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In 1939 the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, was 
host to the fiftieth exhibition of the Boston  
Society of Water Color Painters. Occupying  
seven special galleries, the exhibition’s comprehen-
sive roster of painters included works by Winslow 
Homer (1836 –1910) and John Singer Sargent 
(1856 –1925), who were pioneers in establishing 
watercolor as a national medium, and who set the 
high mark among their peers and succeeding gen-
erations of aquarellists. Included in the exhibition 
were two opposing groups: the more traditional 
works, such as those by famed teacher and artist 
Frank W. Benson (1862 –1951), juxtaposed along-
side the modernist element represented by Charles 
Hopkinson (1869 –1962) and The Five, Boston’s 
very own group of modernist thinkers. 

Watercolor exhibits had come into vogue in 
Boston during the 1920s, and Vose Galleries 
took the lead with a major exhibition in 1927 

of 100 watercolors by 30 New England artists. 
Afterwards, the Boston Society of Water Color 
Painters (founded in 1885 as the Boston Water 
Color Society) moved its annual exhibitions to 
Vose Galleries in 1928, and the gallery continued 
to host their annual traditional exhibitions until 
1950, when modernism swept the country.

In this exhibition, we feature five watercolors by 
Frank W. Benson who favored sporting scenes as 
opposed to his prized subject matter of women 
in interiors or in brilliant light outdoors paint-
ed in oils. Hunting, fishing, sailing and the great 
outdoors were also favorite subject matter for 
the next generation of New England painters, 
Aiden Lassell Ripley (1896 – 1969) and John 
Whorf (1903 – 1959). They both showed regularly 
at Vose, and Whorf was the only artist in the 1930s  
depression era whose work was consistently in 
high demand along with Benson’s watercolors, 
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which were priced the highest and always the first 
to sell.

•

On a more personal level, we senior Voses (that 
would be your writer and her husband, Bill) have 
built a small collection of about twenty American  
watercolors that we treasure, mostly from the 19th 
and 20th centuries.  We love the fluidity and trans-
parency of the medium, which gives it an inner 
brilliance. While most other paints reflect color 
directly off the surface of a painting, watercolors 
get their color from bouncing off the white paper 
and reflecting up through the paint. The ability of 
creating atmospheric effects, such as fog or moon-
light, is much more expressive in watercolor than 
in other mediums.

Our favorites? I would say that, for our budget, we 
love Aiden Lassell Ripley and John Whorf, whose 
palettes are so saturated that we normally don’t use 
mat board, framing them similar to an oil, with 
spacers so that they don’t touch the glass. I also 
love Reynolds Beal’s (1867–1951) circus scenes in 
crayon; we have three, one for each grandchild!

We also enjoy the more modern works by Charles 
Hopkinson, Dodge Macknight (1860 –1950) (in 
New York he was called Dodge Macknightmare!) 
and Carl Cutler (1873 –1945). A little out of our 
date range, we acquired an Audubon (1785 –1851) 
hand-colored Havell engraving as well as an early 
William Trost Richards (1833 –1905) of Atlantic 
City, NJ, complete with an osprey and her nest of 
chicks. Both works have nearly 100% of their orig-
inal colors, which brings me to a caveat: vibrant 
color is crucial to the value of the work, and we 
inspect every piece we offer for color and condi-
tion of the paper. One way of determining any 
fading in a watercolor is to examine the piece out 
of the frame. Then compare the color of the paper 
underneath the mat, which has not been exposed 
to sunlight, with the color of the exposed surface. 
Auctions often get around this by stating in the de-
scription, “not examined out of frame.” So how can 
you prevent fading? The new Museum Glass is best 
and minimizes glare. Most important, place your 
watercolor away from direct sunlight or bright 
rooms. They can last for centuries with proper care.
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Winslow Homer (1836 – 1910)

“A large following of enthusiastic collectors cared enough to make Homer the most widely           
acclaimed American artist of his day. Indeed, during the last thirty years of his life, Homer enjoyed 
a renown that few other American artists have ever known.”

-Donelson F. Hoopes, Winslow Homer Watercolors, 1969
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In Autumn Woods, circa 1877
Watercolor & graphite on paper

11 1/4 x 7 1/2 inches
Initialed lower left: WH
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Afternoon Gust, 1882
Gouache on paper, mounted to canvas
19 3/4 x 35 inches
Signed lower right: AT BRICHER

“[Bricher’s] water-colour works are remarkable for their force and brilliancy of tone.”

-The Art Journal, 1875

Alfred Thompson Bricher (1837–1908)
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Dutch Girl
Watercolor, gouache, & graphite on paper

18 1/8 x 11 7/8 inches
Signed lower left: Charles Hovey Pepper

Charles Hovey Pepper (1864 –1950)

Market under the Arches, Lucerne, Switzerland, 1882
Watercolor & ink on paper

14 1/8 x 24 5/8 inches
Signed lower right: F. Hopkinson Smith

Francis Hopkinson Smith (1838 –1915)
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Lily Pool, 1924
Watercolor on paper, 14 3/4 x 21 1/2 inches, signed & dated lower left: F. W. Benson / ’24

“The watercolors of Frank Benson . . . are distinctly personal, not necessarily through the adaptabil-
ity of the medium, but because its user has the ability owing to technical skill and talent to express 

fluently what he has to say when standing in the presence of some beautiful aspect of nature.”

-Boston Evening Transcript, 1923

Frank Weston Benson (1862 –1951)
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Hawk, 1940
Watercolor on paper
21 1/2 x 16 1/2 inches

Signed & dated lower left: 
F. W. Benson / 40 to R.L.

Ducks Rising, 1927
Watercolor & graphite on paper
20 x 25 inches
Signed & dated lower left:
F. W. Benson / ’27

Frank Weston Benson (1862 –1951)
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Lone Spruce, 1924
Watercolor & graphite on paper

21 x 14 1/2 inches
Signed & dated lower left: F. W. Benson/ ’24

Trout Fishing, 1926
Watercolor & graphite on paper
16 x 19 7/8 inches
Signed & dated lower left: F. W. Benson / ’26

Frank Weston Benson (1862 –1951)
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Cos Cob, Connecticut, 1902
Pastel on paperboard, 10 x 11 inches, signed & dated lower left: Childe Hassam 1902

Frederick Childe Hassam (1859 –1935)

The pastel medium, which Hassam easily adopted and mastered in his exploration of Impres-
sionism, allowed him to work spontaneously using pure color to capture the myriad subjects that 
interested him. In 1902 the New York Tribune lauded his talents: “In all his . . . pastels, Mr. Hassam 
is straightforward and wholly in sympathy with the essential qualities of his material . . . Each factor 
in his composition falls naturally into its place; forms are indicated truthfully and without asser-
tive artifice.” Cos Cob, Connecticut, from 1902, likely depicts the span found at the foot of the 
Bush-Holley House, a popular gathering spot for visiting artists, crossing over to Palmer Point.

“When the Society of American Painters in Pastel asked Hassam to join in 1890, his work was sin-
gled out for special praise. This was a high mark for one of the newest members of a Society whose 

roster included older artists such as William Merritt Chase and John H. Twachtman.”

-Donelson F. Hoopes, Childe Hassam, 1979
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Cruising
Watercolor & graphite on paper

25 1/4 x 22 3/4 inches
Signed lower right: John Whorf

John Whorf (1903 –1959) 

Girls at Ogunquit, Maine, 1923
Watercolor & graphite on paper

9 x 12 inches
Signed & dated lower left:

A. Lassell Ripley 1923

Aiden Lassell Ripley
(1896 –1969)
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On the Flykill, circa 1911–1913
Pastel on board, 30 x 16 inches

Signed lower left: W. L. PALMER

Walter Launt Palmer (1854 –1932)

Gloucester Harbor, Massachusetts, 1894
Pastel on paper, 20 x 26 inches

Signed & dated lower right: Theo. Wendel 94

Theodore Wendel (1859 –1932)
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Little White Rose
Pastel on paperboard
10 1/4 x 8 3/4 inches
Signed upper left: Laura Hills

Laura Coombs Hills (1859 –1952)

“[Hills] manages to bring dancing 
sunlight and vibrant atmosphere 
within the four walls and to soak 

her flowers in it.”

-Boston Herald, 1939
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“[Hale’s drawings] have the hallmark 
of truth, and over them hangs a cool,            
distinctively American beauty. They will be 
admired for their substance. They will be 

admired also purely as drawings.”

-Royal Cortissoz, 1936

Sandra
Graphite on paper

19 1/2 x 13 1/8 inches
Signed lower right: Lilian Westcott Hale

Lilian Westcott Hale (1880 –1963)
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“The Bostonians all are great workmen. They 
mean you to see everything from the far side 
of the room and succeed in having you do so. It 
may all be part of the famous Boston aloofness 
about which we hear so much . . . New Yorkers 
in particular are warned not to come too near.”

-Henry McBride, The New York Sun

Thus began the rivalry between two great cities, 
each vying to be the center of the art world. The 
hegemony of the “Boston School” had lasted for 
twenty years, but by the time of the Armory Show 
in 1913, which introduced all the new styles com-
ing from Europe, their influence had waned. 

Despite remarks about Boston’s stubborn provin-
cialism, a group called The Five (Charles Hopkin-
son, Carl Gordon Cutler, Charles Hovey Pepper, 
Harley Perkins and Marion Monks Chase) estab-
lished The Boston Society of Independent Artists. 
With its policy of holding unjuried annual exhibi-

tions, the Society offered an alternative to such con-
servative institutions as the Boston Art Club and 
the Guild of Boston Artists. The Five’s most highly 
revered member, Charles Hopkinson, who had one 
foot in the Boston School with his commissioned 
portraits and another in the Modernist camp with 
his watercolors, best summarized their common 
philosophy:

“Let us look at all these [Modernist] pictures 
with an open mind, a will to put ourselves in 
the artist’s place and a desire for free speech in 
painting as well as in . . . other human activities.”

The Modernists

Still Life: Turnip and Carrots, circa 1923
Watercolor on paper
14 1/16 x 18 inches

Signed lower right: Hayley Lever

Richard Hayley Lever (1876 –1958)
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Jigging for Squid, watercolor on paper, 16 1/4 x 23 inches, signed lower left: Dodge Macknight

Dodge Macknight (1860 –1950)
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Huckleberries, Naushon, MA, circa 1930, watercolor on paper, 15 1/4 x 22 inches, initialed lower right: CH

Charles Hopkinson (1869 –1962)
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Saw Mill
Watercolor & graphite on paper

17 1/4 x 25 inches
Signed lower left: Carl G. Cutler

Carl Gordon Cutler (1873 –1945)

Mountain Lake
Watercolor on paper
14 3/4 x 10 3/4 inches

Signed lower left: Charles Hovey Pepper

Charles Hovey Pepper (1864 –1950)
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Harbor Houses, Port Clyde, Maine, 2014
Watercolor on paper, 9 x 12 inches
Signed lower right: D. W. Demers

Donald Demers

Evening of Interesting Conversation, 2017
Pastel on paper, 36 x 24 inches

Signed lower left: Haywood-Sullivan

Liz Haywood-Sullivan
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Bowl of Peaches, 2016
Graphite on paper, 18 x 20 1/2 inches
Signed lower right: JOHN WHALLEY

John Whalley

Still Life with Garlic, 2016
Pastel on paper, 37 x 49 inches

Signed & dated lower right: 
MONAFO ’16

Janet Monafo
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