, Massachusetts: 
signs, boat riggings, gas pumps. His sporadic output in the thirties ran to murals. The rioting shapes 
and hues of the more than fourteen-foot-long “Swing Landscape” (1938), made for a government-
funded housing project in Brooklyn, leap beyond the compositional order—contained and balanced—
of French predecessors, chiefly Fernand Léger. They jostle outward, anticipating the “all-over” 
principle that Jackson Pollock realized, with his drip paintings, a decade later. 

Davis was born in 1892 in Philadelphia, the first child of artists who had studied at the Pennsylvania 
Academy of the Fine Arts. His father, Ed, working as a newspaper illustrator, became involved with 
the budding Ashcan-school illustrators-turned-painters, led by the charismatic Robert Henri. (A star 
of that cohort, John Sloan, became an early mentor and lifelong friend of Stuart’s.) The family moved 
to East Orange, New Jersey, in 1901, as Ed bounced between jobs. Stuart, at sixteen, persuaded his 
parents to let him quit high school and enroll in Henri’s art school, in Manhattan. He also began 
frequenting bars in Newark and Hoboken, where he commenced his habits as a prodigious drinker 
and a passionate jazz buff. As he later recalled, “You could hear the blues, or Tin Pan Alley tunes 
turned into real music, for the cost of a five-cent beer.” In 1910, after less than half a year of formal 
study, he showed realist work, with other members of the Henri circle. Two years later, he was 
illustrating for the socialist magazine The Masses. He had five watercolors in the 1913 Armory Show, 
which was, he later told a curator at the Museum of Modern Art, “the greatest single influence I have 
experienced.” 

Around that time, New York’s modernizing art world, small as it was, developed factions. The most 
sophisticated was that of the group that formed around Alfred Stieglitz’s 291 gallery, founded in 1905, 
which showed the European new masters and emphasized photography. More eclectic was the 
Whitney Studio Club, established in Greenwich Village in 1918 by Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney. 
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Davis gravitated to the latter, which took on painters from the disbanded Henri school and whose 
most talented member was Edward Hopper. A stipend from Whitney and her director, Juliana Force, 
rescued Davis from poverty in the nineteen-twenties, and Whitney’s purchase of two of his paintings 
funded his trip to Paris. This history lends special resonance to the new show, at the museum that 
bears Gertrude Whitney’s name. It rhymes with a peculiarly geographical quality—national, even 
municipal—of Davis’s cosmopolitan enterprise. 

Willem de Kooning called Davis one of the Three Musketeers of the New York art scene in the 
thirties, along with the Ukrainian émigré John Graham and the mercurial Armenian Arshile Gorky—
men who glamorized the lives of a tiny, impecunious avant-garde that was besieged by philistinism 
and reaction. A rare figurative painting in the Whitney show, “American Painting,” begun in 1932 and 
not completed until 1954, reflects the jape, working cartooned images of Davis, Graham, Gorky, and de 
Kooning into a hectic abstraction inscribed with the Duke Ellington line “It don’t mean a thing if it 
ain’t got that swing.” 

But Davis’s strenuous Americanness incurred limits. One of them registers in the pedantic positivism 
of his theoretical writings, which impose a strained opposition of the “objective” (good) against the 
“subjective” (bad), as art’s proper orientation. He was fond, to a fault, of the phenomenological idea of 
“the percept”—the flash point in the mind where perceptions take form, an instant short of full 
consciousness. The somewhat wearying effect is a forced sunniness, as against the emotional currents 
in the paintings of Hartley and, certainly, of Hopper. There’s no trace of Davis’s lived vicissitudes in 
his work. He was devastated when, in 1932, his first wife, Bessie Chosak, died after a botched abortion. 
But, within weeks, he was at work on a chipper mural for the men’s lounge at Radio City Music Hall: 
orchestrated virilities of smoking, card playing, motoring, horse racing, sailing, and a barber pole. His 
anguish may explain his dislike of the title that an adman gave it: “Men Without Women.” 

In the forties, Davis’s drinking reached a crisis level, which sharply reduced his productivity but still 
had no evident effect on his style. A painting that was key to the evolution of his late period, “The 
Mellow Pad,” begun in 1945, remained upbeat even though it took him six years to complete. Sobriety, 
following a collapse of his health in 1949, launched him on his prolific last phase, which accounts for 
more than half of the work in the Whitney show. His joyous art finally became authentic to a life of 
worldly success and domestic contentment with his second wife, Roselle Springer, and a son, whom 
they named George Earl, after the jazz musicians George Wettling and Earl Hines. The show 
concludes with a work left unfinished, festooned with masking-taped guidelines, on the day of Davis’s 
death. The night before, after watching a French film on television, he lettered “fin” on the canvas, 
and went to bed. ♦ 
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Stuart Davis: A Little Matisse, a Lot of Jazz, All 
American 

HOLLAND COTTER 

JUNE 9, 2016 

 

“The Mellow Pad” (1945-51) in the exhibition “Stuart Davis: In Full Swing,” at the Whitney Museum of American Art. Credit Michael Nagle 
for The New York Times; All Rights Reserved, Estate of Stuart Davis /Licensed by VAGA, New York 

In 1908, Henri Matisse tried some damage control. Alarmed that his new work was being dismissed as 
a provoking joke, he responded no, no, no, the critics had him all wrong: His aim was to create the 
opposite, a soothing, antidepressant art, the visual equivalent of a well-padded armchair. A few 
decades later, Stuart Davis, who admired Matisse enough to crib from him, was pitching his own 
radical art as an embodiment of optimism and pleasure of a particularly American kind. 

He didn’t venture a furniture analogy, though an apt one might have been to a La-Z-Boy recliner, one 
with cigarette burns and beer bottle rings on the armrests and a jazz beat thumping up through the 
seat. A chair good for a quick studio snooze, but easy to jump out of when you felt impelled to add one 
more crucial stroke to a painting in progress. 

This is the artist we find in “Stuart Davis: In Full Swing” at the Whitney Museum of American Art, a 
restless, zestful exhibition that’s both broad enough to be a survey and sufficiently focused to qualify 
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as a thematic study. It isn’t, however, a full-blown retrospective and isn’t meant to be. Davis’s very 
early art is missing and that’s quite a bit of work for an artist who got going very young. 

 

 

Stuart Davis’s “Swing Landscape,” from 1938. Credit All Rights Reserved, Estate of Stuart Davis /Licensed by VAGA, New York; Indiana 
University Art Museum 

He was born in 1892 in Philadelphia, where his father, a newspaper illustrator, was one of a group of 
young painters, including William Glackens and John Sloan, who took cues from a magnetic, slightly 
older figure, Robert Henri. Henri was promoting a new kind of American art, fundamentally urban 
and based on the observed realities of everyday life. When he moved to New York City in 1900, his 
followers went too. Eventually, Davis, dropping out of high school, joined them, determined to make 
art his career. 

Manhattan delivered an array of heady stimulants, most of them habituating: alcohol, cigarettes, leftist 
politics, African-American music and, in 1913, European modernism in the Armory Show. What Davis 
saw in that exhibition had him sitting bolt upright in astonishment: Gauguin and Matisse using colors 
that had no connection to nature; Cubism shattering forms, flattening space, turning words — 
newspaper headlines, product labels — into objects. Davis, though hooked on the new Modernism, 
didn’t know what to do with it and for a while longer stuck with New York scenes and landscapes 
painted in Gloucester, Mass. 

This is the work, high-polish journeyman stuff, that the present show, organized by Barbara Haskell of 
the Whitney (assisted by Sarah Humphreville) and Harry Cooper of the National Gallery in 
Washington, leaves out. It starts instead with Davis the fresh-minted Modernist, painting meticulous, 
trompe-l’oeil versions of Cubist collages that have local materials — Lucky Strike tobacco packaging, 
comic strips — as content. In these tiny pictures from the early 1920s, he defines the lasting tension in 
his art between American-derived realism and European-derived abstraction, between populism and 
classicism. 

Now he’s off the street and in the studio doing still lifes: a bottle of Odol mouthwash — “It Purifies” 
reads the label — looks as cool as an archaic Greek goddess; a tabletop jumble of rubber gloves and an 
eggbeater becomes a vision of balanced but teetery architecture. By now, he’s pretty much dropped 
Henri’s version of realism. On a visit to Paris in 1928 Davis tirelessly roamed the city, but his paintings 
of it suggest stage sets, as do his subsequent views of Gloucester and New York. Yet in each case, 
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something — a shop sign, a type of building, the color of the air — tells you, in shorthand-fashion, 
where you are. (He wasn’t the son of a news illustrator for nothing.) 

 
Stuart Davis’s “American Painting” (1932/1942-54). Credit Michael Nagle for The New York Times; All Rights Reserved, Estate of Stuart 

Davis/Licensed by VAGA, New York 

Place was important to him, but the modern world was increasingly about movement and he wanted 
to picture that. A 1931 painting, “New York-Paris No. 2,” put us in both cities simultaneously, with a 
Hotel de France set against the Third Avenue El. In the exuberant “Swing Landscape” of 1938, a 
mural commissioned by the Works Progress Administration for a Brooklyn housing project but never 
installed, we see bits and pieces of Gloucester — ships, buoys, lobster traps — but basically we’re in a 
whole new universe of jazzy patterns and blazing colors, a landscape defined not by signs but by 
sensations: sound, rhythm, friction. 

As you move through the show, you’re moving through time. And change, over time, becomes one of 
the exhibition’s main themes. You get a vivid sense of the time, measured in labor, that Davis put into 
making individual pieces from a display of 14 annotated ballpoint-pen studies that represent the mere 
beginnings of a 1956 painting called “Package Deal.” You see the look of his art, though not its upbeat 
spirit, change over years. After finishing his dense, cacophonous “The Mellow Pad,” a grueling six-
year project, in 1951, his compositions start to untangle. His palette simplifies. His use of words, or 
scriptlike arabesques, grows. And more and more you see him moving back and forth in time, to 
revisit and reuse themes from his past. 

A 1927 Cubist still life, “Percolator,” done almost entirely in beiges and grays, resurfaces, intact but 
high-colored and festooned with words, in the 1951 “Owh! In San Pao.” And on one wall, four 
ingenious variations on a single design — Davis likened them to jazz improvisations — done between 
1932 and 1956 hang side by side. Individual Davises have been changed, and changed again. One 
called “American Painting” is multiply dated “1932/1942-54,” indicating that it is the product of several 
revisionist campaigns, of which there is poignant internal evidence. 
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The original 1932 composition of “American Painting” incorporates both Davis’s first use of an 
extended written text — the phrase “it don’t mean a thing if it ain’t got that swing,” from a Duke 
Ellington hit of the day — and an image of four small male figures posed together as if for a 
photograph. They represent the artists Willem de Kooning, Arshile Gorky, John Graham and Davis 
himself, who were, at the time, close friends. Davis and Gorky parted ways, possibly over political 
differences, and by 1954, Gorky was dead, which could explain why Davis marked his figure with a 
kind of canceling-out black X. 

 
“Fin” (1962-64), Stuart Davis’s last painting, unfinished, with tape still attached to its surface. Credit All Rights Reserved, Estate of Stuart 

Davis /Licensed by VAGA, New York; Private collection 

Davis’s biography, shaped by struggles with poverty, alcoholism and critical neglect, all reversed in 
late career, is the subject of a remarkable chronicle composed by Ms. Haskell for the catalog, but is 
only lightly touched on in the exhibition. The artist, scornful of Abstract Expressionism’s bleeding-
heart tendencies, would have preferred it that way, though in places a personal story comes through in 
the show, one being at the very end. His final painting, unfinished, with tape still attached to its 
surface, prominently features the French word “fin” — “end” — on the upper left side. He added it 
the night before he died of a stroke in 1964, at the age of 71. 

The last New York museum survey of Davis’s career was at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 1991 
and caused only a moderate stir. A general revival of interest in painting since then, particularly 
abstraction, gives his art a sense of freshness and pertinence that it didn’t project then. Some of his 
thinking about art, however, seems locked in the past. 

I’m thinking about the way he identified his art as American, a product of, and a homage to, “the 
wonderful place we live in,” a place of entrepreneurial appetites and Walt Whitman-esque 
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enthusiasms. I’m thinking of his insistence that art’s primary moral role is, or should be, to add 
pleasure to the world, to give an illusion of ordering chaos, as opposed to facing it and staring it down. 

Whitman is a much darker poet than is usually thought. The moral chaos of the Civil War haunted 
him and complicated him, and continues to make him feel contemporary. As for America’s 
entrepreneurial appetite, suffice to say it doesn’t always look so positive now. When it comes to a 
critical evaluation, it’s Andy Warhol, cynical soul and sometimes (wrongly) taken as Davis’s heir, who 
got it right. 

What Davis got right was belief: the belief that he was doing the one sure, positive thing he could do, 
and that he would keep doing it, no matter what, in failure or success, sickness or health. That’s the 
lesson young artists can take away from his show, along with an experience of painting that’s 
conceptually razor-sharp and completely worked through, with all fat trimmed off, all air squeezed 
out: an art of truly honest weight. 


























































































