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Billowing smoke, booming industry, noble bridges, and an 
epic waterfront are the landscape of a transforming New 
York from 1900 to 1940. The convulsive changes in the 
New York metropolis and its rivers are embraced in modern 
paintings from John Sloan to Georgia O’Keeffe. 
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The Civil War tore America apart. Walt Whitman, the 
country’s poet and seer, looked beyond the conflagration 
and saw a new country birthed and crying out its wants, 
too great and too many for cottage industry.

	 The shapes arise!

	 Shapes of factories, arsenals, foundries, markets,

	 Shapes of the two-threaded tracks of railroads,

	 Shapes of the sleepers of bridges, vast  

		  frameworks, girders, arches,

	 Shapes of the fleets of barges, tows, lake and canal 		

		  craft, river craft,

	 Ship-yards and dry-docks....
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Volcanic eruptions, earthquakes, 
and thunderstorms have terrified 

mankind since Adam and Eve were expelled 
from the Garden of Eden. Impressed by such 
displays of power beyond themselves, human 
beings sought the language to express their 
emotions.   One of the oldest essays on the 
subject appeared in a Greek manuscript from 
the 1st century A.D. titled “On the Sublime,” 
traditionally attributed to Longinus (although 
probably erroneously), which declared 
that Nature “has implanted in our souls an 
unconquerable passion for all that is great 
and for all that more divine than ourselves.”  
For centuries the essay languished until it was 
printed in 1554 in Basel. By the 17th  century 
— with translations into French and English 
— the concept of a search for the grand began 
to take hold.  In A Philosophical Enquiry into 
the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and the 
Beautiful (1756), Edmund Burke established 
the sublime and the beautiful as the central 
— and mutually exclusive — aesthetic 
categories intimately associated with nature.  
Both concepts proved especially useful to 
gentlemen on the Grand Tour, attempting 
to describe their experiences. It acquired 
further meaning in the hands of 19th-century 
American artists, who took up the subject of 
the grand and untamable, including Niagara 
Falls and the Grand Canyon to inspire awe in 
their viewers.   By the early 20th century these 
feelings were transferred to machines, war, and 
factories as the “natural sublime” gave way to 
the “industrial sublime,” which was both a 
representational strategy and a philosophical 
orientation that accounted for fearsome, 
uninhabitable regions that simultaneously 
repulsed and excited the beholder. 
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A Woman’s Perspective  
on the Industrial Sublime

Gifford Beal. On the Hudson at Newburgh, 1918

Katherine E. Manthorne

Americans began to embrace the industrial sublime  
with as much enthusiasm as they had previously nature.
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Eastside Drive, c.1940 
Inna Garsoïan. 

Collection of The New-York Historical Society

East River from the Shelton (East River No. 1), c. 1927-28
Georgia O’Keeffe.   

Collection of the New Jersery State Museum, Trenton, New Jersey   
© 2013 Georgia O’Keeffe Museum/Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York



4 INDUSTRIAL SUBLIME

Billowing smoke, booming industry, noble bridges, and an epic waterfront are the landscape 
of New York changing and growing in the f irst 40 years of the 20th century. Industrial Sublime: 

Modernism and the Transformation of New York’s Rivers, 1900-1940 shows the convulsive changes in the New 
York metropolis and its rivers in modern paintings from Robert Henri to Georgia O’Keeffe. 
	

Industrial Sublime looks at American Modernism, embraced by artists who greeted The Machine 
Age, the birth of the country’s industrial hegemony, with a fresh vocabulary of color, shape, and their 

visions, some joyful, others ref lecting the darker side of a world newly fashioned by man, no longer 
bowing to the creative forces of nature or an all-knowing deity. Just as the artists show us arching bridges, 
swinging cranes, and waters churned by boats transporting goods and travelers to ever new ports of call, f ive 
essayists tell the story of the brightest and busiest center of industry — New York. American perceptions 
of beauty and the sublime awe they experienced as their country built glamorous icons of success from 
skyscrapers to bridges, and how artists interpreted these icons are examined by Wendy Greenhouse,  
co-author of Chicago Modern 1893-1945: Pursuit of the New; Katherine E. Manthorne, Professor of Modern 
Art of the Americas, Graduate Center, City University of New York; Ellen E. Roberts, Harold and Anne 
Berkley Smith Curator of American Art, Norton Museum of Art; and, Hudson River Museum Curator 
Kirsten M. Jensen and Director of Curatorial Affairs, Bartholomew F. Bland, editors of Industrial Sublime 
and co-curators of the exhibition of the same name. 
	
The exhibition and the accompanying catalogue have been made possible by a generous grant from the Mr. and Mrs. Raymond J. 
Horowitz Foundation for the Arts, Inc. The exhibition catalogue is supported, in part, by Furthermore: a program of the J.M. Kaplan 
Fund and is co-published by the Hudson River Museum and Empire State Editions, an imprint of Fordham University Press. 
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Leon Kroll. Queensborough Bridge, 1912.  
Courtesy of the Fralin Museum of Art at the University of Virginia

2,000 copy first print run 

Publicity
National Review Attention
Off the Book Page Features
Radio Interviews 
Author Appearances

Advertising
New York Review of Books
Metropolis
Art Journal

October 2013
200 pages • 120 color illustrations • 13 x 9.5
978-094365144-6   Paper $34.95
Hudson River Museum and Empire State Editions 

Publicity Contacts
Kate O’Brien-Nicholson, Marketing Director
Fordham University Press
718-817-4782/bkaobrien@fordham.edu


