








rior.” The new trend was clearly apparent to Min-
neapolis critic John K. Sherman. After a trip to New
York as “Gallery Snooper,” he reported that Cameron
Booth . is venturing into abstraction. T hardly
recognized the old Booth in his new style.”2?

AFTER FOUR YEARS in New York, Booth returned to
Minnesota in 1948 and joined the University of Minneso-
ta's art faculty. In 1949 his works were included in two
Twin Cities exhibitions celebrating the Minnesota ter-
ritorial centennial — the Walker Art Center’s “Modern
Painters in Minnesota” and the Davton Compuny's
“Centennial Minnesota.” Booth's “Iron Mine Village”
was one of twelve works commissioned for the latter
exhibition and was shown first at Dayton’s and sub-
sequently at the Minnesota Historical Society, the State
Fair, and other locations throughout Minnesota during
the centennial year. The following vear, the University
Gallery organized a show of twenty-five of Booth's paint-
ings to celebrate the University of Minnesota’s centen-
nial. Although the exhibit included the portrait of Fol-
well and the 1923 Leech Lake painting "Early Mass,” it
consisted mainly of abstract works done between 1946
and 1950.3°

Three vears later, Booth's abstract paintings were
featured in a summer exhibition at the Walker Art Cen-
ter, Minneapolis. The exhibition catalog included
Booth’s statement on the relationship of personal expres-
sion and the technique of painting in abstract art. It
contained echoes of what he said in his 1944 essay and
back in 1923:

My waork is, I hope, traditional in the sense that it
is supported by the same laws of structure, balance
and order as the work of thousands of painters be-
fore me. I believe it is necessary to accept the lim-
itations of the painter[’]s means, to know them
well and to make them one’s own.

¥ Minneapolis Star-Journal, January, 1946, clipping in
Scrapbook 2.

¥ Catalog, “Centennial Minnesota: As Seen by Some Not-
able Artists”; University of Minnesota, “Cameron Booth,” De-
cember 11, 1950-January 7, 1951, copies of both in Scrapbook
2

3 Walker Art Center, “An Exhibition of Paintings by
Cameron Booth,” June 10-August 30, 1953, copy in Scrapbook
2.

32 Undated review by John K. Sherman. clipping in Serap-
bock 3. In the same review Sherman summed up Booth's pen-
chant for changing styles; “He is by nature a thoughtful and
cver-seeking artist, who paints with his brain as well as with
eye and hand.” Cameron Booth: 48 Paintings from 1946
through 1958, p. 5.

33 Bertha Schaefer Callery, "Cameron Booth,” March 21—
April 9, 1960, copy in Serapbook 3.

M Minneapolis Morning Tribune. February 1, 1960, p. 11,
clipping in Serapbook 3; typed list of places in Scrapbook 4
(1961-1966).

Personal expression, uncontrolled, is a silly
thing. I do not underestimate the value of the ac-
cidental and emaotional approach. I cultivate it. It
is a valuable part of intuition, new ventures, new
visions, new possibilities, drama and shock. How-
ever, before these can be full expressions they
must be given power through the laws of composi-
tion (structure, balance, unity, ete.). Only then is
the intent of the artist revealed ®
A more comprehensive exhibition of Booth's abstract
paintings done between 1946 and 1958 opened at the
Minneapolis Institute of Arts on October 29, 1958, as a
joint effort of the institute and the Walker Art Center,
Suggesting a link between Booth and the New York
avant-garde exemplified by Jackson Pollock and others,
reviewer John K. Sherman described Booth's paintings
as being done in the “abstract expressionist style,” hav-
ing a “freedom that reaches ecstasy in their explosive and
swirling colors.” Still, Sherman noted, there were in
these paintings “mechanics, the effective functioning, of
the ingredients.” Harvey Arnason, former director of
the Walker, made a similar point in the catalog essay: “In
Booth’s abstraction of the last fifteen vears there is al-
ways a clearly defined and easily perceived geometric
harmony.” Apparently, Booth's lifelong preoccupation
with the laws of painting gave even his most abstract
works an unmistakable order.32

Booth made his home in Minneapolis throughout the
1950s but continued to show his work in New York,
principally at the Bertha Schaefer Gallery. The checklist
for a show of ten paintings there from March 21 through
April 9, 1960, was inscribed with another statement of
Booth's basic conception of art. Although the underlying
principles remained unchanged, Booth now emphasized
the inner source of art and cast his ideas in more evoca-
tive and poetic language:

Insight replaces sight, The laws of nature replace

imitative representation. As a plant grows, as a

crystal forms, as the planets move, so develops a

painting. By the same laws the poetic mystery of

life is suggested.’s

In 1960 Booth received a Ford Foundation award for
a retrospective exhibition “to show the growth and de-
velopment of his career.” The show was sponsored by
the American Federation of Arts and circulated to
museums and art centers around the United States.
After several months of preparation, a selection of forty
Booth works from 1923 to 1960, including “Chippewa
Mourners” and “Summer Solstice” from the society’s
collection, opened in Minneapolis at the Walker Art
Center on May 14, 1961, and was given eighteen other
showings through 1963 in such far-flung places as the
Witte Memorial Museum in San Antonio, Texas, and the
library of Bucknell College in Lewisburg, Pennsylva-
nia. 34
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CAEHON BOOTH is pictured at the December, 1974,

retrospective show of his works at the society.

Although the exhibition showed sharp contrast in
Booth's work from the more representational paintings
done in the 1920s and 1930s to the more ambiguous
images of the mid-1940s and 1950s, Booth's friend Har-
vey Arnason drew back in the catalog essay from associat-
ing the artist's most recent works with abstract expres-
sionism, “a term,” Arnason complained, “which has be-
come 0 all-encompassing as to be almost meaningless.”
Instead, he emphasized the consistency in Booth’s paint-
ing over the vears. "It is,” he argued, “perhaps this
romantic element . which forms the central thread of
the artist’s life.” Arnason’s analysis was astute in suggest-
ing a continuum in Booth's art which was about to take
vet another turn — away from abstraction to more realis-
tic images, especially horses and what Booth termed
“barnyard landscapes.” A writer in the Arf Forum noted
the change:

The long career of Cameron Booth seems to have
taken a full cvele. At least the most recent of his
works, “Spring Thaw — 19617 and “Black Cow in
Winter[,]” return to the image, echoing in many
ways the vears prior to World War 11,7

Booth himself provided a rationale for the change. Not
surprisingly, he argued that painting has its own inher-
ent qualities, not as representation or abstraction but, to
quote his words of 1923, “having unique beauty brought
about mainly through its own laws of order and unity.” 3%

Bearing on this point is still another “statement about

THE PHOTOGRAPH on p. 104 is from The Saint Paul Gal-
lery and School of Art, Season 1941-42, catalog in Scraphook 2,
the Folwell portrait (p. 103) is courtesy of the University Gal-
lery; all others are from the MHS audio-visual library.
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painting” that Booth wrote down on October 10, 1975, in
his neat longhand. The statement reflected a further
evolution in Booth's thought in which he sought a bal-
ance between the craft of painting, or technique, and
painting as an expression of the artist’s inner self. The
artist as interpreter was key:

Whether abstract or representational, the first con-
sideration of painting is, and should be, painting
as painting, well within the tradition of painting as
it has been practiced by hundreds of artists hefore
us — from Giotto to Matisse.

Through these technical means the work be-
comes a heightened interpretation of the world
about us and our inner feelings too.

I have been asked, "How can you altermate
from abstractions to these landscapes and horses?”
The answer is simply that they are the same tech-
nicallv, onlv for one thing [ —] that is the represen-
tational works begin from drawings of the motif,
while the abstractions grow rather automatically
From one area of color and form to another[;] but —
here again [ insist on the laws of painting.

Perhaps even more swprising, [ have painted
many portreits, 3¢

In December, 1974, the Minnesota Historical So-
ciety recognized Cameron Booth with a retrospective
exhibition of twenty-six paintings representing his ear-
liest works at Leech Lake to the most recent barnyard
landscapes. The exhibition focused most strongly on the
1930s, during which the artist painted many local Min-
nesota scenes. The show’s checklist included comments
by MHS Director Russell W. Fridley, in which he de-
seribed Booth’s work as both historical documents and
personal, aesthetic statements:

He gives us glimpses and images of his life and his
particular awareness of it. Happily, the state of
Minnesota has provided him with much of this in-
spiration. The works in this exhibition, while rec-
ognizable as local and historical subjects, are not
photographic images. Rather, they show us our
world through the eyves and brush of a man familiar
with and sensitive to his snrroundings.37

At the close of the exhibition, Booth presented the
society with sixteen of the gouaches shown in it. These
paintings form a strong core for the society’s collection of
approximately forty works by Cameron Booth — docu-
ments of Minnesota’s past and of the career of one of
Minnesota’s major artists.

3%H. H. Arnason, Cameron Booth. 22 (New York, 1961);
C.P., in Art Forum, December, 1963; Minneapolis Tribune,
June 14, 1964, clippings in Scrapbook 4.

36 Booth’s “A Statement about Painting” is in Scrapbook 7
(1973-1980).

3T Minnesota Historical Society, Cameron Booth: An Ex-
hibit, December 22, 1974-May 31, 1975
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