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he American artist Carl Schmitt was born in Warren, Ohio in 1889. He studied art under Emil Carlsen
at the National Academy of Design in New York and then at the Academy of Fine Arts in Florence, Italy.

By 1915 Schmitt had established his first studio in New York City. Affable, widely read, and articulate about art,

Schmitt made many friends, among them the poet Hart Crane and the writer Conrad Aiken. Schmitt served in

the Army in World War |, and after marrying Gertrude Lord
ticut, where he lived and worked for the remainder of his life. Schmitt was one of the founders of the Silvermine

Guild of Artists. Although his work was widely admired by critics and exhibited in New York, Philadelphia,

Washington, and Chicago, in the early 1930s Schmitt decided to devote himself exclusively to his art and to his

family of ten children.

He continued to attract a number of friends and admirers not only for his art but also for the penetrating aesthetic
vision that powered both his work and his life. These were not easy years, however. Sustained by a devoted wife,
profound convictions, and a deep piety, Schmitt bore the poverty of the Depression and a disabling tuberculosis
with unassuming heroism.

At the same time, he continued to develop his art.
moderndé through perenni al notions of beauty and tr
ningly beautiful work he continued to produce until shortly before his death in 1989 at one hundred years of age.




The Thought of Carl Schmitt: An Historical Essay

|/ shall attempt to write some brief suggestions of my main beliefs in art. If they seem vague, | can plead
that the artist is filled with the desire to express through vision alone. When he speaks it is with the good
(though perhaps unfortunate) intention of bridging, however inadequately, the gap which exists between
the aesthetic and rationalistic extremes. When he speaks he is painfully aware of the strangeness of his
medium and that his muse Is displeased at the digression.
ACarl Schmitt, ¢. 1930

Carl Schmitt recorded his thoughts in a series of studio notebooks which he kept continuously for al-
most forty years, from the ri®20s to the mid960s. His reflections cover the technique of paint-

ing, art and aesthetics, religion, politics, history, and even current events. Most dtZagitegenting

what he himself c a ldomcldsions,das 0 waae, seenminglys vitlaott enguenertt er
premises. As he himsel f notihenceicledarthénceserrorsynayibeal 'y wry f
the more easily spotted. o <lonn t faa snte,d mastasof tthlee osa \giu
them are to be grasped from an understanding of the entire range of his thought.

The otriune thesi so
In one of his first notebooks, Schmitt laid out the idea which was to permeate every facet of his think-

i ng. First given coherent expression in the OEssay o
of the imagination in three stages or oplanesdé: the |
encounter with realifithe perception of a child who sees the world bathed in light. In art, this is ex-

pressed in oflatdé designs, per meated with | ight and
shadows and conflicts appear: he must reconcile himself to things outside of himself that challenge his first

i nnocence. One can see this oOepicO6 stage i n painting

and nuance upon the objects depicted. Finally, the tensions of the epic give way to an integration of the

first two stages in the 0dr ama wihiotide pgrdorss arel objectsHer e t he |
in the painting. At the same time the dark ovoidsd p
The artist and the art he creates have reached full maturity.




Schmitt | i kened the three stages to a journey iIinto a c¢
rage, a more a memory than an actual encounter . Thi s i ¢

mirage (that first memory of reality) has faded and is gradually replaced by a clear vision of the City, itself standing

steady in the distance, appearance e pl aci ng a mirage. 0 Still, one has yet

been one of feeling and seeing rather tharhfred knowledge. This final stage is the culmination, the goal of

the journey. OWi thout | osing memory, the mirage, the il/
: : : He has added the intellectual | magination to t
Schmitt had been thinking along these I ines for a numt

with the full force of an inspiration. No source is given for these ideas; it issues forth, as it were, complete, al
though not fully worked out. It would prove to be a seminal essay, guiding his every aesthetic thought and artistic
endeavor, forming the background of almost every entry in his notebooks, from technical charts of colors to the
most speculative theological meditations.
This triune thesis too was a clear picture of his path to greatness as an artist. As is evident from his metaphor
of the City, the OoOmajor poetod of the essay was what Sch
astonishing durability to his thought: ideas pondered in the 1920s and 30s are taken up ten or twenty years later
with remarkable consistency. Certain themes stand out in his aesthetic reflections over many years: vision, the Fi-
ne Arts as symbol s, Form, the aims and personality of ¢ttt
of his triune thesis eventually branched out from purely aesthetic considerations to encompass the whole range of
human reflection and experience, grasping even at the supernatural realities of grace and the Blessed Trinity.

Schmittdés thought I n the 1930s and 1940s

During the 1930s, as Schmittds thought turned to soci a
cerned, however, at the basis of his convictions on the role of the individue the state, the crucial role of
the family, and the priority of personal Osubstanced6 ov

notes from this period reveals that these thoughts apply his thesis in a sophisticated way to subjects outside the
strictly aesthetic realm.

I n the difficult war years Schmittds notes concentrat
deeming the culture, and the place of suffering in the molding of the mature person. This is not a new concern
for him, as previous notes i1indicat e, but hiexepi deas reach
by mean of destructiofihere is absolutely no Form (in the purest sense of the word) possible unless it is discov-
ered by sacrifice and death. 6 This in turn echoes what




chall enging period in his |ife: (@9B3H.e major artist is sim
From these years al so Aewgthkfrtforopmend BaAtsnT he 661 nal gr bep &

he wrot e, ohave been chosen for direct consideration, r
cause they are a kind of index of all other activities. In fact, there exists not [a] better barometer of the spiritual life

of a people than their arts.o E a ¢ hsevenufinecaisecalpturen at i on ser v
Painting, Music, Literature, Poetry, Dance, and Dilom@s ed on each <countrydés artistic

geography, climate, temperament of the people, and their religious heritage. This is quintessentidt Schmitt.
would remain unfinished and, with the exception of a short excerpt, unpublished.

A marvelous synthesis
Schmittodos writing from the 1950s reveals a marvelous s
find the artist preoccupied with the technique of painting, striving mightily to bring together his previous efforts at
perfecting the sequence of colors and layers of underpainting. On the other hand there is a reformulation of his
original triune thesis which unlocks its full symbolic significance. Such ideas can be found (albeit in a less devel-
oped form) even in the 1930s, attesting to the powerful consistency of his thinking. Perhaps the most beautiful
summation of his thought can be found in an entry from
materi al I magination is entirely symbolic: It i s the sym
Although he had almost twetlitye years of fruitful artistic work ahead of him, Schmitt would write little after
the mid1960s. Perhaps he felt what he had to say in the literal sense had already been put down; the rest he left
to his art. As he wrote on the opening page of one of hi
astentativan their nature, | would not have made them. The permanent truths of which | am already certain, |
need not record. | cannot forget the latter, | cannot remember the former. All the good of my notes | remember
whet her | will or no. The rest is forgotteno (1924).




Carl Schmitt 1961







Several people have complained that they cannot understand my pictures
and have asked if | would explain them.
This lack of understanding never fails to surprise me,
as | try to paint only what | see as exactly and clearly as possible.

| think pictures are meant to be looked at.
If there is a secn@the eye must comprehend it.
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The artist is concerned not wilgAmbut withvision

The Apothecary Jug
Oil on canvas, 15"x18" (38.1 x 45.7 cm)







Vision is the central o0sighté of the

It draws the expressive or thiements of melody, rhythm, character,
and idea within itself where they become timeless and are transfigured.

Black Bottle and Garlics
Oil on hardboard, 15"x18" (38.1 x 45.7 cm)







