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Peabody Essex Museum, Salem,
Massachusetts
by Jeanne Schinto
Photos courtesy New-York
Historical Society

Painting the American Vision,
an exhibition of 45 Hudson
River school paintings from the
New-York Historical Society, is
on view through November 6 at
the Peabody Essex Museum in
Salem, Massachusetts. Seldom
lent, the works are being shared
with other institutions while the
historical society undergoes a
renovation. For those who see
the show at PEM or either of its
remaining venues—the
Columbia Museum of Art in
Columbia, South Carolina, and
the Crystal Bridges Museum of
American Art in Bentonville,
Arkansas—it's a rare
opportunity.
The 19th-century landscapes by
Thomas Cole, Asher B.
Durand, John Frederick
Kensett, Frederic E. Church,
and others are "foundational
icons of American art history,"
in the words of PEM's
coordinating curator Sam Scott.
Lynda Roscoe Hartigan, PEM's
chief curator, said, "These
painters helped dedne our
national identity."

Albert Bierstadt (1830-1902),
Donner Lake from the Summit ,
1873, oil on canvas, 72 1/8" x
120 3/16".

Frederic E. Church (1826-1900),
Cayambe , 1858, oil on canvas,
30" x 48 1/8".

Jasper Francis Cropsey (18231900), Sunset, Lake George, New
York , 1867, oil on canvas, 24¼" x
44".

Inspiring viewers to
contemplate the grandeur of
nature, the Hudson River
school painters typically
featured such elements as a
magestic mountain range, a
tranquil body of water,
Asher B. Durand (1796-1886),
venerable trees, grazing cows,
The Solitary Oak , 1844, oil on
proportionally tiny people
boating, dshing, and picnicking, canvas, 36" x 48".
and light. Always there's the
light, ranging from sunrise golds
and sunset corals to acid greens
and azures.
But there's a deeper message in
these works, Scott told his press
previewers just before the
exhibition opened on July 30.
He directed them to "relax
[their] eyes into" the pictures,
letting the vastness of the spaces
be felt. He also suggested that
they examine some of the works'
less obvious details—the
occasional downed tree, the
moss growing on a crumbling
wall, the place where the sea has
broken down a bit of the
coastline, and other evidence of
entropy. Much of it is the result
of forces of nature, but much of
it is not. "You'll notice an axecut stump in many of the
pictures," Scott said. That's the
hand of humans at work on
these landscapes.

Asher B. Durand, White
Mountain Scenery, Franconia
Notch, New Hampshire , 1857,
oil on canvas, 48¼" x 72½".

John Frederick Kensett (18161872), Nahant Rock and
Seashore , 1855, oil on canvas, 18"
x 30".

"The Course of Empire," a dvepart series painted 1833-36 by
Hudson River school founding
father Thomas Cole, serves as
the exhibition's most explicit
warning against the hubris of
empire building. The paintings
show the rise and fall of an
imaginary city. The scenes,
George Inness (1825-1894),
which are given their own
Hackensack Meadows, Sunset ,
gallery at PEM, depict roughly 1859, oil on canvas, 18¼" x 26".
the same spot in a river valley
over time. The sequence goes
from untamed wilderness (The
Savage State) to bucolic utopia
(The Arcadian or Pastoral State)
to super-power defdom (The
Consummation of Empire),
then to decayed and dnally
abandoned ruin (Destruction
and Desolation).
The man who commissioned
"The Course of Empire" was
Luman Reed (1787-1836), a
New Yorker who grew rich as a
merchant of dry goods and
groceries. In the last six years of
his life he assembled one of the
most signidcant, early
collections of American art.
Another Hudson River school
patron, nearly as early in his
timing as Reed, was Robert L.
Stuart (1806-1882). The son of
a Scottish immigrant who
opened a candy store in New
York, Stuart went into the
sweets business too, in a much
bigger way, as a sugar redner.
His art collecting was also
supersize, and it's well
represented in this exhibition.

The second and the last in the
series by Thomas Cole (18011848), "The Course of Empire"—
The Arcadian or Pastoral State ,
circa 1884, and Desolation , 1836.
Each is oil on canvas, 39¼" x
63¼".

John Ferguson Weir (1841-1926),
"Mr. Stuart's gallery of paintings View of the Highlands from West
Point , 1862, oil on linen, 19½" x
was collected with great pains
and lavish outlay and was one of 33".
the dnest in the City," his New
York Times obituary stated. It's
pertinent, however, that only European artists in his collection—JeanLéon Gérôme, William-Adolphe Bouguereau, Eugène Joseph
Verboeckhoven, and others—were mentioned in that brief account of
Stuart's life. The Hudson River school practitioners and patrons were
working against the longstanding idea that all things European were
superior to anything Americans produced.
That's one reason why so many of the artists made pilgrimages across the
Atlantic, and why there is a section of European subjects in the
exhibition, including Cole's The Vale and Temple of Segestae, Sicily, and
William Stanley Haseltine's Castle of Ostia Seen from the Pine Forest of
Castel Fusano. If any of them hoped to become artists of the drst rank,
they believed they needed to come to terms with the Europeans, take the
best of what they were doing, and make it their own.
"[W]hy should not the American landscape painter, in accordance with
the principle of self-government, boldly originate a high and
independent style, based on his natural resources?" asked Durand, who
embarked on his European tour in 1840, calling it his "year of toilsome
exile." View of Yosemite Valley, in California by Thomas Hill, Niagara:
The American Falls by Alvan Fisher, and Mammoth Cave, Kentucky by
French-born Hudson River school artist Regis Gignoux—all in this
exhibition—were among the Hudson River school painters' answers to
Durand's question.
The Hudson River school emerged in the valley that gave the painting
style its name. Coined by a critic, the label was intended to be "dismissive,
suggesting artists whose style was old-fashioned and whose subjects were
provincial," New-York Historical Society museum director Linda S.
Ferber wrote in the catalog produced for the society's own exhibition of
the pictures in 2005. The artists apparently didn't take the critic's
dismissal to heart. Even as they painted New England, the Catskills, the
Adirondacks, and other places where they found great natural beauty,
they frequently returned to the namesake valley through the years, and
many continued to maintain studios and homes there.
Yet there's no doubt that these artists drew inspiration for many of their
masterpieces farther adeld. One of the exhibition's highlights is
Cayambe, a big, brilliant painting of an Ecuadorian vista by Frederic E.
Church. Its name comes from the painting's centerpiece, a volcano that
rises up nearly 19,000 feet in the Andes. Scott pointed out the "operatic
quality" of Church's depiction in such details as the pearly disk of a rising
moon, the glint of the pink-tinted snow of the volcano, and the lushness
of the fruited palm trees. In the foreground, a ruined column suggests the
dniteness of anything that mere humans might build.
Another of the climactic pieces in the exhibition is Albert Bierstadt's
Donner Lake from the Summit. Viewers of the painting, when it was
completed in 1873, were no less aware than we are today of what
happened during the wagon-train days to the Donner party, whose
starving members resorted to cannibalism. As a critic wrote at the time of
the unveiling in San Francisco, "...so much slowness and hardship in the
early days, so much rapidity and ease now...great physical obstacles
overcome by a triumph of well-directed science and mechanics."
The painting was commissioned by another art-patron industrialist of
the period, railroad magnate Collis P. Huntington. It commemorates the
point at which the Central Pacidc Railroad reached its highest passage
over the mountains. A tiny train can be seen about to pass through a
tunnel (the passage required blasting for nine of them), but the picture's
crux is the aquamarine body of water in its center, lit up by the butter
yellow rising sun. Indeed, Huntington reportedly refused the painting at
drst, Ferber wrote, "because the railroad was obscured." Such was the
hubris that even the Hudson River school could not cure.
When Scott was taking the press through the exhibition, he pointed out
his favorite picture, Jervis McEntee's Autumn, Mill Stream. The choice
of the simple, rural landscape was a surprise, and he knew it. While some
of the pictures are as detailed as big Victorian-era novels, this one is more
like a short story. There is no grandeur in McEntee's picture. Yet it
exemplides another central theme of the exhibition. The Hudson River
school painters sought to dnd the divine in the ordinary like this one. At
one with their contemporary counterparts in words, Henry David
Thoreau and Ralph Waldo Emerson, they were transcendentalists in oil
on canvas.
George H. Durrie's Wood for Winter, which hangs in the same gallery as
the McEntee, is another good example of the impulse to transcendence.
It depicts a snowy landscape with bare trees and dgures, which are
dwarfed by the scale of the trees and mountains. Still, all is peaceful.
There's a little spaniel, a horse, a couple of oxen hitched to a wagon, and a
family headed home after collecting drewood. On a sleigh is a cut log.
This time, however, it's not the mark of the machine in the garden. It's
assurance that the hearth in the house in the distance will be warm.
In their day, many of these works were cautionary tales. In our day, it's
diocult not to read them as rebukes for what natural beauties of the land
have been lost to us. We have built an empire, been guilty of hubris, in
spite of the extraordinary art that warned us against doing exactly those
things. But exhibitions such as this one, besides being aesthetically
stunning, can reclaim our conddence in what once made us great and
strengthen our resolve to restore it.
For more information about the show while it's at the Peabody Essex
Museum, phone (978) 745-9500 or visit (www.pem.org). For
information about the other venues, phone the Columbia Museum of
Art at (803) 799-2810 or visit (www.columbiamuseum.org); and the
soon-to-be-opened (November 11) Crystal Bridges Museum of
American Art at (479) 418-5700 or visit (www.crystalbridges.org).
Louis Remy Mignot (18311870), The Harvest Moon ,
1860, oil on canvas, 24" x
39".

Francis Augustus Silva
(1835-1886), Oq City
Island, New York , 1870, oil
on canvas, 20¼" x 40¼".

Those who go to this
exhibition while it's at the
Peabody Essex Museum
should stop by the
museum's Putnam Gallery
to see a Hudson River
school painting recently
acquired for PEM's
permanent collection. It is
John Frederick Kensett's
Forty Steps, Newport,
Rhode Island (detail at
bottom). Gift of Ulf and
Betsy Heide. Schinto
photos.

Cover of the catalog
written by Linda S. Ferber
for the New-York
Historical Society's own
2005 exhibition of the
paintings. The Hudson
River School: Nature and
the American Vision (Skira
Rizzoli International
Publications, 2009,
hardcover, 220 pp., ample
full-color illustrations) is available at selected stores and on
the Internet ((www.rizzoliusa.com
www.rizzoliusa.com).
).

Originally published in the October 2011 issue of Maine Antique Digest.
(c) 2011 Maine Antique Digest
comments powered by Disqus
This website uses cookies to
ensure you get the best experience
on our website. Learn more

Advertising | Subscriptions | Billing | Editorial | Privacy

1 (800) 752-8521 • PO Box 1429 • Waldoboro, ME 04572

Got it!

Maine Web Design

