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Charles Deas (1818-67), a painter of the American West, is not exactly a household name. An exhibition now at the Denver Art Museum is the first important attempt to solidify his position in America's artistic pantheon. Organized by the museum and curated by Deas scholar Carol Clark (also editor and co-author of the splendid catalog), "Charles Deas & 1840s America" represents the bulk of the artist's known legacy and features 30 paintings and nine works on paper, many not seen publicly for 150 years.

Born in Philadelphia, and related through his mother to distinguished families in North Carolina and New York, Deas (pronounced "daze") was initially raised in privileged surroundings. He apparently had access to a family collection of Old Master copies, as well as entrée to the studio of Thomas Sully. This pleasant life ended with his father's death in 1827. Suddenly impoverished, Deas's mother moved the family to Saugerties, in New York's Hudson Valley. By 1837, 19-year-old Charles was in New York City, taking formal art lessons. In 1839 he was elected to associate membership in the prestigious National Academy of Design. 
Between 1838 and 1840, Deas's humorous genre pictures and portraits elicited critical praise, and his painting, "Turkey Shooting" (c. 1838), illustrating an episode in James Fenimore Cooper's novel "The Pioneers," was bought by New York socialite Peter Gerard Stuyvesant, great-great grandson of the city's last Dutch governor. Both this painting and the contemporaneous "The Devil and Tom Walker," based on a Washington Irving tale, reveal an artist ready to challenge such American genre painters as George Caleb Bingham and William Sidney Mount. They also reveal gentle humor and a delightful sense of caricature.

Possibly seeking less competition, Deas moved to St. Louis. His "Portrait of a Woman" (1840) exemplifies his restraint in depicting consequential members of that provincial society while including small details to symbolize his subjects' personal habits. Despite this, Deas's portraits are bland descendants of the primitive likenesses done by Colonial and Federal-era limners.

His work really came to life once he trekked farther west in 1840 and began painting Indians and mountain men. The bearded "Long Jakes," whose brilliant red shirt and jaunty white hat lend him the appearance of a Renaissance brigand, caused a sensation when it was shown in New York in 1844 and established the idealized image of the mountain man for a generation. Most compelling are Deas's portraits of Winnebago Indians, which, with their meticulous documentation of physical attributes, clothing, weaponry and war paint, form a bridge between fine art and ethnography. Deas's Indian paintings reveal not just his curiosity, but his admiration for a people whom he endows with the dignity of biblical figures.

One of the most striking aspects of Deas's Western career is its brevity—a mere eight years. In 1848, when only 30, he entered the Bloomingdale Asylum in New York, where he died 20 years later. Apparently he was susceptible to what was then called "melancholia"—and in looking over his paintings, one notices many dark, stormy skies and rising thunderheads suggestive of depression.

His indisputable masterpiece, "The Death Struggle" (1845), dates from those Western years. Striving at the limit of his powers as a draftsman, Deas composed a complex knot of interlocking figures and visual foreshortening that rivets our attention with its terrifying narrative of physical strength and pain.

Upon a cliff whose height is emphasized by the flock of birds soaring below, a white trapper and an Indian hunter, both on horseback, have been fighting with knives over a trapped beaver. Their combat has been so fierce that they have unwittingly strayed too close to the edge, and Deas paints them at the moment they and their faithful mounts are slipping over the precipice. The red-shirted trapper, staring below in horror, grasps frantically at a flimsy branch for support as his wild-eyed horse, mouth foaming, loses his footing. As shards of rock are dislodged by the stumbling hooves, the Indian, whose brown horse trips on a tangle of ivy while snorting blood from internal wounds, wraps his powerful arms around the trapper, his expression less a fearsome grimace than a fearful plea to his fellow human. Meanwhile the spring-trapped beaver, roughly grasped by the trapper, gnaws in agony at the Indian's straining arm. In the background, another Indian warily observes the unfolding nightmare. More than just a melodrama, this mesmerizing painting seems to symbolize the eroding relationship between Indians and white interlopers at the time. 
Despite his studies at the National Academy, to whose life class he returned just before entering Bloomingdale, Deas's grasp of drawing seems to have remained uneven. And throughout the exhibit that tenuous draftsmanship and the consequent struggle to represent on canvas what he saw in nature and in his mind charges his work with a sense of human frailty, and lends further poignancy to the interrupted career.

Indeed, Deas's finest works make us wonder what heights he might have reached had madness not overtaken him. But more importantly, this exhibition reveals his contribution as a pioneer who went west as the American frontier was being opened, and who captured its striking imagery with conspicuous sympathy and vitality. On these laurels—and especially on "The Death Struggle"—rests his claim to immortality. 
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