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The idea that an artist should tell a good yarn is now so profoundly out of fashion that the Metropolitan Museum’s new exhibition, American Stories: Paintings of Everyday Life, 1765-1915, seems practically countercultural. Book-ended between a few galleries of certified masterpieces lies an anthology of obscure but illuminating anecdotes arranged around post offices and general stores, kitchens and drawing rooms, battlefields and gardens. This unsung material makes up the biggest and most engaging component of American Stories, which focuses less on the quality of a painting than on what it can tell us about American identity, presenting American art as a continuous evolution of the nation’s master narrative.
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	‘Watson and the Shark’ (1778) 
by John Singleton Copley


The show opens spectacularly with a roomful of waterscapes that range from the quietude of George Caleb Bingham’s “Fur Traders descending the Missouri” to the tragic fatalism of Winslow Homer’s “The Gulf Stream”. At the centre hangs “Watson and the Shark” by John Singleton Copley, which recounts a stirring scene from the life of a British merchant. As a 14-year-old boy, Brooks Watson had survived a shark attack off the coast of Havana. He lost a leg, but gained an air of destiny that he parlayed into prosperity. Thirty years later, his reputation was singed by rumours of unethical behaviour, and Watson enlisted Copley to redeem him. The artist succeeded, portraying Watson as a flailing Greek nude whose blond, buoyant locks unfurl sickeningly close to the beast’s dagger-lined lips. A stud with a boathook rescues Watson. This is epic drama: Fate saves Watson for a higher purpose.

The sharks get their revenge in Homer’s dark “Gulf Stream” (1899), where a muscular black fisherman gazes dispassionately at the predators circling his tiny, rudderless craft. No one has yet deciphered Homer’s intention: is the doomed sailor a symbolic victim of racist persecution, or is he a stand-in for the painter himself, encircled by the beasts of adversity and loss? 

“Fur Traders” also deals delicately with issues of race. Gliding along the Missouri River in a canoe are three passengers: a chained bear cub, a beaming adolescent and an adult with leathery skin and a grizzled beard. Bingham originally called his picture “French-Trader, Half-Breed Son”. A small tweak in the title converted an image that dealt with the complexities of trade and settlement into a nostalgic icon of the unspoiled American West. 

This first room of American Stories is brilliant but unrepresentative of an exhibition that spotlights the humbler charms of genre painting. If Copley served a moneyed merchant, and Homer a scattering of connoisseurs, the majority of the painters here courted the general public, whose tastes tended toward schmaltz. 

Bourgeois buyers wanted a homespun blend of education and edification, like “The New Bonnet” (1858) by Francis William Edmonds, in which the owner of some frilly new headgear is a preening coquette who ignores her parents’ disapproval. Edmonds turns the moralising habits of Dutch genre painters to the modern ills of consumerism and social climbing. His heroine hasn’t heeded the advice of columnists who warned that shopping could lead to “unnatural excitements”.

Jerome B. Thompson’s “The Belated Party on Mansfield Mountain” might evoke the Hudson Valley sublime, but his party of young picnickers are also tutorial guinea pigs. As the young men and women indulge in a post-prandial sprawl, one of their number taps his watch. Time to go, never mind the thrilling view, and no lingering for the sultry beauties of sunset. 

Even the most disturbingly sexual picture on display seems to come with a moral lesson. Seymour Joseph Guy’s “Making a Train” spies on a pre-pubescent girl’s fantasy playtime. Alone in a darkened room, she lets the dress she has just taken off pool on the floor like a lady’s gown. Her undershirt has slipped, exposing a still-flat chest to the warm, lingering light of a lamp. Hanging askew above the bed is a torn print of a youngster saying her prayers before bed. The artist, seemingly unsettled by the erotic charge of childish innocence and adult allure, has mangled the picture-in-a-picture to signify that this ’tween has strayed from her childlike faith. 

One woman, Lilly Martin Spencer, stands out in this crowd of painterly preachers. “Young Husband: First Marketing, 1854” makes fun of a hapless man who has been sent out for supplies and is returning with his shopping basket dangerously overstuffed. His predicament amuses grinning passers-by, but it offended New York critics, who bridled at this public humiliation. 

The show wanders off course after the civil war, when American artists started travelling to Europe to paint evocative but plotless scenes. Mary Cassatt studied mothers in silent reverie. William Merritt Chase depicted decorative children whiling away the hours. In John Singer Sargent’s “A Street in Venice”, a black-shawled woman pauses on a threshold to chat with a young swain, but the viewer is offered few clues as to who they are, or what they are saying, or where this shadowed alleyway might lead. 
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