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Margaret J. Patterson: Master of Color and Design

Glarious use of color and exquisite
sense of design are the cornerstones
of the landscapes and floral still lifes
Margaret Jordan Patterson produced
durirng the first hall of the 20th cen-
lry. I virtually all of her pieces there
15 something that delights the eye -
something onby incidentally related to
the subject.

Her contempararies recognized her
talent a5 a painter and considarad
her a pioneer in colar woodbilock
printmaking here in this country, She
enoyed regular exhibitions and
gliowing reviews in her hometown of
Boston and participated in shows in
many othier citiesin he United Slates
and Europe. In 1933, she took part in
e Armericen Color Prints” exhibition
atthe Brooklyn Museum. It was a
large shaw, bringing together etch-
ings, woodcuts and lithographs by
such well-known artists as Jahn
Taylor Arms, Gustave Baumann,
Arthur B, Davies, Rockwell Kent, Karl
Knaths, Blanche Lazzell, Abraham
Walkowitz and Max Waber, At the
time she died in 1950, her work was
in pumerous public collections,
Including the Metropolitan Museurn
of Art, the Art Institute of Chicago and
the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston,

Her parents, Alfred Patterson of
=aco, Maine, and Sarah Frances

Jordan of nearby Porlland were
rmarnied in 1864, Their {athers
were sea captains, and Alfred,
too, had taken up the seafaring
life. In 1867, Sarah was at sea

Twilight {aka Early Evening), 1907
astoland walercoioron oaper, 12 <10
riches; collectian of James R Bakke:

with him when she went into labor,
They stopped at the Indonesian
island of Java, whera Margaret was
borm at a hotel in Soerabaija. As they
sailed horme, Sarah fought off a fever,
then the shipwent threugh a hurri-
cane and sprang a leak. In his joumsal
Captain Patlerson called it “one of the
most anxious passages | have ever
experenced.”

Detalls of Margaret Patterson's early
vears are sketchy, bul she apparenthy
accompaned her tather and a grand-
father on other voyages, developing a
lite-long love of the sea and travel.
she attendead high school in Boston
and Saco and, in 1895, entered Pralt
Institute in Brooklyn on scholarship.
But she left after onty a year.

Wost of Patterson’s artistic training
seems o have came frorm fnendships
and short-term studies with other
arfists, She always gave apecial
credit to Arthur Wesley Dow [1857-
1922) and Charles H, Woadbury
(1864-1940), who were among the
mastinlluential teachers of their timea
A driving force of the Arts and Crafts
movernent, Dow was cne of the first
Americans fo enthuse over Japanese
woodblock prints. Fattersan surahy
knew his popular 1889 instruction
manual, "Compasition: A Saries of
Exercises in Arl Structure for the Use
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of Students and Teachers " Pallerson
also became frignds with Woodbury,
wiia taught thousands of anists at his
summer scheol in Ogunquit, Maine.
He admaonished studenis to “paint in
viaros, not in nouns,.” Dow na doubt
sharpened Palterson's sense of
design while Woodbury fostered her
[ty Brrashwiorl.

Like so many unmarred professional
women artists of her time; Patterson
had a dual career as a teacher. She
imtially taught art in public schools for
¥ years — probably in Boston from
1898 to 1810, Then, she became
nead of ine-art department at Dana
Hall in Wellesley — a prep school for
girls that siressed the equality of
waomen and :ndividual developnent,
It would appear Fallerson really loved
teaching, that it wasn'l just an sco-
namic necessity, Even after her
retirernent in 1940 — at age 72 - she
offered a class in landscape painting
at her studio on Monheagan Island in
Maire for three summers,

Patterson dated her works only
sporadically, and her style dicdn't
change dramatically over b0 years,
excepl to grow more daringly colorful
and boldly designed, But it's aften
possible to cale her piecesina
general way by chserving the subject
matler. She generally raveled during
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her summer vacations, beginning
with her first trip fo Europe in
1898, and works in her exhibitions
often refllected where she'd been

Cape Cod Hills; all an canvas beard, 12
x 15 Inches; peivate collectian

Salt Creak, o 19151930, ol an canvas,
24 3 18 nches; courtesy of Diarmand
Anbiquss & Fing Arts, West Hansich

the previous yeaar

Before Werld War |, she mosthy visited
harthern Europe, including Holland,
Belgium, France and Genmany, She
was atiractad by windmills, village
streets, picturesgue buildings, and
views aver rivers and harbors. Her
palette was ralatively tame at that
paint, but she stili found ways o
make the most of color combinations
and design possibilities,

By 1908, she'd discovered Spain and
Boston art critics discoverad just
what an exciting colorist she could
be. The review of her 1910 show at
the Copley Gallery raves: “There can
be no doubt that the painter had a
good tima in Spain. ... There s color
of the most extracrdinary force in
inese watercolors, ... [Lis, one may
say, an orgie [sic] of eolor. The
painter could not but let herselt go;
and her enthusiasm is contagious,”

Arcund the same time, Patterson
learmed how 1o make color
woodbiock prints during a summer in
Faris, probabky from the American
expatriate artist Ethel Mars. Her
exceptional grasp of fhe medium's
polential was guickly matched by the
public's aporeciation af her 1alent. By
18913, she had made enougih prints 1o
exhibit therm in Pans, where Japanase
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woodblock prints had been &o
admired by the French Impression-
ists, In 1914, she introduced them at
galleries in Boston and New York.
Then, in 1915, Worcester Art Museum
presented a solo-show of her prints,
and Patterson recaived honorable
mention for her entries al the Panama
Pacific Exposition in San Francisco

Cunng World War |, when she
couldn’t sail for Europe, Paiterson
traveled around MNew England,
particularly to Cape Cod and
Monhegan. She produced an im-
pressivg body of work inspired by the
Cape, where she gravitaled to the
areq between Chatham-and Truro
rather than the arfisis’ colony of
Provincetown. Meandering saltwater
inlets, windblown trees, and rolling
moors and duneslent themselves 1o
her talent for finding striking patterns
in the interplay of simple shapes.

In 1918, Patterson and five other
Bostan wormen artists who were
oreaking with an academic style
(incleding Laura Goombs Hills, Jane
Peterson and Mary Bradish Titcomb)
exhitited fogether at Dall & Richards
Gallery as "The Group." They prob-
ably envisioned themselves as tha
fernale counterparis of the Ten
American Fainters. Their work toured
the country, with stops including
Worcester Art Museumn, Detroit Ar
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Museum and Cleveland Museum
of Arl.

After World War |, Patterson most
frequently summered in [taky. In
1928, a critic wrote: "Her work

Villa on & Waterway, ¢ 12102-1230z, ol
oo canvas, 18 x 15 inches; courdesy of
opankerman Gakeny

The Ol Pergola, gouache and
charcoal on gpay saparn 10 14 mchas;
privaie coiieciion

naw assumes somewhat the aspect
of ultra-modermism.” Two years later,
she exhibited scanes of the islands of
Sardinia and Capri and of the Alps
near the seaport of Genoa, "Color
floods the gallery,” reads are review,
adding that Fatterson "extracted
drarma and effective composition
fram every-day Cld World scenes.”

Patterson didn't do many woodblock
prints of [laly, probably because she
found a new motif in which to blos-
sorm; flowers, “Water Liky,” which she
exhibited at the Boston Art Club in
1920, seems to have been her first
floral. Color woodblock prints of
rases, daisies, Zinnias, marigolds,
poppies, pansies, holyhocks, petu-
nias, ansmones and mixed bouguels
brought out the very best in her skills
as a colorist and designer.

Palterson's paintings and color
woodblock prints grew o resemble
gach other. In her paintings, the artist
lended to flatten spatial relaticnships
and omit fransitional tones. In her
prinis, she achieved tonal subitleties
that would make many painters
proud. Amazingly, she also managed
o convey the impression of freedom
anc spontaneity in an art form that's
hard, rigid and demands pracision.

Patterson died on Feb, 17, 1250, She
was buried in the family plot al Laurel
Hill Cemetery in Saco.
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