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THE ART AND WORK OF THEODORE STEELE 401 

my studio and re-establish my forces and 
adjust my mind to problems that now 
seemed not difficult." 

It was at Peterborough that Edward 
MacDowell composed the Norse and Kelt~ 
Sonatas, the New England ldyls, the Fire­
side Tales, and many of his finest songs and 
choruses. It was here that he passed into 
the other world, and that all that was 
mortal of him is now buried-not in a 
cemetery but on a hill top. His grave is 

marked by a great boulder and is in a small 
enclosure quite overgrown with flowers. 
There is no shade, the sun floods it, the 
winds blow across it, the way is open to all. 
The place is gay with the song of birds, 
bright with the color of blossoms. There 
is no suggestion of the sadness of death but 
rather of the joyous confidence of immor­
tality, the message of art, and of the life 
whose influence extends indefinitely beyond 
the grave. 

THE ART AND WORK OF THEODORE STEELE 
BY ALFRED M. BROOKS 

A RT can wor~ miracles. ~he po~er to 
metamorph1ze canvases mto mirrors, 

power possessed by numberless painters, 
is not miracle-working power. It is not 
art although it may be painting; technically, 
even remarkable painting . To be a painter 
by no means makes an artist. Every 
artist must known how to paint, but few 
painters are artists. To transform a 
canvas into a mirror; to draw and paint 
a subject-hills, fields, sea, and sky, 
whatever goes to make up a landscape, in 
such manner as to approximate an absolute 
reflection of the subject; consciously to 
seek to do this, an.d nothing more, is to 
seek to do what the camera can do better. 
I would not be thought to decry the dif-

.ficulty, or to belittle the paramount nec­
essity of being able to draw objects in their 
right relative sizes and to color them in 
their true hues. It is as necessary to 
the artist as it is to a writer to have 
vocabulary, and to use it grammatically. 
An essential means. Not a great end. 
The point is that art implies a great end 
which, painting, as such, n.o matter how 
good technically, does not. The painter 
is the man who tells us, in correct shapes 
and colors, how things look in what 
ordinarily passes as the actual world. He 
does with his medium something closely 
analogous to that which the reporter does 
in words, when writing a description. As 
reporters range high and low along the 
scale of values so do painters. But neither 
becomes an artist until he begins to pro-

duce something more than merely ac­
curate transcripts; until he ceases. to be 
minor-minded only; until he gives over 
trying to rival the camera. What then is 
this something more? 

It is the miracle-working power of the 
artist; the miracle-working power of the 
poet. It is the capacity of the painter­
artist, writer-artist, to raise mere lines, 
forms, shadows, colors; mere words, prose 
or verse, to the level at which they become 
art. · 1t is what we glibly call creative 
power, genius, but which we rarely under­
stand, or, the unheralded signs of, recognize. 
The painter tells only what he sees. The 
artist tells what he sees plus something of 
what he thinks and feels about what he 
sees. In this case what he thinks and 
feels amounts to nothing less than a record 
of his rational and emotional reactions. He 
is the man who lifts himself above the 
highest mechanical reaches, and acts the 
part of a creature endowed with mind. 
His work is no longer only a reflection of 
that which he has seen with his eye. It 
becomes a thoughtful, possibly an inspired 
reflection upon what he has so seen. The 
soul of him has become concerned as well 
as his body, his hand. His work of art, 
the picture which he makes, is a miracle. 
It is the precipitate, so to speak, on can­
vas of a human being's awe and joy in the 
presence of God and nature. From the 
hills cometh this man's help; from the 
hills, and every other part of that visible 
creation which bespeaks invisible and 
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immeasurable force. He has himself been 
moved. What he paints has in turn the 
power to move others. Unless it has this 
power it is not art. He makes his work of 
art, his picture , the vessel of his intuitions. 
Every touch of his pencil declare a two­
fold reason for exist ence because it describes 
physical fact and, at the same time, inter­
prets spiritual meaning. This was put 
inimitably by the truly magnanimous 
Japanese landscape artist, Hokusai, when 
he wrote: "I hope that at eighty I may 
hav e arrived at a certain power of intui­
tion. . . which will develop so that at the 
age of one hundred I can proudly assert 
that my intuition is thoroughly artistic. 
And , should it be given to me to live to 
the age of one hundr ed and ten , I hope that 
a vital and tru e compr ehension of natur e 
may radiat e from cv ry one of my lines 
and dot s." 

To mak e his pictur e radiate vital com­
prehen ion of natur e is an appallingly ac­
curat e account of what an arti st does when 
he pain ts; of what his work will con­
tinu e to do o long a it shall exist. The 
purpo e of a work of art is to inform , 
int erpr et, illumin e and inspir e as well as 
delight. Doing less than thi s it may still 
be very valu able or useful. Doing th ese 
thing s it become · inv a luable. Th e author 
of such work bas been initiat ed into the 
most seer t of secret societies ; into th e 
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most aristrocatic of all societies, that of the 
real wonder-workers. His degree may be 
high or low. The important point is the 
validity of his membership. Every mark 
of his brush as it travels to and fro over the 
canvas is mad e con amore, and with ac­
curacy. Not the deadly accuracy of which 
we hear much, and know far too much; 
th e deadly accuracy of him who writes 
but is no poet; of him who paints but is 
·no artist. 

From my knowledge of the man, gained 
from the twofold source of the man him­
self, and his work , such as has been de­
scribed, is, in broad outlines, a true picture 
of Ste ele's ideas of art. He is primarily 
a landscape artist. It is necessary to 
know what that means, in some specific 
respects, before considering actual can­
vao;;es. 

Ev ery landscape implies a mood: a state 
of mind. Ev -ry first rate artist is the 
portra ye r of moods. It is at this point 
that the artist and the camera part com­
pan y for good. In his portrayal of mood 
the arti st becom es autobiographic. He is 
invariabl y this when he i.s first rate. It is 
a tru e observation made by Samuel Butler, 
" that a great portrait is always more a 
portrait of th e painter than the painted." 
We hould not forg et that the landscapist 
is th e portrait painter of nature. To do 
thi · thing ad equat ely implies penetrative 



imagination ; th e power to go to th e very 
heart of your subj ect; in a world-wid e, 
deep sympath y . An arti st possesse d of 
this quality spans th e gulf between us and 
our fellow men; between us and our en­
vironm ent, natur e ; spans it for us. Th e 
bridg es which he throws across this gulf, 
bridg es which mak e possible our pas sing 
over from th e world of fact into the world 
of meanings , in a word , from flesh to spirit, 
are poem s and pictur es. Mor e of th em 
ar e being built da y by day than most of us 
susp ect, or ar e willing to recognize; many 
more than we ar e willing to use. Kenyon 
Cox has recentl y said, "W e do not know 
how good our art is." What a comm ent 
upon us! 

Let us now turn dir ect to th e work of 
our arti st , th e land scap es of one of th e 
good living men among st us, Th eodor e 
St eele; to th e second part of what our title 
call s for. To a remarkabl e degree he has 
done a thing unusual though far from un­
known , th e thing R embrandt did, spent his 
life, hi s best working life, on his nativ e 
heath. By continu ed and lovin g int er­
course with it he ha s learn ed to know it 
and to int erpr et it. F or mor e than a 
decad e now thi s D ean of th e Indiana 
School , has spent his whole tim e within 
the narrow confin es of a single, thinl y 
settl ed count y, which , until a few year s 
since, had th e distin c tion of not having a 
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railroad . and th erefore of not having its 
sweet air , or that blu e haz e which mak es 
so much of th e Ohio Ri ver region 's unique 
charm , pollut ed by locomotiv e fum es, or 
its sylvan peace disturb ed by engin e shri ek 
or factor y roar. Brown Count y is still 
happil y unfoul ed by th e smok e, and din , 
and dirt of civilization. It is still a pla ce 
of natural beaut y and seclusion. On on 
of it s pr ett y beech and oak-clad hills, 
ov erlooking wide bottom land s of wheat , 
and upland corn , and beyo nd , ridg e on 
rid ge of wood , lilac in th e dis tance , lives, 
trul y lives, and works , th e tranquil poet­
mind ed , arti st-hand ed man , in year s ap­
proa ching thr ee score and ten but youth­
fully hail , who is po sessed of far more 
Hoku saian intuition s than most men ever 
dr eam of havin g. Da y by day throu gh th e 
changing seasons of year on yea r he com­
mits hi s intuition s to canvas; th e very 
life of th e woods in th eir actual aspect , as 
he und ersta nds it , and in th em sees it. 
"In natur e beaut y dies. In art neve r. " 
To bestow much of th e immortalit y of art 
up on th e b aut y of natur e has mark ed 
his signally success ful efforts . Man y men 
love his pictur es. H e has had man y honor s. 
But best of all, th er a re th e far grea t er 
man y, ye t to find th eir delight in his work. 

On his hill-top , in his valley, up and down 
th e narrow rav ine, out ove r th e orchard 
slopes of his littl e kin gcl0m '1.e .has again 
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and again watched Spring come, and Sum­
mer; Autumn and Winter; frost and cold; 
ice and snow; days and nights; darkness 
and light; all ye green thing , showers 
and dew; sun, moon and stars; winds and 
waters; and he has painted them all in 
such a way as to constitute the sum of 
his canvases an actual Benedicit e, omnia 
opera. He is at one with Ruskin in be­
lieving that all great art is prai ·e. 

!<'or a large ward in one of the Indian­
apolis hospitals Steele has recently done 
four wall decorations. Th ey completely 
fill great spaces to right and left of oppo site 
entrance . Their subjects are th e four 
sea ons; the procession o.f them a it 
pa s ed through th e bit of natur e which he 
know s so well; th e sweet and solemn 
meaning of their pa sing on hi · mind which 
has heeded th em so long, and carcf ully, 
and with o mu ch affection. Ea ch of 
th e e decorati on is a compound of delic­
ious facts, pink clouds of peach-bloom , 
or fascinating shadow- patt erns cast by 
branch ·son smooth be ch trunks in winter; 
such fac ts, and endl ess more, subdued into 
orderly arrangements, and compe lled into 
design of rare decorative effc t. Th ey 
are repr esentat ion plu s art. Th ey alone 
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should go far towards proving to anyone who 
doubts it, that repres entation,an imperative 
end, is not the chief end of art. On the side of 
repre sentation it would be difficult to bet­
ter the anatomy of Steel e' s trees, for ex­
ample, those just beyond the sapling stage 
in the middle-ground of his "Winter." 
But his grasp of nature's anatomy does not 
stop with tre es. For proof, examine the 
knife edges of the sheets of frozen snow 
which overhang his cold brook; in reality 
cut like Greek marbles , and so depicted 
here. Or the anatomy of the "Summer" 
hills, a matt er of splendid ponderosity, 
and so, true , which does not impose itself 
upon the behold er as the sole and only 
pr ecious attribute of the subject. But 
the e are things which many men can do, 
though few can do them bett er, and not 
many half so well. 

\\ hen, howeve r, it comes to the larger 
considerations of design- filling but not 
crowding hi pictorial areas with sustained 
passag es of int erest, and lovely echoes of 
light and shade, mad e to play over, and 
to accentuate, rath er than conceal, the 
highly repr esentative character of the de­
tails which make up the purely pictorial 
natur e of the subjects, these "Seasons" 
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are masterly and, decoratively, masterful. 
They bespeak the inherent bigness and 
breadth of the scenes they represent so 
faithfully. They have detail, anatomy, 
what we will, provided only that we realize 
that it is the one thing which estab lishes 
their claim to be called good drawing. 
They have design; intentional arrangement 
of eve ryth ing depicted, looking to, and at­
taining, the artist's purposed goal. Finally, 
they breathe the inmost spirit of each 
season, and they represent the artist's 
mood; the reaction of a poet to the cease­
less yet quiet hum of a July noon; to the 
rustling blaze of October; to the sti llness 
of winter; to the promise which the annual 
return of spr ing makes and keeps. 

As different from the brush technique 
of these lar ge decorative pieces as can be 
conceived is the handling of his ease l 
pictur es . The facile t echnique of these 
and the realistic tone which it invari ably 
gives, i , in no sense, revolutionary. I 
mean that in no sense does it rivet the 
beholder's thought upon technique, leav­
ing him oblivious or cold to that which the 
technique conveys. In his most broad ly 
manipulated pictures, and in hi most 
delicate,_Steel e never fails to emphasize his 
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consuming love of subject, together with 
the influence which that particular subject 
has had on him; in a word, the mood into 
which it threw him. Again, to put the same 
meaning into slight ly different form, he 
remains, from first to last , the poet, the 
artist-painter. What this is may perhaps 
be understood from "The Oaks,, . here re­
produced. Body and sou l of this picture 
are one. The sent iment of strength and 
delicacy is a pure amalgam. For composi­
tion, in its kind, it would not be easy to 
match "The Oaks," this side the greatest. 
In color, but color I have left wholly un­
mentioned for, as all know, it must be seen 
to be appreciated; this canvas i tender 
and powerful to an unusual degree. So 
is the color of many a canvas by this man 
of rema rkabl e artistic parts , whose capac ity 
for design, and mastery of drawing, can 
be m asurably judged in photographs, as 
can Corot's or any oth er arti s t 's, but whose 
color cannot be judged any more than that 
of other artists, unless seen . 

Stee le's painting is of the sort that in 
lasting worth is bound to far outlive many 
a loud ly herald ed and soon forgotten in­
novator; forgotten beca use he is an in­
novator . of mannerisms, has a new tech-
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nique, is in fine, striking. rather than sound 
or conservative, i.e., faithful lo the great 
tradition of painting. Through many 
years he ha labor ed unc ea ingly at all 
that technique may be construed to in­
clude , but never has tl1is labor for one 
mom ent blunted his rapturous joy over the 
fact of nature a.s such; never has it dead­
ened his vital perceptions of elemental 
ignificance. I mean, the sort of signifianee 

which Corot ·ay baffled him when behind 
a beech tree which he was painting there 
all clay sang a thru sh . 
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To have power, in whatsoever degree, 
to arrest uch significances and make them 
perman ent in paint is to be artist­
handcd. The technician, as such - no 
matter how remarkable - must have this 
power, el e he is no artist. The pity is that 
there are so many technicians who are 
nothing more. The blessed delight of 
finding th e other and real sort, of whom 
it is most consoling to believe there are 
more than is generally supposed, is in­
inestimably satisfying. Theodore Steele is 
one of these. 




