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Glimpses Behind the Easel:
The Alexander W. Katlan Collection
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t’s always intriguing when arts professionals turn to collecting,
not only because they look at artworks differently than most
people, but because their budgets tend to be more limited than those of
many of their fellow collectors.
This is certainly the case with Alexander W. Katlan, who has accrued
more than 30 years’ experience as a paintings conservator, working with
top museum and private clients nationwide. Based in the New York City
borough of Queens, Katlan has also published five art reference books,
including one on artists’ palettes, a subject of keen importance to both
scholars and conservators. Three of these titles have summarized the
complex and fascinating history of exhibitions at Manhattan’s distinguished Salmagundi Club, of which Katlan is an active member.
This past autumn, Katlan self-published a new book that is, in fact,
even closer to his heart because it focuses on his own private collection.
As many collectors might do if they were asked to trace their journeys,
he writes that the collection “began more as the result of serendipity
than as a plan for acquisitions.” It began, he explains, in the 1970s, during an auction, when Katlan bid on a drawing by the great American
Dewitt Clinton Hay (c. 1819-1877)
Mt. Kearsage, New Hampshire, from North Conway
1863, Graphite and watercolor on paper, 5 x 6 1/2 in.
Hay was a banknote engraver from Caldwell, New York, who
moved to New York City around 1850. He co-founded the Society of American Painters in Water Colors and made many small
watercolors during his extensive travels.

Envelope addressed from Edward Linley Sambourne (1844-1910) to
Edwin Austin Abbey (1852-1911)
c. 1890s, Pen and ink on paper, 3 1/3 x 5 3/4 in.
The London-based Punch cartoonist E.L. Sambourne was a neighbor
and correspondent of the American-born, London-based illustratorturned-painter E.A. Abbey. Here Sambourne depicts a ruined abbey
under a sky that features a flying owl or bat and smiling moon.
Alexander Katlan’s collection also contains a letter written to Abbey
by the Dutch-born, London-based artist Lawrence Alma-Tadema.
		

artist Benjamin West (1738-1820) that turned out, he discovered when
he unframed it, to have been made on the back of a letter. “My enjoyment of this artwork was expanded by this chance discovery,” he recalls.
“What I really enjoyed was the sense of discovery, as well as a sense of
getting to know the artist on a one-to-one level, not as the master artist
found in the celebrated artworks, but as an individual with all the foibles
and struggles that we go through in our lives.”
Intrigued by this success, Katlan began looking at auctions, estate
sales, galleries, and even flea markets for historic letters, envelopes,
sheets, and ephemera adorned with drawings, doodles, signatures, and
sketches. Eventually he also began to acquire letters that were not illustrated, so fascinated was he by the personalities revealed in their lines.
This scope gradually widened to include watercolors, drawings, etchings,
and even small oil paintings, not only because they are generally more
affordable than large “finished” works, but also because they can often
reveal the more private side of their makers.
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As his publishing history suggests, Katlan
is at heart an educator, someone who wants
to share knowledge as it comes to him. The
new publication, which can be ordered via his
website (see below), features 92 different artists
whose creations range in date from the 1780s to
2011. They are listed alphabetically by surname,
and the object entries are accompanied by transcriptions of the often-hard-to-read penmanship, as well as brief biographies and the usual
apparatus of dates, dimensions, etc.
Most of the artists here are American, with
particular concentration on the 19th and 20th
centuries. Included in the former period are
such masters as Edwin H. Blashfield, George
H. Boughton, Alfred T. Bricher, George de
Forest Brush, William Merritt Chase, Eastman Johnson, Augustus Saint Gaudens, Lilly
Martin Spencer, Abbott H. Thayer, Dwight W.
Tryon, and Elihu Vedder. In the 20th century,
we glimpse behind the facades of Reynolds Beal,
Kenyon Cox, John Folinsbee, Emile Gruppe,
Evan Wilson (b. 1953)
Palette with Sunflowers Sketch
1993, Oil on wood, 8 x 12 in.
Evan Wilson attended the North Carolina School of the
Arts and then the Maryland Institute College of Art, where
he studied with Joseph Sheppard. In 1978, he won a
Greenshields Foundation grant to study painting in Florence.
Wilson gave this palette to Alexander Katlan as a token of
the friendship they formed in Italy.

Fidelia Bridges (1835-1924)
Vines on Post
n.d., Watercolor on paper, 9 x 7 1/2 in.
Born in Salem, Massachusetts, Fidelia Bridges studied with
William Trost Richards and shifted her production over time
from oils to watercolors. In 1874 she was elected to associate membership in the National Academy of Design, and two
years later she sold her first watercolors to the publisher
and chromolithographer Louis Prang, with whom she developed a long professional partnership illustrating greeting
cards, calendars, and books. Her meticulous observation of
detail reflects her interest in the Pre-Raphaelite manner promoted by the critic John Ruskin. Alexander Katlan acquired
this and a similar Bridges watercolor from Helen Fusscas at
the Connecticut Gallery in Marlborough, Connecticut.
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Hugo Ballin (1879-1956)
Part of a letter to an unidentified female friend
(addressed “Madonna Mia”), typed at the artist’s home
in Pacific Palisades, California
July 15, 1952
Born in New York City, Hugo Ballin studied
at the Art Students League and in Italy, and
was elected to associate membership in the
National Academy of Design. In 1921, he
moved to Los Angeles, where he worked in the
film industry as a producer and set designer.
Ballin’s postscript to this letter explains that
he had just sent a painting to Nevada for a
mission church there — thus the accompanying
sketch showing Native Americans praying to a
Madonna altarpiece.

John Wenger (1887-1976)
Scenic for the Ballet Petrushka
c. 1919, Watercolor on paper, 2 1/2 x 4 in.
Born in Russia, John Wenger attended
New York City’s Cooper Union and National
Academy of Design. He exhibited widely
and joined many American artists’ organizations, and he often designed sets for
performing arts productions, including this
one. Alexander Katlan bought this and a
similar watercolor from Leonora Wenger
Kreizel, the artist’s daughter.

Grace Hartigan, Rockwell Kent, Edward H. Potthast, Everett Shinn, and Raphael Soyer.
And of course there is evidence of artists
working today, including the plein air painter
Joseph Paquet and Salmagundi Club president
and still life artist Claudia Seymour, who contributed the book’s preface. Indeed, many of these
artists — past and present — are Salmagundians,
and it makes sense that Katlan would seek them out. Another unusual
connection is Katlan’s periodic study over several years with the great
classical realist painter Nerina Simi (1890-1987) in Florence. Represented in his collection, therefore, are other Americans he met in Tuscany, including Daniel Graves, Charles G. Kapsner, Andrew Lattimore,
Joe Sheppard, Evan Wilson, and Robbie Wraith. He even owns a drawing
by Joke Frima depicting Simi’s studio, though this work was not discovered by Katlan but rather commissioned by him.
		

Taken together, the items in Katlan’s collection tell us a great many
diverse things about these artists, including data that may be more
important to scholars than to the casual viewer. Much of this material
sheds light on the mechanics of the art world, and especially on the
fascinating relationships among artists that may be generally forgotten
now. A fine example is a large menu from an 1896 banquet organized
by New York City’s National Academy of Design, signed by 33 artists
who attended, including Louis Comfort Tiffany and Thomas Moran.
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George W. Maynard (1843-1923)
Pipe and Glass
1883, Ink on paper, 5 x 5 in.

Kenyon Cox (1856-1919)
Part of a letter written to an unidentified correspondent, with pen and ink
drawings
August 9, 1876
Kenyon Cox is best remembered as a muralist, but he also made
paintings, portraits, and illustrations. He studied at Cincinnati’s
McMicken School and the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts,
then at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts in Paris. Made primarily in his
studio at Cornish, New Hampshire, the murals now decorate such
institutions as the Library of Congress, the Appellate Court House
on Manhattan’s Madison Square, and Newark’s Essex County Court
House. Cox joined the National Academy of Design in 1903, taught
there and at the Art Students League, and in 1913 criticized the
modernist artworks exhibited in the Armory Show as “heart rending
and sickening.” Alexander Katlan adorned the cover of his new
book with the figure seen here at top right.

Thomas Sully (1783-1872)
The Interior of the Capucin Chapel in the Piazza Barberini (after François
Marius Granet, 1775-1849)
c. 1820, Watercolor and ink on paper, 8 1/2 x 6 1/4 in.
Though he is remembered for his portraits of America’s elite and as
a longtime president of the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts,
Thomas Sully was actually born in England and brought to the U.S. as
a boy. Around 1820 he was invited to paint a replica of an important,
and highly characteristic, interior by Granet, a leading French academician who worked in Rome. The Granet was in the collection of
Benjamin Wiggins of Boston, and the full-size replica made by Sully
was purchased by Joel R. Poinsett, U.S. ambassador to Mexico. This
small watercolor appears to be a study for the oil replica.
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Born in Washington, D.C., Maynard moved to New York City
to study with the sculptor Henry K. Brown and then at the
National Academy of Design. After studying at the academy in
Antwerp and traveling in Greece and Turkey with the artist Francis D. Millet, Maynard helped John La Farge with the murals at
Boston’s Trinity Church. He won renown for murals he made for
the Chicago World’s Fair, the Library of Congress, and various
hotels in New York City, St. Augustine, and elsewhere.

Milton J. Burns (1853-1933)
Gale off North Cape
n.d., Ink wash and white on paper, 6 1/4 x 8 in.
Born in Ohio, Milton J. Burns studied with J.G. Brown and
began focusing on marine scenes in 1869, when he accompanied William Bradford on his arctic expedition. He achieved
fame in the 1870s, ’80s, and ’90s as an illustrator for such
leading periodicals as Scribner’s and Harper’s.

Moreover, Dwight W. Tryon indicates in one document that he toned
his paintings and altered the glorious frames designed for them by the
architect Stanford White, all for the sake of the “harmonious tonalities”
he so cherished. Few scholars can imagine anyone having the cheek to
tweak Stanford White, but here we have proof that it happened.
In this age of burgeoning e-correspondence and text messages, the
complexity and ornamentation of actual letters on paper are more rare
than ever, and in fact more intriguing. Katlan’s collection opens up to us
a lost world of personal communications, which is why it is particularly
good news that highlights from it will be exhibited at the Salmagundi
Club February 19-25. Everyone is welcome at the celebratory reception
on the evening of February 20. n
Information: The 200-page book Artist Letters, Notes and Sketches: A Guide to
Letters, Ephemera, Watercolors, Drawings, Etchings and Ink Washes in the Katlan Collection was published in 2012 in hardcover only. It can be ordered for $65
at alexanderkatlan.com. Salmagundi Club, 47 Fifth Avenue, New York, NY 10003,
212.255.7740, salmagundi.org
KELLY COMPTON is a contributing writer to Fine Art Connoisseur.

Xavier J. Barile (1891-1981)
Heads
1939, Ink and graphite on paper, 5 1/2 x 4 3/4 in.
Based in New York City, Barile studied with F. Luis Mora, John Sloan,
and others before launching his own career as a painter, illustrator,
and etcher. This sheet and a similar one show Barile observing distinctive characters around Manhattan, if only to exercise his eye and
hand. He has inscribed the head at top right “5th Ave Cafeteria”, and
the lower scene “Meeting of United American Artists — Germanic
Hall — July 27, ’39.”
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