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The American Landscape
Tradition

In recent years there has been a tremen-
dous resurgence of interest in works of
art that reflect the American experience.
Although precise reasons for such a
change in attitude are difficult to pin-
point, it seems reasonable to assume that
this renewed appreciation stems from
nostalgia for an irretrievable past, which
was prompted by the Bicentennial atmo-
sphere of self-preoccupation. As a result,
after decades of neglect in favor of mod-
ernism, landscape painting is undergo-
ing a widespread popular revitalization.
Once again Americans are recognizing
the timeless appeal of the landscape to
our sense of nationalism as well as to
more universal sentiments.

A factor contributing to this situa-
tion was the international success of the
American Abstract Expressionist move-
ment in this century. Like the nineteenth-
century landscapists, these native artists
earned our respect by successfully chal-
lenging European aesthetic supremacy.
Within the course of a generation the
nineteenth-century landscapists created
a new and exciting visualization of na-
ture and, in particular, the American
landscape. Their explorations paralleled
the growth of the American spirit and
clearly established the landscape as this
country’s most vital cultural icon.

Today, we rarely think twice when
we see a landscape painting. Although
we may respond emotionally to the pleas-
ing aesthetics or note the sentiments
evoked by the place it depicts, the painted

landscape, the object itself, is common-
place and to a large extent taken for
granted. However, landscape has not al-
ways been so easily accepted as subject
matter. Prior to the close of the eigh-
teenth century, artists refused even to
recognize a pure landscape as worthy of
painting. They felt it lacked relevance to
daily life and should serve merely to em-
bellish a portrait or signal a literary as-
sociation. All this changed when philo-
sophical attitudes shifted from neoclas-
sicism to romanticism, with its attendant
emphasis on the sublime, the picturesque,
and the beautiful. Almost immediately,
nature and its painted image assumed an
unprecedented importance to writers,
artists, and the general public. The dia-
logues were intense and passionate, es-
tablishing nature as the pervasive theme
of the century with a societal function
unprecedented in Western civilization.
As nature assumed the position of a
secular religion, Americans began to
view the painted landscape as an integral
part of their cultural and aesthetic his-
tory. Nature was considered a source of
virtue, a setting for contemplation, and
an avenue to spiritual sustenance.! At the
same time it became a symbol of the new
nation. Throughout the nineteenth cen-
tury the message was clear: the destiny
of America, as a people and a culture,
was inextricably linked to the environ-
ment. Association with past achieve-
ments was lacking in this country, as
were its customary physical manifesta-
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tions, such as picturesque ruins. In their
place the primordial wilderness became a
visual metaphor that implied at one time
a natural past, a heroically powerful
present, and a promising future.
Asavehicleforcultural cohesiveness,
the landscape painting was a decided ex-
pression of patriotism that was addition-
ally valued for its civilizing influence.
Pictures of the countryside were some-
thing to which our ancestors could relate.
They nurtured pride and constituted a
shared experience in an otherwise plural-
ist society. The nineteenth-century land-
scape spirit was organic, expressed with
an intensity that matched its relevance
to contemporary society. Paralleling the
unfolding stories of geographical expan-
sion and evolving historical events, our
landscape tradition falls into distinct
phases. As areas such as the Hudson
River Valley, the New England coast, the
Great Plains, and the Rocky Mountains
were explored, a chronicle of views
emerged that reflected the unique quali-
ties of the individual geography and the
subjective interests of its explorers.

Almost from the outset, a contradic-
tory dialogue surrounded American land-
scape painting. A stylistic dichotomy ex-
isted between a conservatism that sought
to preserve traditional aesthetic values
and a stronger nationalism that sought
to create a native visual identity. At the
same time progress, or the march of civ-
ilization, triggered a view of nature as
both poetry and property.? Although this
difference was never resolved, it provided
the framework for an exciting and mean-
ingful landscape tradition. Artists work-
ing in this country were confronted with
a physical environment new to art. Com-
parative examples did not exist, and the
interpretation of the countryside accord-
ing to preexisting forms was not satis-
factory. A native vocabulary or a set of
guidelines was needed to incorporate
proven aesthetic values, while conveying
the unique beauty of this environment.
Also, a taste for American scenery
needed to be cultivated, and as we shall
see, this was a gradual process that was
accomplished by many individuals.

This quest for credibility was ap-
proached traditionally. As a people, we

logically gravitated to European tradi-
tions, for they were also ours. Despite
physical isolation, the nineteenth-century
landscapists remained acutely aware of
European movements through their asso-
ciation with English aesthetics. Assimi-
lation took time, and it was not until the
1820s that these artists really began to
reflect the distinctive qualities of this
country. Concurrently, it was widely re-
alized that the primordial wilderness of
the American landscape was the very em-
bodiment of romanticism.

Since the 1800s, American landscape
painting has changed significantly in
function as well as in style. Crucial to
our understanding of the American
landscape tradition is an awareness that
it encompassed complex psychological
and spiritual values that, while existing
in our past, possess striking relevance to
the present. Of particular interest is the
persistence of universal themes that ad-
dress the human condition and its rela-
tionship to nature. Through this associa-
tion the uniqueness of our culture as a
social and environmental phenomenon
was reaffirmed. As a result, we should
emphasize the affinity of our artists for a
state of mind that transcended the sty-
listic and valued thematic continuity in
American art. Thus, the landscape spirit
became a vital part of an ongoing search
for a valid American mythology and
iconography. A discussion of this prefer-
ence for thematic continuity should
broaden our appreciation of the Ameri-
can landscape tradition, as well as this
pivotal phase in our aesthetic and cul-
tural history.

The American landscape tradition
has been the subject of several books,
exhibitions, and critical reviews. While
exploring the changing vocabulary of the
American scene, our purpose will be to
deal with the vision of our artists and
their public of the native landscape and
to offer a structure of ideas illustrating
the diverse issues in any given period.
The key pictures will be presented as well
as the many others inspired by them.
Similarly, not only will this volume in-
clude the few individuals who directly
influenced the course of landscape paint-
ing but also the many who made impor-
tant contributions to its history.
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Discovery of the New World:
Artist-FEaplorers

The American landscape possesses a
timeless appeal. Even before its discov-
ery, this country existed as an abstrac-
tion in the European imagination, sym-
bolizing the fulfillment of a Judeo-Chris-
tian belief in an unspoiled Garden of
Eden. It was not until the Renaissance
that a new spirit of inguiry emerged, and
attitudes began to change for a variety
of intellectual, religious, economic, politi-
cal, and social reasons. The accomplish-
ments of this age are undisputed, and the
names of Michelangelo, Alberti, Galileo,
Copernicus, Huygens, and Newton are
well known. Although their efforts dif-
fered considerably, they shared the com-
mon goal of seeking to measure or more
fully define the realm of their experience,
be it physical or spiritual, through such
disciplines as physics, astronomy, archi-
tecture, anatomy, or art.

At the same time cartography played
a significant role in charting the New
World, defining its characteristics, and
exploring the extent of its riches. During
the latter half of the sixteenth century
the English were the most active in this
regard, being directed by an encouraging
queen, Elizabeth T (15633-1603), and the
exploratory ambitions of Sir Francis
Drake (15407-1596) and Sir Walter Ra-
leigh (15527-1618). Artists responded
by making nature their studio, thus as-

suming the dual role of explorers or sur-
veyors. In particular, two individuals,
who were serious students of nature,
emerged as accomplished artists.

As early as 1564 Jacques Le Moyne
de Morgues (d. 1588) was working in
Florida. Twenty years later John White
(active 1584-1593) accompanied a Ra-
leigh expedition to Virginia. Through
watercolors engraved in 1590/91 by
Théodore de Bry (1528-1598) and dis-
tributed throughout the continent, the
two artists enticed European curiosity
with their early glimpses of the New
World. Although a sense of immediacy
was lost in the transition to engravings,
these works were imbued with a spirit of
both documentary observation and ro-
mantic license. The natural plenitude
was clearly evident, and yet the printed
image failed to express the actuality of
the wilderness. Within the European
imagination the New World remained an
abstraction, tenaciously embodying an
idyllic vision while gradually responding
to the necessities of an emerging prag-
matism. Although these artists did not
revolutionize world art, their efforts did
initiate an unfolding story of visual dis-
coveries that would ultimately serve to
define “America.” At the same time they
clearly established several qualities that
would remain part of our aesthetic tra-
dition. These qualities include a function-
alism as it applies to the painted image,
the prominent role of the engraved print
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in the transmittal of a vital crafts basis,
and the perceptive mixture of realism
and idealism while maintaining a con-
vincing “sense of place.”?

The topographic view remained an
important source of visual information
about the New World. Artist-explorers
continued their chronicle during the sev-
enteenth century, but for some time after
the founding of Jamestown and Plym-
outh Plantation in the early 1600s, the
landscape remained a desolate wilder-
ness. Struggling to build their homes and
survive in the wilderness, the Colonists
had little time or inclination to contem-
plate the aesthetics of their surround-
ings. Many of them, true to their work-
ing-class backgrounds, considered art a
luxury and possessed no appreciation of
beauty for its own sake. The Colonists
also sought to maintain a cultural link
with their native country, so when art
was desired, the imported work was more
meaningful and certainly more compe-
tent. In America art was very much an
emerging craft, comparable to the ser-
vice performed by the blacksmith and
identified with signmaking, but still lack-
ing trained practitioners and an active
market. As late as 1767 John Singleton
Copley lamented this pragmatic Colonial
attitude: “A taste of painting is too
wanting in Boston to afford any kind of
help; and was it not for preserving the
resemblance of particular persons, paint-
ing would not be known in the place. The
people generally regard it [painting] no
more than any usefull trade, as they
sometimes term it, like that of carpenter,
tailor, or shoemaker, not as one of the
most noble Arts in the world.”*

Portraiture was the predominant
form of artistic expression. Stylistically,
it derived from a Dutch Baroque tradi-
tion that was interpreted in England by
Sir Godfrey Kneller (1646-1723), Sir
Peter Lely (1618-1680), and Sir An-
thony Van Dyck (1599-1641). The Col-
onies were beginning to prosper, and that
was a result of the unique personalities
of their inhabitants. Individuality and
self-reliance were key ingredients, and
artists were called upon as craftsmen to
perform a function: to record an accu-
rate likeness for posterity while clearly
establishing the prestige and social status

of the sitter. Authors estimate that be-
tween 50 and 400 pictures were done dur-
ing the seventeenth century; collectively
they indicate a more favorable attitude
toward the practicing artist.

Landskips and the Topographic
Tradition

Increasingly, the American Colonies
along the Atlantic seaboard began to
thrive. The Appalachian Mountains pro-
vided a natural deterrent to westward
expansion, but also gave the Colonists
time to strengthen their social structure.
Population and wealth expanded as the
threat to survival lessened, and the pub-
lic directed greater attention to the ap-
pearance of things around them. Archi-
tecture became more spirited. Georgian
forms, as seen in Wiliamsburg, Virginia,
eradually replaced the earlier, more mas-
sive, and crudely constructed buildings.
Furniture in the 1720s assumed the ele-
gance and grace of the Queen Anne style.
Tankards and other silver items became
more decorative.

Although relatively few examples
survive, other expressions of Baroque
aesthetics were the landskips, painted
ornamental panels, or wall decorations
that were advertised increasingly in the
major cities (see pl. 2)." Perhaps the
best of these include the eleven wall
panels for the Palladian house of Wil-
liam Clark in Boston (1712/14-1742);
the panels from Marmion, King George
County, Virginia; the hand-painted pa-
pers in the Jeremiah Lee House in Mar-
blehead, Massachusetts; and at the Van
Rensselaer Manor House, Albany, New
York. Arriving in Philadelphia from
Sweden in 1712, Gustavus Hesselius
(1682-1755), best known for his mytho-
logical subjects and Indian portraits, ad-
vertised landskips in 1740 in the Penn-
sylvania Gazette. And in 1737 the
Charleston, South Carolina, painter
Bishop Roberts (d. 1739) advertised
landscapes of any size to be used as over-
mantels. Landscapes were mentioned
more frequently as the time of the Revo-
lution approached, but they remained
predominantly decorative in response to
contemporary taste and almost entirely
unrelated to the environment. It seems



likely that these early “landskips” were
an alternative expression of interest in
topographic views rather than an indica-
tion of popularity for landscape paint-
ing.

As prospects of financial success
continued to attract Europeans to the
Colonies, the resulting urban expansion
called for topographic views. Tt was these
views that became the first authentic
landscapes of America. In about 1717
William Burgis (active in this country
1716-1732) arrived in Boston. Ten years
later Peter Pelham (1697-1751) fol-
lowed. Both were accomplished engrav-
ers. In 1743, Burgis, on three copper-
plates over four feet long, completed a
bird’s-eye view of a prosperous Boston
harbor from the southeast.® The detail is
quite impressive, but equally significant
is Burgis’s preference for the panoramic
view. Pelham was trained as a mezzo-
tinter, but finding the market limited, he
applied his engraver’s sensibilities to
painting. Pelham and Burgis were also
influential in the establishment of a
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strong graphic influence in our art. In
much the same way that their views in-
formed Europeans, engravings of mas-
terpieces of world art were an impor-
tant aesthefic resource for the Colonial
painter. We find this ongoing graphic in-
fluence consistently determining a strong
linearity and a contrast of light and dark.
Pelham is largely remembered as the
stepfather of John Singleton Copley, a
pivotal figure in Colonial American art,
through which this graphic emphasis was
confirmed.

During the eighteenth century, the
English continued to swell America’s
population and exert the predominant in-
fluence on her culture. Of particular note
was the arrival of John Smibert (1688-
1751). Arriving in 1729 at Newport,
Rhode Island, Smibert was the first artist
of true professional status to arrive in
this country. He possessed a thorough
knowledge of fashionable style and im-
mediately sought commissions from Bos-
ton society. After painting the wife of

1. John Smibert (1688-1751): Vew of Boston. 1738. Qil on canvas, 30” x 50”. English-born
Smibert came to Boston in 1729, bringing a collection of old master engravings and antique
casts. In contrast to the flat canvases of the Colonial limners, his paintings invited spectator
participation through a convincing representation of three-dimensional space. Considered both
here and abroad to be among the foremost painters of the day, Smibert provided an important
example to younger painters and nurtured Colonial artistic patronage. (Childs Gallery, Boston)




2. Unidentified artist: Overmantel from the Gardiner Gilman House, Exeter, New Hampshire.
c. 1775, Qil on panel, 28” x 4734”. This handsome panel, showing an imaginary rather than an
actual scene, is a splendid example of overmantel painting. It was not until the mid-eighteenth
century that popular attitudes toward painted landscapes began to change. Patrons in their
enthusiasm to decorate elegant homes quickly realized the landscape’s decorative potential and
elevated this new art form to a status symbol. (Amon Carter Museum)

the Governor, he completed his major
work, The Bermuda Group (Dean George
Berkeley and His Family, 1728-1729),
which can be described as the first pro-
fessionally painted group portrait in
America. Despite modest financial suc-
cess, Smibert was confronted by the re-
ality of a limited market, forcing him to
supplement his income by teaching and
selling art supplies.

In the April 14, 1730, issue of the
London Daily Courant one critic praised
another side of Smibert’s work: “Land-
skips how gay! arise in every Light,/And
fresh Creation rush upon the Sight.”
Like Thomas Gainsborough, Smibert pe-
riodically painted a landscape for diver-
sion when bored by his portraits. In 1749
he wrote an acquaintance that he “hath
been diverting my self with somethings
in the Landskip way which you know I
always liked.”” But until recently, this
aspect of his work was unknown. Vew of
Boston (1738, see pl. 1) is not unlike the
Burgis engraving, stressing topograph-
ical accuracy, a feeling of space, and
formal linearity. At the same time the
foreground figural imagery recalls the

comments of a contemporary, Mark
Catesby (16797-1749) who, in referring
to the Carolinas, praised the “variety of
the blessings of Nature.” These com-
ments indicate that while nature had be-
come less a tool of commerce, its values
were yet unclear. Smibert continued to
work, but the absence of professional
standards greatly contributed to the arti-
ficial and staid qualities that characterize
his later work.

Other immigrating Englishmen nur-
tured an interest in landscape by further-
ing a strong topographic tradition. Two
works epitomize the skillful union of art
and narrative science: Burgis's Sceno-
graphia Americana (1768) and J. F. W.
Des Barres’s Atlantic Neptune (1763—
1784).% These works were prompted by
European curiosity rather than Colonial
demand. As a group, the Colonists were
not yet prepared to investigate the vir-
tues of their environment. It was left to
these English spectators to point out its
unique and inspiring qualities.

Meanwhile, in Europe, the influence
of organized religion was on the decline.



Nature was discussed with unprece-
dented fervor, and landscape painting
was beginning a significant transition.
Traditionally, nature had been viewed
as an expression of divine purpose, and
landscape painting adhered to a classic
attitude that stressed ideal proportion
and formal relationships. Intellectualism
superseded truth to visual reality. Ac-
cordingly, the physical landscape was
structured to stress orderliness and to
avoid any hint of imperfection. During
the eighteenth century the theme of na-
ture was further revived by Edmund
Burke (1729-1797) in the widely read A
Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of
Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful
(1757). He dealt with a theme in the psy-
chology of artistic experience that
stressed objects in the material world
and their effect on our emotions and in-
ner consciousness. Basically, Burke dis-
cussed nature within a framework based
on such words as the sublime and the
beautiful. Although the nomenclature
was decidedly different, Burke was
largely restating the traditional divisions
of landscape painting as a genre, a con-
cept that dates back to Longinus.? Tn 1708
the French art historian and theorist
Roger de Piles (1635-1709) discussed
these divisions as the heroic (sublime/
natural) and the rural or pastoral (beau-
tiful/picturesque). During the seven-
teenth century these two modes of view-
ing were embodied in the work of
Salvator Rosa and Claude Lorrain. As
embodied by Rosa, the heroic landscape
emphasized the forces of nature by seek-
ing to create a grand, extraordinary ef-
fect or an agreeable illusion. On the
other hand Lorrain represented the rural
or pastoral mode, emphasizing the peace
and harmony of nature (the beautiful),
the cultivated scene with its orderly ar-
rangement of forms or nature in its
original state (wilderness). These con-
trasting modes are often confusing, but
in many respects the heroic versus pas-
toral conflict is equatable in simpler
terms to that existing between the dy-
namic and the calm, the real and the
ideal. Numerous individuals echoed
Burke and his discussion of the sublime,
including Immanuel Kant (1724-1804),
Critique of Judgment (1790), and Archi-
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bald Alison (1757-1839), Essays on the
Nature and Principles of Taste (1790).
In 1783 Hugh Blair provided this cogent
definition: “Nothing is more sublime
than mighty power and strength. A
stream that runs within its bank is a
beautiful object ; but when it rushes down
with the impetuosity and noise of a tor-
rent, it becomes a sublime one.”1?

The Beginnings of a Tradition:
Romanticism

Shortly after the migratory wave from
England that brought Smibert to this
country, our first native artists were
born, among them John Singleton Copley
(1737-1815) and Benjamin West (1738-
1820). The work that set Copley’s career
in motion was The Boy with a Squirrel
(c. 1765), which drew a positive re-
sponse from Sir Joshua Reynolds, who
described it with such phrases as “hard-
ness in the drawing, coldness in the
shades, an over-minuteness.” In contrast
to current English painting, this work
established qualities that were to charac-
terize American art. John Wilmerding
succinetly stated those qualities as “a
preference for factuality, the almost sci-
entific concern for the physical world,
and the early graphic tradition charac-
terized by such linear and tonal sharp-
ness,’”’!

These were years of mounting ten-
sions between England and the Colonies,
and Copley, strained by the situation here
and encouraged by West, finally left for
England. There he prospered, delving
into history painting with a success that
anticipated the onset of romanticism.
West, meanwhile, pursued his fascina-
tion with the classical theories of the Ger-
man archaeologist and art critic Johann J.
Winckelmann (1717-1768). But like
Copley, he applied these classical aes-
thetic attitudes to current events.’? At
the same time Reynolds was involved in
the scientific search for the secrets of
Renaissance color theory. In large part
he determined the strong English inter-
est in colorism as it predominated during
the neoclassic period. Late in life West
was greatly influenced by Burke’s trea-
tise on the sublime. West was an impor-
tant painter who projected a mode of
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history painting ideally suited to the new
nation because it extolled contemporary
events and heroes. In any case West’s
position was crucial, for he was the key
transmitter of European aesthetic theo-
ries to his visiting American students.
His London studio, a haven where indi-
viduality was stressed, provided an invig-
orating and instructive environment for
such visiting Americans as Washington
Allston, Matthew Pratt (1734-1805),
Samuel F. B. Morse (1791-1872), John
Trumbull (1756-1843), Gilbert Stuart
(1755-1828), Charles Willson Peale
(1741-1827), and less directly, John
Vanderlyn (1775-1852).

For individuals both here and
abroad the success of the American Rev-
olution (1775-1783) indicated that his-
tory was at a turning point. But the ef-
fects on our society were delayed. As
stated by Arthur M. Schlesinger in The
Birth of the Nation,

The American War for Independence
was therefore limited in its aims and
limited in its outcome. It freed the
American state, but not yet the Ameri-
can mind. Nationalism and democracy,
in their more ardent expression, fol-
lowed rather than accompanied the Rev-
olution. It was not until the early nine-
teenth century that a truly distinctive
American civilization began to emerge.!?

Optimism and a sense of destiny existed,
but the prevailing social, cultural, moral,
and intellectual heritage continued to
bind the Colonies. Curiously, even after
more than nine generations since James-
town, the Colonists never lost their sense
of being English.

The principles involved in the Amer-
ican Revolution were universal and their
endurance provided an important cata-
lyst that ultimately unleashed a series of
world events of profound aesthetic sig-
nificance. In particular, the French Rev-
olution in 1789 disrupted earlier patterns
of patronage and acceptable subject mat-
ter. A specialist emerged who no longer

responded to private commissions, but .

served a larger and more diversified
anonymous market. And more important,
world events between 1793 and 1802 pro-
vided the circumstances for the emer-

gence of one of the most creative move-
ments in Western civilization—romanti-
cism.

As a state of mind romanticism
marked a reaction in literature, philoso-
phy, art, religion, and politics.™ It re-
placed the Enlightenment philosophy, of
which humanity was the focal point, and
its emergence is dated to the publication,
starting in 1798, of the Lyrical Ballads
by Coleridge (1772-1834) and Words-
worth (1770-1850). Through Coleridge
and Wordsworth these sentiments, dat-
ing to the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, regained a striking relevance.
As a result of the widespread human suf-
fering and unpleasantness that accom-
panied the Industrial Revolution and the
sudden growth of cities, the impact of
their verses gained a wide following.

Romanticism is difficult to define be-
cause it was more a state of mind than
a movement. The public, never com-
pletely swayed in its favor, retained some
preference for various modes of clas-
gicism. Consequently, the divisions per-
sisted ; artists sought either a literal ren-
dering of a scene in line with tradition
(realism) or an interpretation of that
scene according to a particular state of
mind (idealism). Romanticism persisted
through much of the nineteenth century,
but as late as 1824 critics were still seek-
ing an explanation of the term, with
divergent and disappointing results. In
retrospect the term served as a focal
point for a new religious belief, with
aesthetic and metaphysical meanings. It
acknowledged the value of the individual
in relation to the universe as a whole
and it exalted nature and viewed it as a
revelation of Truth, as the “living gar-
ment” of God. Its literature idealized
rural life and expressed an enthusiasm
for wilderness.

Romanticism  found Americans
ready to establish a landscape tradition.
Lacking such influential tastemakers as
the English nature poets, but possessing
all the elements for the romantic mood,
this country embraced the movement
both aesthetically and philosophically. It
was the primordial wilderness and not
civilized Europe that best articulated
this movement. Our concept of beauty



and our attitudes toward landscape
painting were formulated within the ten-
ets of romanticism and characterized by
a vogue for the picturesque and an active
pantheism. Throughout the nineteenth
century romanticism provided Ameri-
rans with a viable and multifaceted aes-
thetic tradition.

The emergence of an indigenous
landscape tradition was inextricably tied
to the gradual spread of romanticism, the
availability of professional artists, and
the public acceptance of meaning in our
landscape. In this country its pace ac-
companied the tide of nationalism that
culminated in the years after the War of
1812 with Andrew Jackson’s election to
the presidency in 1828. Meanwhile, the
Colonial atmosphere of peace and oppor-
tunity attracted a wave of artists in the
1790s. Although trained in an English
topographic tradition, they brought des-
perately needed insight and technical
abilities, and directly influenced public
aesthetic consciousness by their engraved
“views.” Although an object of curiosity,
the countryside lacked the rich historical
associations to which visiting Furopeans
were accustomed.

Among the first wave of artists were
William Birch (1755-1834), William
Winstanley (active 1792-1806), Francis
Guy (1760-1820), William Groombridge
(1748-1811), George Beck (1748/50—
1812, see pl. 3), and Michele F. Corné
(1752-1832), who signaled two impor-
tant and enduring qualities: Corné’s de-
pendency upon ‘“design,” which was the
staple of our folk tradition; and Beck’s
responsiveness to the natural wilderness
of our environment. The second group in
the 1810s included trained watercolorists
such as Joshua Shaw (e. 1776-1860) and
W. G. Wall (1782-1864), who toured the
countryside creating works subsequently
engraved by John Hill (1770-1850) for
travel books such as Pictiuresque Views
of American Scenery (1820) and The
Hudson River Portfolio (1828), respec-
tively. Hill states in his introduction,
“The vast regions present to the eye ev-
ery variety of the beautiful and sublime

. striking however and original the
features of nature are in the United
States, they have rarely been made the
subject of pictorial delineation. . . .
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America only, of all the countries of civ-
ilized man is unsung and undescribed.”!?
Another Inglish landscapist was
Joshua Shaw, who arrived in 1817 and
brought with him a romantic penchant
for the sublime. Tllustrating a scene from
Genesis, T'he Deluge (c. 1813, see pl. 33)
is an excellent example of a romantic
composition, with all its accompanying
devices to instill a sense of awe and ter-
ror in the spectator. Shaw was an inno-
vator who, after 1817, began to respond
to the unique atmospheric nuances of
American light. At last the American
countryside was being discovered and de-
lineated with precise draftsmanship ac-
cording to a picturesque mood. In his
later paintings Shaw followed a mode
described in 1804 by William Gilpin:

Nature should be copied, as an author
should be translated. If, like Horace’s

3. George Beck (1748/50-1812) : Great Falls
of the Potomac. 1796-1797. Oil on canvas,
42”7 x 60”. A diversified talent, Beck arrived
in this country from England in 1795. Like
William Winstanley, he was fortunate to
receive from George Washington in 1796
several commissions of the wild Potomae
River as it broke through the Blue Ridge
Mountains to the Great Falls. Upon his re-
tirement Washington took the painting from
the presidential mansion in Philadelphia to
Mount Vernon. (Mount Vernon Ladies’ As-
sociation of the Union)
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4. Washington Allston (1779-1843): Rising of a Thunderstorm at Sea. 1804. Oil on canvas,
3814” x 51”. After several years as a pupil of Benjamin West in London, Allston traveled ex-
tensively through France, Switzerland, and Italy before reaching Rome in 1805. Capturing an
observed spectacle of nature, this painting was done in Paris in 1804. The canvas reflects not
only his discovery of the stormy seascapes of Joseph Vernet but also his emerging fascination
with a romantic spirit through which nature’s awesome power and inspiring beauty are
poignantly joined. This romantic inclination was strengthened during the next three years
in Rome by his close friendship with Washington Irving and Samuel Taylor Coleridge. (Mu-

seum of Fine Arts, Boston,; Everett Fund)

translator, you give word for word, your
work will necessarily be insipid. But if
you catch the meaning of your author,
and give it freely, in the idiom of the
language into which you translate, your
translation may have both the spirit and
truth of the original. Translate nature
in the same way. Nature has its idiom,
as well as language; and so has paint-
ing, 16

In 1818 the native-born Washington
Allston (1779-1843) returned to this

country. Like Trumbull and Vanderlyn
after the War of 1812, Allston returned
to join in what must have seemed a pros-
perous national destiny.'™ In any case he
played a crucial role as the leading repre-
sentative of English romanticism in this
country. This individuality was shaped
by the influence of his teacher, Benjamin
West, and the romantic sensibilities of
his close acquaintances, Coleridge and
Wordsworth. Allston’s personality was
clearly suited to romanticism and its aes-



thetic alternatives. Painted during his
first trip to Europe, Rising of a Thunder-
storm at Sea (1804, see pl. 4) establishes
Allston’s place at the beginning of an
American preference for romanticism.
Unlike a history painting with its numer-
ous associations, the landscape painting
conveys its moral through the power and
beauty of nature.

To Allston, art was an exploration
of the vision that dwelled in his own
mind.'® After returning from his second
Kuropean visit in 1818, Allston entered a
new phase of his life, becoming more
meditative and introspective. In time, he
became increasingly interested in the
painterly investigation of color and form
over subject matter. Captivated by the
Venetian technique of color glazing, All-
ston pursued a mood of reverie by creat-
ing paintings with a “luminous appear-
ance. . . . what Titian calls the ‘luce di
dentro’ or internal light.”!? Allston’s col-
orist experiments culminated in one of
his most lyrical and poetically sensitive
works—Moonlit Landscape (1819, see
pl. 34). After years abroad Allston re-
called the moment of return, “A home-
sickness which . . . I could not over-
come, brought me back to my own coun-
try in 1818. We made Boston Harbour
on a clear evening in October. It was an
evening to remember! The wind fell and
left our ship almost stationary on a long
low swell, as smooth as glass and un-
dulating under one of our gorgeous au-
tumnal skies like a prairie of amber. The
moon looked down on us like a living
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thing, as if to bid us welcome.”’20

Allston’s special achievement re-
sulted from his molding of color and light
to the tenets of the romantic movement
and, more important, to the American
landscape. Each quality sought to inspire
the imagination of the viewers, enabling
them to reflect freely on their individual-
ity and experiences. The Transcendental-
ist Margaret Tuller assessed his
achievement in terms that recalled All-
ston’s delight at discovering Titian: “The
calm and meditative cast of those pic-
tures, the ideal beauty that shone
through rather than in them, and the
harmony of coloring were unlike any-
thing else I saw.””! Allston hinted at
painterly qualities that distinguished nu-
merous nineteenth- and twentieth-cen-
tury artists, from Thomas Cole to the
luminists, and beyond to Winslow Homer,
Albert Pinkham Ryder, and Charles
Burchfield, among others. Increasingly,
artists pursued a romantic vision that
sought to establish the inherent union be-
tween nature and the human spirit. Of
all the qualities in this country’s vast
wilderness, licht emerges as a key factor
in our iconic repertoire and as a meta-
phor for contemplative solitude. Through
much of the nineteenth century, this
country lacked an internal cohesiveness.
We were still a country of island com-
munities, with little communication be-
tween them. Artistic reputations were
restricted, and as a result, Allston’s in-
novations were only gradually embraced
and practiced by others.

11
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TWO

The Landscape as a Cultural
Artifact

Mobility was greatly enhanced in Amer-
ica by the completion of the Erie Ca-
nal in October 1825. Begun in 1817
and derisively called Clinton’s Ditch, the
canal’s completion represented the great-
est engineering accomplishment of the
time and mirrored the prevailing mood
of nationalism. Almost immediately the
Hudson River Valley became a site of
leisure activity and the American wilder-
ness an object of curiosity, and pride. A
month after the canal opened, Richard
Ray, on November 17, 1825, addressed
the American Academy of the Fine Arts,
clearly linking the arrival of romanticism
to the newly discovered virtues of the
Hudson River Valley. Asher B. Durand
engraved the frontispiece to his pub-
lished text, which stated in part,

To the Artist . . . our country affords
peculiar advantages: I mean the Land-
scape-painter. For him extends an un-
appropriated world, where the glance of
genius may descry new combinations of
colors, and new varieties of prospect.
... Come then . .. your country points
you to its stupendous cataracts, its high-
lands intersected with the majestic river,
its ranging mountains, its softer and
enchanting scenery. There, where Na-
ture needs no ficticious charms, where
the eye requires no borrowed assistance
from the memory, place on the canvas
the lovely landscape, and adorn our
houses with American prospects and
American skies.>?

The cultural nationalism reflected in
this passage was given added meaning
by the sweeping popular election of An-
drew Jackson, the “people’s friend” and
hero of the War of 1812, as president in
1828. His victory signaled an era of op-
timism that lasted until 1864. American
culture was never so distinctively Amer-
ican. Suddenly, the wilderness landscape
was valued for its Americanizing influ-
ence and its ability to transmit new en-
ergy to our society. It came to symbolize
the manifest destiny of the young Repub-
lic. As recently stated, “To Americans,
the power and potential of a working
democracy seemed to be mirrored, even
glorified, in the natural beauty of the
continent itself.”** Within this democ-
racy, painting became a popular art and
a favorite pastime. Following Allston’s
example, the painted landscape was as-
suming the former moral role of history
painting, defining for its public both the
native wonders of the American country-
side and its sublime revelation of God’s
presence.**

Allston and, to a lesser extent,
Joshua Shaw were transitional figures
between Benjamin West’s emphasis on
historicism and Thomas Cole’s moral al-
legories. In the interim several artists
were becoming aware of the landscape’s
moral suggestiveness. By 1818/1820
Asher B. Durand was establishing a close
tie with romanticism through the poetic
verses of a favorite author—James
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Thomson (1700-1748). His engravings
of Autumn and Winter for a proposed
edition of Thomson’s Seasons were of a
decided romantic sensibility and dealt
with themes that would form the prem-
ises of our landscape tradition: the
smallness of humanity before the gran-
deur of nature, the wilderness of the
American forest, and the unaltered
beauty of God's creation, sanctified as in
a Garden of Eden.

At about the same time other artists
could be found doing English-style land-
scapes. Alvan Fisher (1792-1863) was
working in Boston, Thomas Birch (1779-
1851) was in Philadelphia, and Thomas
Doughty (1793-1856) frequented both
cities. Changing attitudes in the, 1820s
are exemplified by Doughty, who aban-
doned a profitable business to become a
full-time landscape painter. While often
technically  rivaling Thomas  Cole,
Doughty was unable to reconcile the di-
lemma of English forms with American
subject matter. A River Glimpse (c.
1820-1821, see pl. 40) clearly demon-
strates his response to the pastoral
charm and romantic possibilities of the
countryside. Doughty worked out-of-
doors; however, his paintings were a
composite view of a location rather than
an unaltered response to the realities of
a particular scene. His later works con-
tinued in this direction, opposing public
taste and diminishing his popular appeal.
In spite of this situation he took an im-
portant early step toward realizing the
aesthetic and philosophical potentials of
the American landscape.

As the ideals of Jacksonian democ-
racy increasingly swayed civic sentiment,
two artists in particular were recognized
for their striking narratives: Thomas
Cole and Asher B. Durand. Clearly, Cole
was the forerunner who paved the way
for Durand’s appreciation of American
scenery. At the same time Cole faced
certain limitations that precluded com-
plete objectivity to nature. Like Allston,
Cole was greatly influenced by the Eng-
lish nature poets, but differed in his em-
phasis on “idea” over any technical con-
siderations. He was entirely sympathetic
to the portrayal of nature’s sublime
aspects, preoccupied with joining the

painted landscape to moral pantheist
overtones. Cole’s dilemma is especially
perplexing when we realize that his “Es-
say on American Scenery” (1835) pro-
vided a vocabulary or series of explana-
tions that enabled both spectator and
artist alike to abandon traditional atti-
tudes and respond solely to the land-
scape’s distinctiveness.”> The often-
quoted 1825 exchanges between Cole and
the Baltimore collector Robert Gilmor,
Jr., indicate not only Cole’s attitude but
also a measure of emerging public taste.
In unfavorably comparing one of Cole’s
paintings to a Doughty, Gilmor stated,
“As long as Doughty painted and studied
from Nature . . . his pictures were
pleasing, because the scene was real, the
foliage varied and unmannered and the
broken ground and rocks and masses had
the very impress of being after originals
and not ideals. . . . I prefer real Amer-
ican scenes to compositions, leaving the
distribution of light, choice of atmo-
sphere and clouds, and in short all that is
to render its natural effect as pleasing
and spirited as the artist can feel per-
mitted to do without violation of its
truth.”*¢ Gilmor’s pragmatism was well
suited to the graphic technique of Du-
rand and current fashion, but Cole was
quick to respond, “If I am not misin-
formed, the first pictures which have
been produced, both historical and land-
scapes, have been compositions, certainly
the best antique statues are compositions;
Raphael’s pictures, those of all the great
painters are something more than mere
imitations of nature as they found it.

. If the imagination is shackled,
nothing is described but what we see,
seldom will anything great be produced
in Painting or Poetry.”*" Durand, as we
shall see, accepted this aspect of public
taste, largely because it agreed with his
own attitudes. Unfortunately, Cole re-
mained perplexed, for it was not until
late in his life that he accepted the belief
that an unprecedented quality of the sub-
lime could be found in the commonplace
of the American landscape.

English-born Thomas Cole (1801-
1848) is credited with founding the Hud-
son River School when in 1825 three of
his landscapes attracted the attention of

13
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John Trumbull, William Dunlap, and
Asher B. Durand. A school was not
founded on this oeccasion; rather, an
emerging spirit and an aesthetic prefer-
ence were acknowledged, and the young
Cole was given encouragement to pursue
his individual interests.2s His early works
betray a debt to the landscapes of
Thomas Doughty and Thomas Birch,
which he studied in 1823. The works are
fresh and innovative, drawing freely
upon romantic sources, yet skillfully
hinting at the realism of the American
wilderness. Still, Cole was not content
merely to create realistic narratives of
American scenery; he felt compelled to
use the landscape as a stage on which a
moral allegory could be acted out. His
Erpulsion from the Garden of Eden
(1828) directly parallels the engravings
in John Martin’s (1789-1854) edition of
Paradise Lost (1824-1827) and displays
his susceptibility to an apocalyptic vision
through the dramatic treatment of
lighted spatial voids. In 1829 Cole re-
turned to England where he was capti-
vated by The British Museum’s extensive
collection of landscape drawings by
Claude Lorrain and etchings by Rem-
brandt. Their use of light to create a
dramatic treatment of space especially
impressed Cole, and their influence is evi-
dent in his oil sketches done while in
Europe. After almost two years in Lon-
don and Paris he turned to Italy, spend-
ing eight months in Florence and about
three in Rome where, coincidentally, he
worked in Claude Lorrain’s studio. Cole
was at ease in Florence because he felt
the city’s works of art reflected the truth
and splendor of nature. However, Rome
was especially rewarding because of the
poignant associations between art and
history, moral virtues, and the physical
world. Rome provided a nurturing at-
mosphere for his romantic sensibility,
furnishing a striking metaphor of the
“golden age” and the emerging young
Republie. Despite Italy’s emotional ap-
peal Cole was increasingly missing “the
wilderness places of America.” He re-
turned to America in 1832 and showed a
greater propensity for moral allegories,
combining themes that dealt with the
progress of civilization, the passage of
time, moral virtues, human vulnerability,

and the wilderness of nature. Cole’s ideas
on the death of civilization were influ-
enced by a book that had an immense fol-
lowing at the time: Comte de Volney’s
Ruines; ou, Méditation sur les révolu-
tions des empires (1791). This book and
current archaeological excavations “drew
a picture of entire civilizations, dead,
vanished, swept away upon the stream
of time.”?® In response Cole conceptual-
ized a series of canvases stressing nature
as an enduring manifestation of God
while emphasizing its inherent opposi-
tion to civilization. The 1830s witnessed
four such commissioned series: The
Course of Empire (1833-1836) for Lu-
man Reed, Departure and Return (1837)
for William P. Van Rensselaer, Past
and Present (1838) for P. G. Stuyvesant,
and The Voyage of Life (1839, see pl.
54) for Samuel Ward, Jr. Although im-
pressive in size and effect, the works fol-
lowed a formula derived from European
prototypes and eventually lost Cole's
earlier originality and spontaneity. The
public appreciated the high moral content
of these paintings, but for their homes
they wanted realistic views of American
scenes.

Done while he was working on The
Course of Empire series, The Ouxbow
(The Connecticut River near Northamp-
ton) (1836, see pl. 5) is among Cole’s
finest works. It is a monumental history
painting that, by consecrating a real
place, clearly indicates the painterly and
philosophical possibilities of the Ameri-
can landscape. All hints of intimacy are
submerged in a panoramic view of the
wilderness. Cole’s sense of perspective—
from above, a different vantage point
from that of the artist—creates an illu-
sion of vastness, anticipates the future
by the suggestive distance, and directly
involves the spectator in its sublime ex-
perience. The American countryside was
ideally suited to panoramic treatment,
the societal benefit of which was sue-
cinctly expressed by an anonymous con-
temporary of John Vanderlyn.

Panoramic exhibitions possess so much
of the magic deceptions of the art, as
irresistibly to captivate all classes of
spectators, which gives them a decided
advantage over every other description
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5. Thomas Cole (1801-1848): The Oxbow (The Connecticut River near Northampion). 1836.
0il on canvas, 5134” x 76”. On the advice of his close friend and patron, Luman Reed, Cole in
early 1836 set out to paint a picture specifically for exhibition. He was reluctant as “fancy
pictures” sold poorly, but noted with pride an already begun view of Mount Holyoke. With
extraordinary skill Cole consecrated a real place, choosing the moment after a thunderstorm
to explore the panoramic possibilities from a promontory overlooking the Connecticut River.
For Cole the storm brought “beauty in their train,” and his confident rendering of the recently
freshened luxuriant vegetation indeed rivals the landscape studies of his English contemporary
John Constable. (The Metropolitan Musewm of Art; Gift of Mrs. Russell Sage, 1908)

of pictures; for no study or