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his study of Japanese pa1nt1ngs and prints, and his studies 

with Professor Ernest Fenollosa, then the curator of the 

Japanese collections at the Boston Museum of ~~ne Arts.2 

Fenollosa had previously served as the imperial art com­

missioner for Japan, where he had gained a broad knowledge 

of Far Eastern art$ Under Fenollosa's influence, Dow came 

to believe that Japanese art best embodied his belief that 

painting was "a rhythmic harmony of colored spaces."3 

Together, he and Fenollosa developed a synthetic approach to 

art education wh1ch placed heavy emphasis on the use of 

Japanese materials and techniques. In th1s system the 

canvas was viewed as an autonomous world governed by a 

series of synthetic formulas. Effective composition, Dow 

and Fenollosa felt, was created through 11ne, color and 

11 notan," a Japanese term meaning dark-e.nd-li~ht.4 Notan­

mass1ng, as Dow called 1t, was not an attempt to 1m1tate 

natural chiaroscuro, but to create an abstract rhythm of 

dark and light areas 1n the work of art, independent of 

any relation to nature. A proportional and harmonic rela­

t~.on of these elements was attained through five pr1nc1ples 

of composition--symmetry, subordination, opnos1tion, 

transition and l"epetit1on.5 The final goal was the 

expression of emotion through the attainment of compositional 

harmony according to synthetic pr1nc1ples.6 

An examination of one of Pamela Colman Smith's 

illustrations from 1898, Twelfth Ni~ht [Fig. l], reveals 
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the extent of Dow's influence on her work. Her medium, 

brush or pen and ink, was highly recommended by Dow, end 

she used it frequently in her work as an illustrator. Her 

choice of color, too, reflected Dow's theories.? In this 

case, her use of red and blue-green set up a color opnos1-

tion, the effect of which was softened through using the 

transition color green-yellow. This particular color 

combination was later cited by Dow as an example of 

synthetic color theory in his textbook Comnosition. 8 

Pamela's consistent avoidance of shading also echoed ·Dow's 

ideas. He felt that flat relations of tone end color were 

the most important aspects of a composition, shading being 

secondary, and he urged his students to keep their color 

as flat as possible.9 The radial arrangements of fi~ures 

in Twelfth Night embodied another of Dow's compositional 

principles--subordination--in this case "subordination to 

the center."10 

Dow's ideas reinforced the effect which the minia­

ture stage had on Pamela's work at this time. The toy 

theatre was introduced originally into England around 

1810.11 [Fig. 2] As its purpose was the reproduction of 

popular contempora.ry plays in miniature, en attem:pt was 

made to copy as closely as possible the details of scenery 

and costuming of the full-sized plays. The better toy 

dramas attained faithful likenesses of famous actors and 

actresses. The little stages were built of wood or 
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cardboard and had oil-lamp or gas footlights. The owner 

purchased 0 penny-pla1n or two-pence coloured1112 theatrica.l 

sheets of printed figures and scenery which were then 

colored (if 0 penny-pla1n°), cut out, end pasted on a stiff 

backing. Manipulation of the characters on and off the 

stage was facilitated by attaching them to tin slides which 

were pushed and pulled from the wings of the stage by the 

producer. 1 3 

The style used by the artists who produced the 

sheets was simple and showed the influence of earlier forms 

of popular art such as chapbooks and broadsheets. [Fig. 3, 4, 

5] The drawings were done 1n black outline and filled 1n 

with flat washes of water color. The figures were almost 

always depicted in melodramatic poses [Fig. 6] typical of 

stage productions in the early nineteenth century. In 

keeping with this dramatic aspect, the theatrical sheets 

were brightly colored, although the palette was limited, 

and the draughtsme.nsh1p was simplified to provide optimal 

legibility for the audience. The subject matter reproduced 

for the miniature stage was generally of a medieval, nautical 

or oriental nature, again betraying its derivation from the 

romantic dramas popular around 1830.14 [Fig. 7 J 

Pamela could have become familiar with the miniature 

stage in her ee.rly childhood in Manchester or during her 

travels with the Lyceum Company. Or she could have learned 
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about it in New York, es toy theatres retained their 

popularity in America much longer than they did 1n 

Bri ta1n. 1 5 But however she or1~ine.lly became aware of 

the medium, she had built her own stage and created her 

own sets and figures for it sometime before 1899.16 The 

figures she made retained the melodramatic nature of the 

traditional theatrical sheets, although her drawing was 

looser and more fluid. [Fig. 8, 9] Her subject matter, 

too, was chosen from the drama.tic repertoire of the 

earlier productions. 17 

Her familiarity with the toy theatre affected both 

the style and the manner of production of her early prints 

and drawings, for example the illustrations 1n The Golden 

Vanity and the Green Bed (1899) [Fig. 10, 11]. The simpli­

fied rendering of her figures, the dark outlines and bright 

colors were all reminiscent of the theatrical sheets. The 

oriental character of many of her drawings must have been 

fostered in part by her enthusiasm for miniature drama, as 

well as by Dow's emphasis on Japanese art. The theatrical 

sheets, With their "wild forests, frown1n~ fortresses, 

extravagant castles, mountain torrents, haunted glens and 

picturesque huts 1118 [fig.· 12, 13, 14] probably also 

influenced the choice of landscape elements which she later 

incorporated into her paintings and Tarot card designs 

[Fig. 15, 16] The sheets certeinly affected her selection 

of piratical ballads and other traditional folktales as the 
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basis for several books she wrote and illustrated before 

Originally, the theatrical sheets had been engraved 

from artists' sketches and then colored by hand, either by 

groups of children or sometimes by the printer's family.19 

Later, however, a method of stenciling the color was 

developed.20 Pamela employed both of these coloring tech­

niques extensively 1n her books and prints. The American 

writer Gardner Teall, in reviewing her books Widdicombe 

!!!I. (1899) and Fair Vanity (1899), noted that they were 

printed by a process of stencilin~ never before 
seen in this country. In this manner the nrints 
were made to reproduce more nearly the ori~inal 
colors and qualities of the draw1n~s than an21 other process could have brought them to do. 

This method, which was also mentioned in letters from Pamela's 

father to William Macbeth, 22 was undoubtedly related to the 

stenciling process used for theatrical sheets. 

Pamela's activities in various aspects of theatre 

work exerted a strong influence on her art throughout her 

career. From childhood on she had been involved successively 

with the Lyceum Company, the Masquers, the Irish National 

Theatre Society and the Abbey Theatre, as had many of her 

close friends. She had worked as a costume and set designer, 

a bit perfonner and·an illustrator of theatrical souvenirs, 

[F1g. l?, 18] posters and books on theatre and dance. Her 

miniature stage, as we have seen, was intimately linked with 
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her early style of painting and drawing, just es aspects 

of the traditional theatre inspired her later paintings. 

Her awareness of the theatre's influence on her work was 

revealed 1n the edv1ce she gave to art students in a 1908 

article in The Craftsman: 

Go and see all the plays you can. Next time you 
go to the play look at the clothes ••• an actor 
should be able to show the period and manner of 
the time in the way he puts on his clothes, as 
well as the way he uses his hands, head, legs. 
This may be beside the mark, think you! [But] 
the stage has taught me almost all I know of 
clothes, of action and. of pictorial gestures. 23 

The Lyceum Company has already been noted as the 

source of a Pre-Raphaelite tendency which began to be 

apparent in her Green Sheaf illustrations in 1903 and 

1904. Some of the figures in these drawings closely 

resembled Burne-Jones' attenuated human forms. [Fig. 19] 

A similarity to Rossetti's medieval style could be seen 

even earlier than 1903 in her illustrations for !t!!, 

Broadsheet [Fig. 20] and then again later in her paintings 

of 1906 and 1907. [Fig. 21] The Pre-Raphaelite influence 

was also apparent in her 1909 Tarot deck [Fig. 22] and 

intermittently until the end of her commercial career 

around 1918. 

The theatre's most important effect on Pamela, 

however, was the reinforcement it provided for Dow's ideas 

on the link between music and the visual arts. Although 
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she had spent several childhood years in the Lyceum 

Comnany, which used music to reinforce dre.matic visual 

effects, she may only have appreciated this link sub­

consciously. But during her attendance at the Pratt 

Institute, the idea was repeatedly emphasized by Dow, 

who said that "space art may be called 'visual music', 

and may be studied and criticized from this point of 

v1 ew. n 24 He emphasized the creation of rhythm and har-

mony independent of meaning es the goal of painting, and 

he created a musical vocabulary of art terms to aid his 

students in understanding this goal. For example, tones 

of color were called notes and were arranged in scales 

with harmonic intervals between them. 25 The whole purpose 

of his progressive design exercises was to encourage the 

student's perception of "finer and finer" relationshins26 

between notes and intervals and thus to foster the creation 

of hannony. The conjunction of this influence with Pamela's 

various theatre erperiences was more than enough to spark 

the development of her synaesthetic approach to painting. 

But there was yet a third influence which, through 

1ts increasing pervasiveness in her life, gave concrete 

form to her vision. This influence, the theory of corres­

pondences, crone to Pamela from two related sources--her 

knowledge of the various occult studies of W1lliem Butler 

Yeats and her membership in the Rosicrucian Hermetic Order 
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of the Golden Dawn. All of Yeats' mystical concerns, 

including Druidism, Theosophy, Hermet1sm, Platonism and 

the writings of William Blake, revolved around the theory 

of correspondences~ 27 As Pamela fell more under Yeats' 

influence, her awareness of this concept increased, and 

her understanding of it culminated with the fonnal lectures 

and readings recommended to initiates of the Order of the 

Golden Dawn. She learned 1n these "knowledge lectures" 

that "the things that are below are a reflection of the 

things that are above" 28 and that every object in the 

physical world incorporated the essence of its counterpart 

in the spiritual world. Thus physical objects, including 

works of art, could be used as symbols for spiritual 

forces. lt:>t only painting, but sculpture, music, poetry 

and all other fonns of art could represent spiritual 

essences; therefore, all the arts, since they could sym­

bolize related ideas, could be considered equivalent to each 

other. This was the underlying structure of the concept of 

synaesthesia, the interrelationship of all the senses 

through the arts. It was this concept which was the basis 

of Pamela'E translations of musical forms into visual forms. 

Her exhibitions of "music paintings" in America in 

1907, 1908, 1909 and 1912 met with an enthusiastic resnonse 

from the critics~ In an article in the New York Sun, 

James Huneker compared her to Odilon Hedon and to Edvard 

Munch. In analyzing her painting The Blue Cat [F1g. 23], 

'I. 
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now in the collection of Yale University, he said, 

Redon could not have transferred from the 
key of music to the symbols of design this 
theme as has Miss Smith. Her sphinxes are 
females with rs.mpant croups, tails ending 
in flowers. They smile, these mystic beasts, 
the sardonic smile of them that know the 
secrets of all things.29 

The painting was a visual translation of Schumann, as 

were a large number of other drawings and paintin~s, 

including the example she inscribed The Pilgrim followed 

by its o~m doubtful thoughts [F1.g. 24, collection of Yale 

University], a pa1nting of Schumann's overture "Manfred." 

Another of the Yale paintings was a vision of a Beethoven 

sonata, with "waves [in) strange human shapes, trailing 

forms of women with loose locks."JO [Fig. 25) She also 

translated works by Mozart, Bach, Strauss,· Grieg, Liszt, 

Debussy, Tchaikovsky and Cesar Franck. Debussy owned a 

portfolio of her drawings and paintings which he kept for 

inspiration, saying they were "his dreams made visible."31 

Regarding the meaning of these paintings, Pamela denied any 

conscious attempt at embodying a particular philosophical 

system. One interviewer who questioned her on this point 

said that 

She sees music, rather than hears it, and 
she expresses,--as perfectly as she can and 
with the literal directness of a child,-­
exactly what she sees.32 

It was this literal quality in her paintings which set her 

apart from the symbolists who were consciously trying to 

embody a philosophical idea in their works. As 
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Benjamin de Casseres said, 

The m1nd.s of the greatest visionaries ere 
infantile and here Miss Smith annroaches 
Blake and Beardsley. Her world.is a world 
of romance--a world seen With the d1v1n1ng 
and transforming spiritual power of a ch1ld ••• 33 

Pamela's increasing use of music as a source of 

inspiration led to a change 1n her method of working, 

accompanied by a greater emphasis on Irish folklore 1n 

her subject matter. Although she claimed to paint only 

what she saw in visions, the things which appeared to her 

happened to be Irish heroes, fairies and other legendary 

creatures. When Irwin Macdonald asked her why she depicted 

the Sidhe "all radiant and glowing, and a-pl)arently twenty 

or thirty feet high" she answered that "it is the way they 

look."34 Some of her best paintings were of "the passion­

less water-folk" who "sway or fall with 11 ttle· heed of 

time • .. 35 One pa1nti ng shown at "291" 1n 1907 [Fig. 26] 

depicted the Queen of the Tides carrying the moon 1n her 

hand. Another, in the Yale colleot1on, showed the water­

people accompanied by a figure bearing a strong resemblance 

to Pamela herself [See Fig. 25, Cb. 1,2.J The same creatures 

appeared 1n at least two other paintings shown at "291" 

[Fig. 27) and in another painting, The Wave, now in the 

collection of the Whitney Museum of American Art [Fig. 28]. 

She painted other pictures of the brooding "dwellers 

of the plain,"36 who were mountains 1n human form, [Fig. 29] 



33 

while several of the paintings shown at 11 291" depicted 

spirits who dwelt in trees. [Fig. 30] Pamela also used 

human figures to personify the elements, as in~, one " 

of her interpretations of Debussy. [F)lg. 31]. In a mood 

which matched the "fugitive fancies"37 of Debussy, her 

painting of rain was not of a fleshy, allegorical figure, 

but a wraith-like transparent spirit, containing "hardly 

more than the suggestion of a hidden personality.n38 She 

also personified abstract concepts, as in her painting of 

~' shown at "291" 1n 1907 [Fig. 32]. The landscape 

elements in this picture possess an organic vitality 

reminiscent of the writhing landscapes of Edvard. Munch and 

Vincent Van Gogh. (Considering her active interest in art 

of all kinds, it is quite possible that she was familiar 

With the work of these artists, although they are not men­

tioned 1n her correspondence.) 

The style of the music paintings was generally 

looser than the carefully executed compositions done before 

1900. She no longer subscribed to a formal theory of color 

and told one interviewer that she did not know why she used 

red on one painting, blue on another and pastel tints on 

a third, except that "it was.so these things were when she 

saw them."39 The swirling, curvilinear contours evident 

1n many of the paintings were a result of her method of 

sketching in the concert hall, with the rhythm of the music 

directly influencing the movements of her hand and the 
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direction of her line. She told one critic that drawing 

had become "a more or less subconscious effort" and tha.t 

she "thought no more of brush or pencil in work than one 

would of how to walk in starting out to reach a destina­

tion. tt40 Working in this way ce_used her line to vary 

according to the music she was interpreting, becoming 

"broad, powerful and sweeping" for Beethoven, "dainty and 

precise" for Mozart and "sensual and freakish" in depicting 

Strauss.41 

Unfortunately, her method also fostered inconsis­

tencies in the quality of her draughtsmanship. When it was 

intimated by one critic that she did not possess "a means 

great enough for the end," she explained that she sometimes 

had to hurry to record her fleeting visions before they 

were replaced in her mind's eye by other scenes.42 It was 

this hurried execution, not a lack of ability, which resulted 

in the careless appearance of some of her paintings. [Fig. JJJ 

Another experience which may have influenced Pamela's 

post-1900 style was suggested by Virginia Moore in Ih.! 

Unicorn, her study of William Butler Yeats's religious 

development. She noted that members of the Golden Dawn, 

including Yeats, could have been shaped aesthetically 

through the subtle influence of Temple colors, 
Temple incense, Tem~le symbols, Temnle atmos­
phere, and the costumes, ~ostures, ambulations, 
hand gestures, and words and acts of officers, 
especial.ly the Hierophant.43 
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Pamela's Tarot card designs must have been affected 

by the visual aspects of Golden Dawn ritual, especially as 

Waite intended the cards to reflect Rosicrucian theories. 

[Fig. J4J It is difficult, however, to determine the 

extent of Pamela's use of Golden Dawn symbolism in her 

other work. There seem to be very few, if e.ny, instances 

of direct adoption of Rosicrucian religious symbols or 

colors in her paintings, although a direct influence can be 

found in the work of other artists associated with the 

Golden Dawn, for example, Althea Gyles [Fig. 35]. Indeed, 

Pamela insisted that she only painted whet she saw in her 

Visions and did not attempt to embody a particular philosophy. 

In addition, the subject matter of her visions, as well as 

that of her commercial illustrations, was primarily Irish 

folklore and children's fairy tales, which did not lend them­

selves to the use of esoteric religious symbolism. If there 

were echoes of Golden Dawn ritual in her art, they were 

subconscious and so subtle as to be unnoticed by any but 

specialized scholars of the occult. This is unlikely, 

however, in view of Waite's recollection of Pamela's approach 

to Rosicrucianism. He wrote that she 

had drifted into the Golden Dawn and loved 
its ceremon1es ••• without nretending or 
indeed attempting to ~nderstand their sub­
surface consequences.44 

This would seem to preclude any involved visual interpreta­

tion of religious symbolism on Pamela's part. 



Even in the case of the Tarot cards, she looked 

upon them less as a transcendent religious experience 

than as a pa.id commission to be completed as expedi­

tiously as possible. She complained in a letter to 

Stieglitz that the financial gain had not been worth the 

time required for such a. large job45 (there were seventy­

eight cards), and she borrowed heavily from the imagery 

of her earlier work. There ere echoes in the cards of 

stage set designs, toy theatre characters, book illustra­

tions, prints and drawings of actors and actresses and 

even figures from some of her music paintings [Fig. 36, 

)7, )8, 39). 

Pamela's known work after 1909 was limited pri­

marily to book illustration and painting. Although no 

dated paintings from this period have been found, her 

New York show in 1912 included "draw1.ngs su~gested by 

music, paintings on silk and other original works."46 

Descriptions of these paintings in contemporary reviews 

indicated that they were essentia.lly similar to her earlier 

paintings of 1900 to 1908.47 

In the area of commercial illustration, her work 

in books like Eunice Fuller's Book of Friendly Giants and 

Ellen Terry's Russian Ballet was inconsistent in quality. 

Some of the pictures were carefully composed and drawn 

[Fig. 40, 41], while others exhibited awkwardness in the 
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figures and a hurried, unfinished quality which is also 

evident in some of her earlier music pictures. A possible 

explanation for this inconsistency can be found in her loss 

of interest in illustration as a source of income. She 

certainly worked less prolifically after 1909, and after 

World War I seems to have abandoned commercial art 

completely. This was probably a result of the inheritance 

she received With which she financed her move from London 

to the Lizard. 

There are conflicting reports on her artistic 

activities after World War I.49 Considering her tem~era­

ment and the extent of her previous involvement With the 

art world, however, it seems unlikely that she would have 

severed all connections with art, as one citizen of the 

Lizard has asserted. In ell probability she continued 

until her death to paint and draw and to work With her toy 

theatre, both for her own pleasure and for the enjoyment 

of her circle of friends. 



Chapter III 

Conclusion 

The work of Pamela Colman Smith 1s significant 

on several levels. Her adantation of the artistic vocab­

ulary of her period to the depiction of visionary exper­

iences enabled her to create a strikingly original body 

of work, foreshadowing several later develo-pments in 

twentieth century art. Her most important contribution 

was her application of the concept of synaesthesia to 

the pictorial interpretation of music, a theory which was 

later developed in a more abstract manner by Mika-
v V 

lojus C1urlionis and Vassily Kandinsky. Ciurlionis, a 

Lithuanian musician who turned to painting around 1905, 

was influenced by the Rosicrucian theory of corres~ondences, 

Just as Pamela had been. Kandinsky, too, was familiar with 

the concept, through the Theosophical writings of Helene 

Petrovna Blavatsky. Although there nrobably was not a 

direct link between Pamela's work and the ideas of 

Ciurlion1s and Kandinsky, all three were indebted to the 

same sources, and it is a tribute to Pamela's originality 

that she created pictorial equivalents for music as early 

as 1900. However, her paintings, although abstract to a 

38 
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certain degree, never approached the non-objectivity of 

-Kandinsky's and Ciurlionis's works. 

Her method of workin~, letting her drawing develop 

subconsciously under the influence of music, prefigured 

the "psychic automatism" of the Surrealists. That Pemela's 

work has now been generally forgotten is obviously not 

due to a lack of imagination or-orig1na11ty on her part. 

In fact, it was these qualities which were most often 

praised by her contemporaries. The fault seems to lie 

rather With her pictorial denendence on the quickly out­

moded visual vocabulary of fin-de-s1ecle art. However, 

pointing out the traditions which influenced her stylistic 

repertoire does not account for the unique and innovative 

ways she utilized these ideas in her art. It is necessary 

to look beyond the superficial similarities between her 

work and the Art Nouveau style to assess her significance 

in the history of art. 

That Pamela was an eclectic artist cannot be denied. 

Like a number of other :e·arly· twentieth century painters, 

she took her inspiration primarily from other works of 

art, rather than from nature. In a strictly visual sense, 

her paintings and drawings echo elements from the work of 

several artists a1ready mentioned, notably Sir Edward 

Burne-Jones and Dante Gabriel Rossetti. However, although 

she borrowed their facial tyPes and poses, she frequently 
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applied these forms to subjects of contemporary interest. 

For instance, she used the hunched figures typical of the 

_late style of Burne-Jones in a Green Sheaf 1llustrat1on of 

fair1es,whose existence was being vigorously debated at 

that time by scientists, philosophers and writers.1 She 

also applied Burne-Jones' stylistic exaggerations in some 

of her Tarot card designs. [Fig. l] Pamela's sporadic use 

of Pre-Raphaelite elements accounts for the similarity 

between some of her works and many of the early figural 

compositions (c. 1900-1905) of Picasso, who also admired 

the Pre-Raphaelites at this point in his career. However, 

she probably did not know Picasso's work at this time. 

At other times, Pamela's work resembled the Neo­

Rococo style developed by Aubrey Beardsley and Charles 

Conder. Here again, she applied their stylistic traits to 

contemporary subject matter in a completely original fashion. 

A fine example is provided by one of her paintings displayed 

at "291" in 1907, in which two charming fin-de-s1ecle 

figures float among decorative masses of smoke billowing up 

from the New York City skyline.· [Fig. 2) This is certainly 

an exceptionally imaginative end humorous a~~lication of 

the Beardsleyesque style. 

The landscapes and architectural features found in 

Pamela's paintings nrovide another example of her ability 

to utilize the standard inventory of symbolist imagery in 
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a novel way. The miniature sta~e has already been noted 

as one source for these elements in her work. Another 

possibility is the visionary architecture and landscapes 

in the paintings of Edward Calvert and Samuel Palmer. She 

greatly admired Palmer's work and had even considered 

publishing a book on the subject. As in paintings by 

Van Gogh and Munch, the landscapes of Calvert and Palmer 

possess an inner life, almost giving the impression of a 

spirit trying to manifest itself therein. Pamela took this 

idea one step further. By combining this approach to land­

scape with the pantheistic orientation of Irish folklore, 

she presented a literal interpretation in which rocks, 

trees, rivers and oceans actually evolved into human form 

[Fig. 3, 4]. There were precedents for these tynes of 

images in both earlier and contemporary mythological art 

(e.g. Bernini's AEollo and Danhne (1624] or Thomas Sturge­

Moore's Pan Mountain (1893) [Fig. 5, 6]. Pemela, however, 

was not consciously illustrating mythological tales, but 

giving form to a visionary world conceived under the 

influence of music. She was therefore able to present a 

litera1, spontaneous and convincing evocation of the 

spiritual world which was believed to exist alongside our 

own. Even in her own day it was this literal quality 

Which was recognized as making her work unique. Irwin 

Macdonald said that 

• 
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On the continent, her friends were Ma"ater- _ 
linck, Debussy end others who were endeavor­
ing ••• to pierce the veil that hid the sub­
jective world. Pamela Colman Smith had. not 
the great creative power of these men, but 
it soon became evident that she had something 
quite as rare,--the power to see clearly the 
invisible realm of whio-h they all dreamed..2 

It was this spontaneity which set Pamela's work apart 

from that of symbolic painters like George Frederick 

Watts. Watts was reputed to ha~e worked in a visionary 

manner similar to Pamela's, thinking in "pictures that 

come before the inward eye spontaneously and assume a 

definite form almost without any effort of conscious­

ness.") However, Watts' work was not inspired by music, 

and in fact, it was intended to be didactic, "to suggest 

great thoughts ••• and arouse all that is best and noblest 

1n human1ty."4 Considering the care with which he 

developed the moral content of his pictures, it does not 

seem likely that Watts truly recorded snontaneous visions. 

The same holds true for Moreau, Munch and other "decadent" 

artists who were consciously striving to reflect a phil­

osophical orientation in their work. 

We can better appreciate the innovative nature of 

Pamela's art by viewing it in the context of the bur~eon­

ing late nineteenth century controversy over the existence 

of the supernatural. The Victorian era.had been a particu­

larly difficult time in which to sustain a belief in 

fairies and folklore. Fairy tales, as a literary form, 
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had virtually disappeared in Britain by the 1820's, 

partially because the belief in fairies entailed a sus­

pension of the empirical attitude so dear to the nine­

teenth century. It was not until the 1880's that this 

materialistic attitude began to loosen its hold on 

British art and literature, and a second fairy tale 

revival. began, primarily through the efforts of the 
'·~-

writer and critic Andrew Lang.5 The revival took hold 

slowly, probably because the public still equated the 

study of folklore and fairy tales with "sexually oriented 

occultism.. 11 6 However, with the advent of the Celtic 

Revival, inspired by William Butler Yeats, the renewal of 

belief in fairies and other legendary folk took on a 

nationalist, patriotic flavor which made it more accepta­

ble to the public. Before Yeats, interest 1n Irish folk­

lore had been almost non-existent. But as his plays and 

poetry became more popular, they sparked an interest not 

only in Irish folklore, but also in the legends and myths 

of other countries. The success of this reV1val was 

dependent, of course, on the concurrent developments in 

symbolist writing and painting which had stimulated the 

public's increasing acceptance of an intuitive apnroach to 

experience. 

Pamela was one of the earliest artists to work 

consistently Within the tradition of fairy faith, although 
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Thomas Sturge-Moore, Jack Yeats end especially AE were 

1.nfluenced by it to some extent. However, Pamela's use 

of folklore in conjunction with synaesthetic musical 

interpretations was unique. Her paintings were also 

novel in their application of the abstract synthetic 

theories of composition she had learned under Dow to the 

depiction of legendary heroes and fairies. Many of her 

paintings strongly emphasize the two-dimensional nature 

of the canvas, although her self-professed "streem-of­

consciousness" method of drawing would suggest that this 

effect wa.s unintended. These abstract tendencies a.re 

best exemplified in a painting like The Seven Princesses 

(before 1907 ), [Fig. 7] Pamela's visionary interpretation 

of a play by Maeterlinck. The interplay of form and 

content in this highly imaginative work creates a very 

ambiguous image. While the two largest figures are com­

posed of flat, interlocking, curvilinear shapes which 

function abstractly on the surface of the picture, the 

diminishing sizes of the smaller figures suggest spatial 

recession. These small figures, however, appear to be 1n 

front of the large wave-like form, which actually places 

them on the same plane as the larger figures. The tension 

which results from this ambiguity in the placement of the 

forms is heightened by the flow of negative spaces into 

positive areas. This can be seen in the movement of the 

background into the drapery of the figure holding the goblet, 
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and again at her feet, where the negative space under her 

hem 1s transformed to a positive space by the intrusion of 

a monstrous face. This abstract flow of one figure into 

another was quite unusual at that time and suggests the 

complex interlocking positive and negative shapes later 

developed by M. c. Escher in the 1940's. 

While the abstraction of her images may result from 

her studies With Dow, the source of the arbitrary scale of 

her figures, as seen in The Seven Princesses, is more diffi­

cult to discover. There 1s no point of reference in a 

painting like Figure 8 to aid in determining the absolute 

size of the forms. The centra1 character, who at first 

glance appears to be of normal human scale, is actually 

taller than some of the trees. While the spear-bearing 

figure appears to be further back than the tallest spirit, 

closer scrutiny reveals that they are actually standing side 

b7 side. 

Non-naturalistic scale had been used occasionally by 

other artists, including Gustave Moreau, the illustrator 

J. Herbert McNair and even Aubrey Beardsley. However, 

there are enough stylistic differences between their 

paintings and Pamela's to preclude them as the source of her 

ideas. The primary difference was the lack, in their com­

positions, of the immediacy and presence of Pamela's pictures. 

Their images were distanced from the viewer either by their 
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high degree of stylization, as in the case of Beardsley 

and McNairt or by an obViously hierarchic, symbolic treat­

ment of the subject, like the.t of Moreau. The viewer was 

never made to feel that he was seeing something that 

actually existed, which could be observed and experienced 

on a personal level. However, it was just this quality of 

immediacy and the sense of a literal depiction of the 

artist's experience which fostered the enthusiastic 

response to Pamela's shows in 1907, 1908, 1909 and 1912. 

The reaction against Victorian materialism and scientific 

naturalism had become strong enough by the turn of the cen­

tury that people wanted to believe in the supernatural, but 

they were still constrained by the demands of empiricism. 

Consequently, Pamela's paintings, as "the most direct 

evidence of a belief in the actuality and occasione.l Visi­

bility of subjective beings,"? furnished the proof needed 

to bridge the gap between the desire to believe and actually 

believing. 

Probably the best justification for the strange 

spatial ambiguities in Pamela's paintings can be found in 

contemporary philosophical views about the nature of reality. 

In contrast to the mid-century belief in the objective 

existence of reality, late nineteenth century philosophers 

like Schopenhauer had asserted the relative and subjective 

nature of human perceptions of the world. If Pamela's 
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paintings were not an intentional embodiment of this 

philosophy, they certainly reflected Schonenhauer's 

definition of reality as rela.ti ve to our subjective ner­

ceptions. This was recognized by her contemnoraries end 

e.dmirably formulated by the American writer Benjamin 

de Casseres, who was a follower of Schopenhauer. In his 

essay on Pamela's work, de Casseres explained that 

In art, 1mag1 nation is feet •••• What I see, 
that is my fact •••• My truth 1s the only truth; 
MY world the only world ••• The world that Pamela 
Colman Smith has evoked is great just because 
it 1s her world and no one else's.~ 

And he ended his essay with a poetic summary of her visionary 

arts "Pamela Colman Smith, the evocatrice of wonder ••• has 

seen by closing the eyes."9 
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16Academ1c transcript of PCS, The Pratt Institute, 
(1897). 

17catalogue, The Pratt Institute, 1893-94, P• 4J. 

18Ibid. 

19illft. 

20Ibid., 1896-97, unpaged. 



50 
21Arthur w. Dow, Comnos1t1on, second ed. (New York, 

1929), PP• 3-5• 
22Ib1d., P• 3. 
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hand-colored printed cards illustrating The Way of the 
Cross (1917), translated from Paul Claud.el by Rowland 
Thurnam with printed text from the handwritten original 
by Beatrice A. Waldren. 

49While the Rev. I. s. Mooney, o.s.B. felt that 
Pamela had many friends e.nd was "the centre of artistic 
interest" in the Lizard, Mr. F. Judd, the present town 
clerk of the Lizard, had heard that she was misanthropic 
and eccentric, and he did not know of any artistic e.ctivity 
on her part. That Father Nooney was actually acquainted 
with Pamela would seem to lend more credence to his claim, 
however. 
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1Writers like Schelling, Villanis, Carpenter 
and William James had been trying to reconcile 
visionary experiences with materialistic knowledge. 

2Macdonald, JJ. 

3Hugh Macmillan, quoted in Edward Lucie-Smith, 
Symbolist Art (New York, 1972), P• 50. 

4George Frederick Watts, quoted in Lucie-Smith, 
P• 47. 

5Leslie Fiedler, Introduction to Beyond the 
looking Glass, ed. Jonathon Cott (New York, 1973), 
P• xv11. 

6Ibid., P• xx 

7Macd.onald, 22. 

8Benjam1n de Casseres, Camera Work, July, 1909, 19. 

9ill!!_., 20. 
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Chapter I 

Fig. 1 Pamela Colman Sm1 th, m1n1a­

tu~e plays Henry Morgen, 1899, wood cardboard, 

tempera. Reproduced 1n Brush and Pencil, VI 

(1899), 135. 

Fig. 2 Pamela Colman Smith, 1907, 

photograph. Reproduced in The Craftsman, IX 



.., 

Pamela Colma.~ Sm.1th, Little Charles, 

1903, hand-colored printed page (The Green Sheaf), 

Pr1 nc eton Uni vers1 ty L1 bre.ry. 
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F1g. 4 Pamela. Colman Smith and 

Jack B. Yea.ts, A Broad Sheet, 1902, hand­

colored print. Reproduced 1n The Lam.p, XXVI 

(1903), unpaged. 
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F1.g. 5 Pamela Colman Smith, The Green 

Sheaf, 1903, hand-colored printed page, 

Princeton University Library. 
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Fig. 6 Pamela Colman Sm1 th, The Hill 

of Heart's Desire, 1903, hand-colored printed 

page (The Green Sheaf), Princeton University 

Library. 
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Fig. 7 Pamela Colman Sm1 th, The Dream, 

1904, hand-colored printed page (The Green 

Sheaf), Princeton University Library. 
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Fig. 8 Pamela Colman Sm1 th, The Ace of 

Cups, the Rider Tarot Deck, 1909, lithograph, 

Victoria and Albert Museum, wndon. Reissued 

19?1 by u. s. Games Systems, Inc., in collabora­

tion with Miss Sybil Waite and Rider and Company, 

London. 
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Fig. 9 Alphaeus P. Cole, N.A., 

Portrei t of Pamela ColmHn Sm.1th, 1906, oil, 

collection of Irving Seidman, New York. 
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Chapter II 

F1g. l Pamela Colman Smith, Twelfth 

Night, 1899, hand-colored process print, owned 

by Melinda B. Parsons. 
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Flg. 2 Jack B. Yeats, The Miniature 

Stage of Jack B. Yeat1t, n.d. Rep1~duced in 

The Mask, V (July 1912), 51. 
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Fig. 3 A. Park, Park's New Egyptian 

Dream Book, c. 1820, hand-colored engraving. 

Reproduced 1n English Popular and Traditional Art 

by Enid Marx and Margaret Lambert, Iondon, 1946. 

Fig. 3 Tinsel pictures, c. 1820, 

engraving. Reproduced in English Popular and 

Tradi t1onal Art. 
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Fig. 4 Benjamin Pollock, Figures 1n 

the Silver Palace, n.d., hand-colored engraving. 

Reproduced 1n Engl1.sh Popular a.'tld Tra.d1 t1onal 

Art. -

Fig. 5 John Redington, Scene from 

Timour the Tartar, n.d., hand-colored engraving. 

Reproduced 1n English Popular and Traditional 
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Fig. 6 H. J. Webb, Mr. Dry as Lam.bro 

the Pirate, n.d., hand-colored engraving. 

Reproduced in Penny Plain Twopence Coloured 

by A. E. Wilson, reissued New York, 1969. 
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P1g. 7 Matthew Skelt, Mary the Maid of 
the Inn, n.d., engraving. Reproduced in 

Penny; Plain Twopence Coloured. 
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Fig. 8 P~ela Colman Sm1 th, figures 

from Henry Morgan, 1899, watercolor. Repro­

duced in Brush and Pencil, VI (1899), 140-141. 

Fig. 9 Pamela Colman Sm1 th, figures 

from Henry Morgan, 1899, watercolor. Repro­

duced in Brush and Pencil, VI (1899), 140-141. 
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Fig. 10 Pamela Colman Smith, The Golden 

Vanity and the Green Bed, 1899, hand-colored 

lithographed page, Philadelphia Museum of Art. 
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F1g. 11 Pamela Colman Sm1 th, ~ 

Golden Vanity and the Green Bed, 1899, hand­

colored lithographed page, Philadelphia Museum 

of Art. 
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Fig. 12 Matthew and B. Skelt, 

Der Freischutz, n.d., engraving. Reproduced 

in Penny Plain Twopence Coloured. 
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Fig. lJ W. Webb, The Miller and His 

~' n.d., hand-colored engraving. 

1n Penny Plain Twopence Coloured. 

Reproduced 
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Fig. 14 Benjamin Pollock, The Battle 

of Waterloo, n.d., engraving. 

Penny Plain Twonence Coloured. 

Reproduced in 
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Fig. 15 Pamela Colman Smith, Castle of Pain, 

1905, watercolor. Reproduced in a portfolio of 29 

platinotypes by Alfred Stieglitz, now in the 

collection of Dorothy Norman, New York. 
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Fig. 16 Pamela Colman Smith, the 

Five of Cups, the Rider Tarot Deck, 1909, 

lithograph, V1ctor1a and Albert Museum, London. 
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F1.g. 17 Pamela Colman Sm1 th, 

Sir Henry Irving~ 1899, hand-colored litho­

graph, Swarthmore College Library. 
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Fig. 18 Pamela Colman Sm1 th, 

Mrs. Anne Oldfield, 1899, hand-colored 

lithograph, Swarthmore College Library. 
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Fig. 19 Pamela Colman Smith, 

Eventide, 1903, hand-colored printed page 

( The Green Sheaf), Princeton Uni vers1 ty 

Library. 
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Pig. 20 Pamela Colman Smith and 

Jack B. Yeats, A Broad Sheet, 1902, hand­

colored print, Boston Museum of Fine Arts. 



Fig. 21 Pamela Colman Smith, untitled, n.d. 
From a photograph by Alfred Stieglitz, now in the 
collection of the Internat1ona1 Museum.of Photography, 
Bochester, New York. 

Fig. 22 Pamela Colman Smith, The Hermit, the 

Five of Cups, the Rider Tarot Deck, 1909, lithograph, 

Victoria & Albert Museum, London. 



88 

Pig. 23 Pamela Colman Sm1 th, The Blue 

£!!, 190?, watercolor, Alfred Stieglitz Archive 

in the Collection of American Literature, The 

Be1necke Ra.re Book and Manuscript Library, 

Yale Uni vers1 ty. 
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Fig. 24 Pamela Colman Smith, ~ 

Pilgrim - Followed by Its OWn Doubtful 

Thoughts, 1907, watercolor, Alfred Stieglitz 

Arch1 ve 1n the Collection of American L1 tera­

ture, The Be1neoke Bare Book and Manuscript 

L1 brary, Yale Uni vers1 ty. 



90 

Fig. 25 Pamela Colman Sm.1th, untitled, 

n.d., watercolor, Alfred Stieglitz Archive 1n 

the Collection of American Literature, The 

Be1necke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale 

University. 
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F1g. 26 Pamela Colman Sm1 th, Queen 

of the Tides, 1905, watercolor, Plat1notype 

portfolio by Alfred Stieglitz, collection of 

Dorothy Norman. 
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Fig. 27 Pamela Colman Sm1 th, The Wave, 

1905, watercolor, Plat1notype portfolio by 

Alfred Stieglitz, collection of Dorothy N:,rman. 

F1g. 28 Pamela. Colman Smith, Weeping 

Wave, 1903, watercolor, Collection of Whitney 

Museum of American Art, New York. 
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Fig. 29 Pamela Colman Smith, untitled, 

1906, watercolor, Alfred Stieglitz Archive 1n the 

Collection of American Literature, The Be1necke 

Ba.re Book and Manuscript Library, Yale 

University. 
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F1g. 30 Pamela Colman Sm1 th, untitled, 

before 1907, watercolor, Platinotype portfolio 

by Alfred Stieglitz, Collection of Dorothy 

Nonnan. 
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Fig. 31 Pamela Colman Sm1 th, ~' 

1905, watercolor, Platinotype portfolio by 

Alfred Stieglitz, Collection of Dorothy M:>rman. 
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Fig. 32 Pamela Colman Sm1 th, ~, 

n.d., watercolor, Alfred Stieglitz Archive 

in the Collection of American L1 terature, The 

Beinecke Bare Book and Manuscript Library, 

Yale Uni vers1 ty. 
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Fig. JJ[a] Pamela Colman Sm1 th, 

Beethovenesgue, before 1908, watercolor, 

reproduced in Current L1 terature, XLV 

(July-December 1908), 176. 
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Fig. 33 [b] Pamela Colman Sm1 th, 

Waves and Magic Spearmen, before 1908, 

watercolor, reproduced in Current Litera­

ture, XLV {July-December 1908), 176. 
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Fig. JJ(c] Pamela Colman Smith, 

The Devil's Sonata, before 1908, watercolor, 

reproduced 1n Current L1 terature, XLV (July­

December 1908), 177. 
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F1g. 33[d] Pamela Colman Smith, 

"0, Immeasurable Stepnel" before 1908, water­

color, reproduced in Current Literature, XLV 

(July-December 1908), 177. 
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P1.g. 34 Pamela Colman Sm1 th, The 

High Priestess, Bider Tarot Deck, 1909, 

lithograph, Victoria end Albert Museum, 

London. 
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Fig. 35 Althea Gyles, The Secret 

~, 189?, book cover. 
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Fig. J6 Pamela Colman Sm.1th, Figure 

from Henry Morgan, 1899, watercolor, repro­

duced 1n Brush and Pencil, VI (1899), 140. 
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Fig. 37 Pamela Colman Smith, untitled, 

o. 1907. From a photograph by Alfred Stieglitz, 

now 1n the collection of the International Museum 

ot Photography, Rochester, New York. 
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Pig. 38 Pamela Colman Sm1 th, The Fool, 

Bider Tarot Deck, 1909, lithograph, Victoria and 

Albert Museum, wndon. 

Fig. 39 Pamela Colman Sm1 th, The Book 

of Friend.lv Giants, 1914. 
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F.1.g. 40 Pamela Colman Smith, The Book 

of Friendly Giants, 1914. 
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Fig. 41 Pamela Colman Sm1 th, The 

Russian Ba1let, 1913. 
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Chapter III 

THE HERMIT. 

Pig. l Pamela Colman Sm1 th, The 

Hermit, Rider Tarot deck, 1909, lithograph, 

Victoria and Albert Museum, Iondon. 
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Pig. 2 Pamela Q)lman Sm1 th, untitled, 

before 1907, watercolor, platinotype portfolio 

by Alfred Stieglitz, now in the colleotion of 

Dorothy :tbrman, New York. 
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Fig. J Pamela Colman Sm1 th, Beethoven 

Sonata~. 11, 1907, watercolor, Alfred 

Stieglitz Archive in the Collection of .American 

L1 terature, The Be1necke Bare Book and Manu­

script L1 brary, Yale University. 
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Pig. 4 Pamela Colman Smith, untitled, 

before 1907, watercolor, platinotype portfolio 

by Alfred St1 egli tz., now in the collection of 

Dorothy Norman, New York. 



112 

Pig. 5 G1anlorenzo Bernini, Apollo and 

Daphne, 1622-25, marble, Borghese Gal.lery, 

Bame. Reproduced 1n Julius Held and Donald 

Posner, 17th and 18th Century Art, New York. 
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Pig. 6 Thomas Sturge-Moore, ~ 

Jtountain, 1893, woodcut, reproduced 1n ~ 

Studio, October, 1915, 32. 
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Pig. 7 Pamela Colman Sm1 th, The Seven 

Princesses, 1905, watercolor, platinotype port­

tol1o by Alfred Stieglitz, now in the collection 

ot Dorothy Norman, New York. 
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Fig. 8 Pamela Colman Sm1 th, unt1 tled, 

1905, watercolor, platinotype portfolio by 

Alfred Stieglitz, now 1n the collection of 

Dorothy H,rman, New York. 
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