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THE GREATEST PAINTER IN THE
WORLD

By Lord Dunsgny

HEY were speaking of art, two
men in a railway-carriage.
“Perhaps Frans Hals was the
greatest painter there has ever been,”
said one.

And a shy-looking man who had not
spoken, sitting opposite to me, snorted
contemptuously.

“ NO, rlO,”

“ Velasquez.”

And again the little man snorted to
himself.

This sincere contempt for two great
names and the man’s silence seemed to
mie to betoken an original mind ; a mere
ignoramus would have had much to
say. And when the others got out I
tried to talk to him.

“Raphael,” I said, “ was the great-
est painter that there has ever been,”
not so much expressing an opinion of
my own (for how can one compare
painters?), but in order to hear his
opinion.

And he only answered me:
not Raphael.”

“ Giorgione, perhaps,” I said.

“ O no, no,” he said.

“ Rubens,” I said.

“Out of the question,” he answered.
. I'like to get at a man’s point of view,
the mere statement of an opinion is
nothing, and as yet'I was puzzled.

“What is it you dislike about these
men?” T asked.

“I don’t dislike them,” he said, “ but
to say that any of them is the greatest
painter in the world is absurd.”

And at last I got him to speak.

“What is wrong with all these men,”
he said, “is their limitations. Take a

said the other man.

“ No, no,

Rubens,” he said, “one can tefi it at
a glance from Frans Hals. I—I hardly
like to say so, but even I could tell the
difference myself. If Rubens could
have painted a Velasquez and a few
pictures of the Florentine school even,
he might have been a great artist, but
he couldn’t; he could only paint one
kind of picture which, one can tell at a
glance. Then look at Raphael. . . .”

“But surely every artist . R §
said.

“All these men have their limita-
tions,” he went on, “ which stamps them
as little men. Good enough in their
own way but quite out of the running.”

“And whom,” I said, “ do you con-
sider the greatest artist that there has
ever been?”

“ Really,” he said, “1I think T would
rather not say.”

And the more I pressed the point the
shyer he became, until I feared he
would shut up altogether, and I had, as
it were, to start all over again.

“ Perhaps you paint a little yourself,”
I said. .

“Yes,” he said, “1I paint.”

“Then surely,” I said, “you have a

'style of your own as every artist must.”

“No,” he said, “I don’t think so.
No thmg to recognize.”

“But what kind of work do you
do?” T said.

“ T work for Sir Titian Tup,” he said,
“the Bond Street dealer.”

“ But what kind of picture? ” I asked.

And then he pulled out of his pocket
a printed form, a list of pictures sold

that year by Sir Titian Tup.

“ of the
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“ Twelve Raphaels,” 1 read,
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later period when experience of the
world’s admitted sorrows had evidently
ripened that artist’s undoubted talents,
technique warranted. One Giorgione,
typical example of the work of that
master. Two Michael Angelos, very
artistic. Ten Velasquez, that really
fashionable artist, possession of any of
which may be said to render the for-
tunate buyer a social sine qua non. Six
Titians, guaranteed, at once smart and
instructive. Three Holbeins, highest
grade quality. Forty-two Rubens;
and so on and so on.”

“ Fetched an average,” said my com-
panion, “of twenty thousand pounds
apiece.”

“ But what,” I said, “ have you to do
with the pictures? ”

“1 paint them,” he said.
for Sir Titian Tup.”

I asked him how much money he got
on cach picture.

“They don’t pay us by piecework
there,” he said. “I get ten shillings a
day while I work for the firm, or I may
keep my pictures for myself. That
seemed fair but it soon taught me what
my pictures were worth without the
firm to back them. The public won’t
look at them if they’re not signed by an
old master, and the dealers wouldn’t
guarantee them; so I used to work for
the firm. Down in a cellar I always had
to work. It's easy enough to do an old

“1 work
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master by daylight, especially if you
only paint one kind all your life like
Rubens and the rest of them—but I'd
like to see any of them do it by electric
light, as I used to down in my cellar.

“When I had finished a picture it used
to go upstairs to the frame department
to be framed in real plaster; then
on to the signature department; and
after that it was ready for the
market.”

“You say you used to work,” I said.
“May I ask if you have given up doing
so?”

“T got the sack,” he blurted out. “1I
got the sack for coming in one night
after ten o’clock. They said I was hon-
est and industrious but they had the
reputation of the firm to consider and
they couldn’t have their employees
keeping late hours.”

“ But never mind,” I said,” you can
still paint your pictures.”

“ No, no,” he said hopelessly, “all
the dealers know why I got the sack,
and when the public know that they’ll
have nothing to do with me.”

This was some months ago, and only
to-day I read in a daily paper of old
masters going for £23-2-0, eight
guineas, fifteen guineas, and thirty-
three pounds twelve. I suspect that Sir
Titian has had to fall back on the old
kind and they don’t fetch the same
price.



