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The Aesthetics of Indulgence: American Still Life Paintings in Their Literary and Cultural Context, 1845-1890
David S. Reynolds talk at Philadelphia Art Museum, Oct. 2015
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 Today I want to place some nineteenth-century American still life paintings in their cultural context by evaluating them in light of the literature and popular culture of the era.  My literary references will include writers of that age, such as Herman Melville, Emily Dickinson, Walt Whitman, Nathaniel Hawthorne, and the best-selling Philadelphia novelist George Lippard. The paintings I’m discussing are reproduced in Mark Mitchell’s wonderful book The Art of American Still Life in a chapter called “Indulging.” Mitchell describes “the saturated color, visceral texture, and dense arrangements of objects” in these paintings. My point today is that what may be called an aesthetics of indulgence was shared by leading artists and authors of that age.
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Let’s begin with Andrew John Henry Way’s 1863 painting Oysters on the Half Shell. Way said that he chose the theme of oysters and alcohol because he thought it would be popular, and he may have had in mind best-selling novels like George Lippard’s The Quaker City, which opens with a scene in which several young men-about-town get madly drunk in an oyster cellar, that era’s version of the local bar.  
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Lippard writes, “These Oyster Cellars are queer things,” and he goes on to compare them to ancient caves inhabited by giants, though these modern caves house what Lippard calls “a jolly old Giant of a decanter,” a giant that lures the unsuspecting to dissipation and ultimate doom, for it is here that youth gives way to premature age, wealth is replaced by poverty, hope yields to “sunken cheeks, bleared eyes, and a cankered heart.”  
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Andrew Way, in his outreach to the popular audience, utilizes the same kind of dark imagery that held gothic appeal for Lippard’s readers. The texture of the painting is ominous, with its alluring, sensuous oysters, crackers, and lemon foreground brightly and inviting us to the darker beer and other liquids, all enveloped by a pitch-black background.  One might think that both Lippard and Way were delivering a moralistic message about the dangers sybaritic excess, but neither the novelist nor the painter is that simple.  Both are participating in what I call in my books dark or immoral reform—that is, they exploit a popular reform movement, in this case temperance, for purposes of sensationalism and fantasy. The temperance movement was riddled by contradictions and paradoxes. On the one hand, the movement gave rise to an earnest effort to reduce alcohol consumption, a movement which eventually led to prohibition. On the other hand, the movement, like other reforms such as abolition, was exploited by some who portrayed vice in such graphic excess that they themselves became notorious or scandalous. Lippard posed as a moral reformer but was called “the most immoral writer of the age” because his novels were filled with drinking, seduction, and murder. Way’s painting delivers the same kind of contradictory message.  Its gloomy ambience suggests that indulging in certain vices can have dark results, but the luscious foreground tempts us to enjoy those very vices.  What oyster-lover looking at this painting could resist the impulse to pick up that lemon, squeeze it over one of those plump oysters, and swallow the oyster, and follow it with a tasty cracker and a swig of beer or maybe some of that red wine?  Irresistible, right?  Well, yes, but back in those days people were warned to resist such indulgences.  Oysters were thought to be aphrodisiacs, which helps explain why in Lippard’s novel the oyster-eating and carousing of the opening scene is followed by a night of illicit sex in a gentlemen’s club, where young women are seduced, drugged, or raped by lascivious men.  Andrew Way’s painting contains both the temptations (in the foregrounded delectable food and drink) and the warnings (in the painting’s overall darkness) and that made sensational writers like Lippard so popular.
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When we turn to John F. Francis’s Still Life: Cognac and Biscuits, it is useful to recall that cognac and champagne were common symbols of upper-class depravity in popular fiction of the period.  In that oyster cellar scene in The Quaker City, for example, four young men go through six bottles of champagne. In a later scene, a clergyman prepares to seduce a young woman by taking “a corpulent decanter from its recesses,” pouring himself “a very tolerable glass of blushing cognac,” and gulping it down. In Francis’s painting we also have the cognac and champagne motif, with the three champagne glasses mingled with the two cognac glasses and, behind them, two bottles, one of champagne and one of cognac, bottles that look, to use Lippard’s word, “corpulent.”   Everything seems prepared here for a good old Lippard-like carousal. The liquor is poured, the crackers and cheese are ready, and who needs that glass of water on the left side of the painting? Back then, the main alternative to alcohol for temperance people was water, but in the Francis painting the presence of water is overwhelmed numerically by the alcohol (five glasses to one), just as the single water pitcher, turned backward as though moving away, loses visually to the stocky bottles of alcohol that assume center stage along with the poured drinks.  There’s also is a sensualism in the softly textured, dappled crackers and the pocked yellowish orange cheese in the background. There may even be a Lipparidan gloomy narrative here.  The painting’s background is dark, and those big liquor bottles are virtually black, conjuring up the dangerous aspects of drinking that the dark temperance mode emphasized.
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Another resonant treatment of alcohol occurs in Helen F. Searle’s paintings Tabeltop Still Life and Fly and Still Life with Fruit and Champagne. On the one hand, Searle’s paintings are inviting—they’re warmly colored, delicate, and sensitive. Doubtless many viewers would like to sip that red wine or champagne, and the fruit looks good.  But there’s a darker story here too.   The foreground of both paintings are white, the color of innocence, freshness, and hope, suggesting youth or a wedding. This optimistic, bright foreground fades into the sepias and darkness of the background, which suggest age and dissolution. And in both paintings, the luscious promise of the wine and the fruit is counteracted by the wilted leaves, which are vivid reminders of aging.  Searle’s message to me is not so much that drinking alcohol will lead to death as that life has its pleasures to be enjoyed, but all of them will fade and die. In this regard, the fly in each painting is significant. 
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 Writers of that period often used insects as symbols of death. In Lippard’s The Quaker City, the death-dealing keeper of Monk Hall is called Devil-Bug, and his murderous black henchmen Glow-worm and Musquito are described as “two insects.” The Quaker City is full of references to corpses and the grave-worm, or maggot, which is a cross between a worm, a bug, and, after developing from the larva, a fly. The fly trope was also important to Emily Dickinson. In her poem “I Heard a Fly Buzz when I died,” a mere fly takes on tremendous significance for a person lying on a deathbed when a fly “with blue—uncertain stumbling buzz,” as Dickinson writes, blocks out the light, so that, as poem’s last line goes, “I could not see to see” – that is, everything becomes dark. Likewise, the fly in both of Searle’s paintings is a reminder of mortality. 
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Speaking of Dickinson leads me to remark that there were two main literary styles during that period, what I call the centrifugal and the centripetal.  As the words suggest, the centrifugal style spun outward, in sprawling works like Lippard’s The Quaker City, Melville’s Moby-Dick, and Whitman’s prose poetry in Leaves of Grass.  The other style, the centripetal, was pioneered by Poe, who removed excess from his poems and tales to create tightness and artistic unity, and was perfected by Emily Dickinson, whose poems are extremely compact and compressed. This contrast in styles may reflect what Whitman called the great paradox of American life: on the one hand, its radically democratic and egalitarian spirit—what Whitman called “en masse,” which gave rise to the looser, centrifugal style—and, on the other hand, America’s allowance for individual expression, the solitary point of view, which engendered the centripetal style.
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 Some still lifes of the period tended to the centripetal-individualist style, such as these two paintings by Martin Johnson Heade. The paintings may be compared to Emily Dickinson’s poems. One of Dickinson’s topics was the bird, especially the hummingbird, which she memorably captured in the poem that begins “A Route of Evanescence/With a revolving Wheel—“ Just as Dickinson describes the hummingbird in a short, 8-line poem, so Heade pares down the natural scene and avoids excess. In Ruby Throat of North America, he gives us two birds on two branches with a single nest between them and a simple landscape behind them. In An Amethyst Hummingbird with a White Orchid, Heade again simplifies: he shows one bird and one orchid against a background of a single-branched, bare tree and a diffuse background. Like Dickinson’s best poetry, these paintings appear simple--but they are richly suggestive.   In Ruby Throat of North America, the tension between the two male hummingbirds about to fight over a nest is echoed by the darkening clouds and hill beyond. In the other Heade painting here, the amethyst hummingbird seems less attracted to the orchid than to be frightened by something, with its head turned away from the flower and leading our line of sight to the dark rainclouds and forbidding landscape beyond.  And yet Heade’s birds are beautiful, like Dickinson’s hummingbird, which she described as  “A resonance of Emerald, A rush of Cochineal.” [cochineal means crimson]. But, there is darkness or tension even in Dickinson’s nature poems, and so there is in these Heade  paintings.  Beauty coupled with foreboding, delivered with masterly concision—this characterizes the centripetal style of Heade and Dickinson.
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At the opposite extreme from Heade and Dickinson’s style is an artist like Severin Roesen, whose painting Flower Still Life with Bird’s Nest typifies the centrifugal style.  Unlike Heade’s painting of the two birds by a nest, Roesen’s bird’s nest is not only not featured in a simple context but is smothered and almost absorbed into the varied-colors flowers that seem to explode in all directions. When we first look at the painting we can’t even see the nest, which is on the table to the lower left of the vase.  Roesen was a native of Germany, who emigrated to America during the time of the European revolutions, living first in New York, then in Philadelphia, and then in German-populated towns around the city. He must have at least heard of George Lippard, who was of German ancestry, who was born and raised in Germantown, and was a very popular among German-speaking Americans.   At any rate, the styles of Roesen and the Lippard overlap. Both share an attraction to what the posthuman theorist Jane Bennett calls vibrant matter, which Bennett describes as  “material things that act as quasi agents or forces with trajectories, propensities, or tendencies of their own.” In Lippard, vibrant matter is figured in Philadelphia where “a mass of miserable frame houses seemed about to commit suicide and fling themselves madly into the gutter,” a city where it “rains rags” on poor people, and where, in Devil-Bug’s nightmare of the future, the ground heaves and up spurts a towering column of earth and steam that destroys the oppressive capitalist aristocracy that the city has become, in Lippard’s view.  In Roesen’s painting, there is also a sense of vibrant matter. 
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We see this vibrancy if we compare this painting to a more traditional still life, such as the British artist’s Peter Brown’s still life of pink flowers.  As you see, Brown’s painting is conventional, with a photographic realism and a homogeneity that make sense.  Roesen’s composition, in contrast, is all over the place. His flowers are of every hue and every season, mingled together and pointing in many directions, and scattering on the table below. They have a life, an activity of their own. They exemplify vibrant matter and the centrifugal style. 
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A
nother artist who recognized the chaotic aliveness of flowers Edward Ashton Goodes, whose  Fishbowl Fantasy matches Roesen’s painting in profusion and outdoes it in narrative force. Few still lives match this one in sheer lushness. The painting is crammed with colorful things—flowers everywhere, the bowl, goldfish, gloves, fan, cross, an opened letter, a letterbox , feather, the reflected street view, and more.   In its remarkably variegated imagery, the painting reminds me of Melville’s Moby-Dick, a wonderfully crowded novel that sprouts in all directions.  Melville’s style is multifarious, imaginative, and symbolically suggestive but also precise. Goodes’ fishbowl painting has all of these qualities.  Like Melville’s novel, the  painting is suggestive and mysterious.  What does that opened letter say?  Does the cross on the table signify a rejection or an embrace of religion?  Do those pink gloves near the cross tell us of an affair in progress or just a woman who has come in from a walk? Then, too, the painting has elements of Hawthorne’s style.  When we think of Hawthorne, as in The Scarlet Letter, we think of a lush elegance of style characterized by original images, rich themes, and a balanced narrative structure in which things come in pairs or threes, such as the three scaffold scenes or three adult main characters. So too, Goodes’ painting, for all its apparent chaos, falls out generally in trios and pairs, with its three goldfish, three large white flowers, and its pairs of gloves, love birds, and ladies walking outside.   The painting also has an erotic dimension that recalls the poetry of Walt Whitman.  Although we don’t know the relationship between the “Dear Isabel” and the “Frank” on the letter, the fact that the letter is a slightly opened fold with pink lips surrounded by thrusting, phallic flowers and by a pair of love birds and cast-off gloves is highly suggestive. Walt Whitman often mixed eroticism and physical imagery this way in his poetry, as in “Unfolded Out of the Folds,” in which the folds of the female genitalia are the central symbol, or in his poetry’s overall phallicism, by which flowers, trees, and other vegetation takes on sexual meaning.
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As a coda, I want to remark on the metaphysical implications of the paintings I’ve discussed, or, rather the lack of such implications. Some nineteenth-century paintings, especially those of luminism like this one on the left by Sanford Gifford, had a spiritual dimension. They point to a Christian heaven, or at least a transcendental oversoul. The same is not true of the still lifes I’ve been discussing. True, there is a sign of religion in the cross in the fishbowl painting, but we note that the cross has been taken off and lies recumbent, and it is flanked by the coquettish images of the lady’s gloves and a lady’s fan.  All these still life paintings are controlled by nonhuman images that summon up a materialist world in which humans are either absent or are put on the same level as animals and plants. 
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Witness the outside scene in the fishbowl painting, in which the walking ladies, city buildings, the church, and the American flag are minimized and squeezed between large fish and even larger flowers. In this sense, the paintings are even more radical than the works of Lippard or Whitman or Melville, which also include nonhuman images but never surrender to this degree the human perspective or, for that matter, the metaphysical perspective. 
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Emerson famously said that things are in the saddle and ride mankind. In these till lifes things don’t so much ride humans as crowd them out or in some cases ignore them altogether. These paintings may be seen as the last, hyperbolically lush expression of Romanticism, a period then at full flower, but soon to fade before the advent of naturalism and modernism.
