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  FOREWORD


  With this volume, the first complete biography of the artist Aaron Harry Gorson, the author, Maxwell King, presents us with a thorough and detailed study of the painter, detailing his strengths, artistic growth, entrepreneurial spirit, struggles, and ultimate success.


  The artist’s biographical journey is greatly enhanced by the author’s deft weaving of his life history into the story of a burgeoning city and a nation about to emerge as an industrial behemoth.


  By happenstance and effort, Gorson was at the right place at the right time to become one of the first accomplished artists to record this transformation.


  For anyone wondering how industrial Pittsburgh came to be, and indeed how the United States emerged as a dominant manufacturing nation, this book provides an exemplary study with which to begin. Max details the lives and intrigues of Pittsburgh’s industrial founders—Henry Clay Frick, Andrew Carnegie, Judge Thomas Mellon, J. P. Morgan, and many others, some of whom became patrons of Gorson.


  This book quotes liberally from more recent historians and cultural leaders, offering a modern perspective. In doing so, Max provides context and highlights revealing aspects of the artist’s life. He also touches on Gorson’s method of painting, which is consistent with the commonly accepted styles of his time. Notably, he emphasizes Gorson’s most significant contribution—a new subject, the immense mills rising on the banks of Pittsburgh’s rivers. Industry would become a major focus of Gorson’s art—an innovation that his contemporaries and successors would emulate.


  For many decades, I have been an enthusiast for Gorson’s art, both as a native-born Pittsburgher and later as a specialist in American art. In the 1970s, many of the mills he painted still produced steel and all manner of products from its heavy industry. I recall humid, summer days when a thermal inversion might trap the rising factory smoke, causing each valley to accumulate a tinted haze, sometimes bluish, sometimes greenish, and sometimes a rusty orange, each color particular to its locality. To a modern sensibility, the haze was smog, of course, a pollutant, but each tinted valley also testified to the hum of a factory in its midst, providing jobs and prosperity. Sadly for many, by the late 1970s, the mills began to cease operations, and within a decade nearly all were gone. As a result, to his followers, Gorson’s art no longer represented Pittsburgh in the present; rather, it became a window to its past.


  In the first years of the twentieth century, Gorson’s compositions were varied; as Max notes, they frequently presented as a central subject a mill in full operation. Since all the steel mills operated continuously, twenty-four hours a day, Gorson also depicted them at night, offering the artist the opportunity to create dramatic light effects. In his nocturnes, his most celebrated works, the blast furnaces and rolling mills cast their fiery light into the sky and across the waters of the city’s rivers. His views are thrilling expressions of industrial optimism, and they were widely collected among the mill owners and investors of Pittsburgh, where he is still best known today.


  Gorson was not the first to depict industry in America. Among the earlier, major industrial painters, John Ferguson Weir produced two large compositions, The Gun Foundry (1864–1866; Putnum County Historical Society) and Forging the Shaft (1874–1877; Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York), both showing the interior of an iron works. For the industrial grittiness of Gorson’s artistic themes, his teacher, the Philadelphia artist Thomas Anshutz, influenced him the most. Anshutz’s masterpiece, The Ironworkers’ Noontime (1880; Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco), as mentioned by Max, depicts numerous workers, men and boys, relaxing outside a factory in Wheeling, West Virginia, just sixty miles from Pittsburgh. One recent art historian describes Anshutz’s work as a depiction of the bleakness of factory life, though the men as depicted could be described as healthy, rigorous, and tough. These are not downtrodden workers. Indeed, for most immigrant laborers, steady work at American factories provided opportunity and lifted many out of poverty. Anshutz presents us with a sympathetic depiction of the workers, each rendered with a distinct, identifiable portrait.


  As noted by Max and many historians, while most laborers arrived in Pittsburgh for betterment and advancement, they also struggled for generations to achieve job security, workplace safety, and fair wages.


  Gorson’s primary interest was less focused on the workers and more on the drama of great industry. While he painted several depictions of the interiors of mills and occasionally iron workers, most of his compositions showed the plants in their entirety, at a distance. He was likely the first American artist to almost completely devote himself to the subject of factories in action, even while many of his contemporaries in Pittsburgh increasingly included factories as subjects or backdrops for their compositions.


  In the early twentieth century, other American artists also turned their attention to Pittsburgh as the exemplar of robust industry. In 1908, for example, Charities and the Commons, a pro-labor magazine, commissioned the artist Joseph Stella (not yet the modernist he would become) to travel to the city to depict the industrialization of Pittsburgh and its impact on the working classes. His Pittsburgh, Winter (1908; formerly collection of Rita and Daniel Fraad) looks down from a height on the city, shrouded in mists, in a picturesque view of buildings and chimney stacks. He also drew many portraits of Pittsburgh’s working people and, in one instance, the nondescript entrance to a mine, which was notorious at the time as the site of a major mining disaster.


  In his later years, Stella recollected his participation in The Pittsburgh Survey, as it became to be known, capturing in expressive prose the drama of his Pittsburgh artworks. “I was greatly impressed by Pittsburgh,” Stella wrote. “It was a real revelation. Often shrouded by fog and smoke, her black mysterious mass—cut in the middle by the fantastic, tortuous Allegheny River and like a battlefield, ever pulsating, throbbing with the innumerable explosions of its steel mills.” For the Italian-born Stella, as noted in Barbara Haskell’s 1994 biography, “[the city] was like the stunning realization of some of the most stirring infernal regions sung by Dante.”


  By the 1920s, Gorson’s career began to wane. At the same time, modernists across America continued with greater frequency to incorporate his themes of the machine and industrialization in their art. For those living in that decade, the most common descriptive for the 1920s was the Machine Age (the “Jazz Age” moniker came later). It was the decade in which machines began to be widely used at home, for instance, with the widespread appearance of the telephone, modern kitchen appliances, and that most dramatic of household innovations, the radio. In time, a family might even own a car. Factories, too, embraced the machine, of course, and used new, great industrial tools to transform Pittsburgh and America into the world’s leading producer of steel, among other industrial products manufactured on a vast scale.


  Other artists, such as Charles Demuth, also made industry a central theme of their art. In his provocatively titled Incense of a New Church (1921; Columbus Museum of Art), Demuth depicts in his crisp precisionist style a factory wreathed in smoke, depicted not with Stella’s mist-shrouded romanticism, but rather with a hard, rhythmic line.


  Still other American painters continued to embrace Gorson’s industrial optimism, as practiced, for example, by another Pennsylvania artist, Charles Sheeler. In his depiction of the Ford Motor Company River Rouge plant, Classic Landscape (1927–1931; National Gallery of Art), Sheeler, like Gorson, captures the factory from a distance and marvels at the modernity and beauty of his subject. Like Gorson and the captains of Pittsburgh industry, Sheeler, too, enjoyed the patronage of industrialists. He sold Classic Landscape to Edsel Ford.


  Other artists, such as Stella, as noted earlier, explored the romantic, dramatic, and troubled side to capital and labor. These divergent viewpoints about the impact of industrialization persisted in art throughout the first half of the twentieth century; thus, in these early explorations of industrialization, we often see contradictions and tensions. To be fair, Gorson and his fellow artists were grappling with something new, and it would take everyone a few generations to sort out in art, law, and society what shape this newly mechanized and industrialized nation would take. It fell to Gorson to take one of the first steps in this direction.


  Early in his career, Gorson’s palette was muted, as he worked in a narrow tonal range, typical of most of his contemporaries. Later works incorporated brighter hues and color, always with a realist’s eye. As a forerunner of the industrial modernist painters, Gorson deserves full credit for his embrace of a defining subject of the modern age. But was he a modernist? As a matter of style, he was not, drawing as he did from a long, pictorial tradition. Among his antecedents one could cite the American artist James McNeill Whistler, and his elegant nocturnal views of London, and his teacher, Thomas Anshutz, discussed previously. In artistic terms, Gorson’s innovation was not in his technique but in his devotion to a new subject.


  From the vantage point of a later century, perhaps we can see in Gorson and his contemporaries themes that still confound us today. In industrialization, Anshutz found heroic labor. Gorson found optimism. Demuth embraced modernity. Sheeler found awe-inspiring industrial power. Stella found drama and Dante, and perhaps a warning. Industry, with its angels and demons, could be a complicated muse for artists in the modern age.


  Here, I would like to thank Max, and Gorson, for allowing the fires of industry to burn brighter on these pages.


  

  Eric Widing


  Deputy Chairman


  Christie’s Americas


  




   
      
   

      
  PUBLISHER’S NOTE


  I encountered the work of Aaron Gorson almost fifty years ago when I was introduced to my future father-in-law at his home in the Allegheny mountains of western Pennsylvania. He, like my wife-to-be, had grown up in Pittsburgh during its industrial heyday. Above his fireplace was hung a beautiful and striking painting of a steel mill furnace blasting its red and yellow plumes of fire and smoke into a dark sky and reflecting them down on an oily, black stygian river. I remember being transfixed by the drama of the nocturnal scene and by the artist’s deft brushwork that made the explosion of the blast furnace so real and palpable.


  As I became more familiar with Aaron Gorson’s Pittsburgh steel mill paintings, I was surprised to find that very little had been written about this remarkable artist. I learned that most of his paintings had been purchased by Pittsburgh’s barons of early twentieth-century industry, and these paintings had been handed down from one generation to the next. They rarely came up for auction and were little known outside of western Pennsylvania. Not much had been written about Gorson the artist, let alone the man.


  I have wanted to find the right author to tell Gorson’s story for several decades. A few years ago, friends of ours introduced us to Max and Peggy King. It did not take long for me to realize that Max is the ideal author of the book you are about to read. His extraordinary career has taken him from Harvard to editor of the Philadelphia Inquirer, president of Pittsburgh’s Heinz Endowments, author of highly acclaimed books on Fred Rogers and on the itinerant Pittsburgh artist John Kane, and now a fascinating and revealing biography of Aaron Gorson. On top of all that, Max is the grandson of my publishing hero, Maxwell Perkins, the famous Scribner’s editor whose authors included Ernest Hemingway, F. Scott Fitzgerald, and Thomas Wolfe.


  I hope you will agree that Max convincingly makes the case that Aaron Gorson was one of our greatest twentieth-century American artists. The famous twentieth-century American photographer David Plowden said, “There’s nothing more photographable than a steel mill. To me it’s the most awesome spectacle we have.” Gorson captured that spectacle in oil as it dramatically unfolded in Pittsburgh’s night sky. As for my wife’s father’s painting, he regrettably sold it many years ago. We are still trying to track it down.


  

  Jed Lyons


  Chief Executive Officer


  Globe Pequot Publishing Group, Inc.
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  Courtesy of Rivers of Steel Heritage Corporation. Photographed by Tom Little.



  

      
  PITTSBURGH

 
  The artist finds his métier in the fires of the steel mills.


  It was an unexpected turn of events that brought Aaron Gorson to Pittsburgh in 1903. As a struggling artist in Philadelphia, Gorson had gotten much-needed help from a patron, Rabbi J. Leonard Levy, who provided connections to potential clients and training for this young Lithuanian Jewish painter. But Levy suddenly left Philadelphia to become the spiritual leader of Rodef Shalom Congregation in Pittsburgh, leaving Aaron Gorson, barely able to make ends meet in Philadelphia, adrift. Finally, he decided to follow his patron to the smoky capital of industrial America.


  And it was pure serendipity that led Gorson to fall in love with steel. In the early twentieth century, Pittsburgh was a world center of industry, focused primarily on the production of the widest imaginable array of metals and metal products. It had built an industry that dominated global output at a time when steel was changing civilization—much of what had been wooden or iron in the nineteenth century became steel in the twentieth, and most of the inventions of the new century relied on the alloy. Life on the streets of Pittsburgh was a twenty-four-hour-a-day tumult of shops, hotels, restaurants, bars, and arcades, fed by a population that was always just on the cusp of coming off or going on a shift at the mills. Thousands of people in the streets day and night, filling the restaurants and shops.


  When Gorson wandered these streets as a new arrival, one of the places he encountered was a high hill behind the town proper. At night, the artist would find himself on a bluff looking up the Monongahela River at the sprawling mills that lined both banks. And Aaron Harry Gorson was enchanted that night: Looking down on a fiery riverfront tempest, he was struck by the glory and power of steelmaking. The bright lights of the furnace fires and molten iron and steel in the massive industrial complexes along the river lit up the night sky and reflected brightly off the water.


  Gorson, a student and admirer of the dark scenes in the work of American painter James McNeill Whistler, found his métier in his newly adopted city, America’s mecca of industry.


  In a career that brought him renown and financial success, Gorson became the leading American artist of his time in depicting the extraordinary power of the steel industry. He created scores of paintings in which he used his distinctive skills to highlight the stunning sight of the bright mill fires in the darkened air, reflected on the river waters and in the sky over the hulking structures of the mill sites.
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  Courtesy of Detre Library & Archives, Senator John Heinz History Center.


  During the first decade of the twentieth century, Aaron Gorson’s first few years in Pittsburgh, the city had grown dramatically into a new persona as a major American metropolis, with skyscrapers, streetcars, and well-dressed groups of businesspeople thronging the sidewalks. The artist thrived on this urban intensity, which reminded him of Philadelphia and, to a lesser extent, of his smaller hometown of Kovno, Lithuania.


  Gorson’s introduction to the spectacle of American steelmaking at night came at a place in Pittsburgh called Boyd’s Hill, now known as the Bluff and currently the site of the Duquesne University campus. Boyd’s Hill is also the spot where James Parton, writing for Atlantic Monthly in 1868, gave Pittsburgh the sobriquet that would stick with the city for the next century and a half: “hell with the lid taken off.” Parton, Gorson, and countless others were captivated by the glory and the power of Pittsburgh’s mills at night, a sight that stuns with its fiery beauty.


  Art curator and historian Barbara L. Jones, writing in 2006 in Born
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