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A Dash for the Timber, one of Frederic Remington's (1861—1909) largest and most
characteristic works, was acquired by the collector, Amon Carter, in 1945, and hangs today
in the museum bearing his name in Fort Worth, Texas (fig. 1).1 At four feet by seven feet it
has an unusual immediacy and dramatic presence. Museum visitors often come in pairs and
enjoy giving each other little gifts of observation and insight. A well-dressed woman was
overheard recently to observe to her companion as they paused to take it in: “Look at the
horses. Great horses. That’s the sign of a great artist. One of them has been shot. I love this
one.” Despite the non-sequiturs and ambiguous modifiers, this was an astute as well as
enthusiastic comment about a work whose object biography illuminates central concerns
and disputes in American culture from the 1880s to the present.

A Dash for the Timber (painted in 1889) was successively commissioned by a
wealthy capitalist, publically admired, sold to a consortium of businessmen, given to a
university, deaccessioned, acquired by a prominent collector and given pride of place in his
public museum. The vicissitudes of its ownership and the artist’s reputation offer a narrative
about powerful (and contradictory) forces within American culture. Its original celebrity
was a function of both its modernism (the scientific analysis of motion at its core) and its
anti-modernism (the endorsement of an archaic model of masculinity). Its disparate
reception over time sheds light on not only the work, but more important, on Remington’s
audiences, on the discipline of art history, and on American culture writ large.

Helter-Skelter

Eight mounted cowboys and a packhorse gallop frantically toward the picture plane.
Three riders shoot over their shoulders at a large band of pursuing mounted Indians. The
title, A Dash for the Timber, suggests the possibility of escape within the thickets of a forest
behind the viewer’s position, represented within the painting by a small stand of trees on
the extreme left. A cloudless blue sky above and purple-blue shadows below heighten the
vividness of hard orange-peach ground that dusts up white behind the cavalcade and marks
the divots where bullets hit the ground. This painting is noisy with implied sound: the
clatter of thirty-six shod hooves on hard pebbled earth, the “pock-pock” of rifle reports, the
rhythmic metallic “clank” of kitchen gear slapping down on the back of the pack horse, the
creak of leather under strain, heavy breathing of animals and men, and the distant whoop of

journalpanorama.org ¢ journalpanorama@gmail.com e« ahaaonline.org


http://journalpanorama.org/
mailto:journalpanorama@gmail.com
http://www.ahaaonline.org/

Margaretta M. Lovell, “Dashing for America” Page 2

Indians in hard pursuit. We can taste the dust, feel the sun’s heat, and respond with an
adrenaline rush to this frantic cavalry charge that is a retreat.

The sense of anxiety, even terror, incited by this scene is located in the wide-eyed,
pell-mell careen of the horses and our own sense of vulnerability to the chaos flying at us—
no mere observers, “we” are cast as potential tramplees in this emerging narrative.2 In
contrast to the horses with their nostrils flared to suck in air, eyes wide with alarm, and
muscles straining, the cowboys are calm, deliberate, almost Apollonian in this seemingly
desperate pantomime of equine helter-skelter.

The drama is legible to us as we understand (even if we abhor) the will-to-kill and
will-to-survive evident in ferocious aggression and desperate flight. Why, we must ask
ourselves, does Remington select for what he termed a “big order for a cowboy picture,” the
specter of flight, even possible defeat, on the part of the category of men he so clearly
admired and celebrated in the majority of his works?3 Certainly it was not to show the
Native Americans as vindicated injured parties extracting just revenge for decades of
incursions—he has portrayed them at the extreme right as an almost indistinguishable
mass, as a generic danger balanced by and opposed to the sheltering trees on the left. These
furious pursuers have adopted the rifles, horses, and bridles of the invaders, but offer no
other hints of intercultural exchange, negotiation, or even human reason.

The selection of this subject, one in which the Native Americans have inverted power
relations, had, rather, both a theoretical and an instructive basis. Remington clearly
understood the theory of the Sublime, that is, the proposition that humans find terror
pleasurable when presented at a safe aesthetic distance.4 He understood the shock this
painting would give viewers, especially at this scale, that that shock would grab our
attention, that we would respond somatically with both heightened curiosity and anxiety,
and that we would translate that fear into pleasure. As the well-dressed museum visitor put
it, “I love this painting.”

Second, the composition is designed to highlight a key quality that Remington and
others in his generation attributed to and admired in the cowboys, who are, in every sense,
the subject of this picture. The areas of brightest value in this tableau are the white blaze on
the face of the second horse from the left, and the left shoulder of the white horse, bringing
our eyes quickly to a central drama of fraternal compassion and generosity within the larger
narrative of anxious flight and murderous pursuit. As the museum visitor observed, “one of
them has been shot.” A buddy of the wounded cowboy, whose own horse has been grazed by
a bullet, leans over to support his stricken comrade, while on the other side, his fellow takes
the reins to guide this injured man’s horse toward safety. These two do not shoot but,
allowing themselves to be vulnerable, attend to their stricken brother.

All of this activity is portrayed with seemingly spontaneous brushwork describing
sky, ground, and Native Americans, but Remington uses much more controlled, focused,
less visible brushstrokes—made with finer-bristled brushes—in depicting the central group,
the horses, equipment, and faces of the cowboys. He wants us to see and appreciate all the
nuances of clothing, mount, and character. One appears Hispanic, another wears the flat-
brimmed hat suggestive of ex-cavalry, and the two on the left have no facial hair, perhaps
indicating extreme youth.
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Remington painted this picture in 1889, at the age of twenty-eight. Born in New York
State, he had gone West to Montana as a teenager and experimented in his early twenties
with cattle ranching, mining, sheep ranching, a hardware business, and a saloon, mostly in
Kansas.5 He returned East and embarked on a career as an illustrator specializing in
Western subjects and found success by 1886 at age twenty-five when Harper’s Weekly sent
him to Arizona to cover the United States cavalry’s pursuit of Geronimo.¢ With little more
than three semesters of art training at Yale University, and three months at the Art Students
League in New York City, he mastered figure drawing, composition, and the anatomy of the
horse, so he was clearly a quick study.” More important, he understood the meaning of the
West to Eastern audiences.

What cultural work did this painting do for its original New York audience? Above
all, it—and the body of Remington’s work as it developed in the last decade of the nineteenth
and the first decade of the twentieth century—elaborated on the mythic figure of the
cowboy, on his counterpart, the mythic Native American, and on the psychological uses of
the West to Eastern audiences.8 This appetite for Western subject matter can be gauged by
the eagerness of the editors of New York-based Harper’s Weekly, the largest-circulation
journal in the country, to put Remington on contract for a princely annual stipend of
$8,000 the year he painted A Dash for the Timber and exhibited it in New York. “The
picture at the [1889] Autumn exhibition of the [National] Academy of Design before which
stands the largest number of people,” reported the New York Times, “is Frederic
Remington’s Dash for the Timber.”9 The approbation of elite audiences (such as that at the
National Academy of Design, and William Dean Howells who spoke of Remington as “a
wonder”) signal the appeal of Remington’s works to the cognoscenti, while the Harper’s
contract testifies to his equally strong popular following in the 1880s.°

Fig. 2. Frederic Remington, Last Lull in the Fight, 1889. Wood engraving, 16 x 22 in. Private collection. While the
painting from which this print was taken is lost, a second version from 1903 survives in a private collection.

Five further Remington works were selected for exhibition at the Exposition
Universelle in Paris in that same banner year, 1889, and one, Last Lull in the Fight was
awarded a silver medal, testifying to international enthusiasm on the part of discriminating
highbrow European judges for Remington’s work (fig. 2).* Six years later, over one hundred
of his works—mostly drawings—were exhibited and sold at the American Art Association in
New York, realizing $5,800 in a single evening.!2
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Central to Remington’s youthful celebrity was the popular ethos attributed to the
cowboy and to his niche habitat, the Open Range. Generally understood to comprise the
vast public lands of Kansas, Nebraska, the Dakotas, Montana, and Wyoming, the Open
Range was not only a spatial phenomena, it was, importantly, temporal, extending from
1866—when the Union Stock Yard and Transit Company in Chicago opened its integrated
railroad, livestock yards, and commodities market—to the winter of 1886 to 1887 when
extraordinary storms and extreme cold killed the herds and collapsed this profitable
economy.!3 During its twenty-year history, the Open Range permitted and encouraged
Texas cattlemen and their backers, often consortiums of Eastern and foreign investors, to
fatten steers on the extensive unfenced grasslands, and drive them to railheads at Abilene,
Wichita, Cheyenne, and Dodge City where they were shipped East through Chicago for
slaughter and consumption in the nation’s prosperous beef-eating urban centers.4 The
cowboy was instrumental in this multimillion-dollar-a-year industry in which, as historian
William Cronon puts it, “the logic of capital . . . remade . . . nature and bound together far-
flung places to produce a profound new integration of biological space and market,” a
market controlled by a powerful oligopoly of four Chicago meat packers.*s By 1889, the
nation was a complex intertwined web of highly-capitalized railroads, corporations, and
communications systems (and none were more tightly-centralized than the beef industry)
evidencing powerful links between East and West in terms of art and ideology as well as
tenderloin.

Fig. 3. Frederic Remington, The Fall of the Cowboy, 1895. Oil on canvas, 25 x 35 1/8 in. Amon Carter Museum of
American Art, Fort Worth, Texas. 1961.230

Charged with rounding up, branding, neutering, and moving vast herds over
distances as long as five hundred miles, the cowboy in popular culture appropriately stood
for independence, self-reliance, initiative, resilience, versatility, perseverance, and mastery
of not only cattle, but also the cowboy’s primary asset and ally: the horse.¢ He was also,
necessarily, skilled with weaponry, and in interpreting widely varied landscapes. But cattle
chaperonage is not a solo activity, so to the virtues noted above we can add teamwork and
loyalty. Certainly Frederick Jackson Turner had the cowboy (as well as the fur trapper and
timber cruiser) in mind when he opined in his well-known lecture at the World’s Columbian
Exposition four years after Remington painted A Dash for the Timber, that the frontier had
had a profound and positive effect on what he termed “American character.”*” Interestingly,
although the Open Range was closed by economic failure, the proliferation of railheads, and
fencing (as public lands became private property), the public perception of the cowboy
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changed little in the years following the invention of barbed wire in 1873, range enclosure,
and the development of refrigerated railcars.'8 The epic drives during which cattle drivers
appeared to have expansive freedom as they operated at such a great distance from their
employers were over, and cowboys became hired hands on ranches operated within the
hierarchical models of all nineteenth-century businesses, a shift Remington alludes to in the
title of a work about fences and gates, The Fall of the Cowboy of 1895 (fig. 3). Nevertheless,
the reputation of the cowboy survived this transition intact, especially in the East. In fact, if
anything, his virtues were enlarged.

Socially, the cowboy’s identity was entwined in a world of peers in the bunkhouse
and horses in the corral. Women (and the domesticity they represented) were irrelevant in
the cowboy myth except, rarely, as the occasion for rescue and heroics. And we can see
Remington’s consolidation of the key dimensions of this narrative: in his entire oeuvre,
there are scarcely a handful of women pictured, but the horse looms large. As his friend, the
novelist Owen Wister, put it in “The Evolution of the Cow-Puncher,” in which he likened the
“unpolished fellow of the cattle trail” to the medieval knight, “the horse [has] been his
foster-brother, his ally, his playfellow, from the tournament at Camelot to the round-up at
Abilene.”9 Although Remington preferred to trace the pedigree of the cowboy to the
Mexican vaqueros rather than to Wister’s European knight-errant, both views embody the
same ingredients of equine romance and open-air adventure.2° In viewing A Dash for the
Timber, our museum visitor had remarked to her companion: “Look at the horses. Great
horses. That’s the sign of a great artist.” In Remington’s case one reason the horses are
“great” is that the dynamism of the chase is described, above all, in the artist’s depiction of
the horses’ legs—scarcely a hoof touches the ground in this wild gallop.

Fig. 4. Ernest Meissonier, Friedland, 1875. Oil on canvas, 53 1/2 x 95 1/2 in. (135.9 x 242.6 cm). Signed and dated
(lower left): E. Meissonier [initials in monogram]. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Gift of Henry Hilton,
1887.

Until Remington’s era, horses, whose legs at the gallop move too fast for human
eyesight, had conventionally been portrayed in a “rocking horse” posture as we see in a
characteristic painting by the French artist, Ernest Meissonier (1815—1891), done fifteen
years before the Remington we have been considering, and given to The Metropolitan
Museum of Art, in New York City, two years before Remington’s A Dash for the Timber was
painted (fig. 4). Here a painting that may have inspired Remington in terms of composition
and scale, includes horses with both forelegs and hind legs extended off the ground, defying
gravity, but not really moving.2* In fact, horses’ legs do not do that.
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Fig. 5. Eadweard Muybridge, The Horse in Motion: “Sallie Gardner,” 1878. Albumen photograph mounted on card,
dimensions unknown. Iris and B. Gerald Cantor Center for Visual Arts at Stanford University, Stanford Family
Collections.

The moment in the gait that the horse’s momentum allows it to be airborne is the
moment its feet are gathered under its belly, as the California photographer Eadweard
Muybridge (1830—1904) established in his revolutionary stop-action photographs just
twelve years before A Dash for the Timber was painted (fig. 5, frame no. 3).22 Remington, in
other words, gave audiences not only a more accurate picture of equine motion, but also, by
selecting the moment in the stride when the majority of hooves are off the ground, a
dramatically dynamic and optically revolutionary one. He wants us to believe that this
phalanx is moving toward us at forty to fifty-five miles per hour, a speed that quarter horses
can clock for short distances. In this regard, the painting is persuasive. When considering
Remington’s debt to Muybridge, however, note that Muybridge did not photograph
galloping horses from the precarious vantage point Remington gives us, but instead, safely,
scientifically, from the side. Remington’s skill is then in large part, translating Muybridge’s
insight into a dramatically foreshortened head-on view literally never before seen.23 This
buried camera perspective is the view that in the next generation, in the new medium of
films, would become a common visually arresting trope, one that startles and somatically
engages observers today as vividly as it did in the 1880s.
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Fig. 6. Frederic Remington, Bronco Buster, modeled 1894-1895, cast circa 1907. Bronze, 22 x 18 x 12 in. (55.88 x
45.72 x 30.48 cm). White House Historical Association, Washington, DC (White House Collection): 512. NB :
formerly published as Broncho Buster.

As frantic as the horses are, and as desperate as the situation as a whole appears,
Remington’s protagonists—as noted above—seem impassive. They ride and shoot with a
sense of poise and confidence in their mounts and their weapons. This sense of mastery—of
the landscape, of their tools, and of their horses—is central to the myth of the cowboy. And
foremost of these is their mastery of horses. In other Remington compositions, such as the
bronze Bronco Buster of 1895, the cowboy—despite his lost stirrup and the frantic exertions
of the untutored horse—is calm and collected; his body is as well-balanced as the horse’s is
not (fig. 6). This icon of "cowboyness" celebrates dominance and the rough ways it is
sometimes achieved.24 The horse—whether under protest or tractable—completes the
mythic cowboy. The horse is the cowboy’s force magnifier, enabling him to move farther,
faster, from a more elevated and advantageous position, for longer periods of time than are
possible for humankind. And, as in the Bronco Buster—a key work to which we will return—
it enables him to demonstrate mastery. The horse gives the cowboy the capacity to manage
steers and, when necessary, chase or outrun quarry or enemies. Without his mount, the
cowpuncher is pedestrian.
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Fig. 7. Frederic Remington, The Wounded Bunkie, 1896. Bronze, (20 1/4x 33 1/4x12 3/4 xin. (51.4 X 84.5 X 32.4
cm). Yale University Art Gallery, New Haven, Connecticut. Gift of the Artist.

Next to his horse in importance, the cowboy needed his fellows to achieve his identity
and his tasks. A Dash for the Timber is as much about buddyship and mutual dependence
as it is about mastery of the horse. The heroics of the situation Remington has imagined
focus on the group as a group, with the stakes underlined in the efforts of two to save their
wounded comrade, a theme Remington returned to explicitly in his second bronze, The
Wounded Bunkie, and one he referenced implicitly in several of other media including The
Rescue of Corporal Scott, a wood engraving published on the cover of Harper’s Weekly,
August 21, 1886 (figs. 7 and 8).25 These are men, these paintings, prints, and sculptures
argue, who depend on each other and have a deep sense of loyalty to each other.
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Fig. 8. Frederic Remington, “Soldering in the Southwest—the Rescue of Corporal Scott.” Cover of Harper’s Weekly v.
30, no. 1548, (August 21, 1886). Wood engraving, 15 34 x 11 in. Private Collection.

Exhibited in the same foyer at the Amon Carter Museum as A Dash for the Timber,
Coming Through the Rye (1902) reenacts in bronze the fraternal airborne gallop of a group
of cowboys, but this time the careen is not about flight but about fun and fellowship as the
horsemen fire pistols in the air and—in their multiple parallel gestures—express identity
and brotherhood (fig. 9).2¢ The title is borrowed from that of Robert Burns’ 1782 poem
about stealing kisses on a country footpath, a rather different sort of social pleasure than
that suggested by Remington’s wildly cavorting quartet of cowboys. Perhaps we are to
imagine them singing the song version of the poem, or the "rye" of the title references one of
the six-foot high wild grasses of the eastern prairie. Most likely, the selection of this title
suggests the alienation of these Open Range denizens from the sedentary husbandry of
those who raise rye and other rooted-in-the earth grains, that is, farmers who define
property as fixed land, buildings, and crops rather than as mobile gear, horses, and cattle.
Generally horsemen would never trample crops, but the suggestion in the title that these
men do, prompts us to understand them to be either too inebriated to know, or too
contemptuous of the farmers whose labor and livelihood are damaged to care. “Cowboy,”
then, is a term that embraces not only socially-endorsed virtues (such as resourcefulness
and loyalty) but also some “wild,” “untamed,” transgressive behaviors that mark them as
undomesticated bachelors.27
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Fig. 9. Frederic Remington, Coming through the Rye, 1902. Bronze, 30 7/8 in. Amon Carter Museum of American
Art, Fort Worth, Texas. 1961.23.

More ambiguous than the cowboy is the fin de siecle mythic Native American.
Almost invariably figured male, Remington’s Indian is by turns noble savage (wise about
nature, stoic about pain, honorable), a member of a poignantly mourned “dying race,” or, as
in the case of A Dash for the Timber, savage primitive bent on mayhem and destruction. In
this work, the Native American group is figured simply as a demonic force, the cause of the
uproar in the foreground, and foil for the cohort of calm, exemplary cowboys selflessly
looking after a wounded comrade. The year after he painted A Dash for the Timber,
Remington suggested harnessing the energy and skills of Native American men into
organized “mounted regiments,” that “under the Cossack organization, [might become] a
semi-industrial military class” with the same pay and rations as regular soldiers.28 Such a
proposal suggests a dignified functional synthesis in the artist’s imagination, of "noble
savage" with controlled "savage savage," culturally and economically integrated into the
dominant culture. This project to militarize the Indian was one of many solutions proposed
to remedy, in Remington’s words, “the whole problem of what to do with 250,000
[conquered] people of both sexes and all ages . . . a step toward complete civilization and
American citizenship.”29

Ironically, at the same time, forces in mainstream culture moved to employ elements
of traditional Native American life to de-civilize urban middle class and elite boys who were
felt to be in need of relief from the (feminized) domestic culture of their homes. From the
1880s, summer camps—focused on canoeing, teepees, council fires, archery, and feathered
headdresses—were successfully established, especially in the rural areas of the Northeast to
counter their “soft effeminate home life” with summer episodes of “robust, manly, self-
reliant boyhood.”s° It is notable that these camps tended to be themed and named after
Indians,— understood to exhibit more primitive, elemental forms of masculinity
appropriate for boys—rather than cowboys. (For adult fin de siecle males the cowpuncher
provided the more appropriate and credible model.) The eclectic assemblage of cultural
markers of Indianness used in the context of boyhood camps to foster physical and moral
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hardiness was drawn in part from Indian accoutrements and activities seen at the traveling
Wild West shows where Native Americans impersonated themselves in popular tableaux
and reenactments.3! Remington’s Indians were seen by their late-nineteenth-century
audiences within the context of these many understandings—and misunderstandings—of
Indianness. In fact, his five paintings exhibited at the Exposition Universelle in 1889 would
have been understood by Parisians within the context of the popular Buffalo Bill Wild West
performances taking place daily nearby.32

Urban Cowboys

Fig. 10. Thomas Eakins, Cowboys in the Badlands, 1888. Oil on canvas, 81.9 x 114.3 cm (32 1/4 X 45 in.), Private
Collection. Photo ¢ 2009 Christies Images / Bridgeman Images.

Remington’s paintings (and Buffalo Bill Cody’s Wild West reenactments) help us
understand the visceral appeal of the cowboy ethos by making concrete and immediate
personal and social qualities that are abstract, qualities that (male) audiences in urban
centers in the United States and Europe found useful or admirable. Those invisible valued
personal qualities with which the myth of the cowboy (and to a certain extent the Indian)
endowed its subjects—independence, self-reliance, skill, perseverance, self-sacrificing
loyalty—were externalized with physical accoutrements, exotic landscapes, and pantomime
enactments representing a seemingly simpler world of noble manual labor and military
prowess. They represented anti-modernism in a world increasingly troubled by the physical
and psychological dislocations of modern life, especially as these complexities—in all social
classes—impacted men.33 In the late nineteenth century, men suffering from a nervous
disorder thought to be brought on by urbanism and the pressures of modern life were
diagnosed as suffering from neurasthenia, the standard treatment for which involved
sending the patient away from the city and into hyper-masculine environments.34 Thomas
Eakins (1844—1916), for instance, suffering from depression in the wake of his dismissal as
director of the Pennsylvania Academy in 1886, was advised to go West, not to rest but to
engage in the vigorous activities of cowboys. His sojourn in the summer and fall of 1887
resulted in several paintings of Western subjects, among them Cowboys in the Badlands of
1888 (fig. 10).35 Reinvigorated there, he wrote home to his wife admiringly of watching the
physically skillful men in this environment: “The [former] Indian fighter made a beautiful
sight riding on his old Indian war horse. It was as pretty riding as I ever saw. The old horse
had a long regular swing up hill & down & over broken places & creeks & the man swung on
him so easy & graceful he looked like a part of the horse.”3¢ Eakins returned home to
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Philadelphia with three guns, buckskin clothing, and two horses. He soon produced
Cowboys in the Badlands in his Philadelphia studio, a painting in the same genre as A Dash
for the Timber (although one in a more contemplative mode), namely, a work constructed to
describe and explain the West to an audience in the East.37 Others travelled to the closer but
no less rugged and masculine environment of the Adirondack Mountains in Upstate New
York to hunt game and to fish, and live in lean-tos or elaborated log cabins known as camps.
Winslow Homer (1836—1910), who preceded Remington as a Harper’s Weekly artist (in the
decades of the 1860s and 1870s), vigorously embraced life in the woods, drawing and
painting forest guides, hunters, and timber cruisers for Harper's large urban audiences, and
for the successful businessmen who spent summers in the woods (or wished they did), and
who bought his paintings (fig. 11).

Fig. 11. Winslow Homer, The Two Guides, 1877. Oil on canvas, 24 1/4 x 38 1/4 in. (61.6 x 97.2 cm). Sterling and
Francine Clark Art Institute, Williamstown, MA. Photo by Michael Agee.

What I am suggesting here is that artists such as Remington and Homer gained
traction with audiences of all kinds by holding up to armchair readers of Harper’s models of
rustic masculinity liberated from the competition of the modern workplace, the cacophony
and confusion of the city, and perhaps most important, the trammels of domesticity and the
complexities of dealing with women. Homer’s and Remington’s men are exaggeratedly
male, exceptional at mastering the wide expanses of unowned and unfenced nature that was
their province, where they enjoyed (or appeared to enjoy) extraordinary freedoms and
powers. What these artists offered to audiences in New York, Philadelphia, Boston, and
Paris, was a set of recognizable enabling myths with bold surrogates, allowing urbanites
adventures by proxy, and in many cases, violence by proxy. Cowboys, timber cruisers, and
wilderness guides, they proposed, were not only good to experience firsthand, they were also
good to think, both for the middle class subscribers to Harper's, and the elite purchasers of
Homer, Eakins, and Remington paintings.

Remington’s life’s work, then, could be seen as a mission to bring the West east, to
help cure modernity’s dislocations with what Michael Kimmel calls “useful fictions.”s8 His
paintings represent both “once upon a time” and “time present.” In 1889 as noted above, he
exhibited A Dash for the Timber at the National Academy of Design and received
enthusiastic reviews.39 That same year he secured steady employment with Harper's (they
published more than one hundred of his illustrations in 1890), and bought a substantial
property in New Rochelle, joining the first wave of out-migration to the suburbs.4°
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Fig. 12. Thomas Gainsborough, Sir Benjamin Thompson (later Count Rumford), 1783. Oil on canvas, 29 13/16 x 24
11/16 in. (75.7 x 62.7 cm), Harvard Art Museums/Fogg Museum, Cambridge, Massachusetts. Bequest of Edmund C.
Converse. Imaging Department © President and Fellows of Harvard College.

A Dash for the Timber had been commissioned by Edmund Cogswell Converse, who
specified a work that would document a life-and-death struggle on the frontier; it was
exhibited as his property in 1890.4! Characteristic of Remington’s known patrons, in 1890,
Converse was a forty-year-old capitalist involved in the steel industry in western
Pennsylvania; subsequently he became an associate of J. P. Morgan, and a major New York
banker and financier.42 His obituary in the New York Times mentions that in 1912, he
purchased a portrait by Thomas Gainsborough (1727-1788) “of Count Rumford, from whom
he was descended” for $75,000 (fig. 12).43 It is tempting to see these two acquisitions as
alternative pedigrees and models for an ambitious and successful businessman. Converse’s
enthusiasm for Remington’s painting (and for cowboys) was apparently short-lived. We can
surmise that although the painting depicts a “life and death struggle,” as prescribed, its
drama of selfless buddyship was insufficient to offset its depiction of retreat and suggestion
of defeat for the relentlessly successful Converse. In 1893, A Dash for the Timber was on
display at the St. Louis Exposition and Music Hall Fair where it was bought by a group of
local businessmen and given to Washington University in that city, opening a new chapter
in the biography of this painting.44

“Undesirables”

Often celebrated as the “Gateway to the West” because of its role in the
transcontinental trek of explorers and migrants westward, St. Louis was an apt home for a
work dramatizing the West for Eastern audiences. The art collections of Washington
University were already a decade old when this major work was given to the institution. A
half-century later, this painting, embodying so much about antimodernism and mythic
masculinities in Gilded Age America, faced triumphant modernism and its very different
myths about virtue, purity, and manly ideals, as well as hardening distinctions between elite
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and popular culture. In 1941, a young Swedish-German émigré art historian, Horst W.
Janson (1913—-1982), joined the faculty of Washington University, bringing a very
European-oriented modernist view of the development of art to the institution.

Eventually rising to the top of the profession, Janson would move on to New York
University in 1949 and write the discipline’s most influential mid-century textbook.45 But
even in his twenties, Janson had confidence and authority. Although he became a citizen in
1943, there is little indication in the record that he had interest in or regard for American
art. Moreover, his view of the history of art tended to decouple artistic creativity from
culture, focusing instead on formal qualities of individual works and on generational
evolutions of artist-to-artist transmission of aesthetic ideas. His overall model for
understanding art privileged innovation within tradition and hung its narrative on a
teleological armature in which the development of European modernism was the supreme
inevitable achievement of Western art. In 1981, looking back on the decisions he made as
curator of the Washington University art collection forty years earlier, Janson put the
situation this way:

Between 1881 and 1945, there was no screening committee that
decided whether a given work of art. . . was suitable for a
university art collection. . . .so we fell heir to [a] herd of beer
steins. . .[and a] large collection of English nineteenth-century
china. . . .There were [also] a lot of paintings. . . .[The] acting
director of the [St. Louis] City Art Museum told me that they were
planning to kind of weed out the holdings of. . .[that] Museum. . .
[to] sell off things that they regarded as not wholly desirable—or
maybe below the [appropriate] standard. . . .I seized the
opportunity and persuaded the University administration that we
ought to join into this action and sell [our]. . .undesirables. . .and
thus accumulate a fund from which we might purchase. .
.twentieth-century [European] art.4¢

Here in retrospect, Janson associates A Dash for the Timber—which headed his
deaccessioning list—with “a herd” of beer steins, miscellaneous chinaware, and nameless
paintings in the category of “undesirables.”

Fig. 13. Paul Klee, Uberbriickung, 1935. Oil on canvas, 17 x 25 3/4 in. Mildred Lane Kemper Art Museum,
Washington University in St. Louis, MO. University purchase, Kende Sale Fund, 1945.
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The Washington University sale brought $40,000 of which the Remington painting
generated $23,000, and with which Janson bought second-tier works by Pablo Picasso,
Juan Gris, Paul Klee, and other European modernists, commendable, he notes, because of
their “redefinition of pictorial space,” that is, because of their formal characteristics, and
their technical novelty (fig. 13).47 His explanation for the deaccessioning of A Dash of the
Timber—which provided the lion’s share of funds for his modernist shopping spree—is
interesting:

I never did think of Mr. Remington as a genuine western
artist. (My skepticism was borne out when we moved to New York
in 1949, because it so happened that we bought a house in New
Rochelle. . . practically next door to the Remington "ranch." That
is where he lived and that is where he painted his western
pictures.) He is still very much in fashion among Oklahoma oil
millionaires. . .but in terms of the development of twentieth-
century art, his significance [was then negligible and] has not
increased over the past thirty years.48

Palmer Collection.

Janson bases his disdain for Remington on three points: regional inauthenticity (he
lived in New Rochelle, not Fort Worth), a dismissible community of admiration (Oklahoma
oil millionaires), and lack of participation in the narrative of the development of twentieth-
century European modernism about which Janson was professionally knowledgeable and in
which he was professionally invested. Of these, most peculiar is the presumed requirement
that an artist’s subject matter "match" his upbringing and residence to be “genuine.” This is
a yardstick he does not apply to European artists. Of Orientalist painter Eugene Delacroix
(1798-1863), for instance, he reports in his influential textbook with approbation “he was
enchanted by a visit to North Africa in 1832, finding there a living counterpart of the violent,
chivalric, and picturesque past evoked in Romantic literature. His sketches from this trip
supplied him with a large repertory of subjects for the rest of his life—harem interiors, street
scenes, lion hunts,” for his Paris patrons, such as Lion Hunt of 1860 (fig. 14).49 But Janson
saw Remington as a Western artist, not an artist of Western subjects, and thus believed he
should express regionalism in his street address as in his works. Janson most likely believed
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Remington’s project to be documentary (and certainly we know Remington labored, for
instance, to acquire a variety of worn chaps to make sure his cowboys’ clothing in A Dash of
the Timber was congruent with contemporary working equipage).5° But as I have argued,
Remington was painting and sculpting imaginative tableaux like any other genre painter,
with a consciousness of widely-circulated ideas, ideologies, and myths about cowboys and
their activities. As in the case of Delacroix’s Arabs, or Paul Gauguin’s (1848-1903) Breton
peasants or Tahitians, the object was to capture situations, figures, and costumes that would
be legible to urban audiences as culturally different but also as replete with ideological
freight useful in distant Paris. But Janson did not see inconsistency in requiring what he
called “genuineness” in an American artist that he did not require in a European.

Second, he exposes a regional snobbism in that snarky comment about oil
millionaires and his implied subtext that Europeans are knowledgeable about art and values
while Western nouveaux riches are necessarily uneducated in their tastes and do not
understand art values. Nevertheless, he profited from the willingness of multiple individuals
and institutions as they bid up this work to $23,000 and secured his war chest; he had good
reason to thank the bidders rather than disparage them.s!

Janson was a tastemaker but he was also swimming comfortably on a major art
historical tide that continues to carry much before it. His opinions and his actions
concerning Remington’s paintings in general, and A Dash for the Timber in particular, point
to a pair of polarized views—this, Janson’s, in which the artist is seen as inauthentic and his
works, encoding an ideology of heroicism, are superficial and “undesirable”; and the
opposite, but related, popular view that takes Remington’s art to be straightforwardly
documentary, easily legible, and wholly admirable, or as one characteristically enthusiastic
author put it, “Remington’s art and life show an adventurous spirit that is associated with
the pioneer tradition of the untamed American West.”52 To the Janson camp, that is, those
who assigned and taught his textbook through six editions, between 1962 and 2004, and
endorsed his approach through the long half-century dominance of his point of view in the
discipline, this bright-eyed admiration is naive.53 Sophisticated Jansonesque viewers prefer
visual subtlety and aesthetic intertextuality to pictorial “action,” and cringe at Remington’s
“adventurous” narratives.54 In this collision of divergent highbrow and lowbrow readings,
we see incompatible national narratives as well as competing views of Remington and
aesthetic value.5s

Janson’s evaluation of A Dash for the Timber in particular, and of Remington in
general, signaled an important shift in opinion in the mid-twentieth century. While in the
fin de siecle period Remington found ready admirers at the most discriminating venues
(New York’s National Academy and the Paris Exposition Universelle, for instance) as well as
in popular Harper’s, sixty years later distinctions between highbrow (or elite) and lowbrow
(or popular) culture that had not been so pronounced in the earlier period had evolved into
distinct (and often hostile) camps. This polarization was a matter of both art and gender
ideologies. In art, the evolution of the intellectually-engaged vertical plane (a two-
dimensional canvas surface treated as a two-dimensional surface) had triumphed over the
long-standing authority of the somatically-experienced simulated horizontal perspectival
plane that Remington so dynamically projects beyond the picture space in A Dash for the
Timber. In terms of model masculinities the cowboy retained considerable ideological
power in popular culture (films, country and western music, and, as we shall see, in
politics), but he had decisively lost ground with the cultural elite. Perhaps hastened by such
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moral ambiguities as the Vietnam War, many tended to look at the cavalryman and
cowboy—personifications of what were understood to be archetypal American (male)
virtues—with an ironic or cynical eye. These two disparate ideological (and political)
readings of Remington have persisted into the twenty-first century. Similarly, Janson’s art
historical investment in a teleological framework in which value accrues in a work of art (or
an artist’s oeuvre) in relation to its position in a narrative of evolving artistic avant gardes
persists.

There is also a recent somewhat offbeat interpretation of Remington’s work that re-
positions sophistication in the person of the critic whose recondite readings rehabilitate
seemingly banal “action” paintings, transforming them into intellectually interesting visual
texts described as betraying cultural motivations unintended by the artist and unrecognized
by his many audiences. Alex Nemerov, for instance, argues that Remington’s oeuvre can be
decoded as a series of (unbeknownst) self-incriminating displaced social and political
allegories evidencing attitudes that today we deplore.5¢ In this reading, the issue of value is
displaced from the artist, the protagonist cowboy, and his audience to be registered instead
in the adroit moves of the interpreting scholar.

The view that I have been advancing here argues that Remington’s art drew on his
years of living in the West to create fictive self-contained artworks that were vivid, original,
and both responsive to, and evidence of, larger cultural appetites and needs among Gilded
Age Eastern and urban audiences. Beyond the era of their creation, the story of the
reception of his works, evidenced, for instance, in the narrative provenance of A Dash for
the Timber, sheds light on the evolving character of American culture and reveals important
unmended fracture lines in the wildly disparate values attributed to these works and to the
populations that disparage or, in the voice of the well-turned out museum visitor, “love”
them. In other words, the story is about the viewers and the irreconcilability of their views.

What art history as a humanistic discipline does, on the one hand, is the analysis of
individual works or sets of works, and on the other, establish or reestablish the “art
historical significance” of an artist or a work by means of persuasive readings.5” The overall
project is to create a canon, ever-refined by consensus wisdom, of works and artists that are
(more or less permanently) understood to exhibit high aesthetic value and that link to one
another in a developmental sequence.58 Remington troubles this paradigm. As Janson put it
“in terms of the development of twentieth-century art, his significance has not increased
over the past thirty years.” Remington has been virtually written out of the art historical
canon and yet he continues to have a substantial following and not just among lowbrow
audiences and “Oklahoma oil millionaires.”59

Panorama « Association of Historians of American Art » Vol. 1, No. 2 « Fall 2015



Margaretta M. Lovell, “Dashing for America” Page 18

Presidential Cowboys

Fig. 6. Frederic Remington, Bronco Buster, modeled 1894-1895, cast circa 1907. Bronze, 22 x 18 x 12 in. (55.88 x
45.72 x 30.48 cm). White House Historical Association, Washington, DC (White House Collection): 512. NB :
formerly published as Broncho Buster.

If we ask not what is Remington’s “art historical significance,” but rather what is the
cultural significance of the artist’s works, his reputation, and his audiences, a rather
different and more pressing narrative emerges. Literally no American artist’s works are as
frequently and systematically offered up publically as representing national character and
policy; this fact alone should prompt us to look attentively at what Remington is saying and
to whom. During the Gerald Ford Administration, a casting of Bronco Buster was given to
the White House art collection and placed in the Oval Office (fig. 6).6° This was not the first
time the American presidency was associated with this Remington sculpture. Three years
before he was elected president, Theodore Roosevelt’s Rough Riders gave him an early
casting of the work, which he displayed at his home (now the Sagamore Hill National
Historic Site) throughout his life.®* The White House Bronco Buster has been chosen by
successive presidents for prominent placement in the Oval Office during the last five
decades and has been pointedly photographed in association with incumbents as disparate
as George W. Bush and Barack Obama (fig. 15).62
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Fig. 15. Peter Souza, President Barack Obama in the Oval Office on His first Day in Office 1/21/09. Official White
House Photostream,
<http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Barack_Obama_thinking,_ first_day_in_the_Oval_Office.jpg>.

This association between the presidency and this singular Remington work has not
been lost on the public—the award-winning television series The West Wing (1999—2006)
prominently displayed the Bronco Buster on the desk of fictional president Josiah Bartlet,
an authenticating detail beyond any other element of setting, pointedly indicating the
nature of the space, the characters, and the decisions made there. What exactly, then, does
this artwork say about (as well as to) those who gaze upon it in this context? It appears that
the power of this sculpture to capture its central position in United States political dramas—
fictional and real—resides in its presumed and projected Americanness, its unequivocal
maleness, and its association with the presumed character of “the frontier.” It encapsulates,
in iconic shorthand, the story Americans tell themselves about themselves both as
individuals and as an aggregate: they are skillful, cool-headed, resilient, self-reliant, tough,
and most important, triumphant in the face of powerful, frenzied, and cunning adversaries.
These are not the lesser virtues of teamwork and selfless generosity seen in A Dash for the
Timber, or the unleashed boisterous good spirits of those riders careening through the rye,
but rather, the core cowboy in focused one-on-one combat. The location of the Bronco
Buster within the context of the Oval Office through eight presidencies suggests its capacity
to speak to and for the incumbent, allowing key communications between the human
occupants of that space to be unsaid and displaced onto this mime show of an archetypal
power struggle.

As Richard Slotkin, invoking Northrop Frye and Roland Barthes, so persuasively
states it, a “set of powerfully evocative and resonant ‘icons’ about the frontier function as
familiar frameworks and metaphors that “connect what happens to principles that the
culture has accepted as valid representations of the nature of reality, of moral and natural
law, and of the vector of society’s historical destiny.” “Myth does not argue its ideology, it
exemplifies it. . . .transforming secular history into a body of sacred and sanctifying legends”
about “the heroic foray of civilized society into the virgin wilderness, and. . .the conquest
and subjugation of wild nature and savage mankind.”¢3 In embracing such icons as the
Bronco Buster, politicians and their constituencies are not wallowing in clichéd nostalgia
about a lost era, or doggedly admiring works of no art historical significance as Remington’s
critics would have it, but rather they are reading a blueprint for decisive present and future
action in the real world.64

Panorama « Association of Historians of American Art » Vol. 1, No. 2 « Fall 2015


http://editions.lib.umn.edu/panorama/wp-content/uploads/sites/14/2015/09/Fig-15-SouzaObama.jpg

Margaretta M. Lovell, “Dashing for America” Page 20

Fig. 16. Frederic Remington, The Blanket Signal, 1909. Oil on canvas, 27 x 40 in. Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.
Bequest of Stephen and Priscilla Davies Paine in memory of William A. and Ruth Ward Paine.

Genre paintings and sculptures are, above all, communication devices, ones that do
their communicating in a mime show of costume, landscape setting, and frozen action, a
central truth that Remington thematizes in his many paintings about voiceless
communication. In Blanket Signal and Long Horn Cattle Sign (Amon Carter Museum of
American Art), for instance, Remington underlines powerful acts of communication that do
not involve spoken or written language (fig. 16).65 The human body, with gestures and
props, makes meaning within the fiction of the painting and between the painting and its
audience. Blanket signals, smoke signals, hand gestures, and legible pony tracks speak as
eloquently as spoken language within Remington’s works and point us to this principle. Like
histories, jokes, and literature, paintings are condensed stories that tell us, in our reading of
them, about ourselves, our hopes, fears, and (potentially incompatible coexistant)
ideologies. But the artworks carry their tales in pantomime and their meanings are unstable.
Art historians tend to privilege the moment of conception, creation, and initial reception of
artworks, and position their own work as the achievement of ever more accurate and more
perceptive interpretations of that initial creative moment as it links diachronically to other
creative acts. The object is positioned as a stable text seen evermore clearly as discoveries of
data and new interpretive strategies sharpen knowledge and define it as increasingly more
important as an art object within a chronological evolution of art objects. The case of
Remington suggests that looking at reception through multiple generations of interpreters
can position the work as something else, as a touchstone linked synchronically to successive
moments, revealing shifts in culture as the object is valued, disparaged, and revalued by
successive audiences, disparate social classes, and different kinds of knowledge brokers.

This is a tale, since the mid-twentieth century, of powerful but widely polarized views
of Remington’s work, each eloquent of facets of American culture. The larger narrative of his
reputation from 1889 to 2014 is not one of evolving or ever-sharpening understanding of his
art historical importance, but rather the development of warring interpretations that each
deserve our respect as evidence of disparate vernacular and scholarly views of national
culture. The narratives that are the most compelling for the widest audiences demand
attention, not suppression. Male Americans in the 1885 to 1910 period in which Remington
flourished were not all daring, loyal, courageous, self-reliant, semi-feral hell-raisers, but
these were characteristics and models sought by many readers of Harper’s and buyers of
paintings. Their pleasure in viewing (and possibly identifying with) his subjects, and the
continuing popularity of these images over 125 years, signal not (or not merely) the
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uncorrectable naivety of most Americans or their blindness to the logic of capitalism and
imperialism, but rather the continuing need of Americans to explicate or assert national
character and history in shorthand, useful fictions that we would be wise to read and attend
to closely as United States culture’s version of Geertzian “deep play.”6¢

Remington, like Winslow Homer, portrayed male types engaged in lives of skilled but
manual labor that businessmen then and presidents today do not seek to literally emulate—
except occasionally, briefly, under controlled circumstances, in the summer months. These
narratives—rendered as aesthetic wholes, obviously edited out the boredom, hardship, and
penury that distanced these outdoor lives from the urban consumers of their images. But
this is why we speak of the points of intersection between these disparate populations as
“myths,” not because they are untrue, but because they are powerful, widely-shared, generic
ideas that evidence desire, usually a desire to live a more heroic and a more exciting life in
which the value of skill, labor, and community are visible and vital.

In the last years of his short career Remington radically altered the tone of his works,
embracing a more contemplative, static, nocturnal view of his subjects, picturing them in
flattened ambiguous foreboding space.®” These images are as eloquent of those dawning
years of the twentieth century as his sun-baked action images were of the 1880s and 1890s.
The point is not only that Remington had his finger firmly on the shifting aesthetic pulse of
his moment but that the issue of reception has a longue durée that is as interesting and
complex as the work that sparks it. The issue is not to decide whether Remington is worthy
of museum walls and our attention, or parse what Remington is consciously or
unconsciously up to, but to investigate how the reputation of his works—paradigmatically A
Dash for the Timber and Bronco Buster—tells us about powerful (and contradictory) forces
in our culture over time.

When the New York Times reviewer in 1889 described the public debut of A Dash for
the Timber as “The picture at the Autumn exhibition of the [National] Academy of Design
before which stands the largest number of people”—he was recording an event at which New
Yorkers were learning about both the West and about themselves.®8 As we brood about what
captured their attention and admiration, it is important to step back and focus on the long
history of the perception of that land beyond the 100t meridian, especially from the
perspective of the Atlantic seaboard.® It has been a perception colored by the reading of
novels, the witnessing of Wild West entertainments, and, above all, the study of visual
images of the actors, the stage, and the actions that mirrored their projected hopes about a
parallel, admirable, seemingly permanent, mythic Americanness. In the elegant museum
visitor’s “I love this painting,” we can catch an echo of the admiring throngs at the National
Academy of Design a century earlier. And in the presidents’ daily gaze upon the Bronco
Buster, we can see yet another chapter in the reception of Remington and another reason we
need to take this artist seriously. A Dash for the Timber and Bronco Buster matter not just
because they speak in dramatic terms about resilience and ideal manly character, but
because they comment on attributes many Americans wish they could embody as
individuals and as a nation. What seems key is the fact that the narrative of the journey an
artwork takes through time, in the push-pull between popular and scholarly readings, is one
key cultural Rorschach test we should attend to if we want to learn about the power of myths
and the mechanisms by which national culture does its work.
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