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AUSPICIOUS VISION 
EDWARD WALES ROOT AND 

AMERICAN MODERNISM 

Mary E. Murray and Paul D. Schwe iz er 

EDWARD WALES ROOT (1884-1956) wasapioneeringcollectorof 
contemporary American art during the first half of the twentieth 
century (FIG. 1) a period when many patrons looked instead to 

Europe for validation in the visual arts. He began his association with the 
newly founded Munson-Williams-Proctor Institute in 1938, and would 
continue to share his expertise by serving as consultant, lender, and donor 
of works of art from his collection . His crowning gift to the Institute was a 
bequest of 227 twentieth-century American paint ings and drawings created 
by eighty different artists during the five decades between the century's 
arrival and the post-World War II period when the United States emerged as 
a global superpower. 

In February 1953, when The Metropolitan Museum of Art opened an 
exhibition of 132 paintings, wate rcolors, and drawings from Root's holdings, 
Robert Beverly Hale (190 1-85), curator of American Painting and Sculpture 
at the Metropolitan, noted the adventurous spir it, acuity, serious scholar
ship and, perhaps, good fortune the collector of contemporary material must 
possess: "Indeed, for the successful creation of a collection of contemporary 
art the stars must be most auspicious.''' Auspicious Vision: Edward Wales Root 
and American Modernism documents the fiftieth anniversary of Edward Root's 
generous bequest, pays homage to one of the Insti tute's great patrons, and 
celebrates the vital legacy of his advocacy for new art . 

Edward Wales Root, ca. 1930 Although he was enthusiastic about what he called the "rather st range 
developments" of European avant -garde art, Root believed it was h is duty to 
collect works by American artists.2 He purchased nearly half of the works in 
the bequest within two years of their creation and, because Root consisten tly 
patronized the galleries that featured contemporary art, his collection is a 
cross section of the major movements in American art during the first half 
of the twentieth century . He acquired signatu re pieces by many of the artists 
whose achievements helped to define the histo ry of th is era . 
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Root's aesthe t ic tas te is characterized by a respect for formal properties, 
human ist ic themes, and a special appre ciation for nature-based subjects. In 
the first decades of the twen tie th century he bought paintings and drawings 
from a group of progressive and avant-garde American art ists whose works 
reflected the dynamic vitality of modern urban American life or the more 
radical European styles of Post-Impressionism, Fauvism, and Cubism. In the 



1930s, with money inherited from his parents, Root could afford to collect 
more ambitiously. Dur ing this decade he acquired major paintings by a num
ber of American Scene artists who exploited nat ive subjects during the coun
try's darkest periods of the Depression and early years of World War II. In 
th e pos t-War era, as American artis ts explored abstrac t and non-ob ject ive art, 
Root primarily acqu ired paintings and drawings by artists of the New York 
School and those who worked in the Pacific Northwest. 

The style and subject mat te r of many of the works that Root bequeath ed 
to the Museum reflect the artistic self-inquiry of an exciting, if unsettled era. 
And though much of the ar t work that Root collected was untested at the time 
of purchas e, he remained steadfast in his patro nage thro ugh several artisti c 
generations. When he was a professor of art appreciat ion at Ham ilton College, 
Root explained in a paper he delivered to his fellow teachers why knowledge 
and a belief in contemporary ar t was an inte llectual imperativ e. "To show 
yout h only what the past has d iscovered," he noted, "is to suggest that emo
tional and mental growth are over, th at we of today have become spiritua lly 
unproducti ve, capable only of receiving from the past, incapable of giving to 
the future."3 

THE ROOT FAMILY 

Edward Root was the youngest child of Clara Wales (1853-1928) and Elihu 
Root, Sr. (1845-1937), who disti nguished himself as a New York City lawyer 
before President William McKinley (1843-1901) appoin ted him Secretary of 
War in 1899. Elihu later served as Secretary of State for Theodore Roosevelt 
(1858-1919), was United States Senator representing New York and received 
the Nobel Peace Prize in 1912. In 1909 he was , moreove r, a founder of the 
American Federation of Arts, an agency that he believed-through national 
tours of original works of art-wou ld promote a cultivated and educated pop 
ulace. In addition to a term as President of the Amer ican Fede rat ion of Arts, 
Elihu introduced legislation in the Senate in 1910 that led to the creation of 
the U.S. Fine Arts Commission.4 Elihu's aesthetic sensibility is revealed in 
his description of the landscape surrounding what the Root family called the 
Homestead (FIG. 2) in Clinton, New York, now on the campus of Hamilton 
College: 

In planting a picture of trees, the re are two things to look out for-co n
trasting shades of green alongside each other , and variety of outline . 
We say there are colors in autum n, but look at that gingko, the hemlock 
and the butternut togethe r now. What variety there is .... One of the 
most beautiful sights I ever saw was on a winter's day over in the pas
tu re. I came upon a group of witch haze l with the su n shining full on 
their golden bloom as it stood out against the white of the snow and 
the blue of the sky.s 

Elihu attributed this aspect of his personality to h is own father, Oren 
Root C18o3-85), whom he described as having "a Renaissance of culture."6 

Elihu's sensitivity to the visual pleasures of the natural world was an impor-
tant model for h. Ed d . . t is younger son, war , who s1m1larly developed profound 

ehng for beauty in art and nature. 

As a child, Edward lived in New York City and Washington, D. C. He (FIG. 

nt summers at the Homestead in Clinton, which is eight miles southeast 
t1ca. (Ac; an adult he d h' .f G , an 1s w1 e, race Cogswell Root [1891-1975] lived 

3 

FIG. 2 

The Homestea d, Clinton , New York 

Richar d Carver Wood (1902 - 89) , photog raphe r 

"Much h as been written, and more 

will be written in the future, 

of the importance of Edward Root 

as a patron of American art, and 

particularly of his encouragement 

and support of younger arti sts 

before they had achieved much 

of a reputation." 

-C harles E. Burchfield, 1957 



FIG. 3 

Edward Wales Root , ca. 1900 

FIG. 4 

Grace Cogswell Root, ca. 1920 
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seasonally at the Homestead and in New York City.) After graduating from 
Hamilton College in 1905, Edward searched for his calling in life but, because 
he was deaf from early childhood, he did not cultivate a career in law and pub
lic service like his father and elder brother, Elihu Root, Jr. (1881-1967). After 
testing h is mettle as a cowboy in Texas, Edward turned to journalism in New 
York. It was as a newspaperman that he became acquainted with contempo
rary painting, which intrigued the young Root, who began to visit galleries, 
meet artists, and generally find his path in life.7 Root taught art appreciation 
at Hamilton College between 1920-40, which helped focus the direction of 
his life's work. His self-image during his twenty-year tenure evolved from a 
1928 description as a teacher and son of Elihu to a 1947 stateme nt in which 
he called himself a "collector of modern pictures . .. not a writer or lecturer."8 

Perhaps because he was deaf, Edward developed a more acute visual compass 
than a hearing person might have; Grace (FIG. 4) once noted that her husband 
had been frustrated by his deafness and , as a resul t , turned his "emotional life 
into eyes as the one way out."9 

Root's biographer, Aline B. Saarinen (1914- 72), considered Root's condi
tion a significant enough factor of his life to make it a centr al thesis around 
which she wove her 1958 biography of him and, as early as a 1953 New York 

Times review of the exhibition of his collection at the Metropo litan Museum, 
she made the connection between Root's deafness and his involvement with 
the visual arts. 1° Certainly Grace was sympathetic with Edward's condi tion 
because one of her ancestors also had been deaf, a circumstance that may 
have been one of the factors that led him to feel a specia l kinship for her when 
they met in 1916.11 Two years before this, Root ruminated about the valuable 
lessons he learned from his deafness: 

[People] who from infancy have been damaged ... have ... been able 
to learn the supreme lesson of life. While still children we have been 
privileged ... to discover tha t the ultimate glory of the individual must 
inevitably consist in the pride of indifference to individual defeat ... . 
To die on the high tide of vigorous and fair seem ing youth without yet 
experienced the limitatio n of mortality .. . is to graduate from existence 
with out yet having acquired that tragic nobility of patience which is, 
in my estimation, the most distinguishing characterist ic of the gods 
themselves. 12 

.Root's comments in a 1922 article, "Pictures and the College"-on teach
ing art apprecia tion to college students-about Laura Bridgman (1829-89), 

the first deaf-mute and blind woman to be educated in the United States, are 
equally significant in a number of ways to his deafness.13 Most importantly, 
Charles Dickens's (1812-70) description in American Notes (1842) of how 
Bridgman transcended her handicap was a story with which Root doubtless 
personally identi fied. Additionally, Dickens's description of how Bridgman's 
innate intelligence was exposed to the facts and experie nces of the world may 
have confirmed or clarified some of Root 's own thoughts about the mean 
ing and nature of culture. It is also easy to imagine that Root ident ified with 
Bridgman's teachers who, as Dickens noted, in approximate terms, helped 
the blind to see; Root alluded to such an idea in his 1922 ar ticle. It probably 
reflected, as well, Root 's feelings about his own teachers and the view he had 
of what he hoped to achieve as an instructor of art apprecia tion at Hamilton 
College. Dickens's remarks about Bridgman's growing awareness of the world 



might also have resonated with Root. His successful college career, capped 
by the academic honor of graduati ng Phi Beta Kappa was, like Bridgman's, 
achieved in spite of his deafness.1 4 

FRIEND OF CONTEMPORARY AMERICAN ARTISTS 

In her book, The Proud Possessors: The Lives, Times and Tastes of Some 

Adventurous American Art Collectors (1958), Saar inen included Root with 
more legendary American collectors like J. Pierpont Morgan (1837- 1913), 

Isabella Stewart Gardner (1840-1924), John Quinn (1870-1924), and Peggy 
Guggenheim (1898-1974) . In an insightful comment about Root's self-effac
ing ways and studious nature, she noted that he, by contrast, had "very little 
pride in possession. He was always, even in his personal relationships, the 
observer. He collected things in order to observe them intimately, study th em, 
analyze them, under stand them ."1s 

Root began collecting art in the first decade of the twentieth century . He 
was living in New York City and working in the editorial office of the New 
York Evening Sun where he witnessed 
heated arguments about modern art 
between the critics in his office, Charles 
FitzGerald and Frederick James Gregg 
(d. 1928).16 This was a life-altering 
experience for Root, th en in his early 
twen ties. Edward soon gravitated to 
a circle of ar tists known as The Eight, 
whose artistic ambitions and bohemian 
lifestyles challenged the gen teel values 
of the waning Gilded Age. 

Root met one of the artists of this 
group, Ernest Lawson (1873-1939) late 
in 1909 after learning that the artist 
was destitute . In her chapter on Root, 
Saarinen described this now legend
ary encounter, an event that estab
lished Root's modus operandi as an 
art collector and fr iend of contempo
rary American artists .17· Motivated by 
intellectual curiosity and a concern for 
Lawson's welfare, rather than by any 
ambition on his part to begin build
ing an art collection, Root gave Lawson 
$250 for his landscape painting, Winter, Spuyten Duyvil (FIG. 5), a work that 
was included in the notorious exhibition of The Eight that took place at the 
Macbeth Galleries nearly two years earlier. 18 This was a watershed experience 
for Root and an important milestone in the story of American art patron
age. Additionally, for Root personally, as he remarked later in life, th is pic
ture taught him that art was something that "appealed primarily to the 
emotions." 19 

Root's best friend among The Eight was George B. Luks (1866- 1933), 

who was as ebullient as Root was reserved . A close camaraderie developed 
between the two when Root studied painting and drawing with the ar t ist. 
Together they tramped around New York, from the zoo to vaudeville shows, 
to sketch everything they saw, and Root became a steady patron of Luks's 
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FIG. 5 

Ernest Lawson 

Winter, Spuyten Duyvil, ca. 1908 

Oil on canvas, 25 'Is x 30 in. 

Museum pu rchase, 58-41 

. I 



FIG. 6 

George B. Luks 

Dyckman Street Church, ca . 1915 

Wate rcolor and graph ite on wove 

pap er, 15 1/s x 22 •;, . in . 

Museum purchase, 58.293 
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work. Around 1909-10 the artist painted Root's portrait (coll. Jo hn B. Root) 
and in 1917, when Edward and Grace were married, Luks gave them his water
color, Dyckman Street Church (F IG. 6), which Root described as the first picture 
of th e couple's "mutua l collection."20 Although Edward later tried to sell this 
watercolor to purchase someth ing else, this remark suggests that he con
sidered Grace a collaborator in the contemporary American collection they 
assembled over the next nearly forty years.21 Luks, Edward, and Grace trav
eled toget her for fishing trips and, from ti me to time , Luks visited the Roots 
in Clinton. The ar tist gave spiri ted painting demons trations to the students 
enrolled in the art appreciation course Root taug ht at Hamilton College, and 
he also had "dry ing out" sessions at the Homes tead to pa lliat e bouts of hard 
drinking .» Until Luks's deat h in 1933, he and Edward exchanged witty lett ers 
on a varie ty of topics includ ing the development of a "new hearing instru 
ment."23 There is a lett er from the artist da ted Sunday , June 8, 1924, on which 
Luks sketched a char ming draw ing of God blessing Edward and Grace.24 Root 
was very cognizant of the life-enhanci ng pleasures that someone like himself, 
a "would-be student of pictures," derived from the "friendship and compan
ionship of an artist of the better sor t." He probably had Luks in m ind when 
he wro te in 1922: 

To share one's experie nce with such a man, even occasionally; to have 
him observe what you only see and to be .. . conducted through the liv
ing world by a living being, vita l, observant, reflective, sympath etic, 
expressive-is in itse lf a liberal education .25 

It is probable that Luks' opinions he lped to shape the you nger Root 's at ti
tud e about supporting American contemporary art ists. Luks's feeling about 
th is matter is reflected in a 1923 interview with the New York Tribune, where 
he was quoted as saying, "Americans should patronize th eir own artists. Why 
shou ld an Amer ican home be full of English portraits ... we should encourage 
contem porary American ar t. Whe n you have done that, then you are building 
a coun tr y."26 

Root's assistance to artists included the generous loan of works from his 
collection to public exhib itions. He has the distinction of being one of a very 
small group of individuals who both loane d to and purchased from the land
ma rk 1913 Armory Show (International Exhibition of Modern Art). He lent 
ten Luks drawings dep icti ng animals in th e Bronx Zoo.27 Although Root was 
attracted to the work of some of the European moderni sts in the exhibitio n
especially th e express ive Fauve paintings of Henri Matisse (1869 - 1954) and 
Marcel Duchamp's (1887-1968) notor ious Cubist figure composi tion, Nude 
Descending a Staircase, No. 2 (1912, Philadelphia Museum of Art)-Root felt 
a patriotic responsibility to support American artists. This led him to pur
chase for $800 the most expensive of the three pain ti ngs tha t Maurice B. 
Prendergas t (1858-1924) included in the exhibition. th e festive, multi -figured 
composition, Landscape with Figures (F IG. 7) . In buying th is work , Root joined 
an elite group of adventurous collectors like Art hur Jerome Eddy (1859-1920), 

Lillie P. Bliss (1864-1931), John Quinn, and Walter C. Arensberg (1878-1954), 

who also patronized this show. Although th e amount th at Root paid for 
this work was less than what some of Prendergast's colleagues, like George 
Bellows (1882-1925), Art hur B. Davies (1862-1928), Robert Henri (1865-1929). 

and Luks asked for their painti ngs at the Armory Show, it was compara ble to 

what ot her art ist s, like William J . Glackens (1870-1938), Marsden Hartley 



(1877-1943), Lawson, and John Sloan (1871-195 1) were asking .28 A year ear
lier, with Luks's encouragement, Root had purchas ed Prendergast's Venetian 
watercolor, Canal (cat. no. 158) from the 1912 American Watercolor Society 
exhibition. Prendergast (who, like Root, suffered from deafn ess) was the most 
radical member of The Eight. 29 The decorative shapes and jewel-like colors 
he used in his pictures are stylistically related to prog ressive tendencies in 
European Post-Impressionist painting. 

Luks's riotous lifestyle and bumptious personality seem far removed from 
the patrician environment in which Edward was raised. On the other hand, 
one does not get the impression that Edward was slumming with his ar t ist
colleagues. Root consistently befriended painters of immigran t and blue-collar 
backgrounds, many of whom held leftist or Socialist political views, because 
he always connected with them through their art . When he had his name 
removed frum the Social Register Root quipped that it was because he had 
more friends in the telephone directory.3° This anecdote presents Edward as 
an interesting character, someone who was, perhaps , quietly rebell ious . The 
Root and Wales families were long-established members of New York City's 
ultural elite, 2nd Edward's commitment to the art of his time occasionally 

t him at odds ½ ith established institutions.31 

Another mtmber of The Eight whom Root held in high regard but did not 
very we!· because of his reserved demeanor was Davies. He was a prin-
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FIG. 7 

Maur ice B. Prenderg ast 

Landsc ape with Figures 

Ca. 19 12 

Oil on canva s 

29 % x42 % in . 

Cat . no . 159 



facing page 

FIG.8 

Edward Hopper 

The Camel's Hump, 1931 

Oil on canvas 

32 ¼ xso 1/s in. 

Cat. no. 105 

FIG. 9 

Jo Hopper 

Map of South Truro, Cape Cod 

Ca. 1936 

Graphite and colored pencil 

on wove paper 

5 1/4 X 16 1/4 in . 

R.G. 13, F. 29, Edward Wales 

Root Papers, Munson

Williams -Proctor Arts 

Institute Archives 
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cipal organizer of the Armory Show and for several years thereafter experi
mented in his own art with faceted geometric forms that were based, however 
naively, on the Cubism of Pablo Picasso (1881-1973) and others. His true genius, 
however, was his pastoral sensibi lity, which, as Root noted, was shaped by the 
formative years he spent in the Mohawk Valley of centra l New York State, a 
region to which Root himself was passionately attracted and described in the 
following terms: "It is a country to be born in," Root noted, "to live in; to die 
in; to arouse indeterminable desires and bestow sensuous delights-a proper 
nursery for the poet, the artist and the man of thought." 32 Two year s after the 
Armory Show, in 1915, Root purchased for $2,000 Davies's landscape, Refluent 
Season (before 1911, Munson-Williams-Proctor Arts Institute). Root's willing
ness to pay such a large amount for this work was grounded in his conviction 
that Davies was the "most comprehensive artistic intelligence that has as yet, 
in America, attempted to express itself in paint." 33 Despite the high opinion 
Root had for Davies, he nevertheless, assessed the artist's oeuvre with cool 
discernment. In the margin of his copy of the Armory Show catalog, Root had 
nothing good to say about the three oil paintings that Davies displayed in the 
exhibition . He remarked that Hill Wind (not dated, ex. coll. Duncan Phillips) 
was a "failur e," that A Line of Mountains (ca. 1911, Virginia Museum of Fine 
Arts) was "too contrasted," and that Seadrift (date and whereabouts unknown ) 
was "too subjective."34 

After receiving an inheritance from his mother, who died in 1928, Root 
was able to collect art on a more ambitious scale as well as build a private art 
gallery adjacent to the Homestead in Clinton to display and store his growing 
collection. 35 A number of the most important pictures that Root acquired dur
ing the 1930s came from Frank K. M. Rehn (1886-1956), who was a leading 
art dealer in New York during these years . Reh n's epo nymou s gallery played 
a key role promoting the work of several artists who shaped the history of 
early twentieth-century art in the United States, a group that was critically 
acclaimed in the Brooklyn Daily Eagle as a "choice little symposium of contem
porary American painting." 36 

One of the greatest purchases Root made at th e Rehn Galleries during 
this decade-a nd one of th e most important works in his entire bequest to 
the Munson -Williams -Proctor Institute- is Edward Hopper's The Came/'1, 
Hump (FIG. 8). The picture depicts the grass -covered dunes on Cape Cod where 
Hopper (1882-1967) and his wife, Jo (1883-1968), spent th eir summers for 
nearly forty years (FIG. 9). In a manner typical of his relationship with many 
other artis ts, Root became an early suppo rter of Hopper; his patronage pro
vided moral support at a tim e when Hoppe r was receiving little critical recog
niti on and had to make a living as a commercial artist. Root's enthusiasm for 
Hopper's work predates by nearly a decade his purchase of The Camel's Hump. 
In 1927 he bought Hopper's watercolor, Skyline Near Washington Square (Self 
Portrait) (cat. no. 106) and then, th e same year it was painted, his oil paint 
ing, Freight Cars, Gloucester (1928, Addison Gallery of American Art) -37 In May 
1928 Root also published a complimentary review of an exhibition of Hopper' s 
watercolors and etchings that was organized by the Utica Art Society. Root 
remarked, "painting of this kind is something of which one never grows tired," 
and added that it was a sign of "the renaissance of American taste" that some 
of the watercolors in the exhibition were already owned by America's great 
museums.38 

While Root did not acquire as many works by Hopper as he did by other 
artists, Root pra ised what he described as Hopper's classicism, identifying 





FIG.10 

Reginald Marsh 

Texas Guinan and Her Gang, 1931 

Tempe ra on linen 

36 ¼x48 ¼ in. 

Cat . no. 140 

"three purely formal mot ives .. . sparkling color, mass, and space : three of the 
most everlasting and potent motives known to art." Root noted, too, the pro
fundity of feeling in Hopper's pain t ings, an "almost agonizing sense of lone 
liness or even a kind of romantic feeling for the remote and strange ."39 And, 
when Thomas Brown Rudd (1898-1955), an administ rator at Ham ilton College 
(as well as a Munson -Williams-Proctor Institute trustee and sen ior executive 
during its formative years), asked Root around 1948 to which American art 
ist the college might conside r awarding an honorary degree, Root confidently 
replied: "If I were giving a degree to the ma n whom I thought posterity would 
acclaim as the greatest American painter of my generation I shou ld give it to 
Edward Hopp er. But I doubt if Hopper would accept a degree and if he did it 
would be a social agony for h im to appear and receive it ."40 

10 

Rehn's gallery also represented Regina ld Marsh (1898-1954), an artist 
whose pa int ings have the opposite emotional tenor of those by Hopper. Like 
George Luks in an earlier era, Marsh celebrated New York at its most colorful. 
He trekked all over to capture the city's vitality because it had everything he 
liked to pa int: "girls, bums, athletes, muscles, tugs and ocean liners , clouds, 
and movemen t, all in one."41 At this stage in Root's life, twenty years after he 
had befriended Luks and with whom he had roamed around town, Root was 
a husband, father, and college professor, so he did not join the younger Marsh 
on his excu rsions, but nevertheless vicariously enjoyed the artist's urban 
adventures: over a three-year period in the early 1930s Root acquired from 
Rehn in quick success ion Marsh's Lower Manhattan (New York Skyline) (cat. 



no . 139), and then two humorous figure paintings: Zeke Youngblood's Dance 
Marathon (cat. no . 141), followed by Texas Guinan and Her Gang (FIG . 10) .42 

Rehn also played a key role in promoting the work of Charles E. Burchfield 
(1893-1967), the artist with whom Root is most closely associated. In 1928, 

the year that Root convinced the Metropolitan Museum to purchase one 
of Burchfield's watercolors, he acquired for himself Country Blacksmith Shop 
(Blacksmith Shop) (cat. no. 28), from the Montross Gallery .43 This was Root's first 
purchase for what would ultimately be a significant collect ion of Burchfield 
waterco lors, twenty-one of which he gave to the Museum , the largest group of 
works by any ar t ist in the bequest. 

Edward and Grace met Burchfie ld for the first time in late January 1929, 
on a visit to their friend Harry D. Yates (1903-96), who lived in Buffalo. In 
his studio, Burchfield showed them watercolor sketches he had made as a 
young artist in 1916-18 . Root described them as "joyful and unpremeditated" 
and was so impressed with their vivid colors and decorative forms that he 
urged Rehn to show them at his gallery .44 He even purchased ten of these 
early watercolo rs at this t ime for himself (cat. nos . 29-32, 34 , 39, 40 , 43, 44, 
46). Such was the affinity between artist and patron that Root continued to 
acquire Burchfield's work for the next two decades (cat. nos . 26, 27, 33, 35-38, 
41, 42, 45), which was somewhat unusual for him-more typically Root sup 
ported an artist at the beginning of his or her career. His gift to the Museum , 
therefore, includes important examples of Burchfield 's early, middle, and later 
stylistic phases. 

Because Root endorsed Burchfield so avidly, he readily forgave any artistic 
lapses as "almost proofs of his great gifts. Is it much to be wondered at that 
anyone who .. . is so interested in so many things shou ld sometimes use too 
many points of emphasis, that anyone who is so sensitive to both t he pathos 
and magnifice nce of life should sometimes become sentimental or rhetori
cal?"45 Root's unreserved admiration for Burchfield was based on his acute 
under standi ng of the artist's subject matter, as well as his extremely close 
observation of his paintings, as revealed in this statement : 

The number and range of his emotional reactions to lumi nous effects 
is prodigious . He reacts equally to the light of winter and summer , of 
autumn and spring, of days that are overcast and days that are brigh t , 
of rain storms and snow storms, of night and evening , of morning and 
noon. He is moved by and impelled to record the subt lest and most 
unusual effects of illumination, natural and unnatural-the color of 
the air before a storm, the white flash of lightning beyond the trees, 
the glow of flames, the play of electric radiance on pavements and 
walls, the sheen on stagnant pools and wet asphalt (FIG. 11).46 

The kinship that Root and Burchfield had for each other also produced 
an exchange of letters that went on for twenty years, documenting one of 
the great artist-patron relationships in American art. Their early, more for
mal correspondence quickly gave way to lette rs that are heartfelt, trusting, 
gracious, and respectful. In April 1932, for example, Burchfield wrote to Root 
expressing discomfort at being classified as an American Scene artist: 

What do you think of the so-called American wave? People like your
selves who have always believed in American painting, must feel like 
chuckling )Ver the sudden discovery that there are artists in America, 
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FIG. 11 

Charles E. Burchfie ld 

House and Tree by Arc Light (Shooting 

Star; House At Night; House and Tree) 

July 28, 1916 

Transparent waterco lor and gra phite 

on white wate rcolor paper 

19 3/a x 13 3/a in. 

Cat. no. 34 





a little patronage wouldn't come amiss to many worthwhi le artists .. . I 
wish they would quit talking about the American Scene. The American 
Scene is no better or worse than any other scene, and the worthwhile 
artist doesn't care about a subject for its national character . I have been 
spoken of a one of the exponents of ''American Scenism" [sic], which I 
consider a libel. The scene itse lf has never been [the) main motive that 
impelled me to paint.4 7 

facing page 

FIG.12 

Charles E. Burchfield 

Flame of Spring, 1948 

Transparen t watercolor on waterco lor 

paper, two sheets vertically joined on 

the left side 

4o x 29 ¾ in . 
Root's letter in reply to Burchfield's question about the American Scene Cat. no. 33 

has not survived but the artist 's feeling about this matter can be discerned 
in a thoughtful article Root published about Burchfield several years later, in 
which he introduced the artist to his readers with the statement: 

It is of little importance if any part icular American ar tist sometimes 
depicts objects of unmistakably American appearance; it is of much 
great er importance if his interpretation of these objects endows them 
with some sort of general significance . If, then, we are to do justice to 
Charles Burchfield as an artist we must avoid supposing that he paints 
America because it is American. He would be the first to deny having 
any such intention. He paints because he likes to paint and because 
through painting he can express a philosophy based on nature.4 8 

Both Burchfield's philosophy of nature - his abiding subject that sur 
passes restric ting nationalistic characterizations-and Root's apprecia 
tion of landscape imagery are evoked in the last Burchfield that the Roots 
bought, Flame of Spring (FIG. 12). The artist wrote that he was so pleased the 
work had found the right home, "I have a special fondness for this picture for 
in it I seemed to find the means to express something for which I had been 
searching for years ... something elemental, expres sive of the immanence 
of spring.'~9 When Burchfield received an honorary degree from Hamilton 
College, Edward wrote, "This college adm ires . .. your incomparable feeling for 
the floral and fauna! aspects of our landscapes ... . No other American artist 
has done more to remind men of their fundamental and inescapable relation 
to nature."5° 

Root also befriended Peppino ("Gino") Mangravite (1896 - 1978), another 
artist represented by Rehn with whom he corresponded for twenty years .51 
Root and Mangravite discussed subjects as wide-ranging as creating a college
level curriculum for studio art, the question of limiting civil liberties dur ing 
wartime, and the role of the government in arts funding . On a personal level, 
Root offered encouragement for the Mangravite fami ly's hea lth and well
being, financial assistance, an d moral support for Peppino's balancing act of 
teaching and painting full time . And, not surprisingly, he writes sensitively 
and with praise about Mangravite's paintings , comment ing in particular on 
Young Couple Drinking (FIG . 13) : 

I have a sentimental weakness for the girl and note with approval her 
classical pallor as compared with the attenuated flush of the young 
gent in the background . I wish you were not almost the on ly living 
American painter who can handle such a subject with a little human 
tendernes s but that's the fact.52 

The representational painting style of Hopper, Marsh, Mangravite, and 
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FIG.13 

Peppino Mang ravit e 

Young Couple Drinking, 1937 

Oil on linen 

24 x 20 in. 

Cat . no . 136 



FIG.14 

Preston Dickinson 

Fort George Hill, 1915 

Oil on linen 

14 X 17 in. 

Cat. no. 71 

facing page 

FIG. 15 

Charles Sheele r 

Siphon, 1923 

Charcoal and watercolor 

on white paper 

16 7/,s x 12 ½ in . 

Cat. no . 181 
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the other artists Rehn represented - which bears no trace of what some con
servative critics at the time believe d was the corrupting influence of European 
modernist art-is the hallmark of Root's taste from the time of his early his 
association with The Eight until the 1940s. A notab le exception to this ten 
dency in Root's collection, however, is Preston Dickinson's (1891-1930 ) Fort 
George Hill (FIG. 14), a work Root purchased from the Charles Daniel Gallery 
the same year Dickinson painted it . The artist made this picture shortly aft er a 
sojourn in Paris, where he saw radical paintings by artists such as Picasso and 
Matisse. The rich, expressive colors and geometric forms of Fort George Hill 
easily make this the most stylistically advanced picture Root owned at that 
time . During the 1920s Root also purchased from the Daniel Gallery works by 
three other progressive young American artists, Charles Demuth (1883-1935, 
cat. nos . 68- 70), Elsie Driggs (1898-1992, cat. nos . 76- 77), and Charles Sheeler 
(1883-1965, cat. nos. 180- 81), who similarly combined recognizable subject 
matter with a modernist sensib ility (FIG. 15). 

The story of Root 's first Demuth watercolor purchase is an especia lly poi
gnant example of how his concern for an artist's welfare motivated him to 
buy. In the spring of 1923, more than a decade after easing Lawson's difficult 
financial circumstances by purchasing one of his paintings, Root received a 
letter from Charles Daniel (1878-1971) asking if he would be willin g to pur-



_____ ,.,.) 





chase one of the artist's pictures because Demuth, "whose exquisite watercol
ors you have admired ... is serious ly ill with diabetes. " Root responded shortly 
thereaft er by sending Daniel two checks totaling $175. Root gave Daniel an 
additional $75 check in th e fall of 1926 and received , in exchange, Demuth's 
watercolor, Cyclamen (Flower Study) (FIG. 16).53 

During the 1930s, in addi tion to his extensive patronage of the Rehn 
Gallery, Root also frequented Edith G. Halpert's (1900-70) legendary 
Downtown Gallery. Early in 1931 Root acquired from her Demuth's Purple Iris 
(cat no. 70). Several months later he remarked to h is wife Grace that Demuth's 
watercolor reminded him "of a Chinese poem, unfinished, yet complete."54 In 
1937 he also acquired from Halpert a watercolor by John Marin (1870-1953), 
despite his reservations that Marin was" deeply moving but does not satisfy ."55 

Years later Halpert recounted to Saarinen that she finally succeeded in sell
mg Marin's watercolor, White Mountain Country, The Rapids (The Rapids, New 
Hampshire) (FIG. 17) to Root, after sending him to examine the watercolors 
n th e Winslow Homer Centenary Exhibition, on view at the Whitney Museum 

A · 6 mencan Art.5 After seeing the show, Root return ed to the Downtown 
ery and said to Halpert, "All right, how much is this Marin , I know what 
now] mean-the continuity."57 

Early in 1946 Root purchased another painting from Halpert, Colors of 
m th e f-fa,bor, by Stuart Davis (1894-1964, FIG. 18). In this work Davis's 

abstract imagery floats in a cubist grid of flat, overlapp ing, boldly colored 

facing page 

FIG.16 

Charles Demuth 

Cyclamen (Flower S tudy) 

Ca. 1921 

,/tx,) ;,, 7 7 

Watercolor and graphite on 

white laid waterc olor paper 

13 o/s x 11 3/s in. 

Cat. no. 68 

above 

FIG.17 

John Marin 

White Mountain Country, The Rapids 

(The Rapids , New Hampshire), 1927 

Watercolor, graphite, crayon and 

colored pencil on heavy watercolor 

paper 

13 1
/10 x 17 1/s in. 

Cat. no. 138 
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FIG.18 

Stuart Davis 

Colors of Spring in the Harbor, 1939 

Gouac he on wate rcolor boar d 

12 X 16 in. 

Cat. no. 65 

planes . In a lecture on modern art at the Muns on-Williams-Proctor Institute 
in April 1947, Root noted that Davis composed p ictures in the "abstract Cubist 
tradition," and that he was "not greatly concerned to associate these sensa 
tions and ideas with their natura l source."58 

A month before this lecture Root purchased from Halpert No Feather Pillow 
(FIG. 19), one of the four paintings by Arthur G. Dove (1880 - 1946) that Root 
bequeathed to the Institute . A true pioneer of modernism, Dove was one of 
the very first artists in Europe or the United States to paint abstract imagery 
at the beginning of the twentieth century. 59 It is unclear how much contact 
Root had with Dove's long-time dea ler, th e sometimes -acerbic photographer 
Alfred Stieglitz (1864-1946). Halpert knew that Root rese nted strong-arm 
salesmanship and that he probab ly was not comfortable with Stieglitz's hec
toring manner .60 She succeeded in selling No Feather Pillow to him because 
of her skills as a dealer, of course, but also because Root was deeply moved 
by Dove's pictures. He noted tha t Dove's imagery was based on a "feeling for 
nature" but that he transformed it into "something rich and strange ."61 This 
idea is a central tenet of Root's worldview . The ameliorat ing benefit of a pic
ture that us ed nature as its source of inspiration was articulated by Root in 
1920 when, at thirty -six years of age, he noted that nat ure "was not merely a 
heartless, terrifying mystery" but, instead, served as a bond be tween man· 
kind and the "source of our origin:'6 2 

Root's four Dove paintings can be seen as a bridge lin king his acquisi
tions of early American modernists and the group of you nger artist s he col
lected during the last decade of his life. Artist and Munson -Williams-Proctor 



Institute School of Art director William C. Palmer (1906 - 87) remembered 
that Root told him in the mid-194os "new things are happen ing . I don't know 
that I understand them or that I like them . But I must find out. I must buy 
them and try to find out."63 Root reflected on this watershed period in his 
career as a collector: 

When I went back to New York to live during the winter of 1944-45 
the production of abstract ions by American artists was just beginning 
to be general. During that winter I became acquainted with the work 
of Tobey, Gatch, Baziotes, Stamos and Bertoia. These artists , several 
of the m very young, seemed to me to have a special feeling for the ir 
medium and to be making a serious effort to develop new modes of 
expres sion. Therefore I have their pictures, and the pictures of certain 
other modern America n artists, sympathetic attention .64 

In the 1940s, Root had less mon ey with which to purchas e art so he began, 
as he had earlier in life, to collect the work of emerging artis t s. At this t ime, 
because of their mutual interest in art and nature, he developed a close 
friendship with Theodoro s Stamos (1922-97), who started exhib iting in the FIG. 19 

early 1940s at commercial galleries and in 1946 at the Whitney Museum of Arthu r G. Dove 
American Art . Stamos vividly recalled that No Feather Pillow, 1940 

Edward Root and I met many years ago during my first showing at 
the old Wh itney Museum. He liked that painting and purchased it. 

Oil an d wax emulsion on linen 
16 X 22 in. 
Cat. no. 73 



above 

FIG. 20 

Toeodoros Stamos 

Movement of Plants, 1945 

Oil on Mason ite 

1 6 X 20 in. 

Cat. no.199 

above right 

FIG. 21 

Charles Seliger 

Cross-Section : Plant Life, 1949 

Oil, tempera, and ink on thin 

cardboard 

7 3/s X 11 ¼ in. 

Cat. no. 174 

He came to th e gallery that handl es my work, saw several more, and 
bought three of them -it was that day that I met Edward. He liked 
the paintings because ... they had roots in Natur e, about which I think 
Edward was one of the most learn ed of men .6s 

The pa intings to which Stamos refers are Movement of Plants (FIG. 20), Blue 
Fish, Bone, and Cosmological Battle (Formlings) (cat. nos. 190, 191, 193). Root in 
fact was one of Stam os's first patrons, acquiring numerous paintings betwee n 
1945 and 1953. Stamos later recollected, "Edward visited me in my studio quite 
often, where I left him to go through the paintings which were stacked along 
the walls . He would sit by himself, going through them and ... arriving at 
three or four which he would buy at once, outr ight ."66 The sixteen Stamos 
paintin gs that Root bequeathed to the Museum follow only the larger group 
of watercolors by Burchfield that Root donated. 

The earliest works by Stamos in Root's bequest, such as the charming 
Blue Fish, 1944, are repr esentational, but by the next year, he began pain t
ing more abstractly, so that in Seedling (The Embryo; Vortex and Spiral) (cat. no. 
201), Movement of Plants, and Cosmological Battle (Formlings), all painted in 1945, 
Stamos used eart h-toned colors as well as forms resemblin g leaves, pine cones, 
or similar organic material that float in an und efined space . The compo sitions 
suggest pulsating cycles of seasonal change at an essential level. In the mid-
194os Stamos also created pa intings with a predominate ly blue-green palette, 
as if he were evoking oceanic realms . 

At several venues during the 1950s, Stamos presented a lecture entit led 
"Why Natur e in Art," in which he outlined his influences, of which Arthur 
Dove is notewor thy for th is essay : 
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For me Dove is one of our most original painters whether he worked 
in a semi -abstract or totally abstract vein . . . in the 1930s Dove's forms 
loosen ed and became more organic with color pattern s related to flames 
and amorphous growths of woods of which he was so fond. But his can
vases always built into beautiful compositions that at times resemble 
the expressive glory of Chinese calligraphic character s while never 
deviating from their base in a physical world. He responded openly to 
farmlands, the wind, the rain and the sea.76 

Stamos also lauded "Oriental" picture making and recommended it 3
~ 

a model of understanding contemporary abstraction. He noted that Pacifi· 



Northwest artists Mark Tobey (1890-1976) and Morris Graves (1910- 2001) 

openly subscribed to Asian philosophy while the paintings of Mark Rothko 
(1903-1970) and Jackson Pollock (1912- 56) emulated Eastern sources in 
their evocation of the infinite . All of these artists are represented in Root's 
collection. 

Root was similarly attracted to nature-based imagery by Charles Seliger 
(b. 1926), who was an adolescent when he showed at Peggy Guggenheim's 
(1898 -1979) Art of 111is Century, a showcase for art ists of the emerging New 
York School. Seliger's paintings of organic form reflected the artist's belief tha t 
life was a renewing , organic process, in which "things were always becoming . .. 
developing [into) the mysterious and beautiful." 68 By 1948, after the Carlebach 
Gallery in New York began representing the artist, Root acquired eight of 
h is recent paintings and drawings (cat. nos . 172-79), which he subseque ntly 
bequeat hed to the Museum . In contrast to Stamos's vis ion of nature, Seliger's 
composit ions are tiny , jewel-toned obsessive renderings of plants and insects 
(FIGS. 20, 21). But like Stamos , Seliger was fascinated by natural history. The 
small fanciful insect pic
tures he made at this time 
were based on the artist's 
readings of books by ento
mologist Jean -Henri Fabre 
(1823- 1915). Seliger recalled 
th at Root liked these paint 
ings very much and called 
them "my littl e beasties."69 

Indeed, Seliger's recollec
tions of Root are very warm: 

"Edward Root was probab ly 
one of the mos t superior 
art collectors. I mean just a 
remarkabl e, sensit ive man. 
He followed your work 
with such devotion it was 
unbelievable."7° 

Jimm y Ernst (1920- 84), 
son of artist Max Ern st 
(1891- 1976), emigrated to 
the United States in 1938 and 
worked briefly at Art of This 
Century. When the youn g 

mst launched h imsel f as a professional artist, showing with increasing sue
s at the Norlyst, Laurel, and Grace Borgenicht Galleries, Root bought five of 
works on pape r (FIG. 22). It should be noted, however, that when Root pur 

three of tht:.!se works from Ernst's 1950 Laurel Gallery show he wasn't 
Ya voice crying in the wilderne ss; oth er buyers included The Museum of 

Art, Nelson Rockefeller (1908 - 79), and the Toledo Museum of Art .71 

Ernsts th at Root purchas ed were among the scores of drawings he 
by Ne~ Yorks young, emerging arti sts. His friend Bartlett H. Hayes, 
88), Director cf the Addison Gallery of American Art, recalled Root's 
about drawings: 

e who one time called my attention to the fact tha t a draw-
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FIG. 22 

Jimmy Ernst 

Honky Tonk, 1951 

Gouache on heavy white paper 

22 % x30 in. 

Cat. no. 80 



FIG. 23 

Boardman Robinson 

Bathers Wrestling, before 1928 

Ink and wash with crayon on white 
paper 

ing ts no mo,e than the t<ace left by the band, the <eco,d of a gestme , 
and that the human quality in the drawing arises from the relation 
between the emotiona l and cation,] guidance of the muscles and the 
changes in them of which the drawing is the brief historical chart .7

2 

19 x 13 in., irregular 
Cat. no. 16i 
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Root collected wocks on papec by two mists, William Hae,;, (active 
,940,), and Don Manfred; (b. ,930) who ace ciphe,s because so Uttle info, . 
mation can be found about them sixty yea,, afrec they exhib;ted in New 
Yock galhies (cat no,. >03, ,34). Dthm, howevec, enjoyed cenown. Fedecico 
Castel/On (,9,4-7>) was champtoned by both the Mexican mucali,t Diego 
Rive,a (,886-,957) and the Weyhe Ga//ecy, whece Root pucchased g,aphic 
m, foe many yearn. Root bought twelve Castel/On wo,k, on pa pee that dept ct 

the young man·, Da]Jesque dceamscapes. He donated five of hi, wo,k, to the 
Jostitu,e to the eady >950, and included the cematnJng ,seven tn ht, bequest 
(cat. nos. 5a-58) from Wey he Root also bought decocatJvely pattecned image, 
by Edwa,d J. Steven,, Jc. (,9,3-88, cat. no. aw), whose photogrnph g,aced 
the co,e, of a >950 Life maga,Jne acticle entitle d "Nineteen Young Ameclcan 

A<ttst,."wn,, U(e acticle also featuced Stephen Gceene (,9,8-99, cat. no. ,m) , 
a Ptix de Rome <ecipient whose sensitively wm ught vegetable still Hfe Root acquired in 1949. 

Root's edectic taste at th;, unsettled ,ctist;, moment is demonst rnted by 
othec acquisition, of the pectod Hi, friendship, with wcJtm included coo· 
ttibutorn to The New Yock,,. and h;, an collection had ink drnwJngs by m tooo· 
ists WilJiam Steig (1907-2003, cat. nos. 204-06)-selections of whose series 

"Small Pcy," "Lonely One.s," "All Embanassed," and "About People" wee, shown 

at Munson-WHJ;ams-Prncto, Institute in Peb,u,,y '947-an d Sau/ Stelobe'I< 
C,9,4-99, cat. no, ao7- 08).'< Root had, in fact, a long-standin g app,ecla· 
tion for cartooning . On January 21, 1928 he wrote to the editors of the Utica 

Daily Press praising the "powerful, living line-draftsmanship" of Boardman 
Robinson', (,876-,95,) youthful dcawing,; the Jette, wa, occasioned by' 



Robinson exhibition at the Utica Art Society, from which Root purchased the 
drawing, Bathers Wrestling (FIG. 23). Root recollected that , as a young newspa
perman at the New York Evening Sun, he was" deeply impressed by the series of 
cartoons by ... [Robinson) which appeared on the editorial page of the Tribune 
about 1910 or, perhaps, a little earlier .. .. Their wit and the breadth and ease 
with which they were drawn gave them .. . the unique disti nction of being 
executed by a man who was not only a journalist but an artist." 75 Root's admi
ration for Robinson's drawings coincided with his friendships with members 
of The Eight who began their careers as artist -reporters and whose training 
demanded the telling narrative gesture by minimal drawing means. 

Root collected works on paper created with a wide variety of materials and 
an equally wide range of emotional content . The polar opposite of cartoons are 
the expressionist, semi-figurative pieces by John Edward Heliker (1909-2000, 
cat. no 104), and Joseph Glasco (1925- 96, cat. nos. 93-95). These comple 
ment the drawings and small paintings that Root was simultaneously buy
mg from older or better-known artists such as William A. Baziotes (1912-63, 
cat. nos. 2-6), Willem de Kooning (1904-97), Arshile Gorky (1904-48, cat. no. 
96), Robert Motherwell (1915-91), Jackson Pollock (1912-56, cat. nos. 151-52), 
and Mark Rothko (1903-70, cat. no. 162). Root's drawings by de Koening and 
M therwell make an interesting comparison in that they are both figurative 

dies m the tradition of nude studio model s, and tradition in contemporary 
wa a quality Root admired (FIG. 24, 25).76 Beyond the drawings' subjects, 
gh, they are poles apart in tone: the former is all scraped pigment (or 

while the other is sensuaJ.77 

expressionist style of this era was initially difficult to comprehend, 
Y art world insiders such as critics, gallery owners, and museum trust
o tr uggled to find meaning in and give explanations for abstractions' 

Y rand~m marks of paint. Root was a true leader among collectors 
even with reservations, he had faith in artists' sincerity. He patron 
ne run by Betty Parsons (1900-82)-The Wakefield Bookshop, 

facing page 

FIG. 24 

Willem de Kooning 

Abstract Drawing, 1951 
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Oil and enamel on heavy wove paper 

24 5/ 10 X 30 1/, in . 

Cat . no. 67 

above 

FIG. 25 

Rober t Motherwell 

Nude, 1952 

Brush-applied black ink over graphite 

on wove paper, mou nted on illustration 

board 

21 3/s X 29 ¾ in . 

Cat . no. 147 



FIG. 26 

Jacks on Pollock 

Number 34, 1949, 1949 

Oil and ena mel pa in t on white paper 

board mounted on Maso n ite 

22x3 0 ½ in. 

Cat. no. 152 

facing page 

FIG. 27 

MarkRothko 

Number 11 (Untitled: Abstract ion), 1947 

Oil on linen 

39 ¾ x38 % in. 
Cat. no. 162 

Mortimer Brandt, and finally, the Betty Parsons Gallery. He also bought 
Abst ract Expressionist paint ings and drawings fro m New York dealers such 
as the Willard, Kootz, and Egan Galleries . It is surmised that he firs t encoun
tered the work of Pollock at Art of This Century, bu t waited until the artist 
broke through to his pour paintings before acquiring anything by him. In 
January 1949 Root bought Pollock's dense and discretely colored Number 20, 

1948 (cat. no . 151) from Parsons . Root purchased a more baroque, colorful, and 
slightly larger picture, Number 34, 1949 from a second exhibition that Parsons 
held for Pollock in 1949 (FIG. 26). A week after that show closed, Root wrote in 
a letter to the Munson-Williams-Proctor Institute's Community Arts Program 
Director, Harris K. Prior (1911-75), about "the small under glass Pollock which 
you liked when you saw it in the [Parsons] exhibition." Root marveled that 

"the more I look at ... [it) the more it seems to me to be extraordinary as an 
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example of almost explosive vitality kept within the bounds of a complex and 
orderly form ."78 

Root bought Rothko's Omens of Gods and Birds (1944-45, coll. Chris topher 
Rothko), but in the months between his two Pollock purchases he traded it for 
Rothko's Number 11 (Untitled Abstraction) (FIG. 27).79 This painterl y abstr action 
reveals the artist at an interesting moment, when he abandoned represent3• 

tional, symbolic imagery in search of a more universal visual communication 
that would convey the most profound human emotional content. As with t::s 
Marin purchase from Halpert in 1937, Root equivocated about the works he 

H \'es had bought from Parsons. In a May 12, 1949 letter to his friend Bartlett a 







he confessed, "Pollock and Rothko still seem to me to be brilliant executants, 
but unsatisfying compan ions ."80 Root nevertheless acquired the paintings 
the better to understand them. 

Two years after buying the Rothko, Root also purchased from the Bett y 
Parsons Gallery two of Bradley Walker Tomlin's (1899-1953) "calligraphic"
style pictures, Number 11 (FIG . 28), and the largest picture among the works 
he bequeat hed to the Museum, Tomlin's Number 1, 1951 (cat. no. 220). In the 
mid-194os when the Rehn Gallery represented Tomlin, Root bought the art
ist's Synthetic Cubist-inspir ed composition, Watermelon (FIG. 29). After meet
ing a num ber of the young Abstract Expressionists, however, Tomlin's style 
underwen t a radical transformation and, in 1950, he began exh ibiting with 
Parsons . Two years later, when Tomlin was included The Museum of Modern 
Art's epoch al 15 Americans exhibition, Root wrote a short statement about the 
artist for the catalog . For those "who enjoy sensitively manipulated pigment 
and linear suggestions of movement," Root remarked about Tomlin's pictures, 
the "complex arrangements of bands, pot -hooks, boomerangs, letters, dots, 
rectan gles, zigzags and so forth [are] a sort of pictorial 
equivalent of ballet, in which the many figures shimmy, 
gyrate, contort or drift at two or more levels with stimulat 
ing spont aneity and with an over-all coordination which is 
as satisfyin g as it is unobtrusive.'% Root's colorful descrip
tion of Tomlin's marks, which he insightfully compared to 
a dance, was published severa l months before the art critic 
Harold Rosenberg (1906- 78) used a similar kinetic trope in 
his famous article, "American Action Painting," to describe 
the art of th e Abstract Expressionists . Rosenberg wrote 

At a certain moment the canvas began to appear to 
one painter after another as an arena in which to act
rather than as a space in which to reproduce, re-design, 
analyze, or "express" an object, actual or imagined. 
What was to go on the canvas was not a picture but 
an event.82 

Root's comment s about dance may also be an extension of h is growing 
Interest in music during the later years of his life, as improvements in hearing 
aid technology mad e it possible for him to overcome the deafness that handi

pped his younger years. In his strugg le to formulate critical standards by 
ich he could understand and judge thoroughly abstract compositions such 
those by Tomlin, Root thought that their appeal lay in their ability to evoke 

ling for "organized sensations" whi le, simultaneously conveying-like 
music he was discovering-"spiritual overtones ." The boundary between 

two realms perp lexed him . Echoing the European abstract painter, 
Y Kandin sky (1866-1944), Root noted : "I think that perhaps Kandinsk y 

t Where does sensation end and spirituality begin? Who can say?"83 

could ponder this question as he reflected on the work of Pacific 
t artist s, Graves and Tobey. Graves, who was inspired by Zen 
• sought to be in the moment when he painted. He believed tha t 
a way of kno,.,,ledge" that might reveal a reality beyond the mate -
The works by Graves that Root bequeathed to the Museum can be 

meditati on in which the artist made simple but mindful brush
ftowe b' d r, a ir • or water (cat. nos. 97-100, FIG. 30). 
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facing page 

FIG. 28 

Brad ley Walker Tomlin 

Number 11, ca. 1949 

Oil on linen 

44 1/a X 29 in. 

Cat . no. 221 

FIG. 29 

Brad ley Walker Tomlin 

Watermelon, 1942 

Oil on lin en 

37 X 48 1/s in. 

Cat. no . 222 



FIG. 30 

Morris Graves 

Nestling (Fledgling), 1950 

Watercolor and pastel on 

laid watercolor paper 

18 3/s X 12 ½ in. 

Cat. no. 99 

facing page 

FIG. 31 

Mark Tobey 

Partitions of the City, 1945 

Temp era and opaq ue 

watercolor on Masoni te 

30 ½ X 23 3/s in. 

Cat. no . 216 
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Tobey similarly was in spired by spiritual imp ulses based on his Baha' i 
faith, as signaled in a work such as Vita Nova (cat. no . 218) or Voyage of the 
Saints (cat. no. 219), a later picture in which Tobey's modulated line creates a 
unified composition reflecting the artis t's beliefs that "our minds and hearts 
must be unlocked [to a) vision of unity between all persons ." Many of Tobey's 
paintings in the Root collection, however, are animated with a dazzling line 
that depicts in abstract terms the vitality of New York City. Partitions of the 
City (FIG . 31)-which Root purc hased directly from the artist in 1951- and 
Awakening Night (cat . no . 214), are cityscapes abstracted into overall patterns 
of pulsating figures, traffic, electric signs , and buildings. In New York Tablet 
(FIG . 38), Tobey formed a monolith that suggests the glass fa~ade of a sky
scraper; critic Robert M. Coates (1897-1973) described the painting as sug
gesting "a window view over a multitude of glitt ering buildings ."84 

Root believed that Tobey was the "most original of all American pa int
ers, but his pictures are so different in every respect from our accepted ideas 
of what a picture should be ."85 The difference in Root's mind may have been 
Tobey's calligraphic painting style, called "white writing," that was consonant 
with similar experiments by other artists of the Abstract Expressionist era. 
Root studied his Tobeys carefully, as demonstrated by some notes he made on 
scrap paper remarking that "each picture is built up out of lines of a certain 
type" and with diagrams of the paintings' basic linear structure. 86 

When Graves and Tobey began exhibiting their work at commercial gal
leries and museums in New York City, Root was an early patron. Art dealer 
Marian Willard Johnson (1904-85), who was instrumental in promoting them 
on the East Coast, recollected that Edward began visiting her New York gallery 
around 1941 or 1942. Later, in 1950, Root and Willard traveled together to the 
West Coast. 88 Root's interest in the contemporary artists of this reg ion may 
have been encouraged by Harris Prior who, when he assumed the directorsh ip 
of the Munson -Williams -Proctor Institute's Community Arts Program (the 
forerunner of today's Museum of Art) in 1947, was an authority on painti ng 
in the Pacific Northwest and, less than a year after h is arrival in Utica, orga
nized the traveling exhibition, Ten Painters of the Pacific Northwest .89 It shou ld 
be noted, though, that Root had acqu ired his first Graves drawing in 1945, 
before he met Prior . Nevertheless, between 1945 and 1951, Root confidently 
purchased from Willard four more Graves drawings, three of which within 
a year of their creation. Between 1946 and 1953 Root also bough t from the 
Willard Gallery five of th e six Tobeys he gave the Museum. As with Graves, 
Root acquired each of them within a year of their being made . 

Root 's loyalty to his artist-friends was reciproca ted. When he died in 
December 1956, the Munson-Williams-Proctor Institute quick ly organized an 
exhibit ion to honor him the following spring. 90 One pa inting each by th irty
six artists whom Root had supported was included.9 1 While fourteen had pre
deceased Root, many of the others personally selected their work for the show. 
Several artists wrote glowing testimonies to Root for the exhibition catalog. 
Charles Burchfield admired Root's "complete independence and his uncompro
mising honesty." Morris Kantor (1896- 1974) "was impressed with Root's sin: 
cere devotion to American art and his understanding and kindness to artists . 
William Palmer noted that Root "believed in the growth and development of 
art and its contribution to life," while Mark Tobey found Root, "never preach
ing but showing in his choice of paintings a discrimination without pre tense of 
any kind."92 A few years later, Harris Prior aut hored the article, "Edward Root: 
Talent Scout ," in which he noted significant purchases Root made by artist5 





FIG. 32 

Edward W. Roo t collection ins talled in 

The Metropolita n Museum of Art , 1953 
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when they still qualified as emerging. 93 Prior believed that Root's promotion 
of new talent in his lifet ime held up well because Root acquired art "with love, 
humility and perceptiveness ... not in order to carry out any museum concept 
of general completeness or even of individua l importance, but simply to pro
vide visual nourishment for an acquisitive eye and mind, and occasionally to 
help an artist over a difficult period in his life ."94 

MODERNISM AT THE METROPOLITAN MUSEUM OF AR T 

In the spring of 1953, The Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York presente d 
a large exhibition of 132 of Root's paintings, watercolors, and drawings (FIG . 

32).95 The show featured the work of sixty-seven American and six British art
ists. Only nine of these artists were deceased when it took place. Among those 
who did not have the satisfaction of seeing their pictures included in the 
exhibition were some of Root's oldest and closest fr iends: Luks, Prendergast, 
Davies, and Demut h. Chronologically, the works in the show spanned the 
first six decades of the twentieth century, and ranged in date from Louis M. 
Eilshemius' (1864-1941) watercolor, Black Hills, Delaware Water Gap, 1896-97 
(cat no . 78), to Glasco's Boy (cat. no. 93), and Motherwell's Nude (cat. no. 147), 
both executed in 1952 and, as such, the most contemporary pieces in the 
show. Root acquired more than ha lf of the works in the exhibition during 
the fertile period that began in New York in the winter of 1944-4 5 when he 
became aware of the young American artists who, as he noted, were "makin g 
a serious effort to develop new modes of expression ."96 Root subsequently 
bequeathed ninety of the American pictur es in the Metropolitan Museum's 
exhibition to the Munson-Williams-Proctor Institute. The sixteen English 
and Irish pictures in the show, all from the 1940s and early 1950s, reflect the 
interest Edward and his wife Grace developed for contemporary Brit ish art in 
the post-War years .97 

This exhibition marked th e first time a private collection of contempora ry 
art was ever shown at the Metropolitan Museum . 98 It came into being, frankly, 
because of nepotism. Edward's family had long -standing ties to the museum . 
His maternal grandfather, Salem H . Wales (1825-1902) helped found the 
museum in 1870 and for many years was a trus tee.99 Edward's father, Elihu, 
also served as a trustee, and eventually was First Vice President. He stepped 
down from the board on May 11, 1931, six years before his death .1°0 Edward's 
older brother, Elihu Jr . (1881-1967) served on the board with h is father for 
many years, and was Vice President at the time of his brothe r's exhibition. ' 0

' 

At the same time, however, showcasing Root's collection was a pub
lic relations boon for the Metropolitan, which had come under fire from 
American artists for the institution's resistance to avant-garde art. In 1950 
twenty-eight artists signed an open letter to Director Francis Henry Taylor 
(1903- 57), protesting the reactionar y tastes of the jurors who had selected a 
recent exhibition for the museum that did not include Abstract Expressionist 
painting s. The Metropolitan in fact was long-res istant to new art but this 
incident accrued more notoriety than others when Life magazine published a 
story, "The Metropolitan and Modernism," that featured photograp her Nina 
Leen's (1909- 95) portrait of fourteen of the signatories who were dubbed "Toe 
lrascibles ."102 Nine of the pictured artists had work in Root's collection-Bazi
otes, de Kooning, Ernst, Motherwell, Pollock, Richa rd Pousette-Dart (1916-
92), Rothko, Stamos, Tomlin - and all but Pousette-Dart were featu red in the 
1953 Root show. 

The 1953 exhib ition was not, in fact, th e first time Root had lent works to 



the Metropolitan. In 1920 he placed on long-term loan three paintings from 
his collection, Davies's Refluent Season (before 1911, Munson -William s-Proctor 
Arts Institute), Luks's The Pawnbroker's Daughter (1905, Munson -Williams
Proctor Arts Institute), and Prenderga st's Landscape with Figures (FIG. 7).1°3 A 
Janua ry 15, 1920 letter from Metropolitan Museum Director, Edward Robinson 
( 1858-1931), to Root thanking him for the loan of the Prendergast and th e two 
other pictures is revealing inasmuch as Robinson gets two of the three names 
wrong: "I have the honor to inform you that your offer to lend to the Museum 
three pain tings: The Park, by W. B. Prendergast; The Pawnbroker's Daughter, by 
George Luks; and Refluent Season, by Albert B. Davies has been accepted."104 

[t would appear , however, that Root's generosity, at least with respect to the 
Prendergast painting, created a certain amount of controversy at the museum. 
He confided years later to Hermon More (1887-1968), Curator at the Whitney 
Museum of Art, that the Metropolitan's curator, Bryson Burroug hs (1869-
1934) simply did not like th e Prende rgast and, therefore, while it was on loan 
"skied it over the doorway of the long American School gallery."105 Resentment 
among some individu als at the museum about Prendergast's painting-pre
sumably because its bright colors and painterly facture challenged conven
tional notions of arti stic propriety and craftsmansh ip-may have been even 
stron ger than Root realized. Walter Pach (1883-1958), the well-connected 
chron icler of early twentieth -century American art world politics, shed some 
light on this matter in his gossipy retelling of Burroughs's behind -the-scenes 
explana tion about why the Metropolitan Museum would not undertake Pach's 
suggestion to organize a ret rospective exhibition of Prendergast's work. "It's 
no use for you to try any more," Burrough s explained to Pach," there is still too 
much bitterness here about that work of his hanging out in the gallery."106 

Root's family conne ct ions at the Metropolitan Museum gave him access 
and social standing among the museum's elite. He used the se connec tion s on 
occasion to forward the caree rs of artists in whom he had faith. He sent a let
ter dated February 14, 1928 to Presiden t Robert W. de Forest (1848- 1931) urg
ing him to allow curator Burroughs to buy several modern America n paint
mgs.'07 The eighty-one year old de Forest was a socially prominent New Yorker 
who was also President of the American Federation of Arts-the organiz a
tion Edward's father helped to found . 108 Root's letter to de Forest is lost, but 
the reply he received two days later invited Root to recommend "whatever he 
liked," and that "any pictures you send to the Museum for inspection will be 
addressed" to Bryson Burroughs. 10 9 Despite whatever lingering resentment 
there might still have been at the museum about Root's Prenderga st loan, he 
Payed an instru mental role in the Metropolitan Museum's purchase, that 

nng, of Burchfield's 1927 watercolor, August Afternoon.110 Root was not suc
ful the following year when he suggested to de Forest that the museum 
Id purchase Hopper's recently completed oil painting, Blackwell's Island 

8, coll.ection Robert and Soledad Hurst). In a letter dated January 30, 1929, 
re ts assistant asked Root to have the Rehn Galleries send Blackwell's 
"to the Museum for conside ration."111 Ultimately, however, Root's effort 
ourage the Me ropolitan to buy this work was unsuccessful. Grace Root 

ted that her husband visited de Forest at his home on Washington 
to advocate for the Hopper purchase. According to Grace's notes, "Mr. 

t told answer by showing him his Impressionists.'' 112 The museum's 
gness to buy Blackwell's Island still vexed Root two decades later. 

ng 10 the early 1950s about thi s, Root sardonically commented 
verage age of the [museum's acquisition] committe e was seven ty-
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two ... and none of them like liked anything more modern than the Barbizon 
School. .. they'd never seen a Hopper before.'' 113 

By 1953, with Root's own good provenance, the Metropolitan could afford 
to be somewhat more daring . Curator Robert Beverly Hale , writing in the 
February 1953 issue of The Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin, applauded the 
adventurous spirit that the collector of contemporary material must possess, 
because "values are uncrystallized and the books have not been written." 114 

According to Hale, the collector must have a "wide acquaintance with arti sts" 
who can be good judges of others' work; have an unde rsta nding of art of the 
past, but not be bound by that; have "sympathy with the experiments and 
aspirations of youth," and delight in the contemporary moment. Hale wrote 
nearly in wonder (if not skepticism) about the ascendancy of non -objective 
painting and the temerity that a collector of such art must exhibit : "It takes 
an extraordinary flair to move surely in this unsettled phase of contemporary 
art .... Edward Root is one of the few American collectors who has had the 
courage to enter this field."11s 

Root's exhibition elicited generally favorable crit ical respons e from the 
New York press, national art journal s, and Utica's dai ly newspaper, which 
noted: "In a reversal of a time -honored policy, The Metropolitan Museum of 
Art ... is for the first time offering a public exhibition of a private collection of 
modern art-that of Root."116 

Venerable art critic Henry McBride (1867-1962) described the collection as 
"all of one piece," noting that it demonstrated 

honesty of judgment, the complete absence of anything resembling 
snobbism, the intelligent comprehension of what painting is and a 
sympa thy with the problems of the artist, and finally, an effect of patri
otism build upon the belief that art is at the base of culture and that it 
is a good citizen's duty to patronize it to the best of his ability .117 

And while McBride found some infelici tous pieces, he applauded works 
by Davies, Burchfield, Prendergast, Hopper, Luks, Kantor, Eilshemius and 
John Piper (1903-92), as well as the younger generation painters, Tobey, Ernst, 
Stamos, Pollock, Motherwell, and Norman Lewis (1909-79) as "represented 
by their very best" or" discerningly represented ." 

Aline B. Louchheim (later Saarinen) wrote two pieces about the show for 
the New York Times. In the first she was complimentary: "Collected over the 
last fifty years, the works illuminate the taste and courage of a collector who 
moved with his times-understanding, enjoying, and buying the advan ced 
art of each period ." But, like McBride, Louchheim desc ribed the collection as 

"unpre tentious ," so much so that it sometimes struggled to hold the spaces of 
the Metropolitan's galleries. She diplomatically noted that "in so personal a 
collection and one for which expenditures were of necessity never astronomic, 
not all the artists are represented at their best .... But the astonishing thi ng is 
that quality does remain high throughout the long panorama of years and 
through so many differen t visions and st yles."118 
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In her second piece, published three days later, Louchheim offered an opin· 
ion about the special significance of Prendergast 's Landscape with Figures: 

This Prendergast is, in a way, a key to Mr. Root's taste and a clue to the 
reason he has been able to accept the advanced art of each decade. He is 
far more interested in a sense of creativity, in design and formal quali· 



ties and in express ion of emotion than in subject matter. He recognizes 
how in harsh visual terms Hopper makes his statement about loneli
ness; but he also sees how Tobey's th reading line create s a cosmos_119 

FIG. 33 

Arthur B. Davies 
La Bella Range, ca. 1928 

Watercolor on gray-toned laid paper 
Louchheim characterize d Root's collection as intimate, personal, and 9 ½ x 24 ¾ in. 

consistent from sta rt to finish, notin g conne ction s in the bravu ra, painterly Cat. no. 63 

style of Luks with the new abstraction, as well as the con tinuum of natur e-
based subjects from Demuth, Burchfield, and Stamos. In Root 's collect ion, she 
found "no abrupt shock."120 

The critic at the New York Herald Tribune praised Root's distingu ished tas te 
and inqu iring mind but ultimately determined that Root's collection was 
overly refined and emotio nally aloof, lacking in its detachment the exp ressive 
fire found in works by Abraham Rattner (1893-1978), Rico Lebrun (1900-64), 
or Jack Levine (b. 1915).121 And he was furthe r disappoi nted in th e works by 
arti sts such as Luks and Stuart Davis, who "do stand for dynamism" because 
tht· Root collection harbo red "uniquely placid exam ples ... [and) th e tortured 
Gorky is here actually elegan t."122 

Sidney Geist (1914-2005) , whose review appeared in Art Digest, more 
favorably described Root's collection as "distinguished, cat holic, and, in 
view "f the changes that a half century have brought to American ar t, am az
ingly elastic."123 About individual works, Geist comm ent ed respect fully on 
Prendergast's Armory Show painting but note d insightfully th at, while "it is 
easy to be impressed by large works, Root's perceptiveness is evide nt in h is 
happy choices of small pieces." In particular he prai sed Davies's La Bella Range 

IG. 33), Luks's Closing the Cafe (FIG. 34), and "two excellent flower pieces by 
muth" (FIG. 16, and cat . no. 69). Geist further praised Root's mid -century 

mgs by Gorky (cat. no 96), Pollock (FIG 26, and cat. no. 151), and Rothk o 
2 

), making special mention of de Kooning's Abstract Drawing (FIG. 24) as 
of the very best things in the show.''124 In closing, Geist comme nded Root 
trustmg his own taste in buying contempo rary art, before ar t ists' reputa

were established and when artists most needed patronage. This remark 
Root's perception of himself as a collector; he preferred to cultivate 

talents rather than assemb le a collection of known, and therefore 
nworks that flattered him. 
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FIG. 34 

George B. Luks 
Closing the Cafe, 1904 

Oil on hardwood panel 
8 '/2 X 10 ¾ in. 
Cat. no .129 
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In the twenty-five or so years that elapsed between the late 1920s when 
Root tried to persuade the Metropolitan Museum to pur chase modern 
American paintings and the early 1950s when he was invited to exhibit his 
collection there, Root's sta ture as a advocate and collector of modern art had 
grown . His collection had expanded, augmented by the adventurous American 
and British pictures he acqui red after World War II. He enjoyed the respect 
and collegiality of a distinguished group of artists, educators, and museum 
professionals who shared his views about the need to incorporate studio
based courses in college art classes so students could learn the "fundamental 
motives of art," and th e "tho ught and feeling of parti cular ar tists ."12 5 In 1944 
he began serving as a respected and valued member of the Addison Gallery of 
American Art's ar t committee. 126 In 1948 Root had the satisfaction of seeing 
that he owned works by seven of the eleven artists Look magazine declared 
were America's best contemporary painters. 12 7 The same year The Museum of 
Modern Art borrowed seven pictures from him for a summer exhibition, New 
York Private Collections.128 A year later the truste es of the Munson -Williams· 
Proctor Institute invited him to become the Museum's Consultan t in Art, a 
position he retained for the remainder of his life .12 9 Shortly ther eafter the 
Museum of Modern Art 's brilliant and influent ial curator, Doroth y C. Miller 
(1904-2003), invited Root to write about Tomlin for the landmark exhibition, 
15 Americans, a show to which Root also lent Baziotes' Mummy. 13° 

The attention and esteem that Root received in the late 1940s from his art· 



ist friends and museum colleagues neverthele ss were tempered by the coro
na ry artery disease that he developed at this time, an event that led him to 
begin thinking about the ultimate disposition of his collect ions .131 His broth 
er's posit ion at this tim e as a trustee of the Metropolitan Museum doubtless 
contr ibuted in some important but possibly in tangible way to the exhibition 
of his collection there, an event that cast him more prominently in the public 
eye than he otherwise would have allowed himself to be.132 

ROOT'S AESTHETIC POINTS OF VI EW 

Toe painti ngs and drawings Root purchased over five decades are the most 
important meas ure of his taste, but valuable insights about his modernist aes
theti c also can be gleaned from his writings and lectures. The articles and cat
alog forewords he publis hed about nine contemporary artists, and his lectures 
and more personal musings represent an effort similar to that achieved by 
other early twen tieth-century American collectors who wrote about Amer ican 
modernism such as Arthur Jerome Eddy (1859- 1920), Albert C. Barnes (1872-

1951), Katherine S. Dreier (1877- 1952), and Duncan Phill ips (1886 - 1966) .133 

Additionally, however, Root wrote and lectured thoughtfully about teaching 
art appreciat ion to college students , a discipline that emerged during h is adult 
life, and about which there was conside rable discussion about its methodolo
gies, not to mention its very legitimacy in the college curricu lum . 

Many of Root's thoughts on these two subjects exist in his extensive 
archive of unpubl ished notes, memoranda, and letters . This unpublishe d 
materia l survived because Root was fastidious by nature, as Saarinen noted, 
but also because he may have harbored a closely guarded view of its impor 
tance .134 Additional insights can be gathered from the notatio ns and com
ments he wrote in the margins of some of his books, which are now in the 
Institute' s Art Reference Library. All of this unpubl ished mater ial provides a 
more textu red picture of Root's aesthetic taste and his ideas about art educa
tion, than his published writings otherwise would provide. 

The following summ ary of some of the leading aspects of Root's modern 
ist aesthetic , drawn from his published and unpublish ed sources dating from 
19 13 to 1955, includes an examinat ion of Root's definition of art, a discussion 
of his interest in formalism , and a review of the evolution of his taste from fig
urative to abstract art. Amon g the sources under consideration he re are Root 's 
1922 article, "Pictures and the College," his review of the book The American 

Renaissance (1928), by R. L. Duffus (1888 - 1972), Root's 1936 essay titled 
Charles E. Burchfield," and several drafts he prepared for the talk, "Some 

haracteristics of Modern Art," he presented at the opening of an America n 
ederation of Arts touring show, Pioneers of Modern Art in America, which was 

view at the Munson-William s-Proctor Institute April 13-30, 1947. Root 
k~ for himself as much as possible in this summary. Even though his lan 
e ts sometimes obscure, his writing reveals the work ings of a keenly ana
' mind, one that struggled to understand the art of his time . Collectively, 
8 papers reveal a carefully reaso ned, highly persona l, and unmistakably 

I point of view. 

Root's Definition of Art 

indication of what Root considered art to be appeared in an article 
unced the special course he began teaching at Hami lton College in 
1
920

· Presumably wri tten by him, the article lists th e course's aims 
ds. Students would learn about "interpretative" pictures as well 
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FIG. 35 

Char les E. Burchfield 

Pussy Willows, 1936 

Waterco lor on paper 

32 "I,. x 25 ¼ in. 

Cat. no. 41 

as "decorative pictures, pure design, household furnishings and objects d'art 
[sic] of all kinds." What is significant about this description is the implication 
that certain works of art would be considered to contain meaning while other, 
decorative, artworks presumably would not. This suggests that Root defined 
art at this tim e as something that could be interpr eted. 135 He had more to say 
about this matter several years later in his review of R. L. Duffus' 1928 book, 
The American Renais sance. The focus of Root's comments was th e author's pre
diction that the dominant art form in America would be industrial design, 
not "interpretative" art. Root argued that even if this transpired, the indu s
tria l objects that would be produced did not have to be devoid of interpretive 
possibilities. He cited Henry Varnum Poor's (1888-1970) pottery, Rockwell 
Kent's (1882-1971) commercial advertisements, and Burchfield's watercolors 
as examples of th e kind of art that could "vitalize the standard s of our design 
ing profession." 136 

Th e Hum a n El e m e nt 

In 1922, two years after he sta rted teaching at Hamilton College, Root pub
lished his thoughtfu l article, "Pictures and the College." This essay, which 
addressed some of the pedagogical challenges that tea ching art appreciation 
to college students presented, is an importan t , early expression of Root's aes
thetic thinking and contains a number of comments that reveal his thought s 
about the role of art in the larger public sphere. He proposed that art was 
somethi ng that satisfies a person's spiritual need to feel connected to the 
world. Such a need is prompted by "profound sensatio ns of loneliness, incom
pleteness and mental and emot ional sterility." A work of art can ameliorate 
these feelings of alienation when it enables the viewer "to apprehend the 
significance of visible phenom ena conne cted with his own experienc e."137 

These sentim ent s reveal a lot about the melancholic side of Root's personality. 
Wouldn't another type of person interpret art more joyously? 

This connection between art and human feeling appeared in several writ
ings by Root, th e earliest of which date s to February 16, 1913, when he com
mented in a notebook that certain works of art in the Armory Show were fail
ures because their forms were empty and lifeless, devoid of human meaning. 
He believed the artists who created such works tried to express th emselves 
in (abstract?) forms that were "beyond their capacities to fill with signifi 
cant thought." 138 Six years later, in a lett er expressing concern that architect 
Philip Hooker's (1766-1836) Second Presbyterian Church in Albany, New York. 
was threatened with partial demolition, Root further noted that buildings 
manifest "the divine sense of order which lived in the hearts and minds of 
tho se that designed them." '39 In his review of The American Renai ssance, Root 
argued that art schools could help to humanize industrial design by teaching 
students about the "emotional quality of style ."14° And, in a 1930 Hamilton 
College lecture on Italian Renaissance art, he suggested that arti sts were not 
concerned with "visual facts as such, but only with those visual facts that 
have emotional significance."141 He reiterated these beliefs in notes for a ca 
1935 lecture: "Art is the communicating agent of emotions more or less agree-: 
able in that the y have resu lted from the artist 's perception of his actual or 
pos sible accordance with life."142 In other words, art conveys to the viewer t 
pleasant sensations an arti st experiences when his spirit is in harmony 1"

1 

nature, or when he perceives the pos sibility that it can be so. Root ind~ 
similar sentim ents in an inspired essay he published in 1936 about Burchtl 
In this case, however, Root acknowledged the possibility that the definit1o 



art might change sometime in the future because of the increasing amount of 
non-representational ar t being created . He made a distinct ion in this article 
betw een two kinds of paintings, a Burchfield (FIG. 35), that demonstrates "the 
legitimacy of the connection between art and experience, " and an "abstrac 
tion " by Picasso. Root marveled that the latter picture had "so sensitive and 
vital a feeling for design," but cautioned that the "message of this Picasso is 
not one to be easily associated with the fundamental experiences of life." The 
formal qualities of this artwork are "an experience by itself. Perhaps only this 
sort of experience will in the future be called art."143 In the text for his April 

19
47 lectu re at the Munson-Will iams -Proctor Inst itute, Root made a similar 

assessment of Stuart Davis 's "abstract Cubist " forms in Colors of Spring in the 
Harbor (FIG. 18), deeming them "less applicable to everyday life."144 In this lec
tur e, Root nevertheless favorably commented on the effect that the abstract 
pictorial elements in Baziotes ' Three Forms (1946, Addison Galle ry of American 
Art) had on him. The picture's "varied surface, subdued color, subtle ba lance , 
simplicity and horizontal drift," Root noted, "have a remarkably tranquilizing 
effect."145 He similarly admired paintings by Andre Masson (1896-1987) and 
Louis Schanker (1903-8 1, cat. no. 168), finding them "moving in both form 

and content."146 

Several years later Root recollected that when, as a young man, he pur -
chased Lawson's painting, Winter, Spuyten Duyvil (FIG. 5), he learned "that art 
was something which appealed primarily to the emotions." 147 Therefore, for 
Root, British critic Clive Bell's (1881-1964) assertion that in order "to appreci 
ate a work of art we need bring with us nothing but a sense of form and colour 
[sic] and a knowledge of three -dimensional space" was too radical and imper
sonal a separation between art and life .149 Bell's opinion that the contempla 
tion of a work of art was "unrelated to the significance of life" ran counter 
to Root's belief that an innate connection existed between art and life . Root 
may have had Bell in mind when he remarked in his 1930 Hamilton College 
lecture on Itali an art, "the re is a school of modern criticism which deplores 
this [humani stic?] contrib ution in so far as it affected Renaissance painting. 
In the opinion of this school, painting should be divorced in so far as pos
sible from association with th e real and should therefore employ an abstract 
syrnbohsm.''150 Root countere d Bell in a December 27, 1940 letter to Hami lton 

liege President William H. Cowley (1899-1978), in which Root eloquently 
culated his humanistic definition of art in his repor t about fine arts edu

nal practices at several New England colleges: "Art, as I understand it, is 
ntially th e expression of var ious attitudes toward life ." As World War II 

in Europe, Root stated tha t art could serve as a barometer of larger cul
forces because it "records the development-or decline - of the human 

tanding and is in part to be explained by and in part explanatory of the 
ns amidst which it is created.''1s1 

Root and Formalism 

t sought a connection to th e human experience in the visual arts, he 
med a firsthan d knowledge of the formal elements-lines, shapes, 

• texture, light, and color- th at contribute to the style and visual 
work of art when he began taking private art classes with Luks 

10 · There are numerous ins tances in Root's writings in which 
these formal prop t' 15 2 R , · · · h · er 1es. oot s sens1t1V1ty to t em mirror s 

perhaps an a h . . , • pproac to ar t appreoat1on advocated by Bell and 
h critic Roger Fry (1866- 1934). Marg inal notes that appea r 
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throughout Root's personal copy of Fry's Vision and Design (1920) suggest that 
he read the twenty -five essays in this important book very carefully, and that 
he had what might be described as a personal dialogue with the author. Root 
even prepared summarie s of some of the key point s Fry discussed in the 
book's first two essays, "Art and Life," and "An Essay in Aesthetics." 153 

In "Art and Life" Fry presented a telescopic view of art and history and 
then asserted from thi s evidence that the "usual assumption of a direct and 
decisive connection between life and art is by no mean s correct ." Root's check
mark in the margin adjacent to the next senten ce, where Fry not ed that art is 
somet imes influenced by life, but "much more by its own internal forces,"•s4 

indicates that this idea attracted his attention. Several paragra ph s later, after 
noting how Impressionism marked th e climax of a kind of repr esenta tiona l art 
that had evolved since the thi rt eenth century, Fry observed, and Root empha
sized with another checkmark, that "once repres entation had been pushed to 
thi s point where further development was impo ssible, it was inevitable th at 
artists should ... questi on the validity of the fundamental assump tion that art 
aimed at representation." 155 Root also marked Fry's state ment that the "new 
movement" led to the "re-establishment of purely aesthetic criteria in place of 
the criterion of conformity to appearance," and that the emergence of these 
new aesthetic criteria paved th e way for an appreciation of "a grea t deal of bar
bar ic and primitive art the very m eaning of which escaped th e under sta nding 
of those who demanded a certain stan dard of skill in representation before 
th ey could give serious consideration to a work of art. "1s6 Another comm ent 
by Fry that similarly caught Root's att ention is that modern art "appeals only 
to the aesthetic sensibi lity, and tha t in most men it is comparativ ely weak." 
In the margin next to th is sentence Root wrote, "or undeveloped." 157 The idea 
that th e general public had little knowledge or appreciation of art is a subject 
Root wrote th ough tfully about several times. 

The second chapter of Vision and Design, "An Essay in Aesthetics," is Fry's 
most important th eoretical expression tha t the merits of a work of art should 
be based on a consideration of its formal elements, not on it s ability to repro
duce natural appearances. Fry's ideas here prompted Root to mak e numer· 
ous marginal comment s. When, for example, Fry argu ed that art, being an 
expression of the "imaginative life," does not require the same kind of morally 

"responsive actio n" that a simil ar event in real life would require, Root, instead 
of commenting on the dist inction Fry made here between art and morality. 
focused instead on the reflexive aspect of Fry's sentence and countered that 

"the creation of a work of ar t in itsel f is a responsive action."1s8 

Later, when Fry commented that the "average business man" would be 
more "admirable" and "respectab le" if his "imaginative life were not so squalid 
and incoherent," Root wrote sarc astically, "I suppose th e Rotary Club is looking 
after his morals.' '159 When Fry remarked that the "imaginative life," no matter 
how interesting, would not be of "profound importance to mankind" without 
an "emotional aspect," Root wro te, "appar ently the author, unlik e Clive Bell. 15 

willing to conside r the emotions of life, as proper to artistic express ion." 
When Fry sought to make a distinction betwee n two kinds of arti50 

beauty-one being "sensuous charm" and the other in which objects have 
"extreme ugliness"-Root, slightly annoyed with the opacity of Fry's langua 
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wrote at th e bottom of the page: 

a design-an arra ngeme nt of different reflections oflight . !fit expresses 
no idea mu st be beaut iful of itself; but if it expresses an idea it maY 
have to be compa ratively ugly in order to express the idea. In that caSe 



)
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the beauty of the design derives from its likeness to or harmony with 
the idea. Isn't this what Fry is trying to say?160 

Near the end of his essay Fry ident ified the various methods an artist has 
at h is disposal , what he called "the emotional elements of design," to arouse 
the viewer. The first of these, according to Fry, is "the rhythm of the line." In 
the ma rgin Root wrote his own term , "movement," to describe this formal 
element of a work of art . Next to Fry's following sentence, "the second ele
ment is mass," Root wrote, "substance ." Root wrote "space" next to Fry's next 
statement , "the third element is space ." Adjacent to Fry's sentence, "the fourth 
element is that of light and shade ," Root wrote, "illumination. " He took excep
tion to Fry's fifth and fina l design element, "colour [sic]," writing, "color is 
merely illum ination and ought not to be separately listed." Therefore, with Fry 
as hi s guide but in three cases using diffe rent words, Root listed four formal 
elements in a work of art : movement, substance , space, and illumination. 161 

When Fry note d shortly thereafter , "these emotional eleme n ts of design are 
connected with essential conditio ns of our physical existence," Root wrote 
approvingly in the margin, "they are the genetic motives."162 What this fina l 
comment by Root suggests is that he and Fry held similar beliefs about 
humanki nd's inn ate ability to empathize with the forma l elements of a work 
of art. The formal analysis of art was not, therefore, merely one of a severa l 
different methodolo gies that could be used to analyze and discuss a work of 
art. It was, instead , the sine qua non of art appreciation . 

Considered in thi s light, Root's comments-that artists are concerned 
with visual facts that have emotional significance; that certain works in his 
collection were "moving in both form and content"; or that his Lawson paint 
ing taught hi m "that art was something which appea led primarily to the emo 
tions" -take on added significance. His ruminations about the nature of art 
and about ma n's aptitu de to appreciate art were not base d on an impersonal, 
intellectual construct but , instead, on h is belief in a hereditary link between 
art and human kind . 

Th e Evoluti o n of Roo t 's Taste from 

Fig u rative to Abstract Art 

paintings that Root purchased at the advent of his collecting career by 
n, Luks, Prendergast, Dickinson, and Davies fairly represent h is libera l 

nevertheless convention al taste for figurative imagery. Despite Louchheim's 
that Root was not inte rested in subject matter per se, it was not until 

1944-45 with the acquisition of monotypes by Harry Bertoia (1915-78, 
~ that Root bought his first abstract or non -representational picture. 163 

Root's burgeoning interest in abstract art in the mid -194os paral
historical record, it was not inevitable that he would follow this trend. 
conservative collector might have shunned these works because the 

radical set of principles that abstract American art embod ied rep
repudiation of the figurative works he collected up to this point. 
ace of abstrac t art at th is time is all the more striking when one 
at he was approaching sixty, his health was declining, and the art-
ted these k . , wor s were considerably younger than he. 

Roots writ ings show the evolution of his thinking about figura -
ct art In his H ·1 11 b · 193° am1 ton Co ege lectu re, for example , Root 

ias he th en had for figurative imagery . Framing his remark s 
tscent of the R · , ena 1ssan ce era s Paragone, or debate about the 
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FIG. 36 

Harry Bertoia 
Descending Force, 1944 

Ink on wh ite pa per -fa ced boa rd 

41 ¼x30 ¾ in . 

Cat . no. 11 



FIG. 37 

Ilya Bolotowsky 
Marine Variation No. 2 

Ca. 1940 -42 

Oil on Masonite 
11 X 1J ¼ in. 

Cat . no. 18 
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relativ e merit s of pa intin g, scu lptu re, and archit ect ur e, Root describe d what 
he believed was the appropriate form of exp ress ion for music, architectu re, 
and pai nti ng. "I am content," he not ed, "to leave mus ic and archite cture their 
traditional function of moving mankind by abstr act means, an d to ask of 
pai ntin g no more than that it shall continue to communicate as heretofore 
the poigna ncy and beauty of the world we see." He had a sympathetic inte1 
est in abstract art and believed it to be as equally ground ed in humanistic 
values as was figurativ e art and, therefore, not necessary. "Personally I enjoy 
abstract painting , but I cannot help suspecti ng that its motive s derive largely 
from life."164 Root also worri ed that modern artists sough t to eliminate ·the 
dramatic, psychological, and chara cteri stic, and even the reali stically formal 
from art," and that they take "liberties with natura l appearance to a degree 
undreamed of durin g the High Renai ssa nce."165 

Root's first , significant expo sure to the work of America 's younger gene 
tion of abst ract artists took place fifteen years later . His lexicographic mind1 

him to organ ize and class ify the various kinds of abstract art that he enco 
tered durin g th ese years. The scr ipt for hi s April 1947 Munson-Wil:ia 
Proctor Insti tut e lecture (for which he pr epared more conscientiouslv t 
his audience had a right to expec t, given that th e Instit ute's Bulletii: n 
tha t Root would "speak informally" 166) is an articulate and carefully reas 
explanation of what he believed cert ain modern artists were try ing to ac 
in their works. He noted tha t the European avant-garde arti sts who 



ited at the 1913 Armory Show planted the seed of the abst ract tendencies 
found in the works of the youn g American artists he was beginning to col
lect.161 Looking back from a nearly thirty-five year perspective, Root declared 
that Odilon Redon (1840 -1 916) and Wassily Kandinsky (1866-1944) were the 

"precursors of th e two mod ern schools of painting which have flowered [in the 
United States] since." He described Redon as the forerunner of the European 
Surrealists as well as tho se American artists who displayed surrealis t ten
dencies in their pictures. Kandi nsky influenced th e work of tho se modern 
artist s who "show an increasing tendency to use a non-ob jective symbolism 
to express subject states." Root illustrated this latter point by show ing his 
audience Ilya Bolotowsky 's (1907-8 1) Marine Variation No. 2 (FIG. 37), a small 
painting he acquired about a year earlier . In an effort to describe Bolotowsky's 
mtent10ns, Root insightfully noted that the picture repre sen ts the effort of 
an art ist "who responds emotionally to sensations and ideas which origina te 
within himself and which he doe s not wish to associate with natural objects. 
He has not made a picture of something outside hims elf which he finds agree
able; he has made a picture of something insid e him self which he finds agree
able."168 Root also discusse d in this lecture a class of modern Amer ican pic
tures that reflect in varying degrees the influence of Paul Klee (1879-1940). 

"If you visit the New York galleries this spring or nex t winter," Root observed, 
"you will not ice quite often non -objective paintings which are not primari ly 
concerned with sensa tions but which try to present symbols which are the 
equivalent of general ideas." He illustrated thi s trend with three artworks in 
his collection: Bertoia's Quadrilaterals (cat. no. 13) and two pain tings he pur
chased several months earlier , Tobey's New York Tablet (FIG. 38), and Stamos's 
Ances· ·al Construction (FIG. 39). On the thorny question about the meaning 
and lep,1timacy of an abstract pictu re, Root remarked about the Stamos, "met
amorp•. tc pictur es of this sort invar iably arouse speculation as to what they 

below left 
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Mark Tobey 

New York Tablet, 1946 

Tempera and chalk on laid paper 

mounted on wood panel 

24 3/s X 19 in. 

Cat. no . 215 

below 

FIG. 39 

Theodoros Stamos 

Ancestral Construction, 1946 

Oil on Masonite 

30 X 24 in. 

Cat. no. 188 
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represent, and I think tha t because of this they have a value which we are apt 
to overlook." In his opinion, the meaning of Stamos's picture derived from 
its generalized forms, which "summon up in the observer's mind a number 
of images." Root's use of the word "metamorphic" to describe the picture's 
nature-based imagery is noteworthy . This type of picture's ability to represent 
a "class of things," and to "arouse speculation" helps to explain his interpreta
tion of Stamos's pictures , as well as why he bought so many of them. 169 

Another, even more methodical effort by Root to classify various kinds of 
mid-century American abstraction, appeared in the Institute's 1950 exhibi
tion brochure, Current Trends in British and American Painting from the Collect
ion of Mr. Edward W. Root. In his introductory notes about abstract pictures 
in the exhibition that he had acquired over the past five or so years, Root 
commented: 

In some of the paintings abstraction seems to be used as a means of 
expressing the artist's feelings for organiza t ion (Nicholson) or con
struction (Ernst, Tobey); in other paintings, as a means of expressing 
the artist's feeling for nature (Sutherland, Stamos); in yet other paint
ings, as a means of expressing the artist's feeling for ideas (Gorky, 
Tobey, Matta) . Finally, there are some pictures in which the abstrac tion 
combines very noticeably the expression of a feeling for organization 
with the expression of a feeling for either nature or ideas (Dove, Gatch, 
Conolly, Heliker) .170 

What is most sign ificant about this scheme is Root's struggle to create 
some kind of intellectual framework and therefore , achieve a better unde r
standing of the most recent contemporary art .m 

Root 's Searc h for Critical Standards to Judge Art 

One of Root's earliest official associations with the Munson -William s-Proctor 
Institute was a series of "picture criticism" classes he conducted for three 
small groups of adult students in 1944 and 1945.172 Root adapted the meth
odology descr ibed by the English literary cri t ic I. A. Richards (1893-1979) 

in his influential book Practical Criticism: A Study of Literary Judgment (1929), 

which was no torious because it outlined an experiment Richards conducted 
with students who criticized una t tributed poems by the likes of John Donne 
(1572-1631), Christina Rossetti (1830-1894), Gerald Manley Hopkins (1844-
1889), an d Edna St. Vincent Millay (1892-1950) .173 At this pivotal moment in 
American art history, when mimesis as a critical standard could not be useci 
to judge the abstract pictorial language emerging at mid-centur y, it comes a~ 
no surpr ise that Root would be drawn to the ideas in Richards' text, whi, ~ 
provided an example for developing critical language to organize, as Richard5 

no ted, the world "of abstrac t opinion and d isputation about mat ters of frt' 
ing."174 Richards outlined his aims: 

First, to in troduce a new kind of documentation to th ose who are inter 
ested in the contemporary state of culture . ... Secondly, to provide a 
new technique for those who wish to discover for them selves what the; 
think and feel about poetry (and cognate matters) and why they shod 
like or dislike it. Thirdly, to prepare the way for educational rnethod; 
more efficient than those we use now in developing discrimination .in 
the power to understand what we hear and read. 175 



Root modi fied Richards' method for his visual analysis class, stating that 
the purp ose "is to give pa rticip ants a definite and objective approach to pic
t, •nal art and afford them the oppor tuni ty of enjoying the use of their own 
mmds." He installed four artworks for his student s to examin e in ter ms of 
the following elements: 

{a) Its subject (i.e. what it represent s). 
(b, Its motive (i.e. the aspect of the subject which has moved the artist 

and been emphasized in the work). 
(c) Its expressiveness (i.e . the sui tabilit y of it s medium, execu t ion 

:i.nd composition to the expression of mot ive). 
d) :rs special appeal (i.e. the particular kind of peop le, if any, for 

whom it has been made. Children ? Oth er artists? etc.). 
e) Its non-artist ic inten tion (i.e. does it seek to achieve anythin g 

beyond the expression of the motive? Does it conscious ly seek to 
achieve social or political reform , etc.?). 
Its value (i.e. potential value to others besides the artist). '76 

tasked his students to apply thi s methodology to works of art in his 
on including graphic arts by Francisco de Goya y Lucient es (1746-1828), 
ndt va1 Rijn (1606-69), and George Grosz (1893- 1959) and paintings 
s, Inland Tempest (FIG . 40), and Tomlin, Watermelon (FIG. 29). 
trength of Root's method is that it encouraged careful looking. For 

n Root's readin g of Goya, And There Is No Remedy, from the series, 
r of War, he described the print's motive as "the horror and inhu-
ty of war·"177 1·ts fo "· h · · · d 1· , rms: its roug executio n, unm1t1gate rea ism, 
bihty, and strongly contrasted values, all seem to help the expres-

10lent theme·" and ·t 1 "( · ) · 11· · · , 1 s va ue as causmg an mt e 1gent sens 1t1ve 
ve a revulsion against war." About Grosz's lithog raph, Street Scene, 

H mo portfolio, Root described the form as well-suited to th e 
r "The lack of perspective, the lack of horizontality and vertica l-

FIG.40 

Arthur B. Davies 
Inland Tempest (Inland Storm) 
Not dated 

Oil on linen 
18 X 40 in. 
Cat. no. 62 
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ity in the architecture and the lack of balance in the composition suggest an 
unfamiliar, unnatural, unstable world and by so doing enhance the sugges
tion of moral disorganization ." Root believed that the audience for this work 
was limited to viewers "who are used to modern methods of pictorial expres
sion" which would be, unfortunately , too small to "induce repu lsion in other 
individuals who would impel them to seek reform and regeneration." 178 

If his descriptions are careful and his appreciation for form relative to 
expression apt, Root occasionally wrote the odd or incomprehensib le inter
pretation, as, for example, the "associated ideas" of Tomlin's Watermelon: "I 
should say that this picture unlike most School of Paris cubist pictures showed 
a feeling for the mystery of the univer se."1

79 

One must ask what Root's effort to systematize visual analysis tells us 
abou t his cast of mind , even as it appears Root was keenly aware of the limita

tions a systematized method of visual analysis had on the interpretation of 
a work of art-as revealed in the statement he wro te about Tomlin in which 
Root stated unequivocally that pictorial meaning derived from a human qual
ity that transcended any kind of rigid methodology. 180 

Why Abstraction? 

In response to the question he posed to himself, "Why Abstraction," Root 
compiled a list on the back of a calendar page dated "July 4, 1946": 

The urge to be original. 
Desire to avoid competition with camera. 
Reaction against the formlessness of Impressionism. 
Desire to approximate musical form. 
Discovery of art forms (say African or Polynesian) which do not 

stress likeness (also El Greco, Byzantines, Blake). 
Reaction against scientific materialism. Fear of life. The Eastern 

spirit. Hatred of mankind. Liking for machine .181 

Shortly thereafter, in a four-page outline of note s for his 1947 lecture at 
th e Instit ute, Root struggled to understand why so many contemporary art 
ists were exploring this new idiom: 

Why has this tendency persisted and increased? Is it merely because 
abstraction satisfies our desire for change? The answer to that is that 
it has been going on for nearly forty years. Its novelty value disap· 
peared years ago. Is it because it is easier to do? Even the more tradi· 
tional artists admit that it is harder to do good abstractions than good 
figurative works . Why then do so many artists tend to abstraction? 
A. Some paint abstractions becaus e other artists do, just as some paint 

realistically for the same reason. 
B. Some use an abstract m ethod to communicate genuinel y felt 

motives that might be as well or better communicated by more con 
crete traditional means. 

C. Finally some by means of abstraction achieve a stronger sugge5t1'
1

~ 

of the motives which appeal to them than they could by the accepte 

figurative method .182 

h . f tl':e G 
In the final draft for the lecture, Root invoked the aut onty O · 

p · un 
philosopher Plato as justification for the rise of abstraction . oin 



tha t Plato spoke about the absolute beauty of simple geometric shapes, Root 
specu lated that the phi losopher would be interested in modern art because 
the "drift of modern art is away from imitation and toward geometry ." Root 
saw a cer tain philosoph ical inevitability in the emergence of abstraction, even 
thoug h , if his words are narrowly interpreted, this development would only 
take place in the realm of "geometric" pictures. ' 83 At the conclusion of t his lee~ 
ture, Root asked his aud ience why they t hought so many contempo rary ar t ists 

"use a non-o bjective symbolism and paint what they imagin e rat her than what 
they see ." He considered the answer to th is question a key to unde rstand ing 
th e momento us cultural changes th at were taking place in America in the 
post -World War II era . "If you can answer th is quest ion," Root noted , "you will 
be m a fair way to explain the change that is coming over western though t ." 
This statement is significant because it suggests that Root considered art to 
be a part of larger cu ltural or societal tendencies . "Art is only one st raw in the 
wind," Root added, "no queerer than politi cs, economics or sociology."18

4 

While Root believed tha t abstrac t pa inti ng was flourishing in the United 
States, he wisely refrained from commenti ng on the signi ficance of its popu 
larity. In the penultim ate draft he prepared for his 1947 lectur e at the Ins tit ute, 

Root noted that 

the practice of non-objective painting by me n of ta lent seems to be 
growing. It is particu larly favored at present by delvers into the sub 
conscious. What this portends I do no t know . Leonardo da Vinci would 
certainly consider non-objective painting to be the final descent int o 
decadence; many objective [representational) painters living today 
consider it to be so. Whether they are r ight or wrong only the future 
can determin e. 18s 

Some of Root's last thoughts about the idea of pictori al abs t ract ion 
appeared in the Munson-William-Proctor Insti tute's 1950 exh ibition brochure , 

rrent Trends in British and American Paint ing From the Collection of Mr. Edward 
Root. At this moment of his life, as his health was beginning to deterio rate , 

waxed nostalgi cally abou t one of the mos t influen t ial ar tistic exper i
,r)jjt~ces of his youth, and how the seeds that were planted by tha t even t had, 

four decades later, come full circle. "As far back as 1913 ... [at) the eel
Armory Show ... I became convinced at that time that rep resen tation 

tan inevitable or even desirab le concomitant of every kind of painting." 
ed. almost apologetically, that ifhe "collected representati onal pain t-
een the wars it was because that was the kind of painting whic h I saw 

eries devoted to the exhi bition of American pictures." This is not 
accurate representation of the American art scene between the 
se, consideri ng that he could have purchased abst ract pictures in 
among others, Arthur Dove, who was desperate for enlightene d 
rmg these years. 
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EDWARD WALES ROOT AND 
MUNSON -WILLIAMS-PROCTOR ARTS INSTITUTE 

Munson-Williams-Proctor Institu te was found ed in 1935 by members of 
the last generation of the family whose names it bears. The family left a sub
stantial endowment to create and maintain the arts institution, but its per
sonal collections of fine and decorative arts had not been developed methodi
cally, so it is a felicitous coincidence of timing that Root-with his knowledge 
of art, museums, and collecting practices-was approaching retirement 
from Hamilton College at approximately the same time . Unlike some of his 
contemporaries such as Duncan Phillips, John Ringling (1866-1936), Ralph 
Hubbard Norton (1875-1953), Marion Koogler McNay (1883-1950) or Sterling 
Clark (1877-1956), Root was not a wealthy indu str ialist or financier, and he 
seems never to have aspired to establish a museum bearing his name, as thes e 
other collectors had . The origins , therefore, of the Munson -Williams -Proctor 
Institute present the more unusual union of financ ing from one party and 
expertise from another. 186 

In the first decade of his relationship with the new Ins titu te , and part ic
ularly after his 1940 retirement from teaching at Hamilton College, Root's 
participation grew incrementally but steadily .187 From as early as 1938, the 
Institute benefited from Root's attention; in the fall of that year, it hosted 

"Exhibition of Watercolors and Pastels by Eleven American Moderns from a 
Distinguished Private Collection." Eight years later, from September 29 to 
October 19, 1946, the Community Arts Program (precursor to the Museum 
of Art) featured "Painting s from the Collection of Edward W. Root," with 
thirty-two pieces presented in the Main Gallery. In the intervening eight 
years, Root's profile had risen considerably and he was no longer anon ymous. 
In addition to lending art, Root taught his art appreciation seminar for adults 
and was an occasional guest speaker. 

The year 1949 was red-letter in the Root and Munson-Williams-Proc tor 
Institute association. On November 2, 1949 the Board of Trustees invited Root 
to serve as an advisor to the Community Arts program, specifically to assist 
Harris K. Prior, its Director from 1947 to late 1956, as an advisor on acquisi
tions. It was also in 1949 that Root began thinking about donating the major 
portion of his collection to the Institute. 188 Perhaps because of th is commit 
ment, Root made his first gift of artwork, the first of hundreds, to the lnstitutt 
also in 1949. It was an anonymous donation of an oil painting by Luigi Lucion, 
(1900-88), Vermont Landscape, dated ca. 1944. 189 Root made a public donatio · 
of fourteen paintings and drawings by American artists the following year. Ir. 
1953 he gave 167 Old Master prints, dating from the fifteenth to the twentiet~ 
centuries, and twenty-two drawings and small paintings, as well as 154 prir.r 
by American artists .19° The following year, he donated fifty- eight eighteen•h 
and nineteenth -century Japanese woodcuts. 191 When he pas sed away in .1t 
1956, Root beq ueathed 227 pa intings and drawings, the mater ial of Auspi, 
Vision, to the Museum of Art . 

Root 's gi fts of art were an important consideration when Prior and :,: 
drafted the Museum's first acquisition policy in early 1950. The two rntr 
ated lists of artists whom they believed would form the best represent.i· 
of American art . Root's list of artists' names included his annot ation ' 
as "adequately represented in the Root Collection"-meaning that th'1r 
ist was not given priority on the acquisition list-or "represented by a :. 
work in the Root Collection." Root understood that his own collect/ 
personal and domestically scaled, so even though he owned a srnal. · 



from 1947 (cat. no. 162), in 1953 the Museum acquired No. 18, 1951, which 
repres ents the artist in his most glorious signature style. And, in 1954, th e 
Muse um purchased the monumental frieze , Number 2, 1949, by Jackson 
Pollock. 192 Root also supported the acquisition of work by painters on Prier's 
list, artists not represented in the Root collection , whose work may not have 
matched his personal taste-Isabel Bishop (1902-88 ) and Georgia O'Keeffe 
(1887-19 86), for example. 193 Prior sought to expand the collection historically 
by inclu ding artists such as John Singleton Copley (1738-1815), William S. 
Mount (1807-68 ), Winslow Homer (1836-1910), Thomas Eakins (1844-1916), 

Albert Pinkham Ryder (1847-1917), and Hudson River School painters , but 
the acquisi tion policy itself states : "Except for unusually advantageous oppor
tuniti es, collecting in this area should be postponed for the time being ."194 

Intere stingly , Root recommended no sculpture , though Prior lis ted thirteen 
name s, sever al of which are now represented in the collection, including 

Alexander Calde r (1898-1976), Jose de Creeft (1884-1982), Gaston Lachaise 
(1882-1935), and David Smith (1906-65) . Between 1952 and 1956, Root and 
Prior also actively acquired European twentieth -century pa intings and sculp 
tures, so that the Institute's twentieth -century American holdings would 
have stylis tic context. 195 

Root and Prior collaborated successfully , with the full support of the 
Institute's Board of Trustees , until 1955 whe n illness prevented Root from 
touring New York City galleries as frequently as he once had . 196 In late 1956 
Harris Prior departe d Utica for the directorship of the American Federation 
of Arts and Root passe d away. 

Edward Root's contribution to Munson-Will iams -Proc tor Institute was 
instrumental in esta blishing the organization as a profess ional entity . This 
was achieved because Root's relationship with the administration of the 
Institute was one of mu tual high regard : it trusted his taste to form the collec
tion and he entru sted to it the perpetual care of his lifetime's work. Therefore, 
while his name does not grace the institution, Root's v ision infuses Munson 
Williams-Proct or Arts Ins titute and his legacy has permeated consid erati ons 
both pragmatic and philoso phical. 

After the Museum's collections , the most tangib le manifestation of th e 
t-Munson-W illiams-Proctor Institute partnership was the bu ilding cam

gn the Board of Trustees undertook in 1954. This venture was based in some 
,n::a.~llll!:lsure on Root's intention to bequeath his holdings to th e Institu t e. The 

ition program during Root's lifetime was limited to renovated spaces in 
tain Elms, the 1850 Italianate mansion that was the founders' home, and 

not, understand ably, ideal for the display of contemporary art. When 
Prior saw Root's collectio n installed at the Metropo litan Museum , he 
nted, "I realized how inadequate our Institute lighting is when I saw 
never knew were present in the works I had seen before ."197 

spring of 1954 Prior and the Institute Trustees contacted architec 
rian Henry Russell Hitchcock (1903-87) for advice about selecting 
t for the new Museum building . That summer and autumn, cand i

Utica: Pietro Belluschi (1899-199 4), Philip Johnson (1906-2005) , 
en h9io-6i), and Edward Durrell Stone (1902-78) . In a May 23, 
nd

um to the Board, Prior expressed doubt abo ut Belluschi's busy 
otherwi se em h . d h " P as1ze t at any one . .. would give us a good 
ver d"ffi 1 Y _ _ 1 cu t to choose among them." 198 In spite of his declining 
part1c1pated in th h H d 

J 
e searc . e an Grace hosted visiting archi-

ohnson and S . h , aannen at t e Homestead and met Stone in 
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Ph ilip Johnso n's model for the 

Museum of Art, exam ined by William 

C. Murray, Pres ident ; William C. 

Palmer, Director of the School of Art; 

Clement R. Newki rk, consultant; and 

Richard B. McLanathan , Dire ctor of t he 

Community Arts Program. Reproduced 

from the Syracuse Herald-Journal, 

October 31, 1957. 
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Milto n J. Bloch, Munson -Williams

Proctor Arts Institute Pres iden t, and 

John B. Root at the dedication of the 

Edward Wales Root Sculpture Court, 

May 3, 2001 

New York.199 By fall 1955 the Institute awarded the commission to Johnson 
(FIG. 41) and his simple, elegant st ructure was inaugurated to crit ical acclaim 
in October 1960. 200 

After the Johnson building opened, the Institute organized the exh ibi
tion Edward Wales Root Bequest, on view from November 5, 1961 to February 
24, 1962, in a fitting tribute to a great benefactor. Before Auspicious Vision, 
this was the only instance that th e entir e bequest has bee n exhibit ed in toto. 
And forty years later, another generation at Mu nson-Williams-Proctor Arts 
Institute sought to pay homage to Root when, on May 3, 200 1, it dedicated the 
Museum of Art's grandest gallery as the Edward Wales Root Sculptur e Court 
(FIG. 42). This dedication clearly demonstrates that Root's multivalent contri
butions to the Mun son-Williams-Proc tor Inst it ute cont inue to benefit staff, 
scholars , students and other patrons fifty years hence. One means to mea
sure the extent of Root's import an ce is the long list of exhibitions to which 
his pictures have been included; during his lifetime and later, with Institute 
loans, paintings and drawing s from the Root collectio n have been available to 
venues as diverse as Venice Biennales and sma ll university galleries. 

The Museum runs the risk, however, of institutio nalizing and historiciz
ing Root's vision . For Root, his collection was not so precious (though the 
arti sts who created the work were). Root did not expect the Inst itute to be 
compelled to keep everything he had donated , but should monitor the collec
tion to see how artworks age: "The sma ll part that doesn't dat e should be held 
and the remainder sold. I shou ld add that it might be as well not to be in too 
great a hurry to make up one's mind about what is valid and what is not.">< 
Root's mission, from his first art purchase, was to encourage contemporary 
artists in their work, but his opinion expressed here indicates that he en~· 
sione d a museum of contemporary art as a living entit y. As it happens, tht 
Munson-Williams-Proctor Arts Institute Museum of Art has retaine d all ,t 

Root's pieces, but his model has enabled subsequent generations of Museum 
personnel to collect with a simila r conviction in support of contempora ry art 

and tha t may be his most importa nt gift of all. 
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