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THOMAS HART BENTON, SYNCHROMISM,

AND ABSTRACT ART
GAIL LEVIN

An artist most popularly and appropriaiely

associated with representational painting, Thomas Hart Benton

Thomas Hart Benton's popular reputation as a Regionalist
and a representational muralist makes his earlier passage
through abstraction of particuiar interest today when the issue
of ¢ontent in painting is being reexamined with such fervor by
some contemporary “realist” painters. By 1924, in an article for
The Arts, Benton insisted: “The connection between form and
subject is far more vital than is commonly supposed,” and he
suggested: “A revival of interest in subject witl get the artist out
of his narrow Bohemianism. .., "' Benton's concerns in this
articie reflect the new direction he had taken with his own work,
for in 1924, he completed his first set of five panels on the
American Historical Epic which depict the “Discovery and
Settlement” of America. Nonetheless, these paneis demon-
strate his continuing concern with iate Renaissance forms, an
interest first developed under the influence of Synchromism.

Benton, more than any other painter, was directly influenced
by Synchromism, the abstract style of painting stressing color
rhythms invenied by American expatriates Morgan Russel! and
Stanton Macdonaid-Wright in Paris in the years just before the
first World War. Benfon had been iiving in Paris for more than a
year when, in the {ate autumn of 1909, he met Stanton Mac-
donaid-Wright whom he later described as *'the most gifted ail-
round fellow | ever knew.'? By this time, Benton had become
acquainted with fellow Americans George Carlock and John
Thompson (who had the studic next to his), both pupils of the
Canadian color theoris{ Percyval Tudor-Hart with whom Mac-
donald-Wright and Russell would study during 1914-13. During
the early winter of 1908-09, Thompson taught impressionist
technigues to Bentor and encouraged him to adopt a fuli-color
palette. Carlock, “a disciple of Cézanne,” first guided Benton in
his study of Classical and Renaissance art in the Louvre, which
Benton continued with Macdonald-Wright.* Benion went on to
experiment with Neo-lrmpressionism, notably Signac’s Poin-
tillism, and then with Cézanne’s style, which he found
probiematic.

Forced to return to his family home in Neosho, Missouri by
his father who cut off his support, Benton left Paris in July 1911,
still struggling to find himself aesthetically. After “a few
depressed months at home in Missouri, restiess and
dissatisfied after the life of Paris,”” Benton moved to New York
City in early June of 1912." There he studied Cézanne's work
again and developed a limited interest in the artist's design,
beginning to break up ‘“‘surfaces with gradated planes of
color.”® Benton’s renewed interest in Cézanne was prompted by
Samuel Hafpert, who had become friendly with Qrphist Robert
Delaunay in Paris; he would be further encouraged in this
direction by Macdonald-Wright when the latter came to New
York from Paris in late 1913, As the result of returning home in
the autumn of 1912 for seven months, Beaton missed the New
York Armory Show and what might have proved to be an im-
portant encounter with modern art. He later recalled the
resulting attention paid to French art in subsequent magazines
and books and his own response to some reproductions of work
by Georges Bragque which caused him to “paint a series of flat,
decorative still lifes in muted color,” abstracting flowers from a
seed catalogue and “stylizing them in decorative patterns.”®

Macdonald-Wright had returned to America shortly after the
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Synchromism exhibition at the Bernheim-Jeune Gallery (October
27-November B8, 1913} in Paris,” just after his father's death,
expecting to inherit part of his estate. To his dismay, he and his
brother Wiltard Huntington Wright were left out of the will and
the estate went entirely to his mother. Financially stranded in
New York City which he hated, Macdonald-Wright managed 10
stage the first exhibition of Synchromism in America at the
Carroli Galleries at 9 East 44th Street. .

Arranged on only four days’ notice, the exhibition which
opened on March 2, 1914 was later described by Macdonald-
Wright as a complete fiasco.® He felt that his brother, then
editor of The Smart Set magazine, had, by his attacks on other
artists and movementis, made Synchromism seem ridiculous in
the press.* Macdonald-Wright recalled that Willard had arranged
for Benton to dress as an Apache indian and stink around the
gallery, masquerading as an underworid character called *Kiki
la Souris.” This outiandish jest is documented by an article
which appeared (n.the New York Sun teiling a yarn of intrigue
about collector Jean Dracopoli's threats and illegal attempis to
recover a painting by Macdonald-Wright.*® By his own account,
Benton attended the Synchromism exhibition at ithe Carroil
Galleries “nearly every day” and his recoilections offer one of
the hest eyewitness reports:

The first impression | received, ali the pictures being large

and crowded together, was like an explosion of rainbows.

. The Synchromisis had extended and intensified

Cézanne's color-form theories, in which form was seen as

a derivative of the organization of color planes. They had

intensified these planes by abandoning completely the

usual colors of nature, replacing them with highty
saturated spectral cofors, and had extended them into an
area of purely “abstract form.” !
imporiantly, Benton recognized the underlying forms of even
the seemingly abstract Synchromist paintings:

What most captured my interest, however, was the Syn-

chromists’ use of Baroque rhythms, derived not from

Cézanne’s work as was the case with most of the Parisian

painters who had experimented with such rhythms, but

from the more basic source of Michelangeio’s sculptures.

Throughits use of these rhythms, Synchromism seemed i

offeramorelogical connection between the orderlyform of

the past and the coloristic tendencies of the present than
any other of the Parisian schoois. ... | could look more
sympathetically at the Synchromist effort than most of the

New York artists who came to see it. | could not accept the

repudiation of all representational art, which was the core

of 8ynchromist dogma, bui its procedures were in-
teresting enough to induce experimentation. '

Among Benton's earliest experiments with Synchromism is
his abstract oil painting Bubbles (Fig. 1), probably painted in
1214 shortly after his intense study of the exhibition a the
Carroll Galleries, Related stylisticaily with its overlapping discs
and translucent color to Macdonald-Wright's Abstraction on
Spectrum (Organization No. 5) of 1914, Bubbles by its very title
indicates Benton’s stated determination not to renounce
representation. Nonetheiess, this painting appears to be. a




Fig. 7. Thomas Hart Benton,
Canstructivist 8till Life,

Synchromist Celor, 1917. Oif an paper,
17%: x 13-5/8". Columbus Museum

of Art, Ohio, Gift of Cari A. Magnuson.

Fig. 1. Thomas Hart Benton, Bubblas, 1914, Oif on canvas, 21% x 16%: ",
Battimore Museum of Art, Gift of H.L. Mencken.

Fig. 3. Thecmas Hart Benten, Untitled {After
Michelangelo's Dying Slave}, c. 1816.

& Fig. 2. Thomas Hart
Bentan, Figure
Organization No. 3,
1916.
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Synchromist abstraction, especially given the frequency of
submerged yet more complex identifiable images in the Syn-
chromist paintings of Russell and Macdonald-Wright. In tater
years, however, Benton felt that he had wavered in “*the winds
and isms of the time,” and actually belittied his adaptation of
the “enticing formulas" of Synchromism:
if one admitted, and we atl then did, that the procedures of
art were sufficient unto and for themselves and that the
progress of art toward “purification” led away from
representation toward the more ahstract forms of music,
then Synchromism was a persuasive conception. Arguing
rebelliously because | still loved represented things, | set
out to experiment with it. But | had neither the talent for
good imitation nor the conviction fo turn my friend’s
procedure to any ends of my own, and | got poor resuits.*?

Benton admitted that he abandoned his first short-lived ex-

periments with 3ynchromism soon after Macdonald-Wright
returned to Paris because he had “neglected to inquire about
the particular color system on which the Synchromist painting
was based.... "

During 1914-15, Benion also began a friendship with John
Weichsel, the Socialist-oriented founder of the People’'s Art
Guild, who encouraged him in quite a different direction—the
uvse of representational form to express social content. Yet

when Macdonald-Wright and his brother returned to New York
in the autumn of 1915, Benton became interested in Syn-
chromism once again:
Willard and Stanton were hatching plans for another
Synchromist exhibit, but they had conciuded that this
time it would be politic to have it in conjunction with a few
other artists. Stanton, who was, as in our Paris days,
disposed to forward my interests, indicated that if i could
produce the pictures, | would be included in the
exhibition. s
Benton was finally able to learn from Macdonald-Wright about
“the Synchromist color system” which he believed had been
“invented by Tudor-Hart.” What Benton described as “a
spectral wheel so divided that triads of harmoniously related
colors could be automatically determined” undoubtedly owes
to the theories of Ogden Rood.*®
Benton did “produce the pictures™ necessary to be included
in what became The Forum Exhibition of Modern American
Painters organized by a committee which included not only his
friends Wiliard Huntington Wright and Dr. John Weichset, but
also Alfred Stieglitz, Dr. Christian Brinton (a critic), Robert
Henri, and W.H. de B. Neison (editor of International Studio).
The exhibition, which opened on March 13, 1916 at the An-
derson Galleries at 15 East 45th Street, was accompanied by a




Fig. 4. Thormnas Hart Benton, Untitled (Land-
scape)}, ¢. 1916. Oif on paper, 6% x 7",
Courtesy Salander-Q’Reilly Gallery.

«iFig. 5, Thomas Hart Benton, Untitied {L and-
scape), c. 1916. O# on paper, 72 x §-3/8".
Courtesy Salander-O'Reilly Gallery.

Fig. 6. Thomas Hart Benton, Untitled, c. 1917-19,
Qit an canvas maunted on masonite, 8 x 6-7/8".
Courtesy Salander-G'Reitly Gailery,

Fig. 8. Thomas Hart Benton,
Untitied (Cityscape), ¢. 1920. Qif on paper,
218 x 6% ". Courtesy Saiander-O'Reiily Gallery.
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catalogue containing short forewords by each of the commitiee
members, a sizable essay entitled *‘What is Modern Painting?”
by Wiltard Wright, and individual statements and one
reproduction by each of the artists included.'” There was alsc a
separate checkiist with prices.

lilustrated in the catalogue, Benton’s now lost Figure
Organization No. 3 demonstrates his use of Michelangelo's
figures as suggested to him by the Synchromists (Fig. 2).
Benton later recalled his preparation for this exhibition:

in the autumn and winter of 1915-16, | preoduced a batch of

pictures using Hart's color system, though in a somewhat

arbifrary way. Following the Synchromist practice of the
time, | based the compositions of these pictures on

Michelangeio’s sculpture. However, as the multiple-figure

somposition was again occupying my thoughts, i selected

Michelangelo’s early relief the “Battie of the Centaurs,”

rather than a single figure to serve as a modet for my

creations.

According to the Forum Exhibition ¢hecklist, Benton showed
seven works, only three of which were described as figure paint-
ings--Figure Organization No. 1, No. 2, and No. 3. Benton’s only
Michelangelesque figure painting of this time known to have
survived (although much damaged) is adapted from the
sculptor's Dying Slave, like so0 many compositions of Russelt
and Macdonald-Wright {Fig. 3). Figure Organization No. 3 must
have been a large composition, for Benton priced it at $1,000,
which, except for three paintings by Oscar Biuemner at $1,050,
was the highest price asked by any of the other artists.®
Benton’s other entries inciuded two Landscapes modestly
priced at $50 each, a Still Life for $75, and a work entitled Upper
Mourntain at $300.

The recent recovery of a group of small early works by
Benton, previcusly owned by his former student Charles Pol-
lock, sheds new light on his experimenis with Synchromism
and abstract art.’® Two diminutive Landscapes {possibly aiong
the Palisades of the Hudson) which approach abstraction in
their use of bright Synchromist-like ¢colors might be the missing
works from the Forum exhibition {Figs. 4 and 5). At ihe very
least, these boldiy conceived and executed compositions
provide another clue about Benten's invalvement with Syn-
chromism. The weight of his forms, renderad with solid areas of
color, seems cioser to the work of Morgan Russell, or even the
Synchromist rival Patrick Henry Bruce, than to work by his
friend Macdonald-Wright.

An untitied work which seems to be a purely abstract com-
position of soft, organic shapes may, in fact, have been painted
from scme saort of a still {ife {Fig. 6). By 1917, Benton recalled
that he set up temporary motifs for painting—experimenting
“with ‘abstract’ constructions made of wire, strips of wood,
brightly colored paper and cloth.”’*® As Russell had represented
sculptured planes with color, Benton constructed three-
dimensional forms which he then depicted in his paintings.
These experiments which Benton termed *constructivism”
continued through the winter of 1919 and several exampies

have survived, ail of them vertical compositions with a rhythmic

flow of abstract shapes (Fig. 7.

The recently discovered figure of a Woman (Covery is of
particuiar interest for it is both flgurative and rendered in a
Synchromist-like palette of vivid contrasting coiors, em-
phasizing the dominant triad of red-orange-yeilow and the minor
triad of yellow-green-blue. The figure appears fiattened In
space, however, and the application of ccior does not seem to
be refated to the projection and recession of forms in space,
reveaiing that Benion’s understanding of Synchromist prin-
ciples remained superficial. Recalling his figurative works from
the Forum Exhibition, Benton lamented the flattening effect
cofor had on his pictures: “The highly saturated spectral colors,
causing sensations of nearly equat intensity, put thefr forms ail
on the same level. What was conceived as projective or
recessive ended on the same piane.”?’

In concluding his rather vague statement in the Forum
Exhibition cataiogue, Benton paid homage to the Synchromists
when he wrote, probably with iittle conviction, | believe that
the representation of abjective forms and the presentation of
abstractideas of form to be of equal artistic vatue.”’?* Benton's
interest in modernist styies other than Synchromism, however,

is revealed in a small cityscape showing skyscrapers, fire
escapes, chimneys, and rooftops in a range of geometic shapes
and soft colors reminiscent of the reductivist works by some of
the Precisionists during the 1920s (Fig. 8). This composition
also suggests a close-up view of the buiidings he himseif
depicted from afar in New York during the early 1920s.

From the eariy summer of 1918 through the winter of 1919,
Benionwas tn the Navy in Norfolk, Virginia. He ¢chanced uponan
itlustrated four-volume history of the United States written by
J.A. Spencer in the middle of the nineteenth cenfury.? He was
inspired to make his own pictures dealing with American
history and began his panels on the American Historical Epic.
Although even his iater, more characteristic paintings owe a
debt to his early discovery of Michelangeio’s rhythms in Syn-
chromist painting, he dropped his interest in the movement,
claiming he ran into “impossibie contradictions” and “jusi
couldn’t paint George Washington as a rainbow,*'2*

it would be interesting to know how many of Benton's
studenis at the Art Students League knew of their teacher's
early association with modernism. From the summer of 1929,
Charles Pollock had possession of a suitcase containing Ben-
ton’'s early experiments with abstraction. One wonders if he
shared them with his brother Jackson who began to study with
Benton in the falt of 1930. In 1950, Jackson Pollock recalled:
“Tom Benton did a lot for me. He gave me the only formal in-
struction | ever had, he introduced me {0 Renaissance art. . ..
I'm damn grateful to Tom. He drove his kind of realism at me so
hard | bounced into non-objective painting.”*® This attests to
Benton’s passage from his earty involvemeni with absf{raction,
indicating that by 1830, he could no longer tolerate what he had
allowed to be published under his name in the Forum Exhibition
catalogue of 1916--"that the representation of objective forms
and the presentation of abstract ideas of form” are “of equal
value.”?®
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