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Harry Jackson

PETER H. HASSRICK

FOREWORD

When America seeks a moment of reflection on her
past and future essence, there is a place and a time
to which she may justifiably turn—to the West and
its remarkable legacy. Embodying the interaction of
free space and free men, the West has provided
one of the important generative forces for the
American spirit, for there survive in the West and
its history many of the elements which are funda-
mental to the American experience.

There is a saying that history exists as a force
because it is created here and now. In like manner,
the West retains its sway because it maintains rele-
vance in the mind and character of the American
people. There is a continuity with its past that al-
lows the West to provide an exceptionally fertile
ground for wvitality in interpretation. It is under-
standable, then, why it has for generations been a
favored province for visual artists and why Harry
Jackson, whose demand for vitality in art is unceas-
ing, has found his place at the heart of that region,
Wyoming.

The story which unfolds within the pages and
illustrations of this book reveals a man of extraor-
dinary vision, dedication, and talent. Jackson has
achieved a perspective on art and the West that
honors both the man and the place. His career rep-
resents a conscious and sustained effort to trans-
form the substance of Western life into the
language of art. His mentor, Thomas Hart Benton,
believed more than anything else that he had
wanted “to make pictures, the imagery of which
would carry unmistakably American meanings for
Americans and for as many of them as possible.”

Though separated by a generation from such Re-
gionalist sentiments, Jackson has felt the impact of
such persuasion.

Like Beriton before him, Jackson knew the sway
of other artistic directives before turning to realism.
Abstract Expressionism, in which Jackson worked
successfully and boldly for many years, could
never satisfy his need to reconcile life and art.
There was a remoteness in this form of expression.
Too much of oneself was exposed with too little
response possible from the viewer. The iconogra-
phy of the West, particularly the simple indepen-
dence of the cowboy which Jackson so admires,
does not allow such distance.

Today there is a plethora of artists whose work
relates to the West, but precious few who accom-
plish their task with real knowledge of the ele-
ments of art. In this context, Jackson’s work is
refreshing and meaningful for many reasons. First,
he understands that sculpture requires the delinea-
tion of form and concept, not merely a devotion to
detail. He knows also that honesty of purpose and
transformation of the inner man, rather than com-
promises with the consumer audience or rework-
ings of popular themes, provide the cornerstone of
artistic relevance. And, finally, though Jackson is
very much a Western man, he has avoided the pit-
fall of setting forth his lifestyle as a rationale for his
art. He has known the pinch of a saddle, the
stretch of a dally, and the lather of a working horse
beneath him. Nonetheless, he does not use this to
explain his place as an artist, only as a man.



1. Jackson working on the onginal wax model for In the Wind. June 1980

JOHN WALKER

INTRODUCTION

Harry Jackson, physically and artistically, is a brave
man. As a Marine he fought in World War II and
was twice wounded; he has broken horses on the
range and broken himself in the process; he has
challenged the art establishment; and he has defied
the cartel of art dealers. This is a remarkable rec-
ord, and he is a remarkable person, as this book
proves.

[ came to know Harry because | was impressed
with his Range Burial when this milestone of mod-
ern painting was shown at the National Collection
of Fine Arts, a part of the Smithsonian Institution.
Later | saw Stampede and was equally impressed. To
find a painter with the ability to work in a repre-
sentational style at a time when we were all sur-
rounded by abstractionists and to find him capable
of creating works of art as moving as these two
immense canvases was a startling revelation.

A modern painter with such courage fascinated
me. | was in my youth absorbed in contemporary
art, and 1 still am, although | spent some 30 years
as Chief Curator and Director of the National Gall-
ery of Art, which during my régime did not exhibit
modern painting or sculpture as it does now. When
| was at Harvard in the 1920s | joined with two
other undergraduates to found a gallery, located in
Harvard Square, where we showed avant-garde
art. It was the only place in Boston or Cambridge
where Braque, Picasso, and the whole School of
Paris could be seen. How unbelievable this now
seems! But their work was under a taboo imposed
by one of Boston’s greatest collectors, Dr. Denman
Ross, a member of the Harvard faculty. His influ-
ence was so powerful that he was able to prohibit
almost entirely the exhibition in the Boston Mu-

seum, the Fogg Museum, and the Boston Art Club
of the work of modern artists he considered
decadent.

It was fun fighting against him. This was before
the establishment of the Museum of Modern Art in
New York, which put to rout the taste of Dr. Ross
and his friends at the Century Club, But the fanati-
cism we felt for the avant-garde developed its own
snobbism.

In those days we would have rejected Harry's
Western paintings and sculpture as old-fashioned
and therefore worthless. The truly creative artists,
we agreed, were those painters and sculptors ul-
timately to be selected by Alfred Barr to show at
the “Modern.” More and more of these con-
secrated geniuses turned to abstraction. Realistic
art seemed to be finished.

Harry Jackson belonged to this avant-garde. He
was a pupil of Hans Hofmann, a friend of Jackson
Pollock, and was at one time married to Grace Har-
tigan. His abstract paintings received the highest
praise. He was a significant part of a movement
which became fashionable to the exclusion of every
other style. It was particularly popular with mu-
seum directors who liked to hang abstractions in a
way that produced charming patterns, something
they could not do as tastefully with figurative
work, where representation hampered their
creativity. Consequently, acres of abstract painting
covered exhibition spaces everywhere, like wall-to-
wall carpeting. And in the long run these immense
canvases proved just as boring. The general monot-
ony weakened the impact of even the best work.
This is particularly sad, for a number of these
paintings are superb.



Harry Jackson and I came to the same conclusion
at about the same time: abstract painting is a blind
alley. But my disillusionment had no consequences
for me. Harry, on the other hand, had to face the
collective enmity of the abstractionists and of the
critics who backed them. When he showed his first
realistic painting, Jackson Pollock exclaimed,

“Harry, you can’t do that!' It was treason. Harry
had gone the wrong way round. While realistic
painters were increasingly joining the Abstract Ex-
pressionists, he was leaving Abstract Expression-
ism for realism. His New York friends thought he
was carrying self-expression too far. They knew he
was an individualist, a loner, but they felt betrayed.

Harry, however, believed there was something in
America he had to express. At fourteen he had
hitchhiked West, drawn to a ranch to become a
cowboy. Neither the shot-riddled beaches of the
Pacific nor the smoke-filled studios of Greenwich
Village could dim the vividness of these youthful
memories. As he rode to rope and brand cattle,
gazing on the plains and mountains around him,
he felt that here was the quintessence of America.
This landscape and the activities of cowboys have
an indestructible appeal, not only in this country,
but also abroad. “Westerns’” which filled movie
houses decades ago still enthrall viewers of televi-
sion all over the world. People crowded together in
urban centers long for the wide empty spaces of
the West. Paintings and sculpture depicting this
prairie life will always touch some subconscious
desire of the trammeled modern personality. But
since Remington no significant artist until Harry
Jackson has satisfied this craving. It is appropriate

that his best portrait should be of John “Duke”

Wayne, the movie actor, who has become a symbol
of America's love of the West.

It was in [taly that Harry learned the meaning of
tradition. Like nearly every great artist of modern
times he studied in the museums, scrutinizing
masters from Giotto to Goya, teaching himself the
language of art, which he intended to apply in his
own way. In his journals there is an entry written
on a freighter coming back from Italy: “Went to
bed early and began to dream about painting, the
images jumping from the most directly realized,
subjective, tactile ones of my last eight years work,
with the Paris and New York influence, to the im-
ages of cowboys standing singly...to the most
wonderful violent tumult of men and horses and
cattle. It was a kind of natural blend of Rubens and
Charley Russell, Delacroix with Frederic Reming-
ton, the figures of Velasquez, Monet, Winslow Ho-

mer and Eakins.” These images, and others from
museums where he had sketched and copied, were
the matrix of his style. From these antithetical in-
fluences, which he blended together, he created his
own individual manner.

He discovered also that when painting large pic-
tures some painters in the past had modeled three-
dimensional figures, which they could move
around to help them solve compositional prob-
lems. He started to do the same. In this way his
sculpture began. For some time it was only a subor-
dinate part of his painting. But gradually, like De-
gas with his waxes of ballet dancers, he found his
figures of cowboys and pioneers increasingly ab-
sorbing. He had some cast, sent them to a dealer,
and they were sold at once. He was now both a
painter and a sculptor; and following in the
footsteps of his precursor, Remington, he turned
more and more to work in bronze.

The problem of satisfactory casts has always pre-
occupied him. Italy, where he found an ancient
tradition of bronze casting and excellent craftsmen
trained to carry it out, seemed the most satisfactory
place to establish his own foundry. He now has a
staff of 30 foundrymen at Camaiore, which is the
center of his production. When a mold has been
made by these superb artisans, the potential num-
ber of duplicates is virtually limitless. But bronzes
cast under the artist’s own supervision are different
from mass-produced replicas. Harry Jackson has
always insisted on the highest possible quality of
casting. Each piece is an individual work of art. Itis
discarded unless he is satisfied.

Nevertheless, the number of potential casts has
always troubled dealers. To maintain high values
they have insisted that duplicates be limited and
recorded. Harry Jackson did not want anyone tell-
ing him what he could or could not do. If the public
wanted his work, it should be available. He was
interested in quality, not in arbitrary numbers.
When his contracts with commercial galleries had
run out he decided to organize his own distribu-
tion. This upset the art dealers as much as his
desertion of abstraction had shocked artists. It
meant setting up a remarkable organization, one of
the first of its kind, described in detail in the text.

Even this innovation, however, had roots in the
past. Many of the great seventeenth-century paint-
ers, Rubens for example, would have been success-
ful entrepreneurs in our own day. They handled
the distribution of their work without recourse to
art dealers. Harry Jackson is trying to revive this
system. Only a very successful artist can attempt

such a daring enterprise. But Harry has been suc-
cessful beyond everyone's expectations. He has
startled Greenwich Village, where he is looked on
as a deserter; he has thwarted the dealers, who
long to get him back; and he has frustrated the
critics with their objurgations of commercialism.
OUne cannot but admire his bravery and his en-
ergy. His enterprise, Wyoming Foundry Studios,
compels him to commute between Wyoming, the
source of his inspiration, New York, the location of
his business organization, and Italy, the center of
his production. Will such activity diminish the art-
ist's creative power? At present Harry Jackson
shows no sign of mental or creative fatigue. If he
continues to produce good work in spite of the life
he leads, he will be unique in the annals of art.
This time-consuming effort to distribute his
work free from the shackles of dealers raises the
problem of contemporary patronage. 1 was person-
ally involved in one of Harry's commissions,
which, through what must have been a misunder-
standing, ended in a distressing waste. When | was
the director of the National Gallery of Art, the
trustees of one of the largest Pittsburgh founda-
tions, that of Richard Mellon, turned to me, be-
cause of my background as a Pittsburgher, for
advice. They wanted an artist to decorate Fort Du-
quesne, an eighteenth-century building at the con-
fluence of the Allegheny and Monongahela rivers
where they form the Ohio. The pictures were to
narrate the history of Pittsburgh during the French
and Indian Wars. The space to be decorated was
magnificent, requiring a mural 56 feet long. 1 said
without hesitation there was only one possible per-
son to whom the commission should be given, 1
was convinced with such a superb opportunity that
Harry’s paintings would make Pittsburgh a pil-
grimage site for anyone interested in modern
painting. Harry alone among contemporary art-
ists, I felt, and still feel, had the skill and talent to
carry out the project. My recommendation was
acted on and a contract drawn up and signed. Un-

fortunately I did not follow developments. 1 knew

that Harry was at work on a number of canvases at

his studio in Camaiore. | thought when finished

these might well be the most important historical

paintings in America, and | awaited their comple-
tion with the greatest eagerness. An emissary of
the foundation, I was told, had gone to Italy to see

Harry because the work was progressing so slowly.
| was not told, and I did not know until | read the

text from this book, that the representative of the

trustees insisted that the work be in fresco. 1 am

still surprised that my friends in Pittsburgh would

be sophisticated enough to differentiate between

fresco and oil. In actuality the use of fresco would

have been a disaster. In 1973, as Harry feared, the

two rivers flooded and inundated the museum. If
the walls had been frescoed water would have de-
stroyed or badly damaged everything; whereas if

the pictures had been on canvas, they could easily

have been removed. As a consequence of the argu-
ment over technique, according to the authors, the

work has never been completed and the half-
finished canvases remain stacked in the studio.
Still troubled by the possibility of flooding, Harry

proposed, | believe, a compromise in the form of a

metal bas-relief, but this too fell through. Now

there are only the floor mosaics, the half-finished

canvases, and a few studies for what might have
been another landmark in American Art.

It is distressing to think that an artist of such
remarkable ability has only twice received pa-
tronage worthy of his talents. Those two important
and successful commissions were from the Hon.
Robert Coe for Stampede and Range Burial and from
Mr. Richard Cashman for the Sacagawea monu-
ment. Otherwise, apart from a few portraits, Harry
Jackson himself has had to find purchasers for his
work, first with the help of dealers and now on his
own. True, the Jackson collectors over the years
have become legion. But to gain this support, what
effort has been required of the artist. In the Renais-
sance he would have fared much better!
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