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Although the New Zealand watercolourist Owen Merton (1887-1931)
arrived in Bermuda in 1921 to paint the landscape, it seems that his
being here went largely unnoticed. This was despite the success of
his striking Bermuda series which, upon his return to New York in
1923, was exhibited at Gallery Daniel, a gallery known for launching
the careers of artists such as Man Ray and Aleksander Archipenko.

Merton’s being unnoticed back then
is still largely true here today. Most
Bermudians have never heard of him,
yet arguably, he did his best work
while on the island. This exhibition
marks the first time that the artist’s
paintings have ever been shown

in Bermuda.

Owen Heathcote Merton was born
in Christchurch, New Zealand in 1887.
Educated at the Canterbury College
School of Art, he was primarily a
landscapist in watercolour. By 1905
he was in London, and during the
years 1916-1923 he was based in New
York, having married an American
artist, Ruth Jenkins, with whom he
had two sons.

In New York, Merton was introduced
to Modernism and exhibited with
artists such as John Marin, Charles
Demuth and Marsden Hartley. The
latter two had recently spent time
in Bermuda and may have been the
ones to suggest that Merton visit
the island in the aftermath of his
wife’s death in 1921.

Many significant artists visited
Bermuda in the first half of the 20th
century, and Merton’s work should
be viewed through the same lens as
that of artists such as Demuth and
Hartley. French Cubist painter and
theoretician Albert Gleizes is also
known to have visited Bermuda.
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Although they did not cross over,
Gleizes is believed to have influenced
Demuth’s stylistic change, which
became decidedly Cubist after his trip.
Whatever the case, Demuth’s Bermuda
paintings are conceivably his finest
ever, much like Owen Merton’s.

While in Bermuda, Merton made
friends with an American couple,
Evelyn Scott and Cyril-Kay Scott.
Both were writers and interested
in the arts, and it was Evelyn who
influenced Merton’s work in the
direction of Modernism. A novelist,
playwright and poet, Scott was
celebrated for her experimental
writing style and criticism of the
confines of gender, race and class,
which saw her rise to prominence as
a literary star in the 1920s and 30s
with the publication of Modernist
novels such as The Narrow House
(1921) and The Wave (1929).



According to historian Dr Roger
Collins, Evelyn Scott would later make
the plausible claim that she had
influenced Merton’s art: “Actually the
constant contact with my clearer
mentality has given continuity to
his intuitions and sharpened his own
mental sense of art.” Given that
Merton'’s earlier paintings were tradi-
tionally realistic, carefully composed,
precisely drawn and with a decidedly
muted colour palette, there was
indeed a significant change.

Today, Owen Merton is becoming
better known, especially in his
homeland, New Zealand, and in the
American Catholic world, largely due
to the fame of his writer son Trappist
monk Thomas Merton (1915-1968)
who, in his autobiography The Seven
Storey Mountain, writes about his
time in Bermuda as a child. In the book,
he likens his father’s Bermuda paint-
ings to those by Cézanne. Certainly,

the island’s light and colour worked
their magic on his imagination.

Merton’s Bermuda pictures are
remarkable for their compressed
space and incandescent colour -

all aspects of a Modernist aesthetic.
According to Collins, Merton’s
Bermuda pictures sacrifice the three-
dimensional illusion that was prevalent
in his earlier work for a flat picture
plane. Where previously his paintings
were carefully rendered, his Bermuda
brushwork is free and fluid, often
with areas of unpainted paper.
Collins also suggests an affinity
between the brushwork of John
Marin and that seen in some of
Merton’s Bermuda pictures. In one
painting of a Bermuda ruin on

a hillside, he comes close to the
scrubbed, blotted technique
employed by Demuth in his 1917
Bermuda paintings.

Owen Merton’s Bermuda series

marks a confident affinity for
capturing the landscape and a
distinct point of departure which
forever changed the way that he
worked. After his Bermuda interlude,
Merton returned to New York and
thereafter to France and eventually
England where, after a long illness,
he died at just 43 years old, in 1931.
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Harbor, Bermuda (detail)
February 22,1922

Watercolour on paper

8.75 x 13 in.

Collection of Bellarmine University

Bermuda House (detail)

1922

Watercolour on paper

11.5 x 13 in.

Collection of Bellarmine University

St George’s, Bermuda

February 9, 1922

Watercolour on paper
8.25x12.5in.

Collection of Bellarmine University

Coast

1922

Watercolour on paper

9.5x15.75 in.

Collection of Bellarmine University

Bermuda

1922-23

Watercolour on paper

12 x 21in.

Collection of Bellarmine University

Fort St Catherine, Bermuda
February 21, 1922

Watercolour on paper

8.75 x 14 in.

Collection of Bellarmine University
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