
Sargent was much the equal of the robber  
barons and royalty who sat for him and per-
haps more cultured than many of them. No 
less an authority on the social strata than 
his friend, the author Henry James, himself 

the subject of one of Sargent’s finest studies, 
pronounced Sargent “civilised to his finger-
tips.” That cultivation created problems for his 
reputation through the balance of the 20th 
century when he was terribly out of fashion, 
denigrated for being chummy with wealth 
and slick with the brush. Actually, the view 
of Sargent as being primarily a technical 
performer goes back further still. In 1890 
he acknowledged the criticism, saying this: 

“Very few writers give me credit for insides, 
so to speak.” The long-standing perception 
that Sargent was little more than a flatter-
ing painter of surfaces has done a 180-degree 
turn. When this exhibition premiered at the 
National Portrait Gallery in London, critics 
extolled his psychological acumen. 

A major reassessment of Sargent’s standing 
began in the mid-1980s. One of the keys has 
been to turn what used to be a negative—his 
showy brushwork—into an asset by see-
ing his mastery of wet-into-wet painting as 
a premonition of 20th-century modernism. 
The energetic calligraphy that delineates the 
indolence of Group with Parasols: (Siesta) (pages 
36-37), painted while vacationing with friends 
in the Alps, was once viewed as glib, a gifted 
artist’s record of an entitled class, but it has 
its enchantments. Up close, the painting is 
comprised of a hodgepodge of colored marks, 
with sunlight striking figures and landscape 
arbitrarily. Viewed at a distance, the hasty 
whorls and dashes of paint fall into place, and 
the result is visually intoxicating. 

“…kicking other people’s pictures  
into bits”
A markedly different approach was necessary 
for the subdued lighting of indoor portraits, 
as in Dr. Pozzi at Home (at left), a painting of 

LEFT: Some of Sargent’s “casual” portraits were any-
thing but casual. Like his paintings of Carolus-Duran and 
Madame X (not pictured), Dr. Pozzi at Home (1881; oil 
on canvas, 793⁄8x40¼) was intended to serve as an adver-
tisement for Sargent’s skills as a formal portraitist. With 
its brazen color and self-conscious elegance, it did not 
immediately find critical favor. More than 100 years later, 
John Updike served up the most memorable critique, call-
ing the portrait “shameless romantic flattery of its bright-
eyed subject, with a cozy crimson aura of satanic drag.”
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