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‘The City, 1936, Virginia Berresford (American, 1904-1995) New York City, Oil on canvas, The Mitchell Wolfson, Jr. Collection at Wolfsonian-FIU is part of the exhibition ‘The Big

World: Alternative Landscapes in the Modern Era’

American Art Piano displayed
at the 1904 St. Louis
Louisiana Purchase
Exposition. From the
Mitchell Wolfson, Jr.
Collection at
Wolfsonian-FIU.
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The Wolfsonian’s latest exhibit wants to expand your idea about

LANDSCAPES

BY DOUGLAS MARKOWITZ
ArtburstMiami.com

What’s the first thing
that comes to mind when
you hear the word “land-
scape painting?” Perhaps
it’s a pastoral scene from
the English countryside,

something by John Con-
stable or Thomas Gains-
borough. Maybe it’s a
scene from the American
West, a Monument Valley
picture worthy of a John
Ford cowboy classic. Or
maybe it’s one of Claude
Monet’s iconic impres-
sionist works.

All of these are conven-
tions that the Wolfsonian-
FIU in Miami Beach wants
to dispel in the design-
focused museum’s latest
exhibition. “The Big
World: Alternative Land-
scapes in the Modern Era”
is about changing our
ideas around one of the

most well-known genres
of art. But instead of
gardens and farmland, we
see cityscapes and indust-
rial scenes, workers la-
boring on farms and in
factories, and even scenes
of war and turmoil.

“Our collection really
contains a lot of materials
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Kimono, Cavalry Officer in China, 1930s Japan. Painted
and embroidered silk, metal thread. Gift of Erik Jacobsen

at Wolfsonian-FIU.

relating to urbanization,
to industrialization, to the
expansion of the built
landscape,” says Lea
Nickless, who curated the
show with the Wolfso-
nian’s chief curator Silvia
Barisione.

“The Big World” opens
on Thursday, Sept. 21 and
runs through June 2,
2024.

The two conceived of
the show as a way to make
do with limited space and
resources while the mu-
seum building remains
only partially open due to
renovation. They drew
from the institution’s
existing collection, featur-
ing art and objects dating
from 1850 to 1950, and its
idiosyncrasies were a
factor in determining the
show’s concept and focus.
Mitchell “Mickey” Wolf-
son, Jr., the museum’s
founder, didn’t collect
popular genres like im-
pressionism, the “big
revolution in landscape
painting,” according to
Barisione, which was
defined by “plein air”

pictures of outdoor scenes.
What the museum could
draw on were movements
like futurism and Art Deco
that emphasized the way
the world was being
changed by human activ-
ity.
“It’s really kind of in-
teresting to see artists and
designers really respon-
ding to these changes
with, almost kind of ela-
tion in a lot of cases,” says
Nickless. “I think it’s iron-
ic, in a way. You're look-
ing back and seeing how
these visions are being
used.”

The show is split into
three sections in roughly
chronological order, which
takes into account the
move from the agrarian
and rural to the industrial
and urban. “The Natural
World” is the start with
traditional scenes of
mountains, forests, and
farmland. Soon, in “The
Built Environment,” in-
dustry begins to take over,
and the wild landscapes
are replaced with facto-
ries, skyscrapers, and
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‘La bataille pour la ville’ (The Battle for the City’), 1944. Raymond Daussy (French,
1918-2010) Paris. Oil on canvas. The Mitchell Wolfson, Jr. Collection at
Wolfsonian-Florida International University.

cityscapes. Barisione in
particular refers to one
painting, one by Norman
Wilkinson showing a
power station with mas-
sive smokestacks rising
above a riverbank.

“I see them as the new
monuments in the land-
scape,” says Nickless.

The show also does
away with the idea that a
proper landscape has to
be a flat, two-dimensional
image. Plenty of other
objects feature in the
show, demonstrating the
genre’s use in applied arts
and design. The biggest
and most impressive of
them all is a Baldwin baby
grand piano created for
the 1904 World’s Fair in
St. Louis, carved ornately
from mahogany by Clem-
ent J. Barnhorn and fea-
turing side panels painted
by Joseph Henry Gest.
There are a few ceramics,
including a George
Schreiber vase depicting
Manhattan skyscrapers
and an ornate Wedgwood
vase with a Chinoiserie
dragon-and-temple motif.

The Wedgwood take on
Oriental themes contrasts
well with an object of
actual Asian origin, one
with a much darker sub-
text: An ornately painted
black kimono from Impe-
rial Japan depicting the
invasion of Manchuria.
Part of the Wolfsonian’s
collection of propaganda
kimonos, it features a
soldier on a white horse
waving the Japanese “ris-
ing sun” flag, today con-
sidered a symbol of the
country’s militarist past
equated by some with the
Nazi swastika. Several
other objects in the show
feature political under-
tones, from Works Pro-
gress Administration
murals to a souvenir plate
showing Adolf Hitler’s
Bavarian chalet. Nickless
says the museum aims to
encourage people to ex-
plore the intent behind
these artworks.

“That’s another layer
that, when you’re looking
at each of these images,
you kind of have to try
and figure out a little bit.
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‘Transparent Sierra City, c.
1930 ,Rinaldo Cuneo
(American, 1877-1939), San
Francisco. Oil on canvas.
The Mitchell Wolfson, Jr.
Collection at
Wolfsonian-FIU.

Like ‘Okay, what was the
purpose of this image?
Was it used to promote an
idea? To promote an agen-
da? Is it the underlying
message of a national
entity, or of a corporate
entity?>””

It’s the show’s third
part, “The Battle for the
Land,” which perhaps
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feels the most prescient to
our era. Artists begin to
contend with the dark
side of industry and pro-
gress, the continent-span-
ning wars that dominated
the early 20th century.
Artists like Raymond
Daussy depict cities in
ruins; others show the
effects of human progress
on the surrounding land-
scape. One by Virginia
Beresford shows a man
looking upon a gnarled,
dead tree in the midst of a
barren field; skyscrapers
rising in the distance
behind it.

“Our founder Mickey
Wolfson was always look-
ing at the iconography of
the defoliated tree,” says
Nickless, “how it’s almost
a symbol of degradation
of the land.”

THE BIG WORLD:
ALTERNATIVE
LANDSCAPES IN THE
MODERN ERA

WHEN: 10 a.m. to 6
p.m. Wednesday through
Sunday; 10 a.m. to 9 p.m.
Friday. Opens Thursday,
Sept. 21 through Sunday,
June 2, 2024.

WHERE: The Wolf-
sonian-FIU, 1001 Wash-
ington Ave., Miami Beach

COST: $12 for adults;
$8 for students with ID,
seniors, and children ages
6 to 18. Free for Florida
residents; students, facul-
ty, and staff of the State
University System of Flor-
ida; children under six;
disabled visitors and care-
givers; and museum
members.

INFORMATION: 305-
531-1001 or
wolfsonian.org

ArtburstMiami.com is a
nonprofit media source for
the arts featuring fresh and
original stories by writers
dedicated to theater,
dance, visual arts, film,
music and more. Don’t
miss a story at
www.artburstmiami.com.



