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issues and insights

Sally Michel: The Other Avery

ROBERT HOBBS

It 1= a simple story, really, a tale of two American
artists—Milton Avery, who was in his forties, and Sally
Michel, then in her twenties, who forged a seemingly
effortless American brand of high-style Modernism in
the 1930s. The lightheartedness of their work differs
from the earlier, more radically avant-garde &megicaﬁ
art of the Stei ghtz Group and the Dadaist {“g?eiﬁ
Averys favored Behool of Pars art created by the
Fauves Henri Matisse, Raoul Dufy, and André Der
and the Nabis Pierre Bonrmrd and Edouard Vuillard.
They also were fascinated with American traditions
that included Tonalism, 19th-century American folk
art, and contemporary cartoon-hike illustrations. Their
art served as an antidote to the miseries of the Great
Depression by focusing on familier landscapes and
intimate family scenes. They combined lush, high-
keved color with a frugal use of thin, fransparent
washes that may, in part, have been necessitated by
the need then to be economical, and may alsc have
been a result of Milton Avery's own character, for his
Scot’s blood and frugality were a family joke.! Both
Milton and Sally took a simple world and transformed
it into a plavful semiabstract construct, thus human-
izing abstraction and, by analogy, all the bureaucratic,
scientific, and supra-human processes abstraction
connotes. This couple, married for almost 40 years,
turned landscapes into paintings, family scenes into
compositions, people into types, faces into blank masks
or caricatures; in short, they took their own personal
environment and showed others how it could become
abstract without being totally alienating, strangely
distant and vet familiar, modern and still comforting.

Milton Avery has been cradited with originating this
style even though it appears in retrospect that Sally
Michel played an important part in its formation. In
the literature she ig depicted as a stalwart ally who
decided to create the free time necessary for Milton
to establish himself as an artist. The collector Frederick
Wight, for example, described the Averys’ marriage as
“a fusion of will and interesis which seoms at most
to divide iiself into complementary functions rather
than two people. Avery had reserved for himself the
essentials of painting. Sally Avery provided for
everything else™

When Milton met Sally, she was a recent high schos!
graduate, an intermitient student at the Art Studenis

yory, The Arflst ond His Wile (1928}, oll on
% 147, Collection of Sally Michel.
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gus who had pe*muaded her parents to let her spend
the summer painting in Gloucester, Massachusetts,
with a girlfriend. Milton, Sally mm]ls, was impressed
with her determination {0 be an artist:
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Fig. 3. Millon Avery, Woman Dra
x 38", Collection of Sally Michel.

I think I was nineteen at the fime, and I used lo get
up at six o'clock in the morning and go out skeiching,
with my paintbox on my back ... and I’d set up my
easel. Then I'd come back about twelve o'clock, all
covered in paint. And I think [Milion] was very intrigued
by this crazy youngster who did all these things, and
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we got acquainted naturally, because he lived next door.?

She zlso remembers vividly the first time she saw his
art:

“Would you like io see what P'm doing?” he asked me
one afternoon. He'd been wailing for me to return. I
remember my first glimpse of his work. . .. “I sheuld
hang around this man,” | thought, “and learn all he
knows about painting.” I didn’t realize then that this
would mean the next forty years of our lives.*

The vear was 1924; Milton had not yet achieved
maturity as an artist even though he was 39 vears old
and had been painting for over 15 years. Although Sally
was impressed with his work, his art then was a mixture
of 18th-century Tonalism and turn-of-the-century
American Impressionism.” Like Tonalist arl, Avery's
aimed to establish a gently nostalgic mood through low-
keved hues of the same value. At that time he was not
an innovator, he was living in Connecticut and was
unfamiliar with recent artistic trends in New York and
Europe. Although he was committed to art, he had to
take a variety of jobs to support himself, his mother,
and various family members and thus could paint only
part-time,

in order to make himself more attractive to Sally,
Milton subtracted severa! yoars from his age.t After the
summer in Gloucester, he followed her to New York;
they married two vears later. The move and the
marriage represented a permanent break with Averv's
past this mother died seven months after his marriage),
and he was thus able to begin his personal and
professional life anew. For whatever reason, Sally, who
was only 21 in 1928, decided to suppourt the 4l-vear
old Milton. While her resolve certainly stemmed from
strength of character and belief in his art, family
contacts also made it easier for her to gain employment:

My sister had » job as an editor of a trade newspaper
| Progressive Grocer] and she could always give me some
work . . . some drawing. I didn’t make too much money,
but we lived . . . we lived on nothing really. Then I began
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Fig. 2. Millon Avery, My Wife Sally (1934), drypoini, 5 o" x
8 5/w”. Universily of lowa Museum of Arl.

»

to get some work from Macy’s. I did . . . institutional
ads . . . charming drawings and things like that.

And then I got this job at the [New York] Times ...
our greatest patron, because they were my first really
steady account. [Sally became illustrator for the ¥Child
and Home” column.] I bezan o do drawings for the
Times Magazine Section and [ did them every week. . ..
This went on for sbout {wenty years. ... While T got
wark from them, I also got other work. And sometimes
we were dolng pretty well, and sometimes we weren't,
And then Milton began tosell gradually. A few paintings
here and a few paintings there. And in the thirties, the
Valentine Gallery began buying a group of his
paintings. . . . Originally, we sold them {ifty paintings
for fifteen hundred dollars.’

Milton’s art did not reaily begin to find buyers until
1943, when Paul Bosenberg represented him,® and his
sales did not support the family until the 1950s.

Hiustration work during the late 1820s enabled Sally
to be at home, but she found little time to paint and
only began to make art during the extended summer
vacations, some lasting several months, that she and
Milton started taking in the 1930s. They shared the
same studio space from the beginning and would
regularly critique each other’s work, During these
critigues, Milton's most frequent comment to Sally was
“Do a lot of them.” “He wasn’t talkative,” she later
recalled. “We could be together the whole day without
sayving two words.”™

Since both Averys soon became convinced that the
firgt idea should be seized and guickly completed so
as not to spoil its freshness and charm, they almost
invariably had one or more finished works at the end
of each day. Sally later said, apropos of their sponta-
neity, that “| Milionl could do a big canvas in two hours,
but 1t took thirty vears of thinking and all that
experience with working to do that." He often finished
three medium to small paintings in 2 day, “and
gsometimes he could do four big watercolors. I remember
once, when we were on the Gaspé Peninsuls, and . .|
were preparing 1o go, ... he found ... four sheets of
paper left. . . . He sat down and he did four watercolors.
One, two, three.”*

Although there was mutuel respect and a joint
commitment to making modern art out of familiar
surroundings, Sally’s work was smaller in scale than
Milton’s, and she painted for herself rather than for
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Fig. 4. Millon Avery, Sun Worshippers (1081}, ol on canvas,
26" ¥ 33". Yares Gallery, Scotisdale, Arizong.

a market. Milton was far more prodigious than Sally,
possgibly because she tosok on the responsibilities of
organizing the household and caring for their daughiter
March, who was born in 1932, Theyv also naturslly
assumed that of the two it would be Milion who would
have the public career,

Milton’s early double portrait, painted two years after
their marriage, is interesting for the way he viewed
their relationship (1928; Fig. 1). Showing himself with
brushes in hand, Milton is clearly an artist, and his
wife is closely connected to him even though she stands
shightly behind. The pamting suggests the Averys
closeness, a relationship with few parallels in the
history of art. As in many self-portraits, Avery intently
stares al a mirror, but it is not clear from the picture
whether he is locking at himself or at his wife who
studies his mirrorad reflection. The faces are conceived
in two slightly different styles: Milton’s traditional,
Sally’s modern and schematic. Perhaps Milton intended
to show Sally as the muse who guided him in a new
direction, because that is sxactly what she did. Later
he reflected on the centrality of Sally to his life and
art by making the revealing guip, “Everything in my
paintings that isn't a cow is usually Sally.”=

Among Miiton’s first mature works is a series of
portraits of Sally writing at 2 round table: one is a
drawing entitled The Letterwriter (1931} another the
painting Woman with a Green Foee (1932); and the third
the etching My Wife Sally {1934; Fig. 2). The portraits
reveal his remarkable growth as an artist since
marriage and are far removed from the Tonalist reveries
that had occupied him formerly. In Woman with o Green
Face, Sally is pictured as an American counterpart to
Matisse’s famous Fauvist porirait of his wife, The Green
Line of 1905, which features a green siripe running
down Madame Matisse's face. Although he frequently
complained that her features were too regular to allow
him to create playful caricatures, this portrait of Sally
resembles a cartoon that has been blown up and painted
in order to be taken seriously. The work is a statement
of the artist’s right t0 use color arbitrarily and to resort
to caricature in order to achieve concentration in the
figure and thus underscore the subject’s energy, It is
a joke without a punch line, a cartoon that has the
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Fig. 5. Sally Michel, Umbrolls by the Ses {1935), gouache on
biack paper, 13" x 20", Collaclion of Artist.

calming effect of laughing off the absurd role human
beings have been forced to accept in the 20th century

n particular, the Great Depression, The painting
s & modern tradition initiated by Manet and
£} £ iwed by Ceézanne, the Fauves, and the
Cubists, all of whom dramatized how modern human
beings were fragments of their former selves, Sally
apparently did not take offense at this caricature of
herself, or if she did, she soon found a defense in
Formalist aesthetics:

[Milton] painted me again and again, but I don't think
of them as pictures of me-—they're just paintings. He
could have made me the ugliest woman—I didn’t carg—
as long as it was a good painting

Milton’s mature style owes much to Bally’s influence.
Incredibly optimistic, Sally never found life too onerous.
Over the vears she depended on humor to relieve the
most difficult situations; she also was very practical.
As a working illustrator, she had {0 consider art as
crafi and could not afford to paint in an aristocratic,
out-of-date Tonalist style as Milton had. Her attitude
may well have influenced Milton {o take himself less
geriously, to recognize the important role humor ean
play in art, and to understand art as a symbolic
expression of daily Life® When the Averys were first
married, Milton read aloud to Sally all of Proust’s novel,
Swann’s Way. Proust’s fascination with the intricate
details of daily life reinforced the Averys’ emphasis on
their daily life, even though they managed to avoid
Proust’s ocbsessiveness as they transformed their own
lives into art.

In My Wife Sally, Avery seems to he crediting Sally
with helping to create the Milton Avery siyle, for he
has pictured her signing his name. Of course, he could
also be claiming priovity over her art by showing her
only capable of inseribing his name, but such an

nroach is out of character with his usual generosity.
Sinece the first work in this series is the drawing The
HEY riter, Avery may also have been commemorst-
; v's managerial talents, which had taken him
1 bow and given him official status as an artist,

Milton was no doubt the leader in the Avery/Michel
style, but his appreciation for Bally’s art is apparent
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in the number of paintings he made of her intensely
drawing and painting, among them Woman Drowing
(1943; Fig. 3}, Studious Sketcher (1945), and Outdoor
Skeicher {1957y, Woman Drawing, like the earlier
portraits, derives its whimsey and energy from the use
of caricature.

In the early 1930s, Michel was still functioning in
the traditional role as wife and muse, offering Milton
the rewards of a closely knit family life, Milton made
pumerons drawings and paintings of March, and even
entitled his first retrogpective survey in 1947 “My
Daughter, March.” Avery’s discoveries may have been
nurtured by Michel, but they also were aided by ths
regular visits the two made to art galleries o
Saturday. Avery’s newly accrued knowledgs of the
Fauves and Cubists and his familiarity with the art
of Albert Pinkham Ryder, Stuart Davis {en acquaint-
ance from the 1920s), Eilshemius (whom he painted and
who was a good friend), and Marsden Hartley (whom
he also painted and who became a cloge friend in the
iate 1930s) were certainly important {o his ariistic
development and to Michel’s as well.

Mark Rothko and Adolph Gottlieb became friends in
the late 1920s, to be joined in the 1930s by Barneit
Newman. Rothko s and Gottlieb's pamtmga of this
period parallel the Averys’ interest in subjects taken
from daily life. In later years these three vounger men
acknowledged Milion's leadership. His role as mentor
was strange, however, since he was usually taciturn
and not given io theorizing about his art. “He always
used to say,” Sally recounted, “well, [painting] it'’s a
fascinating pastime. ... I don’t know how fo do
anything else, so | have 1o keep puainting. He wasn't
very pontifical. . . . And I know some artists were very
annoyed, because he would always sort of throw off
these wisecracky things, . . but actually, in his painting
he was very serious.”* When asked how she was
regarded by Gottlieb, Newman, and Rothko, Michel
responded that she had no problems with them: they
accepted her as a peer?” She was, after all, the only
one among them making a living as an artist, albeit
a commercial one, but during the Depression the lines
between fine and applied art were not clearly drawn,

Because 8ally Michel's works have only recently been
given titles and dates, it is difficult to trace the give
and-take between Avery's and Michel's art. Although
Saily has a remarkable memory for times and places
and frequently dates both Milton’s and her own work
on the basis of family vacations, it is still difficult to
establish a definitive chronology for her art. Apparently
Milton first took the lead, and Sally followed closely
in his footsteps. This pattern may well have been true
throughout their lives, for Avery’s art exhibits a greater
range of formal inventiveness than Michel's and
assumed a buying public that necessitated that he paint
larger-scaled pictures than Sally’s. Her role in the
formation and development of the Avery stvle appears
to be a complex one: she was patron, muse, champion,
student, confidante, and eco-worker. Becaunse the Averys’
art was so clearly focused on the housshold, on family
outings, and on friends who stopped by, it is apparent
that Michel participated fully in creating a family
atmosphere of optimism and well-being in which this
art eould flourish, She obviously kept Milton positive
and profected and thus constucted the friendly and

gracious ambiance that became such an important
clement in their art. Indeed, she created the emotional
landscape that Avery manifested in his mature work.
But such situations are created by the spouses of many
artists and cannot be considered arfistic contributions
even if they are key factors {o that art. Sally must be
recognized, then, on the basis of her own work.

A comparison of two works indicates one kind of
interaction. In 1931 Avery painted his prescient Sun
Worshippers {(Fig. 4. Five vears later Michel made a

)u&.{f}ié of this subject (Umbrella by the Seqa; Fig. 5).
Milton’s painting was inspired by bathers at Coney
Igland, while Sally’s was made during a visit to Good
Harbor Beach, Gloucester. The difference between the
two works is evident mainly in the choice of materials;
Milton paints on canvas, while Sally creates on black
paper {as did Milton in the 1831 Acrobats). The theme
of Sun Worshippers is repeated in Milton’s Coney
Teland, painted two vears later. Significantly, in the
lower left corner of Coney Island, Avery pictures a fully-

clothed figure of Michel intently working on a drawmg
or painting. Sally here becomes Milion's anima, his
mirrored counterpart who repeats in the painting his
act of making it.

Both Sun Worshippers and Umbrella by the Sea exude
a gentle, knowing humor. One feels in these early works,
as in countless others, that the artists can paint and
draw in accepted academic terms but have chosen to
be naive in order to be chayming. In its charm their
art correlates with Matisse’s espoused belief that art
should serve as a comfortable easy chair for
businesspecple.

Sometimes their ideas evolved simmultapeously. In
15938, while spending the summer at the Gaspe
Peninsula, Canada, both arrived at important points
in their development. The watercolors they produced
at Gaspe are remarkable for two reasons. First, they
both worked in the same mode at the same time with
little difference in their art except for the prodigious
number—200 watercolors-~made by Milton.® And
second, they both constructed landscapes out of
shorthand notations largely gleaned from the art of
Dufy, although the end results differ greatly from Dufy's
distinctly French renditions (Fig. 6 and inside back
cover). The French ambiance of the Canadian provinee
of Quebec may have inspired both Avery and Michel
to employ & more graphic, Dufy-inspirved shorthand
than formerly relied upon. Ironically, in spite of the
rugged isolation of the Gaspé region, the Avervs
pictures of it are charming and urbane: they create the
illusion that this world had been domesticated and
turned into a delightful retreat for city dwellers. The
effect is not unlike that created by Chinese and
Japanese art, particularly the way they bracketed off
nature 0 th&t it consists of codes familiar to urbanites.

The (Gaspé series is an admission that the Avervs’
Z20th-century view of nature is far removed from 19th-
century American painting, particularly the sublime
effects of the Hudson River School, the transcendental
gqualities of calm everyday scenes that the Luminists
emphasized, and the vearning for a close contact with
nature that characterizes Tonalism. The Averys
represent a generation of Americans who used auto-
maobiles to provide them a few hours or days in the
country, but who knew little or nothing about specific




flora and fauna. They enjoved nature’s lushness and
regarded it as exofic. The Averys’ Gaspé Peninsula
Series signals a period in American history when people
were beginning {o have enough leisure to make brief
excursions with thely families. Occurring toward the
end of the Depression, this series indicates a trend that
would escalate in the 1940s, in spite of gas rationing,
and achieve massive proportions in the 1950s. The
Gaspé paintings are the first of many exotic landscapes
recorded by the Averys, who made a policy of getting
out of Manhattan each summer and venturing as far
as California, Mexico, and even Europe. They fre
guently summered in New England, and many of their
drawings, watercolors, and paintings picture one or two
family members sketching or painting out-of-doors, for
their daughter March at an early age joined them in
making art.

In these works the Averys seek two essences: the
overall feeling of a particular landscape and the formal
limits of their medium, They attempt to obey two very
different demands, and the art frequently allies itself
with one or the other essence. Most frequently the
paintings come across as paintings first and landscapes
second, thus following the grand tradition of Modern
art and perpetuating the disruption it manifests
between human beings and nature.

Although the Averys’ first mature works were made
in the midst of the Great '§§e§}fe§sé§zz they artfully deal
with the conceptof play. T hev provide ﬂéig% iih} scenes
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and pleasures still available in ¢ i of financial
upheaval. Sally obliguel ;s ihig aspect of the
Avery styvle when she refle n the uliimate meaning
of Milton's art:

I remember somebody saying . . every color loves every
other color in [Millon’sl work. There’s no anger. There's
no hate. It's like a glimpse of heaven. And there's a
tremendous sense of order in his work, and I think people
respond to this, They need it. You know, they have
enough of the other in their life, and they come o him
like & refuge, because you can lock at his things sver
and over again and they just get betier, because they
really work on the highest lovel®

Because of their naiveté rks sugpgest a
continuation of America ditions that were
only beginning to be in the 15208 when
Electra Havemever Webb was pulting together her
impressive collection, and even earlier when visionary
artist Eilshemius was being recognized by Marcel
Duchamy for continuing American naive traditions and
Florine Stetheimer was using them as s way 1o crilique,
through a liberal use of irony, the glamour then
pervading the New ¥York art world, In the 1830s
American folk art also served as an important point
of departure for Marsden Hartley.

It is important to recognize that the Avery siyle
responds to Depression anxiety. Although far removed
from the dehumanizing effects of Steinbeck’s The
Grapes of Wrath, where people are likened to insects,
or to the photographs of Dorothea Lange and Ben
Shahn, which dwell on the extreme deprivations people
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Fig. 6. Miltlon Avery, Gasspé Landscaps, {1938), gouache on
paper, 227 x 30", Private Collection. Pholo: Sara Wella,

were then suffering, it captures the intimacy and
informality of Roosevelt’s Fireside Chats, which began
with the greeting “My Friends,” the reliance on the
family that developed out of adversity, and the new
morality epitomized in Hollywood by the forming in
1883 of the National Legion of Decency. In short, the
Averys’ art represented a new emphasis on intimacy,
family, warmth, and morality that was part of a 1930s
reaction to the excesses of sex, sin, Flappers, bathiub
gin, gangsterism, and the Lost Generation of the 1820s,
They found a way to domesticate the high-stvle
Modernism being featured at the recently formed
Museum of Modern Art in New York City that served
as the official style for the Rockefellers, major patrons
of MoMA.

Surprisingly, the Averys’ high-style Modernism did
not find supporters in the 1930z because it was not
considered glamorous enough for people hke the
Rockefellers, who bought European avani-garde art,
works by Mexican muralists, American folk pieces, and
iribal art. Andthe Avery style was too modern for people
who delighted in the age-old rural virtues espoused by
Midwestern Regionslists and too charming for the
Social Realists, who demanded political trenchaney.
Although the Avervs did not belong to either of the
favored groups, they shared a sense of lushness that
characterized the work of many successful Depression-
era painters who, knowingly or not, created metaphors
of great harvests, either literally in farm and industrial
scenes or metaphorically in abstract works containing
rich displays of color and a profusion of geomstric and
biomorphic forms. This desire for a great harvest in
the midst of enormous deprivation, for programmatic
optimism in a depressed economy, is also strikingly
evident in Thomas Wolfe's 1934 novel OF Time and the
River, in which the fecundity of nature is paralleled
by therich language of Eugene (Gant’s daydreams about
October as harvest time.

It is significant to note that Avery’s and Michel's
Modernism was retrograde in the 1930s—a fact
recognized by Sally, who has stated emphatically that
Milton “was not at all Bohemian."” Their work denies
the advances of late Synthetic Cubist art that developed
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Fig. 7. Sally Michel, Worshippers {1948}, walercolor, 114" x
15 ", Collection of Arfist.

in 1840 the Museum of Modern Art in New York City devoted
the largest exhibition since its inception © Twenty Centuries
of Mexican Arl. The exhibition challenged American artists {0
follow the lead of the Mexican muralists, who had already
originated an indigenous form of modern art. Many Americans
in the years following made pilgrimages to Mexico, including
the Averys, but their stay did not result in a change in their
art. Instead, it confirmed the direclion they had already taken,
Milton created far more works on this trip than Sally, and he
also worked on a larger scale. Milton's Crucifixion (1948}, stems
from the same source as Sally's,

into Precisionism in the United States in the 1920s and
18308, Thev had little interest in a8 machine stvle or
with formal inventions unrelated {o their own life, and
they insulated themselves against industrialization in
their work, Theirs was a 20th-century counterpart to
the refined intimacy that marks the art of Cecilia Beaux,
Thomas Dewing, and Edmund Tarbell, Unlike these
Tonalists, however, they did not reireat entirely from
the world; rather they joined elements of Tonalism with
the democracy and ebulliency of the Ash Can School
and combined the two with the grace and charm they
found in Fauvist art. And they relied on the direciness
of illustration to create a new, urbane, and delightful
view of the world that gently poked fun at its subjects
and at themselves because they were involved in the
whimsical, seemingly useless task of making art. Their
styie did not consciously respond to the social needs
of the time. The Avervs were largely unconcerned with
politics; in fact, aceording to Sally, Milton never cast
a gingle votel®

Their intimate version of high-style Modernism felf
right to them because it reflected their jov and their
conviction that sentiment without sentimentality could
play an important role in modern life. One feels that
the paintings of people playing Chinese checkers,
sitting in quirky Victorian chairs, or lolling on great
overstuffed divans actually represented the Averys
own pastimes and surroundings. The art developed out
of both life and art and not out of theory, even though
it ig premised on the concept of puinting as & universal
language capable of being understood by everyone.®

When the Averys attached themselves to the modern
tradition, however, they embraced a set of ideas alien
to sentiment and, in fact, concernad with the disin-

tegration of self that has attended the modern era. This
attitude toward abstraction goes back to Mallarmé, who
helieved that poetry is made with words not ideas, and
te his friend Manet, who similarly thought that art is
made with materials such as paint and is not concerned
with illustrating narratives. Manet’s landscape in Le
Dejeuner sur L’ Herbe (1863) looks like a flat theatrical
backdrop that ambiguocusly opens up to accommodate
a bathing woman. And Cézanne’s landscapes oscillate
between being two-dimensional constructs and painted
illusions that only simulate depth, while his people are
broken up into paiterns that provide compositional
structure at the same time that they dramatize how
modern people have become two-dimensional versions
of their former selves. Modern art, then, has becoms
a series of codes or conventions for emphasizing the
new distance that has developed between the world and
nature, between people and their closest kin—an
alienation that applies even to individuals and their
ways of identifving with themselves. Whether they
consciously recognized this aim or not, the Averys must
be counted among the Modern artists who have
presented this alienation from the world. No matter how
charming and lighthearted their studies of nature might
appear—and this seeming frivolity is their strength—
their art embodies an important new epistemological
view of the world. It dramatizes how distant they are

Fig. 8. Sally Michel, Cigarefle Smoking (1955, il on board,
24" x 18", Collection of Artist.

Sally’s charcterization of Milton captures the gentle charm of
the Avery style, even though it is more realistic than Milton's
self-portraits of the period, which are generally more humorous
and abstract,




from themselves and nature, how they can conceive
of it only as a set of culturally derived codes for
represenfing frees, shrubs, hills, and water. They
resemble a Saul Steinberg character aftompting to
describe nature in Old English script while spouting
words in Futura type. This distance is borne out in
Michel's account of Avery's early yvesrs as an artist
in Hartford, Connecticut, when he said “nature was
his great teacher, and ... he would set himself
problems. He would do a tender thing in the morning
and try to do 2 strong thing, or he'd set himself a
problemn using sl blues in one picture.” ®

Once Avery began sefiing up artistic problems to
solve, he gtarted the process of translating nature into
a set of painierly egquivalents that served ironically
to distance him from the world he was attempting to
capture: in other words, he ended up creating pictures
of painterly codes that only happen to be pictures of
nature. The Averys' art is important for making this
distance fascinating and reassuring. It brings to
consciousness alienation and makes it bearable. Their
art dramatizes the way a landscape can be familiar
and strange al the same time. The comforting aspect
of their art may develop out of their greatlove of nature,
for they were constantly comparing painterly codes
with natural elements and refining the former while
learning sbout the latter. Never, however, did they
puint nature; always they made works of art whose
subject was nature. The distinction is important
because it indicates how far Modern art had moved
away from the romantic myth of communion with
nafure.

It is worth pointing out that the Avery stvle
developed at a time when radio was achieving
prominence as a form of family entertainment. The
first radio stations were established in 1920, and by
1925 some 50 million Americans owned radios. Sally
remembers that even in the early years of their
marriage the radio was always on. “Milton always
foved to listen fo classical music,”™ but he of course
listened {0 other things as well, In the 1930s nationwide
radio came of age with the falents of George Burns
and Gracie Allen, Fibber McGee and Molly, Charlie
McCarthy, Fred Allen, Jack Benny and Mary Living-
ston, and Kate Smith. Radio provided a great variety
of entertainment, which ranged from drama to comedy,
symphony to jazz, and game shows {0 special news
features, When anslyzing the Avery style with iis
emphasis on intimacy, soft ambient forms with blurred
or indistinet facial characteristics, an alignment of
foreground and background, and a blending of figures
and fields whereby individuals become absorbed by
their surroundings, the effects of radic listening may
be discerned, for the radio environment created a new
intimacy, a blending through sound of a group of people
who formed the “at home” audience.

Although elements of this alliance of figure with field
can be found in Impressionism and Post
Impressionism, 11 achieves greater iniimacy m the
Averys” art, which also emphasizes peripheral seeing
over focused scrutiny. This peripheral seeing is
consistent with the aimless looking of families grouped
together to listen to the radio, people who only
subliminally feel their immediate surroundings
because they are concentrating on listening o &
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Flg. 9. Sally WMiichel, Clergy (1558), indla Ink, 267 x 20
Coltection of Ariisl.

in spite of the many years Sally earned a living a3 a scommercial
artist with her witty drawings or perhaps because of this, she
made few “fine art” drawings. Gisrgy, which comes closer than
most, piclures two religious men on a subway. The work
indicates the sophistication of Michel's drawing skills.

particelar program. Peripheral viewing is more closely
related to the unconscious than to the conscious mind.
Because it does nod separate vision into figure/feld
relations, it produces the pleasant effects of being
embraced by one’s surroundings. And this reliance on
iniimacy and closeness, on being surrounded, is exactly
the effect of the Avervs’ work. Instead of illustrating
scenes of families listening to radios, then, the Averys
created an art which presents, among other things,
the widespread effect of this new mediur, which
changed seeing and reoriented family life. Strangsly,
this new form of entertainment, though it brought
families together, also dominated their space and
prevented their communicating with each other. Thus
radio served to enforce alienation. Both radic and the
Averys’ art seemn to promise integration but in the end
they isolate human beings from each other.

In the 19408, Sally Michel had more free time to make
ari: March was eight years old in 1940, and the cartoons
Sally made for the New York Times took Iittle time.
Nevertheless, she rarely painted on canvas, and when
she did, the paintings were small. She worked primarily
with watorcolor, gouache, or vil on paper, and, although
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Fig. 10. Sally Michel, Mountain and Meadows (1976}, oil on canvas, 40" x 50", Coliection of Arfist.

The scene is Wilson's State Park, Bearsville, New York; the time autumn; and the painting a work In the Avery style that has
a source in the late landscape paintings mads by Marsden Hartisy, who summarized in them the tradition of European Modernism
from Cézanne o the German Expressionists and then found a means of making them seem distinctly American—a mixture of

folk art and continental abstraction that is profound and ingratiating.

many of these pieces are of high qualily, she made
no attempt to show or to sell them. At this time Milton
Avery's art was not vet popular—he had only a few
dedicated admirers, among them dealer Paul Rosen-
berg and collector R MNgubherger--and 80 any
reluctance for Sally or Milion o push her art can be
explained, if not justified, as a need first to establish
a reputation and market for Milton. Sally was
supporting the family-Milton’s works sold for $35.00
each in 1936, ap amount Sally maiched in an hour

publicly was one way of bolstering his confidence.
Sally became Milton’s staunch defender and his
manager. Milton frequently occupied himself when
friends were around by painting and drawing them.
The reserved Milton was protected by his art and by
his wife’s constant friendly patter. Sally’s interper-
sonal and managerial skills were an asset {o the Avery
household: she worked with dealers and collectors and
even titled and catalogued his art. Milton’s dependency
on her developed to such an extent that he would leave

all telephoning to her and would not even answer the
phone when she was out.

One of Michel's more charming watercolors from the
early 1940s is Girl in Bed (1941; back cover)..® Milton
and March are hard at work sketching. The figures
are as abstract as the land; in apite of March’s gangling
body and Milton’s charvacteristic cowlick, the two
figures are as abstract as the graphic notations Sally
ernploys for itress, skeiches, fields, and rocks. The
watercolor is about the freshness, liguidity, and light
available to the watercolor medium, and it pavs only
lip service to the uniqueness of the Verment landscaps.
The act of taking hold of a vigion is the real subject
of this watercolor: the focus on nine-year-cld March,
her earnestness, and the bright red of her blouse
underscore the subject of making a picture out of
nature,

During this time both artists showed a marked
interest in color. Although Sally hag repestedly pointed
out that “Matisse was a hedonist end Milton was an
ascetic,”” hoth Averys were fascinated with Matiese's



uses of saturated color, only their handling of it
conformed to certain tenets of the American Tonalist
tradition. While the Averys differed from the Tonalists
in exploiting iniense, saturated hues, frequently using
untraditional color combinations such as ochres, pinks,
and reds, they followed the Tonalists in making sll
colors approximately the sare value, and thus their
color combinations appear harmonious and serene,
Combined with their choice of color is their distinetly
American folk-art version of Parisian Modernism, with
the result that the forms in their art lock more archaic
than Matisse’s and exude a primitive charm in their
slight awhkwardness. The Avervs color is softer than
Matisse’s. This softness of color and its halo effect in
particularly successful works in which each form
hecormnes a glowing nimbus that surrounds other shapes
that likewise radiate auras is a hallmark of the
developed Avery sivle. The Averys’ color choices were
purely intuitive: “Each color,” Sally affirmed, “dictated
what the next color was going to be. . . . You ses, every
time you put down one color, it changes what else may
happen. . .. Bo you can’t really tell what's going to
bappen until it actually happens.”? This halo quality
is more evident in Milton's art than in Sally’s; perhaps
her need to deal with the guotidian aspects of the
household made her images shightly more realistie,

£

.
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Fig. 11. Sally Michel, Curfous Cows (1877}, oil on canvas, 18"
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When the Averys transform an ordinary world into
a glowing abstract puzele, they make secular elements
transcendent. Besides distancing viewers from the real
world, the Averys in the 19408 began to spiritualize
their formal meang, thus creating new icons of the
present. The world is spiritualized, however, at great
cost in the Averys’ collaborative sivle, for the psople
in their paintings lose their reality and become blank
masks, oftentimes caricatures. Freguently thess beings
are permitied only a characteristic silhouvette. Their
spproach has a basis in Maurice Prendergast’s art,
but they make the anonymity of the people in his
paintings more trenchant when they portray them-
selves as a faceless but not = nameless east of
characters to symbolize the disintegration of the self
in the modern world. One might question this
digintegration. Since the paintings are usually of Sally,
Milton, and March, familiarity and repetition permits
these artists great license. One knows the Awverys
through their gestures, their bodily proportions, the
shape of their heads—and thus one dogs not nesd mere
facial features in order to recognize them. One might
also rationalize that these faceless beings permit
viewers to project the features of their own loved ones
on these bodies so that the Awvery family comes to
symbolize every American family. And gueh reasoning

il

24°. Coliection of Arlist.

Both Milton and Sally made frequent studies of animals. Although Curious Cows was painted in the fall at Bearsville, it
depends as much on Gauguin's painting Jacob Wrestling with the Angel as it does on direct observation,
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iz true as far as it goes, only it fails to take into
congideration the loss involved in the etherealization
and formalization of the self, the destruction of reality
this abstraction inveolves, and the lack of integration
with the whole person it suggests. For better or worse,
people in the Averys’ art have become members of the
faceless masses, and all the peculiarities of their
sithouettes and gestures do not make up for the loas
of their facial features.

This art, however, does not atlempt to awaken us
to the tragedy of the modern world; in fact, it does
not even regard as tragic the overlay of sign sysiems
that has replaced the natural world, These signs are
calmly accepted as a new norm and are used to create
an ingratiating art that lulls us into belleving in 2
new Arcadian world. In the Avery style, then, cultural
codes pose as elements of nature.

The Averys are not the only ones responsible for this
new view of the universe; they continue a tradiiion
almost a century old, Their contribution is to ground
this system of acculturated signs firmly in their family
life and to endow it with a naturalness, intimacy,
familiarity, and charm that other artists only approx-
imate. Thus they took up the banner of the dehuman-
ization and fragmentation of the self without con-
sciously knowing what they were doing, gave it a role
in their family life, and made it nonthreatening hecause
it seemed an inextricable part of a new natural order
of the world.

Unlike Giacometti, who found alienation unnatural
and horrifying, a case of the self being threatened with
annihilation and overwhelmed by a great yawning
void, the Averys discovered alienation to occur in even
the closest-knit families and to be an inevitable fact
of modern life. Their response was to accept it and
toloveif, to sublimate it into a new abstract counterpart
of what life had once been and thus transcend its limits
and terrors. That the Averys were able to develop their
iyrical, collaborative style in the 1980s and 1940s, when
the United States was undergoing extreme difficulties,
is nothing short of remarkable and is certainly =a
testament to their strength. Not Pollyannas, they
reacted to adversity by joining forces with vach other
and using the family as a bond, a shield, and a means
of dealing with the changes people were then being
subjected to. The influence of Milton Avery on Ahsiract
Expressionists William Baziotes, Goitlieh, Newman,
and Rothko has often been explained in formal terms,
hut the importance of the Avery style—that is, the art
created by both Milton Avery and Sally Michel—can
also be explained in psychological terms. Although the
Averys do not appear o have been deeply impressed
with Freud and Jung—their readings, for the most part,
were limited to the classics which they read aloud 1o
each other—they did find a semiabstract way fo
symbolize the “dwelling within” that so fascinated the
Abstract Expressionists. The Avervs' interest in
unmasking the modern soul, which became a caricature
or a blank face in the art, and their manner of situating
thiz being in an atmosphere of soft, ambient forms
provided a direction for the Abstract KExpressionists
when they were working out of their Surrealist-inspired
biomorphic period and attempting to create an abstract
art that plumbed the unconscious depths of modern
cuiture and themselves. Bimilar o the Avervs, they

wished to ground universal understandings in inti-
macy, but, unlike the Averys, they seitled on large
abstract wall paintings that literally surround viewers
in order to be intimate.

In our culture modernist art has become o commod-
ified and universalized that it is sometimes difficuit
to consider the role it has played in the lives of artists,
Art allowed Sally and Milton a range of nonverbal
communication rarely accessible to married couples.
Their mutual style confirmed their respect and love
for each other on a very deep level. I allowed them
mirror each other through portraits that memorial-
good times and dignified ordinary life and gave
them the opportunity to participate in a collaborative
givie that confirmed theilr optimism, gave g mutual
direction to their lives, and permitted them a mode for
expressing the intimacy and distance necessary in any
shared existence. About this interaction Sally reflected:
“Sometimes we'd sit around and talk a bit, but I would
be doing most of the talking. . .. But } understood.
mean, [ Milton] said enough o me in his paintings so
that wasn’t necessary. He didn’t have to talk, because
I knew what he was saving. You know, he did a
beautiful painting, what more could you ask?®

In the late 1940s, when Milton became seriocusly ill,
and then in 1949, when he suffered a major heart
attack, Bally used her art to encourage him. “We spent
the summer house-sitting a rambling Colonial fur-
nished with American-empire pieces,” Sally
remembers. “Milton hadn’t painted sinece his attack
and I wanted to get him started again. I set up an
sasel in the barn and began to do some watercolors,
He watched languidly at fivst, but soon joined me. The
smpire vases and pots intrigued him, and before long
he was slmost himself again, painting a painting a
day,”® During this period Sally’s cuiput increased, as
did the overall guality of her work. By this time Sally
had been supporting Milton for almost 25 yvears. When
March, then 18, entered college, Sally had even more
paint and encouraged Milton to continue his
feol optimistic about his health and future.

19505 Sally began to find outside support for
her own arl. She was accepled as a resident at both
he Yaddo and MacDowell Colonies as was Milton, she
had a small show at a Provincetown gallery, and she
and Milton teamed up for a1 husband/wife show at the
Hudolph Gallery in Florida,

it is now difficull o understand how Sally Michel
and other women of her generation could be committed
artigts without attempting to establish names for
. Particularly in our age of mass-
: tigm, it is difficult o understand why Sally
would work so hard to lasnch and maintain her
hushand’s career and do so little for her own. And yet
she—and so many other women Hke her—worked
quietly, regarding their art as an essential but private
part of their lves. It is indicative of Sally’s approach
that she would decide as a child not only to become
a painter herself but also to confirm that identity by
marrying an artist.” When asked if she ever felt
secondary to Milton’s painting, Sally responded:




You mean that I was second—that [ had to take second
place? No, I never felt that. . . . Milion was really . . .
till the end of his life, he was really romantically in
love with me. . . . So I never felt second fiddle, but . . .
I was just as much in love with painting as he was, . . .
Inever said, you've got to choose between your painting
and me. ... That would be the most ridiculous thing
in the world,»

T'o her generation creativity was two-fold: it took into
consideration the actual making of works of art, but
it was also concerned with the creative role of the
nurturing wife and mother. Women then promoted their
husbands’ careers; status was gained from being the
wife of a successful man. Michel still has a hard time
promoting herself, even though she demonstrates her
determination to be an artist in her daily commitment
to painting. She has stated:

Painting 1s a very peculiar thing. It’s a very mysterious
occupation. And it isn’t purely intellectual, it isn™t
purely instinctive, and you never know what you're
going to find. ... You say, “even if I don’t feel like
painting,” if you get up and start, and something
happens ... then you go on .. ., like this maze, and
al the end is maybe a glorious picture. Maybe there's
nothing *

It may be that Michel’s basic attitude toward art places
primacy on making and considers exhibiting and
selling to be less important, but that can also be
construed as a feminine “cop out,” or a device for
survival in marriage.

When [ first visited Sally Michel Avery, I, like so
many others, had come to look at her husband’s art.
As we sat and talked, I noticed stacks of recently
painted works made in the Avery style but looking
slightly different from Milton’s. When [ asked about
them, she laughed shyly and mentioned that they were
her paintings, I then asked to see them, but she politely
and firmly turned the conversation toward Milton. I
remembered then that a mutual fmend, Lillian Kiesler,
had remarked several years earlier that I ought to take
a look at Sally Avery’s work because she was actually
a very good painter. When ] recalled this remark to
Michel, she smiled, thanked me for relaying these kind
words, made several complimentary remarks about
Lillian Kiesler, and again turned the subject back to
Milton. I persevered; I was intrigued that an individual
could be at the very center of the established New York
art world for over a half a century and not be
recognized. It took several more inguiries and visits
before “Mrs. Avery” would allow Sally Michel to
appear.

After at last being permitted to study her work, I
asked why the art professionals who had come in great
numbers to see Milton Averv’s art had not looked at
her work and asked to exhibit it. Sallv mentioned a
few dealers who over the years had shown her work,
as well as a couple of museums and galleries that had
featured art of the Avery family, which of course
included March. Then she paused for a moment and
said, “You know, many people sit in this studio, but
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almost no one asks to see my art.”™ From my own
experience I suspect that people have asked, but that
Sally Avery has discounted the inquiries as mere
courtesy. She has worked in relative isclation for so
many years that she has entered into a conspiracy with
herself whereby she keeps the work out of reach. She
hasg been in such a habit of bracketing off her painting
from her duties as manager of Milton Avery’s affairs
that she has ignored it when curators and dealers are
around.

Despite her inability to develop a public for her art,
Sally began shortly after Milton’s death in 1965 to work
in a larger scale. She painted on Milton’s remaining
40" = 50" canvases, and then, as if by default, decided
that her work no longer had to be more diserest than
his. For the last two decades she has created large
paintings that recall innovations made by the two of
them when they worked side by side for almost 40 years.

Recognition of the collaboration between Sally
Michel and Milton Avery in no way diminishes
Milton’s reputation; rather, it extends the 1dea of the
Avery style and shows that its special quality
developed out of a shared existence. The Avery family
life can be considered analogous to Morisot’'s family
life or to Monet's garden at Giverny, creations that
provided a basis for a deeper understanding of the
world. And Sally Michel’s role can be considered in
two ways: first, as the early Milton Avery self-portrait
with Sally (Fig. 1) implies, she was his modernist muse.
And second, as the drypoint My Wife Sally (Fig. 2)
indicates, she played a crucial role in creating the
distinctive artistic signature that Milton Avery’s art
represents.

As 1 worked on this project, 1 kept asking myself
how Sally Michel’s art compared with Milton Avery’s,
Was it as searching, as inventive, as playful as his?
And although I at times had to respond negatively,
I was frequently pleased to be completely convinced
of its strength. Then I asked myself if Sally Michel's
art could be considered separately from Milton Avery's,
or if it were merely a codicil {0 his ceuvre. I wondered
what exactly were her contributions besides humor,
optimism, and & fendency o combine elements of
caricature with avant-garde modermist painiing, as if
these contributions in and of themselves were not
enough. Even though ] suspect that some of the subjects
originated with her, it i1s impossible to prove this
because almost no Averys before 1943 are dated, and
almost none of Michel's early paintings have been
dated until recently. While Sally made the enormous
contribution of being a sympathetic critic and constant
source of encouragement, she definitely was more a
collaborator in the formation of the Avery style than
a mere reflector of it, although she certainly was the
latter on a number of oceasions. My answer to the
Avery/Michel question has been the formulation of
another guestion: Now that we know about Sally
Michel’s art, can we continue to look at Milion Avery's
without acknowledging 1t?

The exhibit at the University of lows Museum of
Art was coneeived originally as a Michel-Avery show,
the 1dea being that Sally’s work could not stand alone.
The morel looked at her work, the more I was convinced
that, although they were collaborators, her body of
work needed to be shown by itself, as has his in
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innumerable exhibits in the years before and after his
death. The 58 works on display span almost s half
century of artistic activity. The earliest painting, the
1936 gouache Umbrella by the Sea (Fig. 5), was made
ten years afier Sally and Milton married, and the most
recent, Big Baby (inside back cover), dates from 1985
In Big Bohy, Michel has set up the formal problem
of creating a balanced composition of her son-in-law’s
petite sister Ellie Cavanaugh and her huge baby. Her
goal was to paint Cavanaugh’s orange stockings as
vividly as they had appeared on Christmas day when
she made the imtial sketch for this painting. She
wanted the eolor orange tc set up tensions that the
rest of the composition would hold in check. To solve
the problem suceessfully, though, Michel had to create
a work that looked in iis finished state as if it had
been effortlessly made.

It is this guality of effortless grace coupled with
whimsey, lyricism, and vivid color that marks this first
retrospective exhibition of Sally Michel’s art. Although
it clearly participates in the Avery styie, this art
resembles the sibling of a well-known friend in which
one is struck as much by the resemblances as the
differences. Michel's individuality, then, depends on
subtleties. Now in her 80s, Sally Michel Avery, the
artist’s widow so protective all these vears of her
husband’s work and reputation, is finally being
lzunched on her own. &
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