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Series Editor’s Introduction

An aim of the Contextualizing Art Markets series is to examine—and, in some cases, bring to light for the first time—the wide range of individuals who shape art environments of their day. Among the artists, curators, agents, and intermediaries who play important instrumental roles, commercial gallerists rank, undoubtedly, as key players. Beyond simply facilitating art commerce, these individuals devise innovative approaches to shaping the tastes, museum cultures, financial environments, and epistemic cultures of the artworlds in which they operate. In the present volume, Julia May Boddewyn illuminates the life and work of a major gallerist who helped to fashion the New York art world from 1926 to 1947: Valentine Dudensing.

Through her meticulous analysis of archival evidence, exhibition catalogues, and sales records, Boddewyn offers a compelling account of the multifarious activities undertaken by this enterprising gallerist to bring modern French art to the attention of American audiences in the first half of the twentieth century. The fascinating story of Dudensing, his gallery, and his personal and professional networks unfolds across a series of eight chapters that highlight new biographical details and show how commercial art practices propelled museum developments and influenced new generations of collector. While Dudensing was an astute manager of client relations, he is also seen to have worked closely with curators, journalists, and educators to produce and disseminate new ideas about art and artists.

By unearthing new documentation about Dudensing and his gallery, Boddewyn also highlights the broader social and familial underpinnings of the business and the important role played by Dudensing’s wife, Bibi, in securing its successful operation. While the Valentine Gallery was pivotal to the mediation of European art—particularly the so-called “School of Paris”—to American audiences, it closed in 1947, and both Valentine and Bibi withdrew from public life. Boddewyn’s exploration of the decision to end such a successful operation is one of the most interesting aspects of this story. While personal choices and a changing New York art world after the Second World War are shown to have contributed to Dudensing’s decision to step back from art commerce, more interesting is the fact that the gallerist was subsequently written out of art history.

Boddewyn’s exploration of this historiography takes the book beyond a single case study and opens wider issues about the role, influence, and legacy of commercial gallerists. What are the factors that determine the longevity of a gallery? How do wars, financial crises, and wider political changes impact art markets and the livelihoods of those who seek to drive them forward? While gallerists are often viewed as tastemakers, what happens when the personal views of a gallerist deviate from stronger currents in buyer and museum interest? In the case of Dudensing, for example, the rise of Abstract Expressionism in New York after the Second World War drove a wedge between the interests of the gallerist and the publics to whom he catered. Yet this also impacted the writing of art market history. Boddewyn’s analysis of the manifold reasons why a gallerist might be written into and out of the record encourages readers to take a holistic view of art as a commercial operation. It also brings to light methodological biases that are often underappreciated in analyses of those who operate at the cutting edge of art markets. In this important new study, Boddewyn secures a place for Dudensing and his business in an engrossing transatlantic narrative about twentieth-century art and in debates that resonate more widely in art market studies.

Kathryn Brown

Loughborough, 2025
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Introduction

[Valentine Dudensing’s] new gallery promises to be one of the most interesting and worth-while centers of the New Art.1

Unidentified author on the Tsuguharu Foujita exhibition
at the F. Valentine Dudensing Gallery
Unidentified journal (February 16, 1926)

On the elegant parlor floor of a townhouse at 43 East Fifty-Seventh Street, the F. Valentine Dudensing Gallery opened its doors in early February 1926 to the first in a series of notable firsts: an exhibition of artwork by the acclaimed artist Tsuguharu Foujita. It was a fitting way for Francis Valentine Dudensing to inaugurate his new gallery and one that announced his ambition to corner the market for the best and newest art coming out of France. Just two months earlier, the French government awarded Foujita the chevalier of the Legion of Honor, making him, along with fellow honoree Henri Matisse, the most officially lauded contemporary artist in Paris at that time.2 Foujita’s first solo exhibition in the United States, therefore, made headlines in the culture pages while simultaneously garnering significant imprimatur to Dudensing and his new enterprise.

For Dudensing, this moment had been over a decade in the making. As the New York-born son of an art dealer, he had learned the trade by working at the Dudensing Galleries—his father’s gallery—first as a salesman and then as manager, from 1913 to 1925. The eldest of three boys, Francis was named after his father, and because both were called Frank, he distinguished himself by using his middle name, Valentine, which was derived from the day of his birth on February 14.

When Valentine Dudensing left the family business to go out on his own, not only was he already intricately familiar with the workings of the New York art world but he was also fluent in French, having majored in the language in college.3 This allowed him to converse directly with the artists whose works he showed, as well as with the Parisian dealers who supplied him with paintings. Raised in an upper-middle-class household and a graduate of Dartmouth College, he was comfortable among the wealthy and socially prominent, the demographics of his future clientele. Dudensing was thus both uniquely positioned and ideally suited to sell School of Paris paintings in New York in the 1920s and beyond. Vogue magazine later described him as “suave, energetic, and genial” and “one of the friendliest dealers in town.”4 Joining Dudensing in this venture was his wife, Margaret Gross. Born in San Francisco, Gross had studied painting in Paris and, like her husband, not only spoke the language but was also a committed Francophile.5 Bibi, as she was known, worked alongside her husband at the gallery for the two decades that it was in business.

Partnering with the Dudensings, and key to the gallery’s inaugural success, was Pierre Matisse, the 25-year-old son of Henri Matisse. Soft-spoken and unassuming despite his famous name, the younger Matisse aimed to learn the business of selling art from the experienced New York dealer. He assumed the role of European agent for the gallery and, based in Paris, scouted for artwork to ship to Dudensing.6 The two men worked together for five years, and Matisse helped Dudensing establish crucial connections with artists, collectors, and dealers, before exiting the partnership in late 1930 to open his eponymous New York gallery.

From February 1926, when it opened, until May 1947, when it closed, the Valentine Gallery—as it came to be known—repeatedly broke new ground. In the process, Dudensing, alongside a rotary of other forward-thinking dealers, such as Joseph Brummer, Stephan Bourgeois, Germain Seligman, César M. de Hauke, Paul Reinhardt, and John Kraushaar helped establish an audience and market for vanguard art. In addition to the initial Foujita exhibition, Dudensing presented the first solo US shows of Giorgio de Chirico, Raoul Dufy, and Joan Miró.7 The only lifetime solo exhibition of Piet Mondrian opened at his gallery in January 1942, not long after the artist migrated to the United States. Following Mondrian’s death two years later, Dudensing organized his memorial exhibition. In 1927, the gallery mounted the country’s first Henri Matisse retrospective and, during the 1930s, offered more exhibitions of the artwork of Pablo Picasso than any other gallery in the country. Among them were two surveys, demonstrating the artist’s extraordinary stylistic range. It was at the Valentine Gallery, in May 1939, where Guernica (1937), Picasso’s monumental masterpiece, began its fundraising tour for the bombing victims of that Basque city. After traveling to several cities across the country, Guernica returned to New York where it went on display that fall at the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA), as part of the ambitious retrospective that included many of the career-spanning works that had already been shown or sold by Dudensing, including Woman with Kerchief (1906), Woman with Pears (1909), The Studio (1927–8), and Two Girls Reading (1934).

Dudensing was a savvy businessman who cultivated collectors. A number of those individuals to whom he sold artwork, including Duncan Phillips and Robert H. Tannahill, went on to open their own museums or bequeath works to major art institutions.8 Dudensing was equally dedicated to educating the public and solicited press coverage to draw attention to modern art. His exhibitions regularly received reviews in both the mass press, such as the New York Times and New York Sun, and in prominent art journals, including The Art News, The Arts, and Art Digest, solidifying his gallery’s reputation and client base. Due to Dudensing’s financial acumen and national and international art world connections, the Valentine Gallery survived the Great Depression and he continued to mount exhibitions and conduct business through the Second World War.

Valentine Dudensing had been importing and promoting the artwork of the French moderns for over three years by the time that MoMA opened in the fall of 1929. His adventurous taste may have inspired Alfred H. Barr Jr., the museum’s founding director. The Valentine Gallery was the source—either through direct purchase or later gifts—for many of the museum’s most significant works, including Matisse’s The Piano Lesson (1916), Picasso
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