The Charles M. Russell-Malcolm Mackay Collaboration

Bronc to Breakfast (1908, watercolor, 20" x 26%"). Between 1911 and 1932, New York stockbroker and Montana rancher
Malcolm Mackay amassed one of the finest collections of works by cowboy artist Charles M. Russell. As this patron-artist
relationship grew, so did a personal friendship between the two men and their families. One of Mackay’s first acquisitions,

Bronc to Breakfast, was exhibited in St. Louis in March 1910 and offered for sale at a price of five hundred dollars.




‘I Want It

eal Bad’

by Brian W. Dippie

early a century ago a twenty-nine-year-old Wall Street
broker took a gamble on an artist whose work he admired. When
Malcolm Mackay bought his first Charles M. Russell paintings in
1911, Charlie Russell was not quite Charlie Russell yet. He was undeniably
famous. His work had appeared in national magazines and as illustrations
in a number of books. A major calendar company was reproducing his
paintings in color. He had been awarded an important commission by the
State of Montana to paint a mural—of the Lewis and Clark Expedition, as
it turned out—for the State Capitol in Helena. And that very year he had
been honored with a major one-man exhibition in a New York gallery. But
in 1911 Charlie Russell was not yet a monument, nor a myth. He was a
working artist, and selling his art was how the Russells made their living.
Nancy Russell, his wife of nearly fifteen years, was the business end of their
partnership and in matters of business the mandatory go-between.

The relationship between Charlie Russell and Malcolm Mackay eventu-
ally evolved into a full-blown friendship. The superb collection of Russells
that Mackay formed was the result of something more than a good eye,
which Mackay had. It was the result of a thriving collaboration between
artist and patron. The happy circumstances that brought Malcolm S.
Mackay’s collection to the Montana Historical Society in 1952 need not be
repeated here. That story has already been well told by Vivian Paladin and
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Kirby Lambert. My focus is on the collaboration between patron and artist
that produced the Mackay Collection of Russell art.!

33




alcolm S. Mackay was born in 1881, the year

after Russell came to Montana as a sixteen-

year-old. Mackay’s father held a seat on the

New York stock exchange, and Malcolm as a young man
went to work as a stockbroker in his father’s Wall Street
firm. He devoted his summers to a lifelong passion—bird
and game hunting—that eventually took him west. He first
visited Red Lodge, Montana, in 1901 and acquired a small
ranch near Roscoe with a partner. He added to it substan-
tially after he assumed sole ownership, running cattle under
the Lazy EL brand on what was eventually a seventeen-
thousand-acre spread. He met his future wife, Helen
Raynor, in Montana, and they married in 1907. For the rest
of his days, he divided his time between Wall Street, the
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family home in Tenafly, New Jersey, and his Montana
ranch, which provided a natural bond between artist and
future patron.?

The Mackay family could never quite recall when Mal-
colm first met Charlie Russell. They had not yet met in
February 1908 when Mackay exchanged letters with Nancy
Russell. “I have heard my friend Bob Leavens of Billings
speak of your husband so often that I feel as if I am not
exactly a stranger to you all—I have ridden the range a
good deal with Bob and he and I both think that Charley
Russell’s drawings of Cow boy life are in a class all by
themselves—I would like to get a few of Mr Russells origi-
nals—As regards subject why I liked the one of ‘Cowboy’s
roping a silvertip>—‘A Bad Hoss’ “The Trail Boss’ String-
ing out on the circle—The strenuous life.” All the subjects
named had been reproduced as postcards and color prints,
indicating that Mackay had not seen a Russell original in
1908, as his letter proceeds to make clear: “I would like any
picture of puncher’s in action—I dont suppose any of the
above could be bought but any thing similar to these is
what I want—In regard [to] size I dont want too big a
picture something about medium—How about oil’s does
Mr Russell do any thing in colors I would like a painting
best.” Having asked for a price, Mackay concluded: “If you
ever hit the East again I would be pleased to meet you and
your husband.”?

What followed was unalloyed Nancy Russell. She
responded immediately, scenting a sale. She had two oils on
hand— The Smoke of a .45 and another, just returned by the
calendar company that would be reproducing it, that “will
suit you without doubt,” she told Mackay:

This picture is called “Jerked Down.” It is a cow-
puncher riding a green bronk. He has roped a cow that
has got a side pull on him and jerked his horse down.
A young steer has one hind leg over the rope that holds
the cow. Another puncher is trying to get his rope on

1. Vivian A. Paladin, “Origins and Odyssey of a Collection,” in C M
Russell: The Mackay Collection (Helena, Mont., 1979); Kirby Lambert,
“Montana’s Last Best Chance: The Malcolm S. Mackay Collection of
Charles M. Russell Art,” Russell’s West, 5, no. 2 (1997), 3-9. The litera-
ture on patronage and western art continues to grow, understandably
where artists had individual patrons (Karl Bodmer, Alfred Jacob Miller),
but also where institutional patrons, from the federal government to
private corporations, played an important role in commissioning art. Sim-
ilarly, useful studies about the formation of the collections of some of the
leading western art museums now exist. Patrons’ concerns and the part
they played in shaping the content of western art highlight the interaction
between art and commerce.

2. See Malcolm S. Mackay, Cow Range and Hunting Trail (New York,
1925); and, for a recent attempt to place Mackay in a western/mythic
context, Bonnie Christensen, Red Lodge and the Mythic West: Coal Miners

While hunting in the West, Malcolm Mackay (top) fell in love with
Montana and the cowboy life. In 1901, with a partner, Charlie Wright,
he acquired a ranch near Roscoe. Six years later Mackay married
Wright’s niece, Helen Raynor (above). For the rest of their lives,
Helena and Malcolm Mackay divided their time between the family
home in Tenafly, New Jersey, and the Montana ranch.

to Cowboys (Lawrence, Kans., 2002), chap. 4.

3. “‘His Paintings Were All Truthful’: ‘Bud’ Mackay Recalls Personality
of “‘CMR,” Hoofprints, 4 (Spring-Summer, 1974), 6; Malcolm S. Mackay
to Nancy C. Russell, February 13, 1908, Helen E. and Homer E. Britz-
man Collection (hereafter Britzman Collection), Taylor Museum for
Southwestern Studies of the Colorado Springs Fine Arts Center, Colo-
rado Springs, Colorado (hereafter Taylor Museum).
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the cow and there are seven or eight
head of cattle crowding up a cut bank
getting away from the excitement.
There is a third puncher coming up
swinging his rope. The country is
rough and everything is in motion. It
sure is a bad mix up. There is more get
up and go in this picture than any you
have mentioned as liking. It is a two by
three foot canvas, oil, in color.
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The price for either painting was eight
hundred dollars, but Nancy was confident
that Jerked Down “will suit you best.”
Mackay was intrigued—hooked, as
Nancy sometimes said. He replied at once,
noting, “I would sure like to have ‘Jerked
Down.” But business was becalmed in the
East and so on. Would she accept five hun-
dred dollars for the painting, one hundred
dollars upon receipt, and one hundred dol-
lars every three months until it was paid in
full? Malcolm Mackay was about to learn
Nancy Russell rule number one. She might
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Although Charlie Russell and Malcolm Mackay eventually became friends, their
acquaintance began as a business relationship directed by Nancy Russell, who oversaw all
transactions related to her husband’s career. Malcolm first corresponded with Nancy in
February 1908 about purchasing “a few of Mr Russells originals.” His letter concluded,
“If you ever hit the East again I would be pleased to meet you and your husband.”

bargain and offer a discount when she

knew a client or when a client bought sev-

eral paintings and bronzes at once. But Russells were rarely
individually discounted, especially on an installment plan.
“I regret to say that we cannot let you have the picture
‘Jerked Down’ at your terms,” she replied. “When the
money world does right itself and if you then want a
picture we will be glad to hear from you.” Nancy was as
good as her word. Mackay did not buy, and she did not
yield. She outwaited him. Russell paintings were one of a
kind, and the hook had been set. All that was required was
patience.>

Nancy’s business files are incomplete. Consequently, it
is unknown if she kept up a correspondence with Mackay.
Their next recorded exchange occurred in 1912. The
couples had met by then, on the Russells’ trip to New York
in spring 1911, and an acquaintance had been struck.

As for Jerked Down, after the exchange of letters
between Mackay and Nancy in 1908, it hit the exhibition
circuit. The first exhibition record for the painting dates
from St. Louis in March 1910. Ferked Down was priced at
one thousand dollars. Only 4¢ Rope’s End and The Smoke
of a .45 were as expensive. There was a watercolor listed at
half that price, the incomparable Bronc to Breakfast, which
also attracted attention. When the two paintings were next
exhibited, in Helena in September, Bronc to Breakfast’s

4. Nancy C. Russell to Malcolm S. Mackay, February 18, 1908, Britz-
man Collection, Taylor Museum.

5. Malcolm S. Mackay to Nancy C. Russell, February 25, 1908, ibid.;
Nancy C. Russell to Malcolm S. Mackay, March 9, 1908, ibid.

price remained unchanged, but Jerked Down had reverted
to Nancy’s original asking price of eight hundred dollars.
It continued to swing between the two figures over the next
few months.6

Nancy was no sentimentalist when it came to selling
art. She always said that she and Charlie would have
starved had they relied exclusively on sales at home. The
next year they headed east for Russell’s most important
exhibition to date, a one-man show at New York City’s
Folsom Galleries running through April 1911. The pub-
licity was extensive and effective. The New York Times
devoted a page to Russell,and World’s Work carried a well-
illustrated feature article by Arthur Hoeber. Both repro-
duced Ferked Down. Hoeber also provided an introduction
to the catalog for Russell’s exhibition, the first to be called
The West That Has Passed. Jerked Down joined an impres-
sive group of oils, The Medicine Man, The Wagon Boss,
and In Without Knocking among them. Bronc to Breakfast
headed the group of watercolors, which included 4
Disputed Trail, Rainy Morning, and First Wagon Trail.
The terms upon which Nancy Russell and Malcolm

6. Paintings by C. M. Russell (St. Louis, [1910]); “The West That Is No
More,” 8t. Louis Post-Dispatch Sunday Magazine, March 13, 1910; Art
Department (Helena, Mont., 1910). Bronc to Breakfast, the subject of a
photo postcard by 1910, was exhibited at Charles Schatzlein’s paint store
in Butte that December according to an article in the Butte (Mont.)
Evening News, December 12, 1910, and, along with Ferked Down (at a
thousand dollars), was listed in the catalog for Russell’s exhibit, Paintings
by C. M. Russell ([Helena, Mont., 1911?]).
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