
Hidden No Longer
A major painting by Gifford Beal was in a museum collection 
for 75 years, and nobody knew it.

Students League of New York, where 
he would eventually serve as the 
institution’s president. His best paint-
ings are large, colorful and elaborate 
compositions; upon rigorous pictorial 
structures he hung an Ashcan school 
painter’s machismo and a color touch 
indebted to Impressionism. I particu-
larly admire his Elevated, Columbus 
Avenue, New York, at the New Britain 
Museum of American Art, which 
transposes a geometrical grid onto 
the hurly burly of city life. Beal’s 
interests were far ranging and, in 
addition to urban themes, he essayed 
rural subjects. He often summered at 

PAINTINGS APPEAR, DISAPPEAR AND REAPPEAR. I’ve 
been reminded of that humbling truth in the past year, 
as I’ve rummaged through my old work, sometimes 
finding forgotten paintings from 30 years ago. Often 
artists leave estates that include previously unknown 
artwork; one of Degas’s great early canvases, exhib-
ited once during his life, caused a sensation when it 
was rediscovered after his death. Entire oeuvres can 
go missing or be ignored for centuries before they’re 
plucked from oblivion. And then there are the multi-
tude of works painted over when artists reuse canvases, 
the ghosts of which are revealed through radiography. 
But of all the stories of lost treasure found, that of a 
painting by Gifford Beal is especially intriguing.

Beal began studying art with William Merritt 
Chase when he was 12 and later enrolled at the Art 
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his family home in upstate New York, 
where On the Hudson at Newburgh 
was painted.

The term “rigorous structure” is 
one I use to the point of cliché, but 
it is entirely appropriate for On the 
Hudson at Newburgh, where Beal’s 
Elysian palette is matched to a thor-
oughly plotted design. In the middle 
distance, a procession of soldiers 
heads off to service in World War 
I, while a young mother and her 
children watch its departure; beyond 
stretches a scenic Hudson River back-
drop. The composition is a chorus 
of repeated and mirrored diagonals. 
Mountainsides, rooftops and fore-
ground steps in the left two-thirds of 
the canvas trace the same downward 
angle to the right; on the right-hand 
side, flags, rifles and a plume of train 
smoke point left into the center of 
the painting. The woman’s backlit 
figure—the most prominent vertical 
shape—is bookended by the house’s 

column at left and a large building at 
far right. The abstraction of the young 
woman’s darkened figure and a paint-
erly handling of the landscape diffuse 
the sentimental narrative. One may 
read into the scene what one likes, for 
Beal confined his stage direction to 
the design, and allowed the viewer to 
write their own script. 

Beal may have found the paint-
ing unsatisfactory, or perhaps the 
canvas was unsaleable once the war 
ended. In 1924 he stretched a second 
canvas onto the same frame, right 
over On the Hudson at Newburgh. The 
top painting, a circus scene with 
elephants, was promptly bought by 
his friend, Duncan Phillips, and 
entered the Phillips Collection in 
Washington, D.C. For 75 years the 
Newburgh canvas remained hidden, 
until the top painting underwent 
restoration in the late 1990s. As 
tacks holding it to the stretcher 
frame were removed in order to 

re-tighten the top canvas, it became 
clear that a second, finished painting 
lay beneath. “My heart leapt,” said 
a conservator. “This is something 
you never see.” Hidden for three-
quarters of a century, On the Hudson 
at Newburgh was in immaculate 
condition. 

Maybe Beal forgot all about the 
painting after he covered it, or maybe 
he knew and was just as happy that 
it never see the light of day. At any 
rate, Gifford Beal’s hidden beauty is     
hidden no longer. n

JERRY N. WEISS is a contributing editor to 
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On the Hudson at Newburgh 
may be seen in “World War I 

and American Art,” on view at 
Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine 

Arts until April 9, 2017.


