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■	 Student Activity: Great Works, In Focus

■	 Art Critic Reprint: “Sebastian Smee | The Pure 
Perfection of Plums”

■	 Student Activity: With a Nonchalant Apology,  
This Is Just to Say

■	 Art Critic Reprint: “Sebastian Smee | Beauty in Blue”

■	 Art Critic Reprint: “Sebastian Smee | The freedom 
that comes with living our own stories”

■	 Art Critic Reprint: “If you see one piece of art,  
we have 100 suggestions”

■	 Student Activity: It’s Friday. Read WEEKEND.

■	 Student Activity: It’s Sunday. Relax with 
ARTS&STYLE.

The Arts in Focus
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The Washington Post art critic Sebastian Smee states that his 
purpose in writing his Great Works, In Focus column is not 
to educate his readers. He writes them for pleasure. To share 
artwork for which he derives pleasure and for which he has a 
passion — all found in American museums. 

But we know that our students and we do learn when we read his 
essays. The connections he makes between the featured artwork 
and the work of other artists, poets and playwrights opens our 
eyes. Representative columns are in this resource guide. Use 
them for models of writing about art, for connections to other 
works — and to awaken students’ appreciation for different 
genre, time periods (contemporary, modern, 19th century) 
and artists (Old Masters, women, Black, Asian). There are 
more than 100 additional essays. A.P. Art History and Art 
3 and Art 4 students could use as a great overview. Send 

students on an exploration to find one or 
more that call to them. 

Students are asked to get acquainted 
with Post coverage of the arts and 
entertainment in two activities, It’s Friday. 
Read WEEKEND. and It’s Sunday. Relax 
with ARTS&STYLE. The questions are 
general enough to apply to any Friday and 
any Sunday section.

Suggestions for students to make their own 
connections to the arts and entertainment 
are found throughout the guide. Take 
them beyond the classroom into resources 
to last a lifetime and to enrich today.

Connect with the Arts

On the cover: LEFT TO RIGHT: SALLY MANN; GAGOSIAN; KERRY JAMES MARSHALL/THE HARMON FOUNDATION; HELEN FRANKENTHALER FOUNDATION
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Arts&Style
 

sunday, february 27, 2022 .  washingtonpost.com/style
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Art critic Sebastian Smee has written 100 columns for The Post about individual artworks in American museums E8

49. Kerry James Marshall “Untitled (Under-

painting)” (2018) 48. Berthe Morisot “Young 

Woman Watering a Shrub” (1876) 47. Rem-

brandt van Rijn “Portrait of Gerard de Lairesse” 

(1665-1667) 46. Jacob Lawrence “Fulton and 

Nostrand” (1958) 45. Bartolomeo Manfredi “Cu-

pid Chastised” (1613) 44. Hélio Oiticica “P16 

Parangolé Cape 12” (1965, reconstructed 1992) 

43. Jan van 

Eyck “Cru-

cifixion” 

and “Last Judgment” (ca. 1440-1441) 42. David 

Hockney “American Collectors (Fred and Mar-

cia Weisman)” (1968) 41. Elizabeth Nourse 

“Étude” (1891) 40. Chéri Samba “Problem of 

Water” (2004) 39. Bartolomé Esteban Murillo 

“Four Figures on a Step” (ca. 1655-1660) 38. Elizabeth Peyton “Barack and Michelle” 

(2008-2013) 37. Eldzier Cortor “The Room No. VI” (1948) 36. Alberto Giacometti 

“The Palace at 4 a.m.” (1932) 35. Nicole Eisenman “Ariana’s Salon” (2013) 34. Claude 

Monet “La Grenouillère” (1869) 33. Jean-Étienne Liotard “Portrait of Maria 

Frederike van Reede-Ath-

lone at Seven Years of Age”  

(1755-1756) 32. “Head, pos-

sibly a king” (12th-14th cen-

turies) 31. Édouard Manet 

“The Dead Toreador” (ca. 

1864) 30. Richard Dieben-

korn “Cityscape #1” (1963) 

29. William Henry Johnson 

“Moon Over Harlem” (ca. 1943-1944)  28. Edward Ruscha “The End” (1991) 27. Max 

Beckmann “Self-Portrait in Tuxedo” (1927) 26. Artemi-

sia Gentileschi “Self-

Portrait as a Lute-Play-

er” (ca. 1615-1618) 25. 

Edward Hopper “New 

York Interior” (ca. 

1921) 24. Frida Kahlo 

“Frieda and Diego Ri-

vera” (1931) 23. Martin 

Wong “La Vida” (1988) 

22. Winslow Homer “Fog Warning” (1887) 21. 

Charles 

Émile Champmartin “Théodore Géricault 

On His Deathbed” (1824) 20. Lee Krasner 

“Celebration” (1960) 19. Jean-Siméon 

Chardin “The Little Schoolmistress” (ca. 

1740) 18. Workshop of Robert Campin 

“Annunciation Triptych (Merode Altarpiece)” (ca. 1427-1432) 17. Henri Matisse 

“Bathers With a Turtle” (1907-1908) 16. Faith Ringgold “American People Series 

#20: Die” (1967) 15. Edouard Brandon “Juif Lisant (Jewish Man Reading)” (1870) 

14. František Kupka “The Yellow Scale” (ca. 1907) 13. Mary Cassatt “Girl Arranging 

Her Hair” (1886) 12. John Singer Sargent “Venetian Interior” (ca. 1880-1882) 11. 

Allan Rohan Crite “Harriet and Leon” 

(1941) 10. Andy Warhol “White Burn-

ing Car III” (1963) 9. Helen Levitt 

“New York, 1988” (1988) 8. Gerhard 

Richter “Betty” (1988) 7. Gerrit Dou 

“Dog at Rest” (1650) 6. Kerry James 

Marshall “Untitled (policeman)” 

(2015) 5. Antoine Vollon “Mound of 

Butter” (1875/1885) 4. Alice Neel 

“Two Girls in Spanish Harlem” (1959) 

3. Wayne Thiebaud “Sunset Streets” 

(1985) 2. David “Chim” Seymour 

“Tereska, a child in residence for 

disturbed children. She drew a picture of ‘home’ on the blackboard.” (1948) 1. 

Vincent van Gogh “A Pair of Boots” (1887) 

100. Edward Hopper “New York Movie” (1939) 99. Francisco Goya “The custody of a 

prisoner does not call for torture” (ca. 1815) 98. Sally Mann “Jessie Bites” (1985)  97.  

Vincent van Gogh “Rain” 

(1889) 96. Judith Leyster 

“Self-Portrait” (1630) 95. 

Édouard Manet “A Matador” 

(1866-1867) 94. Mir Sayyid 

Ali “Self-Portrait of Mir 

Sayyid Ali” (1555-1556) 93. 

Henri Rousseau “The Merry 

Jesters” (1906)  92. Martin 

Puryear “Big Phrygian” 

(2010-2014) 91. Anne Val-

layer-Coster “Basket of 

Plums” (1769) 90. Henri 

Matisse “The Three O’Clock Sitting” (1924) 89. Jan van Eyck “Saint Francis of Assisi 

Receiving the Stigmata” (1430-1432) 88. Edgar Degas “The Tub” (ca. 1885-1886) 87. 

Jack Whitten “Atopolis: For Édouard Glissant” 

(2014) 86. Élisabeth Louise Vigée Le Brun “Madame 

du Barry” (1782) 85. Rogier van der Weyden “Saint 

Luke Drawing the Virgin” (1435-1440) 84. Annibale 

Carracci “Boy Drinking” (1582–1583) 83. Eva Gon-

zalès “Nanny and Child” (1877-1878) 82. Richard 

Diebenkorn “Seawall” (1957) 81. Adriaen Brouwer 

“The Smokers” (ca. 1636) 80. Francis Criss “Alma 

Sewing” (ca. 1935) 79. Tara “Maharana Sarup Singh 

Inspects a Prize Stallion” (1845-1846) 78. Georges de 

La Tour “The Cheat With the Ace of Clubs” (1630) 77. Giovanni di Paolo “The 

Creation of the World and the Expulsion 

from Paradise” (1445) 76. Helen Franken-

thaler “Jacob’s 

Ladder” (1957) 

75. Winslow 

Homer “Sharp-

shooter” (1863) 

74. Barkley 

Hendricks 

“APB’s (Afro-

Parisian Broth-

ers)” (1978) 73. 

Vittore Carpaccio “Hunting on the Lagoon” 

(ca. 1490–1495) 72. Henri Matisse “The 

Windshield, on the Road to Villacoublay” 

(1917) 71. Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres 

“Comtesse d’Haussonville” (1845) 70. Kano 

Sansetsu “Old Plum” (1646) 69. Joan Semmel “Sunlight” (1978) 68. Piet Mondrian 

“Broadway Boogie Woogie” (1942-1943) 67. Emperor Huizong “Court ladies 

preparing newly woven silk” (early 12th century) 66. Joseph Ducreux “Self-Portrait, 

Yawning” 

(1783) 65. Car-

avaggio “The 

Denial of Saint 

Peter” (1610) 

64. Marisol “Mi 

Mama y Yo” (1968) 63. Charles L. Sallée Jr.  “Bedtime” (1940) 62. Cy Twombly 

“Synopsis of a Battle (Primary Title)” (1968) 61. Vincent van Gogh “Cypresses” (1889) 

60. Grace Hartigan “Frank O’Hara, 1926-1966” (1966) 59. John White Alexander 

“Repose” (1895) 58. Bichitr “Jahangir Preferring a Sufi 

Shaikh to Kings” (ca. 1615-1618) 57. Giacomo Balla 

“Dynamism of a Dog on a Leash” (1912) 56. Francisco de 

Zurbarán “Still Life With Lemons, Oranges and a Rose” 

(1633) 55. Ellen Gallagher “DeLuxe” (ca. 2004-2005) 

54. Gerard ter Borch “Horse Stable” (ca. 1654) 

53. Gustave Caillebotte “Paris Street, Rainy Day” (1877) 

52. Giovanni Bellini “St. Francis in the Desert” 

(1475-1480) 51. Francis Bacon “Painting” (1946) 

50. Jean-Léon Gérôme “Bashi-Bazouk” (1868-1869) 

100 
GreAt WorkS, In FocuS

 Sally Mann; GaGoSian

VirGinia MuSeuM of fine artS

Kerry JaMeS MarShall/the harMon foundation

the MuSeuM of Modern art/C.a.a.C. – the PiGozzi ColleCtion

helen franKenthaler foundation 

 national Gallery of art

San franCiSCo MuSeuM of Modern art

the MetroPolitan MuSeuM of art

the CleVeland MuSeuM of art

MuSeuM of fine artS, BoSton/SPeCial ChineSe and JaPaneSe fund

the PolloCK-KraSner foundation/artiStS riGhtS SoCiety 

Dining

Tasty 68 in Damascus brings 
the heat to Sichuan dishes — 
but you have to ask for it. 6

Music

D.C.-raised rapper the Khan 
pushes the aesthetic envelope 
with a show at Union Stage. 10

Movies

Domee Shi’s first feature film is 
another Pixar classic — and 
gets a four-star review. 18

AmAndA AndrAde-rhoAdes For The WAshingTon PosT

Speaking of 
science …
Smithsonian’s exhibit on women in STEM 
sparks a discussion about inspiration 11

Weekend
 the washington post . goingoutguide.com . friday, march 11, 2022  
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Great Works, In Focus
One of the great things about pictures is that they make no demands on you. You can look as long as 
you like and walk away at any time. There’s a freedom in this arrangement that I love. I know people 
who go to museums to look at a single painting. That might seem a bit perverse, given all that’s on 
offer. But, in a sense, I try to enact a version of this same, focused impulse in my Great Works, In 
Focus column. I’m saying, “Hey, let’s look at this one thing.”

I don’t write these pieces to educate Post readers. I wouldn’t presume. I write them for pleasure. It’s 
that simple. “Pleasure,” wrote W.H. Auden, “is by no means an infallible critical guide, but it is the 
least fallible.”

I’m lucky on two counts: that enough people seem to get pleasure from reading them to make 
continuing worthwhile and that my subject — great works of art in America’s public museums — is 
pretty much inexhaustible.

If you learn something from them, great; we’re learning together. But what interests me more is 
finding ways to express (without, I hope, gushing, without patronizing, without intruding too much 
on your time) my passion for this stuff. My hope is that doing so might occasionally ignite similar 
excitement in you.

— Sebastian Smee
February 24, 2022

YOUR TURN

You can view and read more than 100 of Sebastian Smee’s essays on great works at
https://www.washingtonpost.com/great-works-in-focus/. Skim through the listed pieces — the headlines, brief 
descriptions and miniature images — from most recently published to earliest essay. Select one piece to get to 
know better.

• Use the enlarge feature to focus on details before reading the essay. What do you see?
• What detail(s) do you find most interesting?
• Look at the artist’s name. What do you know about this artist?
• Look at the date of the work. What do you know about that time period?

Read Smee’s essay. You know he thinks this is a great work. What does he include about the following in a way 
to share his passion for the work? 
• What is the historic context of the artwork?
• What was happening in the artist’s life?
• In what way does the artwork relate to other pieces of art, poetry or literature?
• What elements of nature are important to the composition?
• What techniques and medium are used — and to what effect?
* Re-read the lede and closing paragraphs. What reflection does he share? Do they unify the personal sharing of 

his exploration of a work he considers great?

https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/the-art-show/the-art-show---wed-22-jan/11887392?itid=lk_inline_enhanced-template
https://www.amazon.com/Dyers-Hand-Other-Essays/dp/0679724842?itid=lk_inline_enhanced-template
https://www.washingtonpost.com/great-works-in-focus/
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by SebaStian Smee

• Originally Published December 19, 2021

T here’s a poem by William 
Carlos Williams that I love 
because it is so selfish, honest, 
casually remorseful and loving. It 

comes in the form of a nonchalant apology 
(my favorite kind). Its title, “This Is Just to 
Say,” sets the tone. The rest of the poem is 
a masterpiece of guilelessness, comedy and 
concision. “I have eaten/ the plums/ that were 
in/ the icebox/ and which/ you were probably/ 
saving/ for breakfast/ Forgive me/ they were 
delicious/ so sweet/ and so cold.”

But even more than poems about plums, 
I love paintings of plums. The plums in this 
painting, by Anne Vallayer-Coster (1744-
1818), have not come out of an icebox. But 
they do emerge from deep shadow, and they’re 
connected to the same sense of appetite and 
pleasure that radiates from Williams’s poem.

Vallayer-Coster was the daughter of a 
goldsmith who worked for the Gobelins 
tapestry factory in Paris. In 1770, the year 
after she painted this, she was unanimously 
accepted as a member of France’s Royal 
Academy. Ten years later, she was given 
the title of “Painter to the Queen” by Marie 
Antoinette (who also personally signed, as 
witness, the contract of Vallayer-Coster’s 
marriage to Jean-Pierre Coster, a wealthy 
lawyer and member of parliament).

Denis Diderot, the philosopher and art 
critic, also was a big admirer. “No one of 
the French school can rival the strength of 
[Vallayer-Coster’s] colors,” he wrote in 1771, 
“nor her uncomplicated surface finish.”

To see what Diderot meant by “uncompli-
cated surface finish,” home in on the plums 
in this painting, which is on view at the 
Cleveland Museum of Art. They could not 
look more plummy. Setting them against the 
deep but muted greens of the leaves and moss 
that protect them, Vallayer-Coster painted 
the late-summer stone fruits with rich reds 
before laying down patches of dark purple 

and cloudy mauve.
The brushstrokes are clearly visible. 

They move in apparently random directions, 
often leaving visible traces of the brush’s 
hairs. There is only one bold white highlight. 
Vallayer-Coster also uses a touch of yellow in 
the center of the uppermost plum to accentu-
ate the intensity of that fruit’s red.

Vallayer-Coster is often compared 
to Jean Baptiste Siméon Chardin, the great-
est still-life painter of the 18th century. There 
is a similar mellowness and sobriety in both 
artists’ work. But Vallayer-Coster’s paint 
handling is so relaxed and fresh, so open to 
accidental effects, that it anticipates the loose 
handling of Manet’s still lifes a century later.

The painting is just under two square 

feet. Its other features are telling. Vallayer-
Coster could have added expensive crystal, 
pewter or porcelain. Instead she gives us a 
simple glass of water. I have several just like 
it in my cupboard. She creates an illusion of 
volume with just a couple of nonchalant high-
lights. Smears of color suggest the reflections 
of the plums and the cakes.

Those cakes, cradled in paper crisped by 
the oven, are crumbly, buttery, blond. I can 
almost smell them. It’s all just so.

Life is good when there is plenty, yes. 
(No one wants to go to the icebox and find 
all the plums gone.) But for some reason, it is 
even better when it is simple, when it is fresh. 
Vallayer-Coster’s painting shows us what 
that might look like. ■

Sebastian Smee is a Pulitzer Prize-winning art 
critic at The Washington Post and the author of 
The Art of Rivalry: Four Friendships, Betrayals 
and Breakthroughs in Modern Art. “They are 
things that move me. Part of the fun is trying to 
figure out why,” says Smee about this series.

The Pure Perfection of Plums
GREAT WORKS, IN FOCUS

CLEVELAND MUSEUM OF ART

Anne Vallayer-Coster (b. 1744)

Basket of Plums, 1769
On view at the Cleveland Museum of Art

A series featuring art critic Sebastian 
Smee’s favorite works in permanent 
collections across the United States

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/56159/this-is-just-to-say
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/56159/this-is-just-to-say
https://www.clevelandart.org/art/1971.47
https://www.clevelandart.org/art/1971.47
https://arthistoryunstuffed.com/origins-art-criticism/
https://collections.mfa.org/objects/30923/still-life-with-teapot-grapes-chestnuts-and-a-pear?ctx=d772a64a-5c8f-4b25-8fd5-50ccf79a94ce&idx=3
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/436946?searchField=All&sortBy=Relevance&ft=Jean+Sim%c3%a9on+Chardin&offset=0&rpp=20&pos=3


Name _________________________________________________________________________________ Date__________________________

With a Nonchalant Apology, This Is Just to Say
Let’s take a closer look at Sebastian Smee’s essay, “The Pure Perfection of Plums.” Before reading the piece look 
closely at the artwork that inspires his work and passion for the still life by Anne Vallayer-Coster.

1. What items are found in the still life? Describe them.

2. If you did not know the name of the fruit, from the title of Smee’s piece and the title of the artwork you know 
they are plums. 

 a. If you have eaten a plum, describe what it tastes like.
 b. If you have not eaten a plum, does the artist make the fruit look appealing? Explain your response.

3. Before reading Smee’s essay, review the meaning of these words. If there are several definitions which is the 
best in the context of the artwork?
Accentuate
Brushstrokes
Concision
Guilelessness
Icebox

Mellowness
Muted
Nonchalant
Remorseful
Sobriety

Read Smee’s piece before responding to the following questions.
4. Smee references several people and organizations. From the essay and some research, what do you 

know about them?
 

5. What do we learn about the artist Anne Vallayer-Coster who was born in 1744? 
a. Select three milestones in her life and indicate her age at the time.
b. What details give an indication of her social status?

6. Smee begins his essay indicating his love for “This Is Just to Say,” a poem by William Carlos 
Williams. He then explains why and quotes the whole poem. Read the poem aloud to hear the line 
breaks and play with tone.

 a. What confession does the speaker make?
 b. Did the speaker like the plums? Give details to support your response.
 c. Was the speaker sorry the plums were eaten?

7. Smee, in paragraphs 5 and 6, tells the reader about his observations of the still life’s details. Compare 
and contrast his observations to yours in #1.

 a. What do you both indicate about the plums?
 b. Did you include the cakes? Did you wonder why cakes were included?

8. What does the comparison to the works of Jean Baptiste Siméon Chardin and Édouard Manet add to 
Smee’s piece? 

 a. Jean Baptiste Siméon Chardin (1699-1779)  
b. Denis Diderot (1713-1784)
c. Gobelins tapestry (est. 1662)

d. Édouard Manet (1832-1883)
e. Marie Antoinette (1755-1793)
f. Royal Academy of France (founded 1648)



9. How are the first and last paragraphs unified?
a. Begin with the first two sentences. Note the switch to the owner of the plums.
b. Smee concludes with these two sentences: “But for some reason, it is even better when it is simple, 

when it is fresh. Vallayer-Coster’s painting shows us what that might look like.” What do the poet and 
the painter bring to life?

10. What will your experiment in inspiration be? Select one of these.
a. Write a poem to accompany a painting or work of art that you like.
b. Paint, sculpt, create a work of art that is inspired by a poem. Does the subject, details, atmosphere or 

mood of the poem inspire you?
c. Do some more reading. Have other writers been inspired by artwork? Write an essay about both 

artwork and literary work in which you include details to compare and contrast the styles, techniques 
and themes.

d. Read about local, national or international events. Select one to write about in an essay or poem, to 
illustrate through a collage (perhaps from pages from the newspaper), to draw or sculpt.

With a Nonchalant Apology, This Is Just to Say | continued
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by SebaStian Smee

• Originally Published August 2, 2020

E very 7-year-old looks beautiful to eyes past a certain age. 
So it’s hard to say whether this 18th-century portrait by 
Jean-Étienne Liotard is of a particularly lovely 7-year-
old or whether it’s just a particularly lovely picture. I’m 

going with the latter. Anyone can see it: The level of artistry is 
astonishing. 

The medium is not paint but pastel, which Liotard (1702-1789) 
came as close as anyone to perfecting. Pastel is powdery and 
sensitive to light, so for its own good, this portrait spends a lot of 
time in storage. But I’ve noticed that when I visit the Getty and it’s 
on display, it’s always surrounded by sighing admirers. 

Liotard died the year the French Revolution broke out. He spent 
his peak years flitting around Europe fulfilling portrait commissions 
for the royal families, popes, cardinals and aristocrats. 

The son of a jeweler, 
Liotard grew up in the 
proudly independent 
city-state of Geneva, 
where he trained as a 
miniaturist. He was a 
contemporary of Jean-
Jacques Rousseau and, 
like the great philosopher, 
moved from Geneva to 
Paris, where he studied 
portraiture. 

In 1738, Liotard 
traveled to Constantinople (Istanbul). He stayed there for four 
years, perfecting his pastel technique with pictures of local 
domestic scenes. When he came back, he kept an eccentrically full 
beard and continued wearing Turkish clothing, earning him the 
nickname “the Turkish painter.” He made portraits of subjects 
including his Dutch wife and Rousseau in “exotic” Eastern 
costumes at a time when fashion was regarded as an integral 
aspect of good portraiture. 

At some point, Liotard also developed an intense love of the 
color blue. All of his best pictures hinge, chromatically, on pure 
shades that hover somewhere between sky and royal blue. Here, 
Maria Frederike wears a rich blue cape with a white fur trim. 
Slightly lighter hues of the same color can be found in her hair 
ribbons, her dress, the collar of the little dog she cradles like a doll 
and her eyes. 

Up close, you can see how Liotard used both the texture of the 
vellum surface and the opaque, subtly layered and slightly granular 
pastel to imitate the look of skin, with its pores and shadows and 
highlights. The delicate striations of diagonal highlights on the 
girl’s rosy right cheek give it a palpable luster. And the set of the 
child’s lips against her skin is realized so sensitively that you 
cannot conceive that so much soft, dimpled vitality depends for its 
underlying structure on something as ghastly as a skull. 

Notice, above all, her eyes. They seem to have noticed 
something, and to react with a kind of tender calm, verging on 
disinterested amusement. Few things are as moving as youthful 
self-possession. Meanwhile, the little dog — possibly a Japanese 
Chin? (I defer to the dog experts) — stares out of the picture with 
doggy bemusement. ■

Sebastian Smee is a Pulitzer Prize-winning art critic at The Washington 
Post and the author of The Art of Rivalry: Four Friendships, Betrayals 
and Breakthroughs in Modern Art. “They are things that move me. Part 
of the fun is trying to figure out why,” says Smee about this series.

Beauty in Blue

GREAT WORKS, IN FOCUS

Jean- Étienne Liotard
(b. 1702)

Portrait of Maria
Frederike van Reede-
Athione at Seven Years
Of Age, 1755-1756
On view at the J. Paul Getty Museum

A series featuring art critic Sebastian 
Smee’s favorite works in permanent 
collections across the United States

J. PAUL GETTY MUSEUM

https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m00094kn
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m00094kn
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wcze7EGorOk
https://www.rijksmuseum.nl/en/rijksstudio/artists/jean-etienne-liotard/objects#/SK-A-240,1
https://art.rmngp.fr/en/library/artworks/jean-etienne-liotard_portrait-de-jean-jacques-rousseau-en-costume-d-armenien_pastel
https://www.dia.org/art/collection/object/three-skulls-36721
https://www.akc.org/dog-breeds/japanese-chin/
https://www.akc.org/dog-breeds/japanese-chin/
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by SebaStian Smee

• Originally Published February 27, 2022

I t’s exciting, when you get up close 
to this 1939 painting by Edward 
Hopper, to see the weave of the 
canvas showing through the smooth 

paint. You can see it especially at the edge 
of the red curtain and where the shadow 
meets the tan-colored wall.

It’s fun to think that Hopper was using 

paint to represent a wall that was itself 
painted. The appearance of the woven 
canvas is like a tiny break in these layers of 
fact and illusion, a flicker of uncanniness, 
as when a child watches her mother 

removing makeup at the mirror.
What are we looking at here?
A female usher in a movie theater.
What else?
Well, it’s dark. And somehow the 

darkness feels just as important as what 
is illuminated. Shadows animate our 
speculative capacities, our yearning for 
stories. Isn’t that what makes going to the 
movies so exciting?

Hopper also shows us various light 
sources, including a fragment of the movie 
screen, where the action is no doubt rushing 
inexorably toward a Hollywood climax.

The freedom that comes with 
living our own stories

GREAT WORKS, IN FOCUS

CLEVELAND MUSEUM OF ART

Edward Hopper (b. 1882)

New York Movie, 1939
On view at the Museum of Modern Art, New York

A series featuring art critic Sebastian 
Smee’s favorite works in permanent 
collections across the United States

https://www.moma.org/collection/works/79616
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But Hopper’s attention is elsewhere. It’s 
on the usher. The wall lamp illuminates her 
blond hair. Her uniform — a blue jumpsuit 
with a snazzy red stripe — is accessorized 
by pumps and a flashlight. She’s glamorous. 
But her demeanor is pensive and, like so 
many of Hopper’s figures, rather stiff. 
It reinforces the sense we have of her 
… stuckness.

She could be in the movies herself. But 
she’s not a leading lady. She’s an usher, 
waiting. The loose, purposeless pocket 
of time she inhabits is at odds with the 
contrived and efficient time of the movies.

How disappointing, you could say.
Imagining her disappointment put me 

in mind of a passage from a wonderful 
essay by literary critic James Wood. Wood 
noticed that an army officer in the Anton 
Chekhov story “The Kiss” is disappointed 
by the account he has just given to his 
fellow officers of an extraordinary event 
in his life. He thought it would take a long 
time, but “it takes only a minute to tell.” 
Wood notices, moreover, that “many of 
Chekhov’s characters are disappointed by 
the stories they tell, and somewhat jealous 
of other people’s stories.”

You could say something similar, I think, 
about Hopper’s characters. In this painting, 

which combines the suspenseful, lamplit 
drama of Degas’s “Interior” with the 
boredom of Manet’s “A Bar at the Folies-
Bergère,” the disappointment, tinged by 
jealousy, is palpable.

The usher (my projection, but Hopper 
invites us to speculate) is struggling to 
reconcile her youth and beauty with her 
prosaic, low-paying job. She’s seen enough 
movies: She knows there must be more to 
life.

Something about her evident disillusion 
makes us believe in her more. Chekhov’s 
characters, too, can seem uncannily 
lifelike, and Wood attributes this to a kind 
of literary special effect. It’s produced 
by Chekhov letting his characters be 
disappointed by their own stories.

By allowing his fictional creation in 
“The Kiss” to be disappointed by the story 
he has just told, Chekhov allows him, by 
implication, to be disappointed by the 
story Chekhov has given him. “Thus,” 
writes Wood, the character “wriggles out 
of Chekhov’s story into the bottomless 
freedom of disappointment.”

I love this idea. It’s subtle, but it gets at 
something big: the freedom promised by 
art. And it helps explain why we get such a 
feeling of reality from Hopper’s paintings, 

even though they are highly artificial, 
radically stripped-down.

We are all in the usher’s position. We are 
waiting. Our stories feel fatally unformed. 
They don’t cohere. We did not become 
movie stars. We are not going viral on 
TikTok. We don’t have as many followers 
as the next person. It’s all decidedly 
disappointing.

But we are — “like a bird on the wire, 
like a drunk in a midnight choir,” as 
Leonard Cohen sang — free. Not only can 
we wriggle out of the fictions society tries 
to impose on us; we can do it on our own 
terms, in our own time.

We can step through the velvet curtains, 
up the carpeted stairs and out into the 
sunlight of disillusion. Or we can stay 
exactly where we are, in this state of 
gorgeous make-believe, this penumbral 
present, with its rich colors, heavy drapes 
and musty air of perfume, popcorn and 
potential. ■

Sebastian Smee is a Pulitzer Prize-winning art 
critic at The Washington Post and the author of 
The Art of Rivalry: Four Friendships, Betrayals 
and Breakthroughs in Modern Art. “They are 
things that move me. Part of the fun is trying to 
figure out why,” says Smee about this series.

https://www.kirkusreviews.com/book-reviews/james-wood/the-broken-estate/
https://www.philamuseum.org/collection/object/82556
https://courtauld.ac.uk/highlights/a-bar-at-the-folies-bergere/#&gid=1&pid=1
https://courtauld.ac.uk/highlights/a-bar-at-the-folies-bergere/#&gid=1&pid=1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BqGArXHDOKY
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If you see one piece of art,
we have 100 suggestions

GREAT WORKS, IN FOCUS

DAVID HOCKNEY, ART INSTITUTE OF CHICAGO, PHOTO BY RICHARD SCHMIDT

by SebaStian Smee

• Originally Published February 27, 2022

O ne of the great things about 
pictures is that they make no 
demands on you. You can look 
as long as you like and walk 

away at any time. There’s a freedom in 
the arrangement that’s different from 
going to the movies, concerts or the the-
ater. I know people who go to museums 
to look at a single painting. That might 
seem a bit perverse, given all that’s on 
offer. But, in a sense, I try to enact a ver-
sion of this same, focused impulse in my 
Great Works, In Focus column. I’m say-
ing, “Hey, let’s look at this one thing.” My 
only aim is to start a conversation about it. 
I don’t write these pieces to educate Post 
readers. I wouldn’t presume. I write them 
for pleasure. It’s that simple. “Pleasure,” 
wrote W.H. Auden, “is by no means an 
infallible critical guide, but it is the least 
fallible.” 

I’m lucky on two counts: that enough 
people seem to get pleasure from read-
ing them to make continuing worthwhile, 
and that my subject — great works of art 
in America’s public museums — is pretty 
much inexhaustible. 

If you learn something from them, 
great; we’re learning together. But what 
interests me more is finding ways to 
express (without, I hope, gushing, without 
patronizing, without intruding too much 
on your time) my passion for this stuff. My 
hope is that doing so might occasionally 
ignite similar excitement in you. 

Occasionally, people let me know that 
they feel intimidated by art. On the one 
hand, I get it. Some in the art world, want-
ing to establish their authority, fall back 

on jargon or giddy abstractions to create 
a zone of exclusion. It can be insufferable. 

But what field doesn’t see a version of 
this phenomenon? Baseball writing makes 
zero sense if you haven’t grown up with 
the sport. Have you tried understanding 
cellular biology? Blockchain technology? 
Contract law? In my experience, there is 
less of this rarefied talk around art than 
around most other fields. 

The bigger hazard of my profession 
is condescension. People don’t like to be 
patronized. They know who Rembrandt 
is. They have strong opinions about Frida 
Kahlo and Jeff Koons. They saw a Ragnar 
Kjartansson exhibition last week. 

Art is a wide field. It’s deep, it’s diverse. 
You can come at the subject from count-
less angles. People seem to have been 
making art since the beginning, so the 
subject is interwoven with the whole his-
tory of humanity. So yes, things can get 
complicated. 

But, in the end, we’re talking about pic-
tures and sculptures. How hard is it to look 
at a painting? How onerous is it to walk 
around a sculpture? (It’s easier than under-
standing NFTs, that’s for sure.) Children 
get it immediately. They know there’s no 
right or wrong when it comes to looking at 
art. There are just things to notice, to test 
against our imperfect sense of the truth, to 

David Hockney (b. 1937)

American Collectors  
(Fred and Marcia Weisman), 

1968
On View at the Art Institute of Chicago

A series featuring art critic Sebastian 
Smee’s favorite works in permanent 
collections across the United States
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fold into our various conceptions of beauty. 
Things we notice may provoke feelings. 

They may lead to ideas. They might equally 
provide a release from ideas — a release 
into wonder, into new kinds of awareness 
connected to your body, your senses, your 
general state of existential bafflement. 

What I notice will be different from 
what you notice. In fact, the most reward-
ing part of writing these pieces is the feed-
back I get from you, in online comments 
and emails. Some people write to take 
issue with things I’ve written; others offer 
fascinating speculations of their own. It’s 
humbling. 

I learn things every week. Probably 
the most remarkable moment came after a 
piece I wrote about a David Hockney paint-
ing at the Art Institute of Chicago. 

The painting is famous: It depicts two 
Los Angeles collectors, Fred and Marcia 
Weisman. Hockney painted it in 1968 — 
a dramatic year in American history. So, 
in my short piece, I tried to put Hockney’s 
stiff and immaculate painting in the messy 
context of that period’s widespread social 
upheaval (assassinations, wars, protests). I 
focused on Fred Weisman’s clenched fist as 
a possible clue to that wider context. 

What I completely missed, as one 
reader pointed out, was the possibility that 
the clenched fist is an indicator of some-
thing far more specific. 

Two years before Hockney’s painting, 
I was told, Fred Weisman had been in a 
fight at the Polo Lounge in the Beverly 
Hills Hotel. Frank Sinatra was there cel-
ebrating Dean Martin’s birthday. Their 
party was noisy, and Weisman asked them 
to quiet down. 

What happened next is disputed. What 
is not disputed is that Weisman ended up 
in hospital with a fractured skull. His inju- 

ries required hours of brain surgery. His 
clenched fist, I was informed, was a linger-
ing side effect. 

According to one account,  Sinatra had 
disparaged Weisman with an anti-Semitic 
slur. After a further exchange, Sinatra alleg- 
edly grabbed a telephone and smashed 
Weisman over the head with it. Weisman 
never pressed charges — allegedly (again) 
because he received threatening, late-night 
telephone calls. 

That is just one account, and as I said, 
it’s disputed. But now the painting looks 
different, no? 

That’s how it goes with art. I might 
be looking at an abstract painting by Lee 
Krasner in Cleveland, a sculpted head from 
the Ife kingdom in Nigeria at the Kimbell 
Art Museum in Texas or a 15th-century 
wooden panel depicting the Annunciation 
at the Met Cloisters in New York. There are 
always stories to tell, things to notice, feel-
ings to try to express. 

Extending knowledge is one way to 
trigger excitement — and I’m all for it. But 
passion can also be aroused by an unfamil-
iar emotion or new flavors of confusion. 
I try to be open to all of it. I don’t mind 
not knowing. I’m suspicious of the idea of 
“closure.” I like staying in that place where 
thinking and feeling remain intertwined 
and evolving, not tied up and snipped off. 

I’ve been doing these pieces since late 
2019. (I wrote a similar column for the 
Boston Globe for six years.) Some of them 
work better than others. When they fail, or 
fail to inspire, it’s on me. But the fact that a 
storied media company like The Post sees 
it as part of its mission to publish this kind 
of writing is why I love working here. 

The artworks I write about are all in 
American museums that are open to the 
public. These museums are the pride of 

the cities that support them: St. Louis, Fort 
Worth, Chicago, San Francisco, Richmond, 
Washington. Millions flock to them every 
year. The artworks they display are part of 
our communal inheritance. 

A central part. More than the political 
or economic conditions of any given era, 
it is art that later generations most want 
to remember. We remember the name 
Rembrandt ahead of all the tulip specu-
lators and ship captains who powered the 
Dutch economy. We remember Leonardo 
over the popes and kings he worked for. We 
remember Picasso and Matisse with more 
love than Gen. Franco or Marshall Petain. 
And we remember the Beatles and Francis 
Bacon over the prime ministers who gov-
erned Britain in the 1960s (for the record, 
Harold Wilson and Harold Macmillan). 

That’s because the arts — and I define 
the term as broadly as possible — reveal 
the best of us. It’s because they combine 
the most intelligent and the most feeling 
of us. They testify, most fundamentally, to 
the fact that we’re alive, that people lived 
before us, that as a species we’re capable of 
making the most extraordinary things, and 
that human consciousness and the world 
beyond it are nothing short of astonishing. 

Again and again, art expresses that 
astonishment — that alloy of wonder and 
dismay, knowing and unknowing, pleasure 
and pain, joy and fear. ■

To view all 100 of Sebastian Smee’s Great 
Works, In Focus columns, visit wapo.st/gwif

Sebastian Smee is a Pulitzer Prize-winning art 
critic at The Washington Post and the author of 
The Art of Rivalry: Four Friendships, Betrayals 
and Breakthroughs in Modern Art. He teaches 
non-fiction writing at Wellesley College.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/arts-entertainment/interactive/2022/great-works-in-focus/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/arts-entertainment/interactive/2022/great-works-in-focus/
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It’s Friday. Read WEEKEND.
Each Friday Post readers find WEEKEND inserted into their daily Washington Post. Its pages are packed with 
articles and a mix of advertising. Let’s explore its content.

Begin by finding each of the following components that makeup the content. Indicate the page(s) on which you 
located it.

COVER
BEST BETS | Noteworthy events this week
INSIDE
STANDING COLUMNS

Ask Tom
Casual Dining
Dining
Dream Day
the GUIDE to the Lively Arts
Movie Directory

FEATURED PAGES/Arts and Entertainment
 Movies
 Featured film
 Also opening

Also playing
 Streaming
 Common Sense Media
 Music
 On Exhibit
 On Stage

ADVERTISING
Instead of page numbers, count how many advertisements are in this WEEKEND.

1. All of the content you reviewed may not be found in the Friday WEEKEND you are reading. What factors do 
you think influence what is included?

2. The content, after the first three pages, may vary in order from one Friday to the next. Why do you think the 
editors of WEEKEND do not keep a consistent order of content?

3. Which of the above content appealed to you most? Why?



WEEKEND | continued

4. If you want to go to an art exhibit, where are three exhibits being held that interest you? Where did 
you locate this information in WEEKEND?

 a.
 

b.

 c.

5. You want to watch a movie. Name the movie. In what movie category do you find the following?
 a. Movie to watch with a younger sibling
 
 b. Movie at a nearby theater

 c. Latest release

6. Read the Cover Story. Summarize the topic and highlight one part of it.

7. Select a piece from Music or On Stage. 
 a. What aspects of the performer, performance, music or script are highlighted? 

 b. Are any negative aspects included? 

 c. For what audience do you think this piece is targeted?

8. Advertisements provide readers with additional choices to spend their time and money. 
 a. Which ad was most visually interesting to capture your attention?

 b. Which ad sparked your interest in possibly attending or visiting?

c. If an advertising supplement is included, what is the featured activity? Explain how the layout, 
photographs and illustrations give it a different appeal than other ads.

9.  Read the dining-related pieces — Ask Tom, Casual Dining and Dining.
 a. Which restaurant would you like to go to with a date or your family? 

 b. What made it sound so good? Food, ambience, culture, location, prices?
 
 c. Write a restaurant review that might appear in your student media or shared to persuade  

    someone to go there with you.

10. Read the Dream Day essay. What kind of information is found in the introduction? What other   
  information is provided for readers? Write your own Dream Day essay.
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It’s Sunday. Relax with ARTS&STYLE.
On Sunday, the STYLE section becomes ARTS&STYLE. You will find feature articles about theater, dance, 
movies, art, architecture, exhibits and the people behind them; going out opportunities; diversions and advice. 

1. Select one of the stories that cover the arts and popular culture. Write three to five paragraphs about 
something new you learn in this article.

2. Summarize the Cover Story. Be sure to include title, author and date of publication.

3. Hunt for information. Where would you look if you want to find the following?
__________________________ a. For personal advice, to which columns do you turn?

__________________________ b. Where a certain movie is showing

__________________________ c. A quick overview of theater options in the Metro area

__________________________ d. The Strathmore production of “Defiant Requiem”

__________________________ e. Sebastian Smee’s byline

4. Read a review in Book World. Respond to the following questions.
 a. Title and author of the book that is reviewed, its genre and other basic information
 b. Who is reviewing the book? Why do you think this person was selected to review this work?
 c. What type of information is included in the review?
 d. Does the reviewer recommend this book? Why or why not?

5.  What DIVERSIONS appear in the last page of this section of the Sunday newspaper?

6. Choose one of the following. For #1, use content in what you read in ARTS&STYLE.
a. Prepare a personalized viewing grid for one week. Be sure that day and time are clear. How many 

categories will your grid need (For example, broadcast, streaming, cable; specials, movies, awards, sports)? 
Vary the programs to reflect different interests (news, sports, comedy, drama, children) and activities. You 
may include programs beyond the week in a DO NOT MISS section.

b. Review the photographs and art reprints found in the section. Comment on the subject and quality, choice 
of image(s) and dominant one. In what way do they add another dimension to the article?

c. Advertisements help to cover the expenses of producing print and online publication. Review the ads in 
this section. To whom are they appealing? Consider use of typeface, white space, illustration/photograph(s), 
and color. Select two of the best ads to highlight, explaining what makes them exemplary for advertising 
for these readers.


