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HIS book has been conceived as an introduction to the life and

works of Frederic Edwin Church, who was one of the most com-
plex and interesting of America’s nineteenth century painters. The em-
phasis is on the highlights of his career, on his successive concepts of
the work of art, and on the peculiar role which he as artist played in
the cultural life of his day.

Little has been written about Church in the twentieth century, and
this study is only a beginning. Its aim is to suggest the uniqueness and
the validity of his contribution to our artistic heritage. The discussion
is concentrated on some fifteen or twenty major canvases, some thirty
or forty of his studies from nature, and on Olana, his residence, which
is itself worthy of a book.

Had it not been for the generosity of Olana Preservation, Inc. and
of J. William Middendorf, Il, the publication of this book might have
been delayed many months. | wish to mention, too, my indebtedness to
Charles T. Lark, Jr., who kindly gave me permission to undertake re-
search at Olana, to Barbara La Penta who edited this manuscript, to
Richard P. Wunder of the Smithsonian Institution and formerly of the
Cooper Union Museum, who saved me weeks of research, and to Mary
Bartlett Cowdrey who graciously lent me her extensive notes on the
painter. Oliver W. Larkin, Leonard Baskin, Henrv-Russell Hitchcock,
Vincent J. Scully, Jr., Edgar P. Richardson, and the late Newton Arvin
have in various ways encouraged me in this study. | express my heart-
felt thanks to them. Finally, | am glad to acknowledge my gratitude to
George Heard Hamilton for his patient and wise counsel and for his
having first directed me to the rewarding subject of Frederic Edwin
Church.

David C. Huntington
Northampton, Massachusetts
November, 1965
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We were not more interested in a look at the painting itself than at the
painter, who happened to be present. He has a boyish look, a pale, eager
countenance, and belongs to that quick, restless class, who flame up so
fiercely, and alas! burn out their brilliant lives so soon! Yet this slender
youth has already put his immortality on canvas. As we looked at the little
group gathered before Mr. Church'’s picture we thought, what an age is this
for young men! (Theodore Cuyler in Littell's Living Age, June, 1859)

It has been the happiness of Mr. Church to achieve a more popular reputa-
tion than any American painter since Allston . . . He alone, with the con-
fidence of success, exhibits his single works as they are completed. No

other name, perhaps, among our artists would summon such crowds as his.
(Harper's Weekly, April 4, 1863)

HIS book is a study of one of the most extraordinary and most neg-

lected episodes in the history of American painting. Few people
today know the story of the role of the painted picture in national life
during the years of Manifest Destiny. Yet it is one of the most interest-
ing chapters of our artistic past. There have been few moments when
it was better to be a young painter in this country than in the years
just before the Civil War. In that golden era of prosperity and cultural
nationalism, painting in America finally evolved into an authentic move-
ment with well-defined and in turn well-realized aims that were
peculiar to New World needs. The artist was called upon to play a vital
role in the national life: he could help to unify the citizens of all
guarters of the land; he could inspire patriotism. And he was paid well
for his services.

A self-confident United States wanted its own heroic art. That was
already clear by the 1840's. But what that art should be was not im-
mediately apparent. It took a while for the American to realize that
neither portraiture, nor genre, nor human history could provide images
adequate to the artistic task at hand. The inherited assumption that
landscape was not truly heroic gradually dissolved in the face of a
virgin New World. Thomas Cole (1801-1848) had done more than any
other painter to bring landscape art to the level where it might play its
proper cultural role. But it was the next generation which carried
landscape to its logical American conclusion. Cole struggled to recon-
cile himself with a nature which he found wanting in associations with
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“Mr. Church"

man’s past. His successors stopped regretting the historical poverty of
American nature and, each in his own way, turned to celebrate the
newness of this vast, half-claimed continent.

In the 1850’s, the most formative decade of the Hudson River
School, one person stood head and shoulders above the swelling num-
ber of landscape painters. Though very young, he was then looked
upon as the prime mover of the national school. Now, a century later,
art history seems to justify the opinion of that youthful artist's con-
temporaries. Frederic Edwin Church (1826-1900) was indeed the man
who guided American landscape to its classic expression. He was the
most respected of the country’s landscapists. Church was a gentleman
who ranked at the top of his profession, and had a claim to something
mysteriously more: no one else could make pictures quite like his;
they struck deeper into the heart of American life. That is why “Mr.
Church” was the nation’s “first” landscape painter, when landscape
painting was the nation’s first art.

Yet when Church died in 1900, in the opinion of the old he had been
“long out of fashion,” while to the young he was “unknown.” His once
famous paintings had already begun a flirtation with oblivion that
would continue well into the twentieth century. Between his time and
ours Church was a half understood and therefore a misunderstood
artist. We are in fact still somewhat bullied by the prejudices of a
period which rejected him. These prejudices add up basically to the
oversimplification that Church painted spectacular but intellectually
empty landscapes with a photographic technique which seduced the
naive into believing that thev were looking at art. But this late nine-
teenth century interpretation of Church is itself becoming dated. Visual
literalism and sensational subjects are no longer automatically con-
demned. The mental blocks between our eyes and Church’s paintings
are fast disappearing. We now have a better comprehension of his im-
mediate artistic heritage. We have a better understanding of his cul-
tural environment. Measured against the background of mid-nineteenth
century America, Church’s accomplishment becomes truly monumen-
tal. He was “Mr. Church” because he created the essential style and
imagery, in a word, iconology, for the America of Manifest Destiny-
just what his generation most required of art.



Thomas Cole, Church’s teacher, had adapted the noble conceptions
of human history painting to the painting of landscape. Church went
significantly beyond his master and adapted those conceptions to the
painting of natural history. While Cole’s landscape characters enacted
his moralizations about life in a sinful world, Church’s protagonists of
nature dramatized the myths of a hopeful democratic America which
believed in a Great Cosmic Plan. Nature for Church was the theater of
the world’s and man’s mystic regeneration. This Puritan painter was
imbued with his century’s belief in the “Science of Design”; it was his
second Bible. Church’s posture in the landscape was that of the prophet-
seer watching for Nature’'s next revelation to her artist-son. He was
sensitive to the life forces of the universe. The work of no other
American painter of his generation has proved so susceptible to the
same methods of criticism and analysis that have been applied to a
Thoreau, a Dana, or a Whitman. Like Melville, Church was a symbolic
realist. Like Emerson, Church sought to reveal the hidden spirituality of
nature. Indeed, he produced the “continental” art which the Tran-
scendentalist philosopher had anticipated. Church revised tradition
inherited from Europe to fit it to American needs. His painting was con-
ceived as an opening through which one confronted reality. He sub-
stituted nature for civilization, the future for the past, an unlimited
vastness for confined space. In his art a tree becomes a New Adam; a
fiery sunset an Apocalypse. His spectator enjoys the illusion of being
actually present in a landscape so expansive it chases the global curve
out of sight. Nothing less than an earthscape would do for Americans
living in the millennial days of Manifest Destiny, and earthscape is
what Church created. Instinctively his appreciative contemporaries
recognized his achievement and thanked him a thousand times over.

“Mr. Church” helped his fellow man to discover himself as the emo-
tional native of a great virgin continent. Through the work of art the
spectator could slough off his Old World psyche and be spiritually re-
born into the New World. Frederic Church’s paintings were “great”
because they were icons of the mythology of America. This is what en-
dowed them with that “something mysteriously more” which thrilled
his public and which fascinates today’s student of Church and his time.
Today his canvases offer us windows into the minds of our ancestors

“Mr. Church”
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“Mr. Church”

rather than windows which open upon a present reality. For with the
science of Darwin, Church’s reality evaporated; this is why lie has been
for so long a wrongly understood painter.

It is indeed fortunate that the “world” which Church created for
himself on the banks of the upper Hudson, Olana, has survived his
death intact for sixty-five years. Like his pictures, Olana, his home, is an
archetypal expression of the consciousness of his generation. This spec-
tacular cultural entity may, with luck, become a museum and park. It
is a living island of the spirit of our not-so-awful-after-all Victorian
past. There, today, one may step into the setting of a once ideal way of
life. On a hill which rises five hundred feet above America’s Rhine and
looks ten miles off to the main range of the Catskills, Church built a
Yankee gentleman’s Noah's Ark of all that civilization had to offer to
the New World. This great house, exposed to cosmic nature by plate
glass windows, porches, loggias, and decks, and surrounded by three hun-
dred landscaped acres, guaranteed Church a way to live in an eternal
Genesis. Stocked with specimens of seemingly every culture and sci-
ence in the world and activated by countless visual and symbolic inci-
dents, Olana is a feast for the eye and mind of the epicurean or the
student of history. The place is a researcher’s paradise, for it is crammed
full of the painter-architect’s sketches, letters, diaries, and any kind of
memorabilia one can think of, including a traveler’s collapsible set of
flatware, and canceled checks to Brooks Brothers. But Olana is also a
paradise for those who would understand Church’s art; for as Church
conscientiously placed the spectator within his painting, so at Olana one
is suddenlv surprised to discover himself living in Church’s paintings.
Olana is a never-ending Church.



On this American more than any other—but we wish particularly to say it
without impugning his originality—does the mantle of our greatest painter
appear to us to have fallen. Westward the sun of Art still seems rolling. (Art
Journal, London, October, 1859)

ITH these words England’s official voice on art proclaimed Fred-
eric Edwin Church the heir apparent of the great J. M. W.
Turner. In 1859 this was the highest honor that any nation could bestow
on an American painter. The Heart of the Andes, an American painting,
had gained world recognition for American art. Church’s compatriots
were now ready to announce the opening of a “new epoch” in the art
life of the New World. The English had acknowledged the artistic in-
dependence of America. Actually, another painting by the same artist,
Niagara, of 1857, had already won this victory. Indeed, one of Niagara’s
perceptive devotees beheld the New World art spirit moving upon its
waters.!1
These were the first two paintings to picture fully the cosmic en-
thusiasms of the Era of Manifest Destiny. As the prophet-painter of the
era, Church went on to paint these enthusiasms in their rich complexity
for almost twenty years. But he had become permanently established in
the public mind as “the painter of The Heart of the Andes and Niagara."
Painted during the hush of millennial expectancy when there was still
hope for civil reconciliation, these paintings of the late 1850's impressed
themselves indelibly on the eager minds of a public that wanted “great
national pictures.” The American painter never enjoyed a better rapport
with the American public than in those years. The national mystique
made national manias of Niagara and The Heart of the Andes. That
Church’s art embodied this mystique will be discussed in later chapters;
that Church’s art was a mania will be discussed here.

“this IS NIAGARA, WITH THE ROAR LEFT OUT!”

“It was there before me, the eighth wonder of the world!” These are
the words of one of the first viewers of the great painting which Fred-
eric Church, in April of 1857, presented to the public at a gallery on
lower Broadway. It was a public which had been waiting for this oc-
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“This Is Niagara,
with the Roar Left Out!"

casion. During the winter they had been told in the Crayon and the
Cosmopolitan Art Journal that the painter was busy at work on a large
picture of the Falls. It was the opinion of the day that the Falls of
Niagara had been made by the Creator “to teach art its impotency.” Its
“reality” had never been transferred to canvas. Ready for the worst
was “one of the most cultivated and charming women” known to the
editors of the Home Journal. She went to the preview reluctantly,
despite the “enthusiasm” of her “connoisseur” companion. What she
had “dreaded” to look at was a three-and-a-half by seven-and-a-half-
foot oblong view of the Florseshoe Falls from Table Rock. In five
minutes she had “surrendered to the delight in [the painting’s] success,
which grew with every moment’s stay.” There she sat “fascinated as
before the reality.” All that was lacking was the great cataract’s roar,
but even this, it was suggested by another admirer, might be supplied
by the noise on Broadway.

The charming lady’s response to Niagara (pi1ates i, ii, figure 44)
was the response of everybody. Church’s was the best “representation
of Niagara ever painted.” It was “incontestably the finest oil-picture
ever painted on this side of the Atlantic.” “All New York flocked to
see it. | [saw] there at one time Horace Greeley, George Bancroft,
George Ripley, Dr. Chapin, Henry Ward Beecher, Charles A. Dana,
William Henry Troy and Fitz James O’'Brien—but indeed, everybody
in New York, resident or sojourner came to see it.” 2

Before the excitement began, Williams and Stevens, the exhibitors,
had purchased the painting for twenty-five hundred dollars and paid
two thousand dollars more to secure the copyright for the reproduction
“to be printed in colors, in the highest style of chromolithography.”
Millard Fillmore is the first of the eleven hundred and some names to
appear in the subscription book. He ordered an artist’s proof for thirty
dollars, as did New York’s mayor, Hamilton Fish, and Church'’s patron,
Jonathan Sturges. John F. Kensett, one of the painter’s rival landscapists,
however, chose the less dear alternative and signed for a twenty dollar
print.3

By the summer Niagara was on display in London. John Ruskin dis-
covered in it “an effect of light upon water” which he had waited for
years to see in a painting, and he would not believe that “the optical



illusion” of the rainbow’s iris was in the picture itself, until he had ex-
amined the glass of the gallery window. This attention from the mid-
century arbiter of landscape was alone worth the cost of sending
Niagara across the ocean. Other Englishmen were equally respectful.
The painting “gave them an entirely new and higher view of both
American nature and art.”

After a second showing in New York (it was perhaps on this occa-
sion that a pamphlet containing ecstatic reviews of the painting was
published), Niagara traveled “all over the country.” By December of
1859 the painting had reached Boston. There at Williams and Everett’s
on Washington Street, “Church’s Great Painting” could, for twenty-
five cents, be inspected “day and evening.” In the course of seven weeks
some forty-four advertisements for the exhibition appeared in the
Transcript alone. “Special” notices early in February announced that
“in accordance with the expressed wish of some . . . citizens interested
in Art” the painting would be exhibited “by Day-Light” on the final
two days. Shown about the country in this fashion and popularized in
the color facsimile (which proved an enormously popular wedding
present), Niagara became America’s best known landscape painting.

Illustrative of its fame is an amusing incident which was reported in
Harper's Weekly. In 1858 Church returned to the Cataract to do some
more sketching. A group of loiterers watched the artist “closely, and
one ventured to inspect the sketch narrowly.”

Then with an air of mingled contempt and commiseration as if the poor
artist might as well abandon his attempt; “Pshaw! You ought to see
CHURCH'’S Niagara.” “I painted it,” was the smiling reply which almost
hurled the critic into the abyss.4

The response of fellow-painters to Church’s “brilliant success” of
1857 is especially interesting. The following year his friend, the French-
born Regis Gignoux, painted Niagara in Winter as a “companion-piece”
to Church’s version of the subject, which was supposed to picture the
Falls in early autumn. Less inclined to risk comparison with such a
formidable rival was Francis (J. F.) Cropsey who in 1858 painted his
Niagara: in the foreground, presumably a trysting place on Goat
Island, a pair of young lovers engage our benign attention, while be-

uThis Is Niagara,
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“This Is Niagara,
with the Roar Left Out!"

yond them, partially obscured by framing trees, there appears a beauti-
ful but not very grand Horseshoe Cataract." Only one other artist, John
Frankenstein, a cantankerous Cincinnatian, who had himself shortly
before painted a sensational Niagara, dared publicly to condemn “the
great” Mr. Church, or as Frankenstein put it “this great gas bag.”

Church’'s NIAGARA! that classic phrase

In Art conveys the very highest praise.

This picture must be moving, brilliant, grand,
To make so great a furore in the land!

Great is invention! in the grand Ideal!

It scorns the “nauseous detail” of the Reall!
How nicely Nature’'s motion here is trimmed,
How all her glaring show is gently dimmed;
The water, if it move at all, moves on

With all the easy nonchalance of ton,
Observes the rules of good society,

Falls with Fifth Avenue propriety.

Frankenstein’s American Art: Its Awful Altitude, quoted here, is an
endless sequence of quaint irrelevancies, salted with occasional grains of
truth. Looking for evangelical melodrama, the Ohioan found only “falls
with Fifth Avenue propriety.”

While the strident poetry of diatribe went one way, Church’s Ni-
agara continued to go the other. In 1864, now the property of the fi-
nancier John Taylor Johnston who paid Williams and Stevens five
thousand dollars for the painting, Niagara was exhibited at the Metro-
politan Fair, a benefit exhibition for the Civil War precursor of the Red
Cross. When the American paintings lent to the International Exposi-
tion of 1867 were returned, Niagara was again seen by the New York
public. The judges in Paris had awarded its author a gold medal.6 There
it had been admired for its boldness of conception. And, standing be-
fore the painting, France’s great Academician Leon Gerome had ob-
served: “Ca commence la has." He saw in Niagara the beginnings of a
distinctively American tradition.7



THE RAGE oOF 1859

But never any sight of new-found land
Shall equal this, where we entranced stand
With dewy eyes and overflowing heart
Gazing from the exalted hill of art!

(T. Buchanan Read, “The Heart of the Andes”)

Glorious—magnificent—such grandeur of general effect with such minute-
ness of detail—minute without hardness; a painting to stamp the reputation
of an artist at once. (Washington Irving, from Life and Letters of
Washington Irving)

In the course of the spring of 1859, some thousands of Americans found
themselves at one time or another standing in a room full of palms, be-
fore a five-by-eight-foot canvas which was dramatically set off by black
crepe curtains and lit by brilliant gas jets. The canvas itself was
mounted in a frame which was designed to suggest a window. The mise
en scene was intended to hush voices to reverent whispers. The place
was Church’s room in the newly constructed Studio Building on Tenth
Street. The painting, which introduced the New York art world to
another world, was The Heart of the Aitdes (figures 29, 30). Here, in
a “single focus of magnificence” was a “complete condensation of South
America—its gigantic vegetation, its splendid Flora, its sapphire waters,
its verdant pampas and its colossal mountains.” 8

The viewer just quoted considered himself fortunate to have had a
“first view” of the painting, “before the crowd ‘got upon the scent’
and rendered quiet study of the picture an impossibility.” Indeed, it
soon became necessary to call policemen “to keep the street clear of
passage.” Four thousand miles away in Rome, another American land-
scape painter, Worthington Whittredge, received news that The Heart
of the Andes was netting six hundred dollars a day in receipts. This
figure was surely an exaggeration, but the receipts did total more than
three thousand dollars in one month. At twenty-five cents admission
per person, this adds up to some twelve or thirteen thousand visits. Even
on the final day, after the painting had been on display for almost
seven weeks, “the crowd was so great that many were obliged to turn
away and not see the picture.” Praise for The Heart of the Andes was

The Rage of 1859



The Rage of 1859

close to hysteria. It was “the finest painting ever painted in this country,
and one of the best ever painted.” It was to be ranked with Raphael’s
Transfiguration and Sistine Madonna. The Heart of the Andes was
“one of the events of May.” In short, the painting was a “rage.” 9

The general enthusiasm which The Heart of the Andes had inspired
was expressed in forms other than high praise and high attendance
counts. Poems dedicated to the picture were published in journals and
newspapers. A forty-three page companion-piece to the painting was
written by Theodore Winthrop, and for those who could not afford
that much time Louis Noble wrote one that was only twenty-four
pages long. These pamphlets, written by close associates of the painter,
are virtually manifestoes of his art. They in turn warranted reviews in
their own right.

In June there was a report that Church was about to accompany the
painting to London and some nine Continental cities. Actually the
painting crossed the ocean only to London and Edinburgh and without
Church. It seems that the painter gave his “stony” picture to the world
and lost his own “susceptible heart” to a fair cousin of his friends, the
de Forests, who happened to be visiting New York. Family tradition has
it that the newly engaged couple were applauded one night as they
appeared in their box at the opera.

In London, artists and critics promptly found their way to the Ger-
man Gallery on New Bond Street where The Heart of the Andes was
on view. Here the response was just Englishly short of American hys-
teria: “Turner himself, in wildest imagination, never painted a scene of
greater magnificence” (Daily News); “A wonderful picture—a wonder-
picture! . . . the man must be a great genius” (W. Clarkson Stan-
field, one of England’s leading landscapists). In Edinburgh the painting
was viewed by the public, while William Forrest studied the painting
preparatory to his engraving it on steel—a task which consumed the
better part of three years.

After asecond showing in New York The Heart of the Andes started
a tour of the United States which lasted into 1861. A scrapbook at
Olana, which includes thirty-four clippings about the picture from
American papers, indicates that the painting was exhibited in Boston,
Philadelphia, Cincinnati, Chicago, and St. Louis.



The painting’s stint in Boston where it was on display at the Athe-
naeum from mid-December, 1859 until the beginning of February of
the following year, is well documented. Ironically The Heart of the An-
des was here directly competing with Niagara, which was then being
exhibited only a stone’s throw away. Though the earlier painting has
stood the test of time better, it was sadly outclassed as a public attrac-
tion by its exotic rival. Notices on The Heart of the Andes appeared
in the news or advertising columns of the Transcript almost daily, and
would-be spectators of this Andean scene of “balmy peace and dreamy
beauty” were advised “to bring opera glasses” (figure 45). New
York’s enthusiasm was again repeated but on the smaller scale which
one might expect of New England’s “hub of the universe.” Features on
the painting (some of them simply column fillers) would in different
ways rephrase the points that the painting had no equal, that it was
being seen daily by hundreds of people, and that everybody was en-
chanted by it. The Transcript printed H. T. Tuckerman’s poem on
The Heart of the Andes, which had first appeared in the New York
Post. George Loring Brown, Boston’s leading landscape painter, was
reported to have said that “the sky distances had never been equalled
in any landscape, ancient or modern.” And school children, admitted
“at a very nominal charge,” were given instruction by their teachers
before the picture. Unknown to readers of the Transcript, however,
was a comment written in a diary by a very young lady who would
one day herself make news in Boston: “I went to see the famous pic-
ture, The Heart of the Andes by Church ... | think it deserves its
reputation, for it is magnificent, and compares well with any Claude
[Lorrain] | ever saw.” She was later to create the Isabella Stewart
Gardner Museum.

A James Sommerville, M.D., in the city where Benjamin Franklin
said “time is money,” published a twelve-page pamphlet for Philadel-
phia viewers who wanted something more condensed than short books
to guide them through The Heart of the Andes. Cincinnati is distinc-
tive for having produced a poem in German, “Das Herz der Ande-
stette.” And it was perhaps in that city that a dreadful, tinted and re-
versed engraved view of the painting was printed with the title (in
German) reading The Hearts [sic] of the Andes. A Chicago newspa-

The Rage of 1859



7 he Rage of 1859

perman (for lack of anything else to say?) recommended the painting
as “worth the studying by all who dwell in flat places”: the more it is
studied, “the more flat will our own surroundings appear by compari-
son.” A more art-conscious critic in the Tribune expressed his disap-
pointment that the subscription-book for the engraving had remained
“almost blank.” The next day his counterpart on the Evening Journal
defended Chicagoans for not ordering the engraving: “the principal
merit” of The Heart of the Andes lay in “the color”; “viewed as a
whole, without an opera glass, the picture is ‘spotty’ ” (It appeared un-
der the caption “Have we a Critic Among Us?”) The rebuttal in the
Tribune cited the expert opinions of W. C. Bryant, N. P. Willis, and
other eastern gentlemen, along with New York and London critics, as
ample certification to the excellence of the painting. If the Evening
Journal’s critic was not philistine, he was twenty years ahead of his
time.

But whether or not the painting was “spotty,” it appealed to a
young writer in St. Louis who ordinarily would not look at a picture.
He wrote in a letter to his brother: “Your third visit will find your
brain gasping and straining with futile efforts to take all the wonder
in—and understand how such a miracle could have been conceived and
executed by human brain and human hands.” 10 The young enthusiast’'s
name was Samuel Clemens. Years later he was to visit the painter at
Olana.

After all its travels the painting eventually was hung in the residence
of its original purchaser, William T. Blodgett, a New York manufac-
turer. The contract between the painter and his patron was an in-
triguing exercise in legal gymnastics. The gist of it was that Church
would sell The Heart of the Andes to Blodgett two years from the
date of the contract (June 6, 1859) for ten thousand dollars, unless the
painter were in the meantime offered the sum of twenty thousand or
more dollars for the picture. This contract doubtless was the source of
a rumor that Blodgett had paid the higher figure for the painting. We
can be sure that Church, one of the shrewdest Yankees ever to have
painted, did little to discourage the rumor. But even at ten thousand,
Church’s picture was still the most expensive landscape to have been



sold on this side of the Atlantic. The Heart of the Andes was seen
alongside Niagara in the spring of 1864 at the Metropolitan Fair. Then
for more than a decade it could be viewed on certain specified days
when Mr. Blodgett's gallery was opened to the public. The last occa-
sion in the nineteenth century for the showing of The Heart of the
Andes was the sale of the Blodgett collection early in 1876, when, for
a second time, it sold for ten thousand dollars.

By this time Niagara was already becoming the less dated of the two
most famous “Churches.” Not long before, Goupil’s (later the Knoedler
Gallery) had gauged public interest in the painting well enough to offer
a subscription to a new engraving of it: William Forrest’s handsome ten-
by-twenty-two-inch black and white engraving of Niagara was pub-
lished in 1875. The timing could hardly have been better. Public esteem
was well primed for an event which occurred in December of the fol-
lowing year. The collection of John Taylor Johnston, which in addi-
tion to Niagara included works by Meissonier, Turner, Delacroix, Diaz,
Corot, Breton, and Gerome, was sold at auction. When Church’s mas-
terpiece appeared on the auction block there was an explosion of ap-
plause. W. W. Corcoran’s bid of twelve thousand five hundred dollars
left the pictures of the Frenchmen and the great Turner well behind,
if not out of sight. Corcoran had bought the painting for his national
gallery in Washington. Niagara's future before the public was assured.

Eighteen seventy-six was the last year during Church’s lifetime that
Niagara and The Heart of the Andes made art world headlines. Their
story after this is anticlimactic, for their chief mission in American life
had already been fulfilled. In the closing years of the century the paint-
ing of 1857 was considered simply a very fine and accurate representa-
tion of the landmark of North America; the painting of 1859, a rather
extravagant and not so scientific idealization of South America. The
next generation could not understand what the excitement had been all
about, and the generation after that did not care.

But no other painter in America had ever pictured so fully or probed
so deeply the spirit of his own generation. Church had been the
prophet-painter of the millennial Era of Manifest Destiny. By 1880 this
era was becoming history.

The Rage of 1859
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CHAPTER 1
A Prophet with

@ Brush

To our art the paintings of Mr. Church are what the geographic cantos of
“Childe Harold” have been to the poesy of England, or the burning de-
scriptions of St. Pierre and Chateaubriand to the literature of France . . .
Yes! what “Childe Harold” did for the scenery of the Old World, the art
of Church has done for the New. The vastness and the glory of this con-
tinent were yet unrevealed to us . . . Our civilization needed exactly this
form of art expression at this period, and the artist appeared. (S. G. W.
Benjamin, Art in America, 1880)

HURCH, it was recalled after his death in 1900, was the genius of
American landscape in the years 1855 to 1875. His artist’s hand held
the pulse of a generation, not just any generation. It was the most
privileged and the most challenged generation of history. A New Era
was about to begin in a New World. This was Alanifest Destiny. The
mood of the hour was one of hushed and wondrous expectancy. A
mystic millennium was at hand. This was evident to all who had eyes
to see and ears to hear. Science was about to reveal the age-old mystery
of the universe. Adan, who had been estranged from the mystery since
Adam’s Fall, was about to be reunited with nature. The New Alan was
to be born in the New World. It was glorious news that resided un-
spoken in the minds of the multitude as an “indefinable Something.”
This is what Adark Twain sensed in The Heart of the Andes. Only the
few had been ordained to pronounce the word: Emerson, Thoreau,
Whitman were among the number. So too was “Adr. Church.” “His
canvas lives . . . His pictures speak their meaning, have an influence,
excite feelings.” Church, like Adoses, “looked on God unveiled.” 1 There
are good reasons to explain why both landscape and Church were
destined to lead in American art. Church was a sixth generation in-
habitant of the New World, a “Yankee of Yankees.” He “exhibited the
New England mind pictorially developed.” He was immune to Euro-
pean influences, so at least it was believed. He alone among our painters
had experienced “total immersion in nature,” to borrow a phrase from
Thoreau. Church was an archetypal American.
Landscape, of course, led in American art because nature was the na-
tional hero. The Science of Design had revealed to this Bible-bred-and-
read generation the inviolate truth that natural history was the great



determinant of human history. The New World was the favored conti-
nent. This was a heroic challenge to its inhabitants. They would have to
be worthy of their privilege; it was a trust from nature. Never before
had the landscape painter known such urgency. He had, for the first
time in the world, been asked to paint the myth of human destiny.

1 he implicit command of the hour to the artist was to paint the im-
mediate confrontation between mankind and nature in the fullness of its
fact and of its meaning. Only a genius could answer this unique and
heroic call. For the Puritan-raised Frederic Church it must have seemed
that he was predestined to be the prophet-painter of the “New Era.”

[Church] owes it to himself and to his country to mark out an original

path . . . We would have his affections so deeply rooted in the soil of his
native land that every stroke of his pencil may tell the world that he is an
American . .. He must learn to “labor and to wait,” for he will, in due

time, receive his just reward.2

“ 'COTOPAXI,” ‘THE HEART OF THE ANDES' THROBBING WITH LIFE”

This book is essentially a study of Church’s major prophetic landscapes
and how he came to paint them. The painting which he invented is a
new order of art, indeed so new that the uninitiated viewer of the mid-
twentieth century may not know how to interpret a Niagara or a Heart
of the Andes. There is perhaps no better way to begin than to plunge
into one painting up to one’s eyes and study it closely.

Cotopaxi, painted in 1862 at the height of Church’s reputation and
powers, lends itself ideally to such an examination. We can know Coto-
paxi from Church’s initial impressions of the Ecuadorian volcano,
through preliminary compositional studies for the picture, to its conclu-
sion in the four by seven foot canvas which the public first saw at
Goupil’s in the spring of 1863. Since this large canvas, now owned by
John Astor, loses much detail when reduced to the size of a page, we
illustrate in figure 31 a smaller, identical version of Cotopaxi. A pre-
liminary oil sketch is here reproduced in color in prate iii.3

Cotopaxi is one of the painter’s half dozen finest works. More than
fifteen American and English reviews were written of the painting.
Church himself discussed the picture in a broadside published for its

“ ‘Cotopaxi,’
‘The Heart of the Andes’
Throbbing with Life”
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first New York showing. The reviews and comments in New York
and London are a representative sampling of the consensus on Church
in the 1860’s. In the eyes of the reviewers Church had produced “a
masterpiece.”

1 hose who sympathized with the painter’s intentions found them-
selves “surrendering to the picture’s spell.” What they said reveals the
meaning of Cotopaxi. Hence, we shall look at it through their words,
occasionally reading between the lines. A description composed by its
first viewers offers a logical beginning:

You look down over a plain, of which the abrupt horizon stretching across
the picture, not far beneath the peaks of mountains, creates the impression
immediately of a great height above the sea.4

This vast “fifty mile” plateau of volcanic rock reaches, in the lower
left foreground, to “the very feet of the spectator,” who is to imagine
himself standing at an altitude nine or ten thousand feet above the sea.
Looming in the distance is the “apparently smooth, symmetrical” “snow-
flecked cone” of “the great” Cotopaxi, “the highest in that huge chain
of volcanoes, extinct or in action, which pierces the Andes at narrow
intervals from Mexico to Peru.” In his broadside, Church quotes the
altitude of the summit as 18,858 feet, but as one alert Londoner pointed
out, the spectator is looking at only the top three thousand feet, for
“5,000 feet are hidden from us by the convexity of the earth.” Ejected
in “successive jets” from the mouth of the volcano is a gigantic column
of smoke rising “half a mile high” into the atmosphere. “Caught by the
wind” the smoke is thence “bent down and rolled sideways,” obscuring
most of “the eastern region of the sky” under a “sulphurous canopy”
until “it grows light enough for the wind to spread it on one side all
over the heavens in huge mountainous volumes.” To the north is a
“serene” sky of “pearly gray morning twilight.” You see its “spray of
silver dappled clouds . . . shooting up behind [the] ruddy, loosely
hanging films” which have been hurled into the “lucent” atmosphere by
“the burning mountain.” Above the earth’s bend to the east there rises
the burning “red disc” of the “central luminary.” Its “dull fire” “lit-
erally flares” through the “murky atmosphere,” as a “warm flood of
light” streams “from the horizon to the foreground.” The sun’s rays



“empurple the serrated edge of the Andes,” mere fifteen thousand foot
bumps on Cotopaxi’s flank, and are then “reflected in the volcanic lake
below the mountain till its surface glows like molten copper.” The
“high-seated” lake “fills the middle distance.” The waters overflow into
a river which “cleaves its way between high and rocky banks, tum-
bling so precipitously as to suggest an almost continuous cataract.”
Then, in the “delicate and prismatic hues” of the cataract’s “spray and
vapour, gently touched by slant and straggling sunbeams,” one dis-
cerns “the merest suspicion of a rainbow.” In the right foreground
“limestone rock, split by fury, forces on the right into a river gorge.”
The sheer precipice and the “level promontory” of red stone are
“stained with the myriad shifting hues of lichens” and here and there
tufted with “emerald green” paramo grass. The promontory is tinged
red with the hot light from the sun. The darker precipice and birds cir-
cling before it have at this very instant seemingly emerged into the sun’s
dimmed rays. On the opposite side of the foreground is a tropical
thicket “pierced by a bowery path,” along which there comes a “gaily
dressed” peasant leading a llama. The “rather thin foliage” of these
trees catches the reddish hues from the striving sun, while the path lies
in “luminous shadow.” “And that is all the picture.”

Those of us living in the 1960’s would rather see than read the paint-
ing, but this language, though florid, is also history. It is history not
only in the sense that it expresses the mentality of an era, but it is also
history in the sense that it expresses what is going on in the painting-
natural history, natural history as it was before Darwin. Cotopaxi re-
veals the harmony of spirit and matter that is the life of a purposeful
universe. The painting was “both a work of art and a matter of fact”:
a true depiction of “the word, the meaning and the expression of na-
ture.” It was at once “reality” and “poetry.”

Cotopaxi was a reality both as persuasive visual presence and as
natural history. The spectator enjoys the illusion of an authentic first-
hand experience. The scene comes “to one’s very feet.” The river is
“foreshortened to accord with the spectator’s point of view.” He stands
at mid-height between sea and summit as his eyes “range” and “gaze”
over the landscape. If one wishes, he may survey the scene with opera
glasses and imagine himself confronted by the original landscape. In

“ ‘Cotopaxi?
‘The Heart of the Andes’
ThrOthing with Life”
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good democratic fashion the painter “eliminates himself.” No authority
in the guise of artist intervenes between man and nature. Thus Church'’s
spectator, as it were, “sees through his own eyes, and not another man’s
eyes.” The artist and the spectator become one.

The effect of a seen physical actuality is enhanced by the sureness
with which the painter has grasped a chapter of natural history. With
Church, admirers said, the work of art was “an essential correspond-
ence of the earth itself.” He “gives the same prominence that nature
gives”: “the grain of the bark and the broad splendor of the tree,” “the
rockiness of rock,” and the broad outlines of the structure of the
paramo plains. The mountains, even through leagues of aerial perspec-
tive, maintained their solidity. The atmosphere was at once “transpicu-
ous” and “palpable.” Church re-created this Andean spectacle as living
earthscape:

Cotopaxi is the Heart of the Andes, throbbing with fire and tremulous with
life. It is a revelation of the volcanic agencies which make the landscape of
Alpine South America what it is. The mountain is breathing; the waters
which its central forces, at work far below the smiling plains, unloose and
set in motion, are breaking from their gleaming reservoirs in capricious
cascades 5

In this great painting Church’s contemporaries could break in upon the
cycle of natural history. The painting was the poetic equivalent of sci-
ence delivering man from the errors of human history. Cotopaxi “hurls
superb disdain at high civilization,” exclaimed a beholder of Church’s
volcano. America was an opportunity to slough off the folly of the past
civilizations and begin anew. The truth of the universe could only be
discovered in nature. Landscape with Church became the means of
seizing and revealing that truth, in short it became the means of civiliza-
tion’s redemption. His style of painting is “realistic”; it “rivals na-
ture,” in order to engage man with the life processes of the universe.
Church even painted according to “the manner and method” of nature.
His handling of the pencil and brush sympathized with the movements
of organic and inorganic matter. He could grt$p the total harmony of
an instant in any clime and at any season. Church was a “conscientious”
observer of nature because destiny had placed a trust in his hand. Barely



twenty-five, Church had read about himself: “He shows us in the
splendid play of light, and air, and clouds that which we do not see, or
seeing do not perceive.”

It is a peculiar accident of history that the impulses to “photographic”
likeness were at this time superficial in European painting, while in
America they were profound. A cogent mythology made the differ-
ence. The harmony which Church created in Cotopaxi was metaphysi-
cal as well as physical. The cycle of cause and effect is an aesthetic-
dramatic-symbolic unity. The “hidden spirituality” of which Emerson
spoke begins in Cotopaxi with the drama of the contest between the
forces of death and the forces of life, ula lumiere . . . et les tenebres
to quote a Frenchman visiting New York in 1863. The two great cos-
mic personages, the sun and the volcano Cotopaxi, struggle with one
another for supremacy. The moment of resolution is at hand. Effects of
the confrontation of darkness and light pervade the scene in apparently
endless encounters of action and repose, tension, and release, gloom and
joy. The “expressions” and “actions” of phenomena become the “char-
acters” and “gestures” in this inanimate drama. These actors are en-
dowed with various attributes of the sublime, the beautiful and the
picturesque: in essence, energy, youth, and individuality. Characteriza-
tion and action, contrast and repetition, are the time-tested principles of
heroic art which fix the drama. The description of the characters might
almost have been written by a Melville. Here is Cotopaxi, one of the
two principals on this natural stage:

Far above all other crests, against the fair cool brightness of the morning,
the volcanic cone ascends, itself pale with snow, and therefore in aspect of
a spirit-like mystical faintness; but not the less a most energetic fountain
of dark smoke, which shoots up elately in forms of strange fantasy.6

Cotopaxi is “the grim Ecuadorian sentinel,” there before us “presid-
ing and transcendent.” “The cone of the volcano seems to stand be-
tween day and night with sublime abruptness.” “It rears itself stark and
cold against the sky, and wears its plume like a monarch.” This earth
hero is the protagonist, the cause, of this cosmic drama: its “dense vol-
umes of smoke prescribe the tone and character of the work,” provide
the substance of the plot. “Lake and tree, and crag, and waterfall” all

“ ‘Cotopaxi
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are “subordinate” to the volcano’s action. It spews its sooty vapors
across the sky, half obscuring the early morning sun. But beyond “the
majestic demon of the landscape” the beautiful clear sky holds the
promise of what is to come. There are other signs, too, that “relief”
from the distant gloom is at hand. Rain has brought the “refreshing”
greens of the lichens and paramo grass. And the “dappled rosy” glints
on the foliage and the cliffs reflecting the sun are other notes of new
cheer within this landscape. For an artist who believed the divine to
be immanent in nature these effects of hope are the result of both
natural and aesthetic causes, for “truth and beauty” are one and the
same. Beautiful colors are signs of the life of matter and of spirit.

The “newly risen sun” is the principal antagonist in the drama; it is
the cosmic savior, come to dispel the darkness and bring new life. At
this very moment its light has “transfigured” the source of gloom into
“a thousand delicate and fitful tones of color” (prate iii). The glory
of the event is also intimated by “the merest suspicion of a rainbow”
in the spray and vapor of the cataract. Thus the fiery water has bled
into cool prismatic radiance. The foreground trees, the expressive dele-
gates of man’s consciousness in the landscape, bend transfixed by what
is happening. Upon land and water the sun, “god of day,” burns a cross:
God and the Son of God live in Nature. There is Hope in the World.

Through the painting, the painter and the spectator could poetically
step into an eternal cosmic Genesis. In this mythological territory cre-
ated by the hour’s Science of Design, Adan could be psychically reborn
as Adam before the Fall. In Cotopaxi, Church painted the New World
as Resurrection and Millennium. And so the picture was an icon of the
American religion of 1862, and its creator was a prophet with a brush.
Never, perhaps, since the beginning of the Renaissance had the work
of art functioned with such psychic efficiency. Cotopaxi enabled Amer-
ican man to become a new man. No other painter attempted to do this.
This is one reason why Church was a mania in his day, and one reason
why he is an enigma in our day.



THE EVOLUTION OF A PAINTING

He has accomplished some feats of rapid execution, but generally paints
slowly—rarely over one large picture in a year, besides several smaller ones.
Five hours of hard work before an easel, the artist will admit, is sufficient
for a full day’s work; but his indefatigable energy often holds him for ten
hours upon a canvas. (H. W. French, Art and Artists in Connecticut, 1879)

We can study Cotopaxi in virtually every phase of its development,
from Church’s first sight of the volcano in 1853 to the last days before
he began work on the canvas which he sold in 1863 to James Lenox,
ancestor of the present owner, John Astor. Indeed, there are some very
large and nearly empty pencil studies for the incline of the volcano
which were probably drawn after the painter had actually started the
final version.

Church probably first became aware of Cotopaxi’'s existence when
he began reading the popular translations of the works of the great
German scientist Alexander von Humboldt (1769-1859). Humboldt
was one of the last of the Enlightenment’s encyclopedic synthesizers
of knowledge. His life masterpiece, Cosmos, is an awesome con-
solidation of the early nineteenth century’s intelligence of geology,
botany, meteorology, astronomy, and all other science that an in-
terpreter of the physical universe should know. Humboldt's major
field trip had been in the northwestern corner of South America, the
setting, of course, of Cotopaxi. The substance of his many writings was
that the physical life of the earth determined the character of its in-
habitants. One environment was conducive to slow or arrested develop-
ment; another to rapid and progressive development. Americans, who
believed themselves God’s chosen people, were quick to read into
Humboldt’s geographical determinism a scientific basis for their own
Bible-inspired interpretation of the cosmic future of the United States.
The faith in Manifest Destiny was the faith that natural history had
dictated the Anglo-Saxon domination of the great North American
continent. By extension this preferred nation was ultimately ordained
to regenerate the whole world. Hence the deeper the American’s un-
derstanding of the earth, the readier he was to fulfill his peculiar role in
history. Therefore, even a remote South American Vesuvius had its

The Evolution
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justification for existence. It was a parochial universalism that led
Church to the presence of this highest and “most perfectly formed”
volcano. As such, Cotopaxi was the archetype of its species of earth
personalities. Church was never one to settle for second bests.

Cotopaxi, painted in 1862, was the third distinctive interpretation of
the subject which Church had painted and of these clearly the most
searching.7 He made a few sketches of the volcano in 1853, but on his
second visit to Ecuador, in 1857, he studied the object intensively from
Chillogallo, near Quito, and from Tacunga. He made studies of the
peaks and topography surrounding Cotopaxi, and took a close look at
another erupting volcano, Sangay (figures 32, 34, 38). Quite clearly
he intended already in 1857 to produce a heroic picture of Cotopaxi.
A number of rather ambitious compositions for a Cotopaxi which were
never painted exist in pencil and oil. They are decidedly less impressive
than the canvas of 1862.

About 1861, some four years after his last visit to South America,
Church’s ideas for a heroic Cotopaxi seem to have been jelling. We re-
produce here one of the two pencil compositions and one of the two
oil compositions which he had in mind at the time (figure 33;
prate iN). Both show the plume as rising almost directly upward from
the volcano’s mouth. None of the painter’s on-the-spot sketches depict
it spouting forth in this manner, for when Church saw the eruption a
Pacific wind was ready to set it adrift at once. This more vertical thrust
(especially that suggested in the oil composition) is of course grander
and more imposing. In the final version Church endowed the eruption
with still greater force. The slope of the volcano in these studies was
actually less than it had been in the earlier on-the-spot sketches done in
1857 (figures 34, 38). The painter’s idea for an intervening cloudbank
in the 1861 compositions may have prompted the shallower incline.
The striking opposition of the cool, level, moving, white cloudbank
against the dusky warm confusion of the smoke was an effect which
Church abandoned perhaps reluctantly but wisely in the final painting
(figure 31), for the volcano gained in strength and clarity of ex-
pression, and in its more pronounced isolation, Cotopaxi was further
enhanced as one of the two principals in the drama.

The pencil composition (figure 33) may follow the one in oil



(prate iii), since in the wider interval between volcano and sun, it
resembles the final painting more closely. The spacing of the two fea-
tures contributes to the grandeur of effect. This black and white study
is even more explicit in its allusion to the cross. In the large public
picture Church elected to be subtler about his symbolism.8

A persistent difficulty for Church was the treatment of the imme-
diate foreground. Finally, he relinquished his efforts to deal positively
with the problem, and instead placed his viewer above a canyon. Some
of the enthusiasts of Cotopaxi criticized Church on this matter. Know-
ing the alternatives, however, we can be glad that Church begged the
guestion. The omission immediately enabled him to reveal more about
the region’s geology (two phases of history written in the rock forma-
tions fill the lower right quadrant of the picture), and to “firm” the
composition with strong and well related diagonals and triangles and
reciprocities of light and dark, cool and warm, calm and active.
Church’s compromises—if they were compromises—eertainly resulted
in a formal and expressive unity that was denied him in the preceding
compositions.

The pencil composition (figure 33) quite patently suggests the
influence of the painter who led Church to his artistic maturity:
J. M. W. Turner (1776-1851). The effect of light, the general disposi-
tion of the topography, and the cosmic breadth of vision point to the
example of Turner engravings (figure 82). From the Englishman the
American could also have derived the idea of the dramatic opposition
of hot and cool atmosphere. In the small oil composition (prate iii) this
contrast was slightly overstated. But the agitated handling of pigments
here has more to do with the spontaneity of inspiration than with
Turner. In the final version of Cotopaxi, Church toned down the ex-
uberance of the brushwork and the riot of hues to tip the scale of his
tonal conception a little more heavily on the sublime side. Soberer
handling of paint and the preponderance of reds in the final canvas
achieve the desired dignity. After all the preliminaries of original
sketches from nature and subsequent compositional studies, by a process
of selection and elimination Church caught the balance of natural,
formal, symbolic, and dramatic tensions demanded of him by this
heroic earth-epic.

The Evolution
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It should by now be clear that Cotopaxi is not a specific view in the
Andes but a naturalistic and symbolic characterization of a region of
the planet. There is certainly no one place where a person could be-
hold at once this vast continental scene. Far off in the distance under
the arched bough of the tree to the extreme left is a peak (not visible
in the reproduction) that is perhaps intended to be Antisana; far to
the right one sees a series of peaks that may be thought to end with
llliniza; possibly Lake Salayambo is the inspiration for the life-giving
Easter-calm reservoir. The cliffs resemble Church’s sketches made at
Grand Manan lIsland in the Bay of Fundy, ten years before, and the
painter in fact compared their structure to that of the palisades of the
Upper Mississippi.

Church could invent natural characters, dramas, and episodes at will.
The painter was at home on his globe and understood its life well
enough to re-create it in paint. He was also at home with the Great
Tradition of the Renaissance and understood its principles well enough
to adapt them to the painting of natural history. Church knew geology,
meteorology, botany—Humboldt combined them as “geognosy”—as
well as the greatest of the Old Masters knew the Antique. And like
these, his predecessors, Church had the intellect, the practical knowl-
edge, and the technical dexterity to realize the grand conception. Thus
he could paint the earth’s Genesis as the sixteenth century genius could
paint the Bible’'s Genesis. That is why Mr. Church’s grateful com-
patriots called him “the Michelangelo of landscape Art.” 9



New York Artist Leaves Stocks Valued at $474,447.72. The largest estate
that has come under the jurisdiction of the Probate Court of this district
for some months has lately been admitted. Frederick Edwin Church, the
artist, who died some weeks ago in New York, was formerly a resident
of this city, and his father lived here. (Unidentified newspaper clipping,
Connecticut Historical Society)

R. CHURCH began life as Frederick Edwin, the son of Joseph
Mand Eliza Janes Church, on May 4, 1826, in Hartford. His original
American ancestor, Richard Church, had been one of the founders of
this old settlement on the Connecticut River. Joseph Church (1796-
1876) was “a gentleman of respectability” whose “energy as a business-
man” was much valued in that enterprising New England community.
He was a businessman of all sorts. He was “concerned” with the family
paper-mill in South Lee, Massachusetts. In the 1830’s he and his brother
Leonard “made money quite rapidly for a while” in the manufacture of
the then fashionable Navarino bonnets. Through the years of Frederic’s
(in his early twenties the painter dropped the “k” from his name)
childhood his father also owned a jewelry store. In middle age Joseph
Church sought wider horizons in the business world. His knowledge
of money and real estate (he owned important property in downtown
Hartford) led to his becoming a bank director, a savings society officer,
and adjustor for the Aetna Insurance Company. The painter’s father
emerges from his obituary as a “wealthy and respected” citizen, a man
of “the strictest honesty and integrity,” a man of “Christian consistency,
during a long, active, and useful life.”

But from Charles Dudley Warner’s unfinished biography of the son,
Joseph emerges as a paradigm of the Puritan businessman, suspicious of
art as a dependable means of livelihood or as a worthy pursuit in life.l
Only grudgingly did he allow his son to enter his chosen “business.”
(The father consistently alluded to Frederic’s career as his “business,”
for he thought of it exclusively as a means of making money.) Joseph
would have had his son be a physician, but the youth was not interested.
Before Church elected to become an artist he once told his father that
he would like to be an “inventor.” This was but one degree less pleas-
ing to the parent, for in those days an inventor inevitably began his
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career as a mechanic, and a family of such easy circumstances could
hardly be expected to encourage a son to begin his adult life beneath
7 he Puritan his birthright rank in society. Soon after Frederic commenced his two
Businessman's Son years with Thomas Cole, his father urged him to suspend his art stud-
ies and get a “collegiate education.” This, Joseph Church argued,
would be an advantage to Frederic if he were still determined on
painting as a business. It would also better prepare the young man for
the foreign study that would be essential to his acquiring proficiency.
Frederic was panicked by the very thought. His father agreed to re-
consider if his son showed good evidence of progress.

Upon leaving Cole, Frederic painted in Hartford for a few months
but then moved to New York. Some weeks after he took a studio in
the Art Union Building, his father wrote him “I have no money to spare
in this unprofitable business.” Even painters’ sons from poor homes
fared better with their fathers. Still, Joseph Church had paid Thomas
Cole well to instruct Frederic. (The sum was six hundred dollars.)
Although Frederic’s parents appreciated Cole more for his moral vir-
tues than for his artistic ability, they enabled the son to study under
him, and this was perhaps the greatest favor that anyone could have
done for a young aspirant to landscape painting. Church was so well
prepared to support himself at twenty that he was soon making good
money from the sale of his pictures. In the spring of 1850 he sold three
to the American Art Union for a thousand dollars. By 1853, when the
Art Union was disbanded, Church had sold the organization some
twenty-nine paintings. As time went on and dollars rolled in, Joseph
Church became reconciled to his son’s career and even offered “as-
sistance from me in the way of capital in your business.”

As for purely moral reservations about painting as a career, the
mother was as much concerned as the father:

God’s world is pleasant. There are a thousand things that are worthy of
our love and attention and which show the wisdom and goodness of our
Heavenly Father. And when with pencil you imitate the work of His hand
let your heart praise the giver, but let not the pleasure of the world, the
vanities, fill your mind and you lose the pearl of great price.2



Whether such admonitions had any specific effect is a matter than can-
not be answered. But his mother's words are symptomatic of an at-
mosphere which had surrounded Frederic his whole life.

Church was described as “indeed a nineteenth century type of the
old Puritan” by Warner, who knew the moral tenor of Hartford, as
an editor of the Courant, and of Church, as a long-standing intimate
friend. Frederic’s parents were children of the eighteenth century, not
the eighteenth century of Boston Unitarianism, but of hard-core, re-
sistant, Trinitarian Congregationalism. The son had the more liberal,
freer attitudes of the new century. Warner describes him as more
tolerant, more open, more catholic. This is indeed the Frederic Church
we know today through his paintings and his extraordinary residence,
Olana. Frederic was enough interested in Hartford’s light of Tran-
scendentalist Unitarianism to include in his library the sermons of Asa
Bushnell. The painter's own minister in the same city had been the
Reverend Joel Hawes, a rather dour Calvinist judging by his Lectures
to Young Men on the Formation of Character.

When Church migrated to the greater freedom of New York, how-
ever, he found a more liberal Christianity being preached by the
Reverend G. W. Bethune. When the minister moved to a new pulpit
in Brooklyn, Church took the ferry across the East River every Sunday
to hear his friend preach. Another clergyman of much the same stamp
was Louis LeGrand Noble, Thomas Cole’s pastor at the Catskill Epis-
copal parish (and Cole’s biographer), whom Church met in 1844. The
two became fast friends. Noble, it will be recalled, composed a pam-
phlet to accompany The Heart of the Andes, and he was also Church'’s
companion in the North Atlantic in 1859. The minister recounted the
adventure in a book, After Icebergs with a Painter, published in 1861.
It is probably safe to infer that Noble’s version of Christian faith, in-
fused with the optimistic tonic of Transcendentalism, vibrated in close
sympathy with Church’s peculiar Christian faith. He writes as though
his God were vaguely personal yet immanent in the forces of the uni-
verse. Like Church, Noble confronted nature with confidence and joy.

Daniel Wadsworth wrote to Thomas Cole in May of 1844, in the
hope of persuading the painter to accept Joseph Church’s son as his
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pupil.3 Frederic, just turned eighteen, was characterized as a young
gentleman of “prepossessing personal appearance and manner,” who had
“received a good education,” shown “considerable mechanical genius,”
and “considerable talent for landscape painting . . . and a Strong de-
sire to pursue [that] art.” He was already the refined and intelligent
man whom we recognize in later photographs (figure 47) and in the
biographies his contemporaries wrote of him, and already the socially
adept and whimsically entertaining wit described by his future friends.
When Wadsworth wrote to Cole, Frederic was already receiving in-
struction in drawing and painting from two Hartford artists, Benja-
min H. Coe and Alexander H. Emmons. However, they have little to
do with what their able pupil eventually became.

THOMAS COLE, “THE FATHER OF AMERICAN LANDSCAPE”

The great moment for Church of course came when Cole replied in
the affirmative to Wadsworth'’s request; he had never before accepted
a pupil. Thomas Cole (1801-1848) was clearly the outstanding land-
scape painter on this side of the Atlantic. Only the previous winter
there had been a one-man exhibition, a rarity in those days, of Cole’s
works at the National Academy of Design in New York. There were
good reminders of his importance close at hand too in the Wadsworth
Atheneum, including the newly painted Mount Aetna, which had just
been purchased for five hundred dollars. There was probably no
painter in the world who could then have offered Church more. The
young man, in the neatest letter he ever wrote, was well aware of the
privilege:

My highest ambition lies in excelling in the art. | pursue it not as a source
of gain or merely as amusement. | am sensible of the unusual advantage
1 enjoy in being allowed to look to you sir as an instructor.4

In the mid 1840’s Cole stood first in American landscape. There was
a significant gap between him and the painter Asher Durand who
occupied the number two position. Durand’s landscape is basically pas-
toral in character. His views of the rural agrarian northeast consistently
evoke the memory of the seventeenth century classical landscape. And



those of untamed nature (figure 5) are informed with the same sense
of peace. His humanity expresses itself in nature’s dignity and grace.
There is nothing impetuous or threatening in Durand’s landscape. It is
lovely, softened, good. Durand’s style had few of the qualities that
brought about Church’s mature art. He did not handle oil so as to sug-
gest the natural structure and movement of form, and his nature lacked
vividness and drama. Contrast, for example, Durand’s treatment of
water with that in Niagara (p1ate i, ii). Church might not have been
able to paint a Cotopaxi if he had started his career with the nation’s
second landscapist.

Cole was the master of heroic landscape. His grandly conceived
series, The Course of Empire, 1836 (New York Historical Society), or
The Voyage of Life, 1840 (Munson-Williams-Proctor Institute), were
achievements beyond the capacities of a Durand or any other American
landscape painter of the day. These were history paintings in which
figures, buildings, and natural features were coordinated as theatrical
presentations of the painter's moral view of the world. They betray a
grasp of the nature of art and a facility of invention that was then
unique in America. However, to mid-twentieth century observers,
Cole’s less ambitious subjects show him to better advantage. Schroon
Mountain of 1838 (figure 4; in recent years it has borne the erroneous
title The Catskill Mountain) illustrates well his peculiar genius. The
whole scene has a vitality and wildness unknown to the tamer Durand.
The power and energy of the Adirondack forest and mountain have
been preempted by the artist to express his own aspirations to become
free of the burdens of a sinful world. The trees seem to struggle for
release. The mountain peak appears to soar into the heavens. It is the
picture of a private experience of nature, the expression of a tormented
soul longing for the Hereafter. Inevitably Cole imposed the image of
his own body and emotions on the inanimate world:

My attention has often been attracted by the appearance of action and ex-
pression of surrounding objects, especially of trees. They spring from some
resemblance to the human form. There is an expression of affection in inter-
twining branches. [Trees] assimilate with each other in form and character.
Expose them to adversity and agitations, and a thousand original characters
start forth, battling for existence or supremacy. On the mountain summit,
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exposed to the blasts, trees grasp the crags with their gnarled roots, and
struggle with the elements with wild contortions.5
Thomas Cole,
“The Father of  Cole’s initial impressions from nature are thus humanly preconceived.

American Landscape”  His mind was steeped in the history of art. Indeed, lie was ever ready to
discover sylvan Laocoons or Borghese Warriors in the landscape. When
he came upon a prospective character-tree for a foreground, he
sketched it as though he were looking at a plaster cast in the generalized
light of the Neo-Classical studio (figure 8). Cole’s handling of the pen,
pencil, or brush combined emotional impulsiveness with sympathy for
natural form. It was the manner of the Sturm und Drang romantic.

Both the style and the imagery of Cole’s art were assertions of a sub-
jective involvement with nature. Church would objectify Cole’s han-
dling to make it express nature’s own life. Contrast, for example, the
whitecaps in a Cole Niagara with the whitecaps in Church’s Niagara
(figures 54, 55). The teacher’'s waves are impulsive responsive render-
ings; the pupil’s are objective records. It took only a transcendentalist
temperament to convert the older man’s brushwork into “the life and
movement of nature.” For the pantheist Thomas Cole, nature was a
treasury of moral emblems, postures, and moods—reflections of an un-
seen and better spiritual realm. His paintings are staged dramatizations
of himself as man tragically imprisoned in the substance of this wbrld.
He protests and warns against the evils of a materialistic civilization.
He points the straight and narrow way to God through communion
with His nature. Cole is a sermonizer, a Jeremiah with a brush. Schroon
Mountain is an other-worldly landscape painted by a heroic pessimist.
Cotopaxi (figure 31) is a new-worldly landscape painted by a heroic
optimist. Cole’s art could be adapted—with the help of other influences—
to the dramatization of the succeeding generation’s millennial hopes.
The pupil never forgot his debt to his teacher.

THOMAS cole's PUPIL

Church arrived at Cole’s studio in Catskill on June 4, 1844, a date that
marks the beginning not only of his formal instruction in landscape
painting, but also of a close friendship which was prematurely cut short



in February of 1848 by Cole’s death. At the prime of his career, Cole,
who might have painted for another quarter century, had succumbed
to pneumonia. The year after his teacher’'s death Church expressed his
grief in a now lost painting, Memorial to Cole; the same year Asher
Durand painted his famous Kindred Spirits (New York Public Li-
brary), showing Bryant and the lamented Cole in the Catskill Clove.

The numerous sketches of 1844 and 1845—some in oil, most in pen-
cil—inform us implicitly of Cole’s instruction. They reflect the experi-
ence of the older man systematized. Cole made studies from nature—
practically all of them in pencil or ink, only a handful in oil—ef those
many features and effects which might be used for landscape poems
and dramas: a pastoral landscape, a lake in the woods, the spiky silhou-
ette of a piney ridge, a cliff, a sunset or sunrise, farm buildings or a
mill, cows and horses, gnarled roots and blasted stumps, a tree or a por-
tion of atree (figures 8, 23). The pupil took up the master's methods
right away. His early pencil sketches are faint or hesitant reflections of
Cole’s characteristic stencil-flat draughtsmanship (figure 6). By the
time of Cole’s death in 1848, Church had already shown promise of
that pristine clarity of vision that was to characterize his mature
draughtsmanship. The teacher said his pupil had “the finest eye for
drawing in the world.”

Within a year of his arrival at Catskill, Church was producing land-
scapes that no other American youth of nineteen could match. They
seem to be Coles painted by another temperament, at least this is so
with the views of Catskill and Connecticut landscape. The teacher
judged them fit to be shown at the National Academy exhibition in
1845. Church actually moved further toward Cole’s style in the next
year or two, to the point that some of his paintings came to be con-
fused with the older man’s. He seems to have divided his energies be-
tween actual American landscapes and subjects from the Old Testa-
ment, Pilgrim’s Progress, and Paradise Lost: The Deluge and Moses
Viewing the Promised Land (1846); Christian on the Borders of the
Valley of the Shadow of Death (c. 1847); The River of the Water of
Life (c. 1848); The Plague of Darkness (c. 1849). These are all sub-
jects of peculiar relevance to his mature work.6Church'’s first ambitious
landscape, Hooker and Company Journeying through the Wilderness
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from Plymouth to Hartford, in 1636—even the title is ambitious—was
exhibited at the National Academy in the spring of 1846 (figure 2).
Conceived after Church had completed most of his formal instruction
from Cole, it is a kind of summa of everything the young painter had
been learning. What the subject meant to him is suggested in the text
of a history of Hartford, of which the engraved frontispiece, “The
Hooker Party,” is adapted from his painting:

What was this band, now composed, that thus ventured through the wilder-
ness to found a Town, and aid to found a state? One of exiles from their
father-land for faith and liberty—a band of serious, hardy, enterprising
hopeful settlers, ready and determined to carve out, for themselves and
their posterity, new and happy homes in a wilderness—there to sink the
foundations for a chosen Israel—there to till, create, replenish, extend trade,
spread the gospel, spread civilization, spread liberty—there to live, act, die
and dig quiet sepulchres, in a hope and happiness that were destined to
spring, phoenix-like, from the ashes of one generation to illumine and beau-
tify the generation which was to succeed.7

One could hardly hope for a better proclamation of the painter’s own
belief in the unique destiny of New England. Richard Church, his an-
cestor, had been of the elect band of Hartford’s first settlers. The
painter, enlightened by modern science’s professed insights into the
mysterious workings of the Providential Plan, must have looked upon
The Hooker Party as a religious picture. Indeed, he has suggested a
second flight of the Holy Family into an idyllic wilderness of safety
and promise. In this rather overstaged and cardboard-planed landscape,
the sharp and pure vision of the previous landscapes has been pressed
into a rather clumsily classical composition. The painting is a motley of
studies which have been brought together into a whole which is neither
convincing as nature nor harmonious as art. But The Hooker Party is to
be respected as a juvenile attempt on Church'’s part to be a Claude Lor-
rain in the American wilderness.

In 1846, after his two years with Cole had ended, Church made a
brief stab at setting up a studio in Hartford, but by autumn he had left
home for New York. There he apparently painted in a room at 497



Broadway, the address of the Art Union Building. This seems to have
been his place of work in the city until he moved, in 1858, into
R. M. Hunt's new Studio Building on Tenth Street.

Church, tall, handsome—indeed, judging by his passport description,
his contemporaries must have thought him a Greek god—quickly be-
came involved with the life of the city’s art world. He soon joined the
Sketch Club and the Century Club, “musts” for a successful artist in
those days, and in 1849, not yet twenty-three, he was elected to full
membership in the National Academy of Design. Church was the
youngest Academician in the country. He was by then a prominent
enough artistic personality to have been honored at his studio bv a
visit from Edgar Allan Poe and to have been sought after as a teacher
by William James Stillman, who later became better known as a jour-
nalist and photographer. Within another year Church had his second
pupil, Jervis jMcEntee. Stillman felt that he had learned nothing from
Church. It is not hard to explain why. Church seems to have scorned
theories about art. Indeed, once when asked what his methods were, his
reply was that he “had never looked upon himself as having any.” “I
believe that an artist should paint what he sees” is his most eloquent
statement about art.8 Good pedagogy for American Adams but not for
anyone else.

By the early fifties Church himself had made great strides as a paint-
ing student of nature. His annual routine—it was the annual routine that
all painters of landscape were adopting in this country—was to spend
the months of October through April or May in the city busy working
on canvases in the studio. The summer months then would be passed
sketching in the out-of-doors at points remote from civilization. After
two summers in the Catskills or in the vicinity of Hartford, during his
apprenticeship with Cole, Church spent the summers of 1846 and 1847
in the Berkshires. Then in the next five years he explored western New
York (1848), Virginia, Kentucky, and the Upper Mississippi (1851 —
including the Natural Bridge and Mammoth Cave), Vermont (1848
and 1849), the White Mountains (1850), and Maine. There, during the
years 1850, 1851, and 1852 he visited Mount Desert and the Katahdin
region, and in 1852 also Grand Menan Island (Canada) in the Bay of
Fundy, then virtually unknown places. Church may actually be the
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first painter to have visited Katahdin. Doughty and Cole had already
been to Mount Desert, but neither had returned to the island, which is
an interesting reflection both on them and on Church, who visited the
island at least seven times. His own enthusiasm for Mount Desert came
across in his paintings. They were in effect advertisements for the
island. Church thus played a role in the creation of one of New Eng-
land’s great resorts.

The trip to Maine in 1850 is the first of a number of Church’s excur-
sions to have been recorded in writing as well as in sketches. Church
did not share Cole’s introspective compulsion to record all his thoughts
and experiences in words; but he did, on several occasions, keep jour-
nals of his travels. They are without fail entertaining as well as reveal-
ing documents, enlivened by a boyish exuberance and an irrepressible
humor. These qualities, indeed, betray Church as the anonymous au-
thor of a series of letters published in the Bulletin of the American Art
Union (November, 1850). In the first of these we read a description of
Church and his unnamed companions (Kensett and Gignoux?) sketch-
ing in the White Mountains, “muffled up” with white handkerchiefs
and keeping a “bunch of shrubs actively playing about our heads” to
ward off “the swarms of mosquitoes and black flies.” However, Craw-
ford and Franconia notches were only preliminaries on the way to
Mount Desert, reached in those days from Portland by a sequence of
steamer, sloop, and schooner. Arriving at the island, the painter won-
dered why “some shrewd Bostonian” had not erected a hotel on it
Primed with his fresh reading of Humboldt's grand theories of geog-
raphy as the determinant of civilization, and inspired by the national
optimism of the moment, Church was in his element:

We have not come thus far to be disappointed . . . There is an immense
range of mountains running through the island, one some two thousand feet
high [inflated 25 per cent, in keeping with the style of expansionism], of
admirably varied outline—in some places covered with forest, and broken
with rocks and precipices overhanging gems of lakes, and in others show-
ing nothing but bare rock from summit almost to base.

Mount Desert was a magnificent hunk of natural history existing on a
scale that the painter had never known before:



From the highest peak ... we could easily see Mount Desert rock, twenty-
five miles off in the ocean; and the mountain on which we stood is seen sixty
miles at sea . . . Far out in the offing, the soft, hazy, blue floor of the ocean
was studded with nearly a hundred white sails of fishing smacks.

Church was living in the first space age. There were equal but different
exhilarations in store for him and his companions at a lower altitude:

It was a stirring sight to see the immense rollers come toppling in, chang-
ing their forms and gathering in bulk, then dashing into sparkling foam
against the base of old “Schooner Flead,” and leaping a hundred feet into
the air. There is no such picture of wild, reckless, abandonment to its own
impulses, as the fierce, frolicsome march of a gigantic wave. We tried paint-
ing them, but cannot suppress a doubt that we shall neither be able to give
actual motion nor roar to any we may place upon canvas.

Cole had never addressed nature with such sympathetic gusto.

Church’s oil and pencil sketches were tracing his maturing as an
artist and his quickening engagement with nature. The oil studies of
this period are painted on millboard with a salmon-huff colored ground.
The effect of this underpaint was to give warmth and solidity to the
light and form sketched over it (figure 12). Most of the pencil studies
are on sheets of cream-white, straw, olive, or pale gray paper, exceed-
ing the dimensions of the oil studies. They range in size from six by
eight to fourteen by eighteen inches. With a dark paper Church might
sketch in white gouache alone (figure ii). Ordinarily this gouache,
or Chinese white, served as an adjunct to the pencil. The actual manner
of sketching from nature at this time reflected the painter’'s changing
conception of nature. Church was discovering himself as the intelligent
inhabitant of a vast unconscious organism. The land and the ocean are
beheld as the rigid or fluid records of elemental processes (figure 12).
A shapped tree is perceived as the datum of a storm that must have
passed by only hours before (figure i).

Cole was ever ready to discover his own anatomy and emotions in
the landscape, even to the point of interpreting the forms of mountains
or trees as he sketched them from nature. But the mountain or the
tree, as Church sketched them, kept their own anatomy. For him in-
terpretation began not in the out-of-doors but in the studio, and even
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in the easel painting he strove to re-create nature’s anatomy. By the
early 1850’s Church was beginning to conceive of landscape as self-
sufficient harmony, a flux of momentary interrelationships rather than
separate passages of generalized light and local color. The action and
expression of form and atmosphere cease to depend upon the subjective
observer and instead become naturally consistent. The sky, the land,
the water now exist visually with reference to one another. The har-
mony is derived, not from man’s will, but from nature’s life.

Church was adapting his master’s style to the nationalistic sensibility.
The American was attracted to the new, the fresh, the vivid. Church’s
sketches show a consciousness of his time both in subject and in style.
He had forsaken the English picturesque which suggested age, decay,
and—however pleasantly disguised—eeath, in sum the past. A typical
example is the work of the English illustrator William H. Bartlett. We
reproduce here a detail of one of his plates in American Scenery
(figure 22). Cole, too, out of Old World habit, preferred the rotting
stump, the decrepit mill and bridge. The sketch shown in figure 23
typifies Cole’s why of seeing. It suggests a pencil tracing of the scene.
There is no effort at creating the illusion of a perceived reality. The
landscape exists in but two dimensions, without that atmosphere which
postulates actual space and time. Only in the rickety bridge and struc-
ture beneath it is there a hint at depth. In oil Cole came closer to his
pupil’s effect of the window on nature, but in the final analysis the
teacher’s landscapes reflect the lack of spatial vividness of this drawing.
The respective styles of drawing of Cole and of Church are graphic
indexes of their responses to the reality of nature. To compare the
younger man’s drawing of a similar subject is to contrast the vision of
the introverted pantheist Neo-Classicist with the vision of the extro-
verted transcendentalist New Adam (figure 17). Church must ac-
tually have smelled sawdust as he sketched that lumber mill. In this
drawing of his early maturity, this American artist combined the keen
watchfulness of a self-reliant eye with the Jacksonian penchant for the
raw and rugged: Brother Jonathan’s answer to the picturesque of John
Bull was youth, vigor, and life: the picturesque of the present and the
future.

Another comparison between the pupil and the teacher reveals still



more of this New World transformation of art. Though in a finished
painting Church would endow a tree with humanly meaningful “action
and expression,” his immediate impressions of nature were undistorted
by his will. He did not suggest to nature: nature suggested to him. Con-
trast trees sketched by Cole (figure 8) with a group which Church
sketched at Mount Desert (figure io). The one is a half-human event,
a projection of the artist’s consciousness. The other appears to us as an
event which takes place unconscious of man. It is the exact historical
record of a corner of nature up to this moment, say i0 a.m . On August
30th, 1850. The sketch tells us that the artist himself has lived in sympa-
thy with natural history, just as he lived in sympathy with those splen-
did waves at Mount Desert during that same summer.

Church had made the transition from Cole’s style to his own. In
West Rock, New Haven (figure 3) he had already expressed enough
of the new art spirit to have created a sensation at the 1849 National
Academy of Design exhibition. The praises of the painting were “in
everybody’s mouth”: Church “had taken his place, at a single leap,
among the great masters of landscape.” It was a “subject of universal
interest” which, like another of his paintings of the same year, had been
represented with “the accuracy of a daguerreotype.” This idyllic
benign, characteristic American scene obviously embodied what the
critics had been calling for: the combination of “The Ideal and the
Actual.” It was this picture which gained Church full membership in
the National Academy. And from now on he was a watched painter.
“The works of none of the younger men have attracted more atten-
tion,” said one observer of the American art scene in 1851. Exhibiting
each year at the Academy and the American Art Union (an organiza-
tion which bought works of art to distribute by lottery) Church was
steadily attracting the notice of the critics who had singled him out to
“become a leader.” “We doubt if the artist lives whose conception of
individual fact is so distinct and correct”; “He has the true feeling for
art”; “He owes it to himself and to his country to mark out an original
path.” These are comments made in the early fifties.

Church was being coaxed away from subject landscapes, like The
Deluge. “Had Mr. Church seen the deluge, he would no doubt have
painted it to better advantage.” (The figures in the painting actually
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must have been comparatively good; see figure 7.) There was “more
imagination” in his Beacon off Mount Desert Island:'" This was one of
the first pictures to “reproduce the experience in nature,” to quote a
favorite American quotation from Ruskin’s Modern Painters. Here
Church was anticipating that “triumph of the Real” which cultural na-
tionalists later proclaimed as the democratic victory of the living
present over the dead conventions of the past. That was in 1857, but
at the beginning of the decade observers of the art scene were less of
one mind. Twilight, shown at the Academy in 1850,10 was commended
except for one feature: the sunset sky was “a phenomena [sic] and a
prodigy” which “needed a certificate of genuineness.” This was the
complaint of at least one viewer. But another defended Church against
such criticisms:

“We exhort Air. Church to entire boldness in his attempts. W hy should
he hope always to please those who have only a vague susceptibility
of natural observation for their standard of criticism?” 1

A few years more and the “rare spectacle” would be accepted as the
rule with “Mr. Church.” The extraordinary effect in nature was the
revelation of the divine imminent in natural history. In the Era of Mani-
fest Destiny all expected the cosmic event.

ARCADIA IN THE PRESENT TENSE

The Great East—the greatest—for was it not the enterprise, energy, brain,
and cash of the East that made the West as we know it? (Frederic Church
to Charles Dudley Warner, July 23, 1888)

The masterpiece of Church’s youth, New England Scenery, painted in
1851, serves well as a conclusion to the beginning of the painter’s career
(figures 16, 19). The painting resumes the intentions of the juvenile
Hooker Party (figure 2) and presages The Heart of the Andes (fig-
ures 29, 30). New England Scenery is the opening gun of almost three
decades of cosmic landscape. In this painting Church undertook to
characterize and to idealize the portion of the globe that had created
the very kind of man he was. It is composed of paraphrasings of vi-



gnettes of the northeastern United States. The waterfall suggests west-
ern New York (figure ii); the mill and hillside beyond, and the
cliffs, Maine (figures 12, 17). Other features bring to mind studies
made in the Green and White Mountains or clouds sketched heaven
knows where. New England Scenery is several pictures in one compo-
sition. Church was more or less following Humboldt's advice here,
which was to present the typical features of a region according to the
principles of ideal classical landscape. The painter had of course learned
these principles from Cole. Indeed, it appears that Church, throughout
his career, had the habit of making ideal compositions in ink and ink
wash, perhaps to keep himself in classical trim. In the two illustrated
(figures 13, 14; there are four others in the same series) he seems to
have been practicing his paces in depicting landscape at rest and land-
scape in action. New England Scenery is the result of similar experi-
mentation. Though its forms are energetic and bounding (expressive
of the national mood) it is a slight toning down of the boisterousness
of the preliminary study he made for it the previous year (figure 18).

Church’s feeling for solidity and activity in the forms of landscape
was instinctive. But he was clearly encouraged in this sensibility by his
study of landscapes of the Dusseldorf School, which had just begun
to pour into the United States. A typical example of this German land-
scape style is illustrated in figure 15. It combines photographic ac-
curacy with vitality of form. New England Scenery obviously owes
some due to this imported foreign style, but Church was careful to
avoid the school’s affectations. According to one report, he was first
inspired to go to Mount Desert after seeing the marine landscapes of
Andreas Achenbach (figure 61). Years later, in 1863, when he painted
waves crashing on a rocky Maine coast (figure 64), Church was still
remembering this Dusseldorf master. Landscape, for these pot-boiling
German romantics, was seldom the vehicle of deep conviction. Church’s
strong faith in nature enabled him to transcend Dusseldorf's mannered
realism. The contrast between Church’s and Achenbach’s treatment
of water makes the point succinctly.

To return briefly to the relationship between New England Scenery
and the preliminary composition for this painting (figures 18, 19),
there is another significant difference between the two. In 1851 Church
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thought better of his first intention to include the sea as well as every-
thing else that characterized New England. A vista to the east draw-
ing one’s thoughts back to Europe was an anomaly. After this the
painter would only look that way to behold the “promise” of a new day.

New England Scenery is more cosmic in ambition than in realiza-
tion. Though Church was as well prepared as any painter to invent
natural history, the result, contrasted with later paintings, strikes us
as somewhat contrived. His reliance upon a tradition that did not un-
derstand nature so well accounts, in large measure, for the deficiency.
America had still not developed its own pictorial ideals. At this point
the artist was having to make something new out of something old.
There was no other alternative. Even in this painting we are actually
looking simultaneously at several scenes in several perspectives. This
is unclassical, and so too is the expanding openness of the landscape.
(The openness would increase in the next paintings.) A Claude Lorrain
or a Nicolas Poussin would have condemned Church’s realism as
vulgar. Sir Joshua Reynolds, the interpreter of Grand Style arfr to
eighteenth century England, would have regarded the emphasis on
facts as incompatible with grandeur of conception. This American was
pouring a new mentality into an old formula which was about to crack.

The metaphor applies to the content as well as the style of New Eng-
land Scenery. What Church imagines is a pristine Yankee Arcadia: a
thriving agrarian paradise peopled, not by grimy peasants or elegant
shepherds who live from generation to generation in history’s limbo,
but by motivated yeomen who are the backbone of a new nation in
the making. Evidences of their industry and culture suggest their enter-
prise and the harmony they enjoy with a benevolent nature which
exists for them. The scene is blessed in the golden glow of late after-
noon light. And into that light, to the west, goes a Conestoga wagon
which will carry New England to Ohio, Wisconsin, or Oregon. In
1846, Church had painted Moses Viewing the Promised Land. Now,
in 1851, he was making that Promised Land out of the newness, the
vastness, and the beauty of his native land. But it xvas still a half bor-
rowed land, half borrowed from the seventeenth century’s nostalgia
for an irretrievable paradise. Church had translated the nostalgia into
the present tense and turned it toward the future, something Cole had



not thought to do. But the dream was still Arcadia. Church was stuck
between Europe—it was Europe’s idea of America he was painting—
and the real America. The pictorial mythologizing of the New World
was only half born. Pretty good for a twenty-five-year-old!

THE ARTIST IN AN AGE OF BUSINESS AND PATRIOTISM

The spirit of the age, the spirit of the nation, should form the soul of the
artist; the light shed, and the inspiration breathed from the productions of'
the past, should purify his taste, and quicken his perceptions of beauty.
Beauty and harmony are the same in all ages, but to give the highest pleasure
must be applied to those subjects in which are the hearts of the people; and
therefore the artist needs to know and feel with his age. (Home Journal,
February, . . . 1853)

These words typify New England Scenery. In fact they were inspired
by the painting. New England Scenery had just been sold for thirteen
hundred dollars at the disbandment sale of the American Art Union.
It was probably the highest price that had ever been paid for an
American landscape painting. Even Church, who had sold it to the
organization for a mere five hundred dollars, felt it “wasn’t worth it.”
When he said that, he was more the Puritan’s than the businessman’s
son. But Church, so an admirer wrote years later, “presently grew
into a more ample estimate of his work.”

New England Scenery, after all, expressed the material incentives
as well as the religious inspirations of the Puritan Yankee. Church had
himself been industriously raising his prices from year to year. In-
deed, in a letter dated December 14, 1854, the painter obligingly spelled
out for a prospective patron the former price and present price of his
paintings, illustrating the latest increase in cost per square foot of
Church canvas: 12

size of picture former price present price
2" x3 $400 $500
2'8" x 4' $600 $700
3'4" x 5' $800 $1000
4' X6 $1000 $1200
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Unlike Thomas Cole, who seems to have been pained and embarrassed
by the necessity of discussing money matters, Church went about them
with the same detachment with which he looked at nature. In Chap-
ter | we mentioned his contract with Blodgett for The Heart of the
Andes, a business agreement which certainly suggests Church had a
flair for the “hard sell.”

Though the painter was a prophet he did not object to profits.
When, with the showing of Niagara in 1857, he found he could go it
alone outside the walls of the National Academy, he ceased sending
important paintings to its annual exhibitions. He did so well on his own
in getting his work before the public that supporters of the Academy
complained that The Heart of the Andes, “hurt” attendance at the
Academy in 1859. Church’s business manager, John McClure, and his
dealers (GoupiPs, the present Knoedler's, was the principal one) re-
lieved Church of nine-tenths of the job of promoting his work. His
own chief responsibility, apart from being prime mover, was to show
up at “artists’ receptions” at the Studio Building and at “first views”
at the galleries. McClure and GoupiPs would look after the newspaper
notices, the posters, broadsides (Church generally wrote part of the
text) and pamphlets, invitations to previews, display of subscription
books for engravings, accounts of attendance receipts, arrangements
for shipping paintings around the country and abroad, etc.

With the new emphasis on the isolated sensation-picture which was
to be seen by a crowd, the size of the canvases increased while the
number of canvases decreased. “Church obtains his own price, for he
paints only one picture where a hundred are asked.” Twilight in the
Wilderness (i860) was one of the smallest of the “big” pictures: it
measured forty by sixty-four inches. Niagara from the American Side
(1867) 13 was apparently the largest: it measured nine and a half by
seven and a half feet.

New money (the Civil War helped this along) as much as the spirit
of expansionism, was the cause of the new dimensions. The business
mind and the patriotic mind—these were identical among Church’s
patrons who were nation builders—ealled for landscape. New land to be
developed and produce wealth contributed to the taste for the great
piece of nature on canvas. But then, too, there was the millennial ex-



pectancy to inspire these enormous cosmic windows. Small wonder
that landscape, which constituted barely one out of ten entries at the
Academy exhibition of 1842, rose so rapidly in the mid-century and
came to dominate the exhibitions of the fifties and sixties.

The mythology of science, as we have seen in the discussion of
Cotopaxi, is the essential clue to the triumph of landscape in this Era
of Manifest Destiny. Science was the means of exploiting nature for
man’s good, and the means of interpreting the will of the universe.
This is why painting, which then in America meant landscape, be-
came “a rage.”

In this rare moment of our history the American painter was called
upon to “embalm the genius of a country”:

Into the hand of Art is committed dominion over the passions not only of
the individual, but of the masses composing the body politic, and he who
fails to comprehend or to appreciate the magnitude of the trust reposed in
him, lacks the primary qualifications for his profession, and must, therefore,
content himself with an obscurity commensurate with the delusion of his
own vision.l4

Never before or since has the American painter been so essential to
his country, at least in the consciousness of his fellow-countrymen.
Art, to be collective, “art for the millions,” had to be based upon the
practical experience of any man. In a utilitarian society this meant that
art had to be based upon “facts.” Without these “we are merely
polishing pebbles.”

“He respects us, and we respect him for it.” These words were said
of Church when New England Scenery was still fresh in the public
mind. In 1851 America was about to call for “a bold genius,” for “a
series of national paintings,” and at least one American painter had
already begun “to know and feel with his age.”

The Artist
in an Age of Business
and Patriotism
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CHAPTER 1V

An Epic of the
Tropics in Color

All the organisms and forces of nature may be seen as one living, active
whole, animated by one sole impulse. “Nature,” as Schelling remarks . . . ,
“reveals herself as the creative force of the universe—before time, eternal,
ever active, she calls to life all things, whether perishable or imperishable.”
(Alexander von Humboldt, Cosmos)

Here is the very painter Humboldt so longs for in his writings; the artist
who, studying, not in our little hot-houses, but in Nature’s great hot-house
bounded by the tropics, with labor and large-thoughted particularity paral-
lel to his own, should add a new and more magnificent kingdom of Nature
to Art, and to our distincter knowledge. (Art Journal, London, Septem-
ber i, 1865)

URING the period before Church’s eminence as a landscape

painter it had been assumed that travel, to an American artist,
meant going to Europe. Indeed, an American could hardly expect to
become an artist unless he went to Europe, and that before he had
matured. Most of the other leading painters of Church’s generation
did this: Kensett, Cropsey, Inness, Bierstadt, to name a few. Their
aim abroad was to study the Old Masters, learn the techniques of
painting in the schools, and make the Grand Tour. Few had ever
guestioned the necessity of the practice. Those who did question it
argued this way: if we are to become a new people, we must become
independent of the culture of the Old World; if the artist is to create
American art, he must guard against merely copying foreign art;
there is only one safe way to avoid this pitfall, and that is not to go
to Europe until one has found oneself in one’s own country. The plight
of the man who painted was much more difficult than that of the
man who wrote. The writer took no risk in staying at home, the
painter did. The schools where one could learn to paint, and the great
works of art which one should know were on the other side of the
ocean. How could the painter learn his art without that art to emu-
late? Yet how could he become an American artist if he imitated the
European artist? Jefferson had warned his compatriots not to go
abroad in their youth; they would lose their American virtues. This
is what one critic, in 1859, said had happened to George Inness: he



had become too French. And Worthington Whittredge, another Amer-
ican of this same generation, immediately upon his return from ten
years of study and travel abroad, found himself almost helpless in the
presence of the Catskills:

The forest was a mass of decaying logs and tangled brush wood, no peas-
ants to pick up every vestige of fallen sticks to burn in their miserable huts,
no well-ordered forests, nothing but the primitive woods with their solemn
silence reigning everywhere.l

He was not the only painter to have been embarrassed by such an
un-European landscape.

The best answer to this American dilemma, so went the logic of
the cultural nationalist, was for the young artist to remain at home,
to study those few Old Masters and good foreign works of art which
were available, or, next in preference, engravings after them, and to
go straight to nature, “the best of all teachers.” This is what Church
elected to do. As Cole’s pupil he had the unique advantage of the best
instruction possible for any landscape painter on this side of the At-
lantic. Also Church was a passionate devotee and consummate observer
of nature. He was determined to be the most American of painters. To
his contemporaries he seemed “impervious to European influences.”
After Church finally did visit the Old World, he wrote: “apart from
Syria, | have no desire to return.” 2

Church’s first trip abroad was a new departure for a landscape
painter. South America had been the primary setting for the great
theories about natural history which Humboldt had formulated in
Cosmos, Personal Narratives, and Aspects of Nature. Church owned
the popular editions of these works published by Bohn and had read
of the scientist-explorer’s discoveries about the life of the earth in this
vast yet concentrated laboratory of natural history. There could have
been no better course to follow than that of the great scientist across
the “New Continent.” It would be a Grand Tour of the monuments
of geographical determinism: just what a would-be citizen of nature
most needed. Indeed, his going to South America, so it must have
seemed to this young Puritan Adam, was almost preordained. He was
to prove himself the very painter that Humboldt had called for:
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Are we not justified in hoping that landscape painting will flourish with a
new and hitherto unknown brilliancy, when artists of merit shall more fre-
guently pass the narrow limits of the Mediterranean, and when they shall be
enabled far in the interior of continents, in humid mountain valleys of the
tropical world, to seize, with the genuine freshness of a pure and youthful
spirit, on the true image of the varied forms of nature? 3

In 1853 there were no obstacles to prevent Frederic Church from
embarking upon his artistic destiny in the tropical world. He had the
time; he had the ability; he had the money. All he needed was a com-
panion, and he would head for the equator. As luck had it, his friend
Cyrus West Field was ready for an exotic detour in an already fabu-
lously successful career (he was later to become famous as the pro-
jector of the Transatlantic cable).4

And so it was that the painter and the capitalist arrived at the
mouth of the Rio Magdalena in Colombia at the end of April, 1853.
A diary kept by Church (the first two months are written in self-
taught Spanish) informs us that they followed the river as far as navi-
gation would permit, and then cut across the mountains to Bogota.
Near that city, with a company of peons at their command, they
visited the Falls of Tequendama, which had been made famous by
Humboldt’'s Personal Narratives. After a lot of scrambling over rocks
and pushing through vines, Church surmised that the vantage point
was right for a good view and ordered the peons to hack away a sec-
tion of jungle for the sake of art. In a few minutes “a magnificent view
disclosed itself” to the party. Even these “simple” Indians gasped in
amazement. Church pulled out his pad and sketched the falls from
this spot for the first time in history.

By mid-July the painter was retracing Humboldt's steps through
the Quindio Pass into the broad concave of the double-spined back-
bone of the “New Continent.” He had entered a five-hundred-mile-long
Alpine gully populated along its edges by mountain individualities and
in its center by plantations and villages. After four weeks on foot or
on the backs of burros and mules, the two Americans crossed the
border from Colombia into Ecuador. Within a matter of hours the very
vision which had attracted Church to this unknown part of the world
materialized before his eyes:



After a disagreeable journey across an elevated plain with a cold piercing
wind and a sprinkling of rain we finally came to the edge of an eminence
which overlooked the valley of Chota. And a view of such unparalleled
magnificence presented itself that | must pronounce it one of the great
wonders of Nature. | made a couple of feeble sketches this evening in recol-
lection of the scene. My ideal of the Cordilleras is realized.5

Church and Field spent about a fortnight in Quito, then headed on
south past the volcano Cotopaxi and around two sides of Chimborazo
which reared its “white and lofty head most grandly from the paramo,”
or plain. On the twentieth of September their route was marked by a
“sudden transition from a cool to a warm climate” which signalized
their descent from the Andes. They were soon to emerge from the
continent riding the tides on the Rio Guayas.

Back in his New York studio, intoxicated by the experience, but
drinking only hot chocolate (a newly cultivated taste) and coffee,
Church, to use one of his own expressions, “wielded the bristles”
madly for the next two years. He hardly left the city except to go to
Maine for two brief respites in the summers of 1854 and 1855. But the
public did not see the results of his distant explorations until the spring
of 1855 at the National Academy. There, the diarist George Temple-
ton Strong tells us, “Church’s beautiful landscapes are the chief attrac-
tion.” The best of these, Strong thought, was The Cordilleras.6 This
tropical paradise, a dreamy South American pendant to the more
restless North American paradise represented in New England Seen-
ery, was indeed one of Church’s finest landscapes.

But another painting shown at the Academy two years later, The
Andes of Ecuador 7 of 1855 (figure 20, facetiously called The Thou-
sand Mountains) is a more significant work. It combined the energy
of form of the Dusseldorf school of landscape with the antediluvian
sublimity of the English painter-illustrator John Martin and the light-
filled atmosphere of Turner (figures 15, 21, 82). The Andes of Ecua-
dor was an ideal mirror of the moment’s collective urge:

Wonderful hazy ridges of mountain-peaks, flooded with tropical sunlight.
Sharp pinnacles, just tipped with eternal snow, soaring like white birds to
heaven. Vast distant torrents, dashing over rocky ledges into bottomless
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ravines that gape for the silver waters. Faint gleams of tropical vegetation
reddening the foreground, with all detail, all shape lost in the neutral bloom
over lonely places. Grandeur, isolation, serenity! here there is room to
breathe. One feels the muscles grow tense gazing over that great Alpine
panorama.8

The Andes of Ecuador “caught and conveyed a new feeling to the
mind. His canvas lives.”

A SECOND LOOK AT SOUTH AMERICA

The painter’'s design ... is evidently nothing less than an epic of the
Tropics in color. If the artist is fortunate in the selection of a subject so
suggestive, so magnificent, so effective, and practically untouched, the
public is not less happy that the theme has such an interpreter. (Harper's
Weekly, April 4, 1863)

In the spring of 1857, while the American public was viewing twenty
square feet of Andean splendor at the National Academy, the painter
was on the high seas, headed for a second look at the reality and heeled
with commissions to paint more and better of the same. This time
the destination was solely Ecuador, which had received short shrift
four years before. Church’s expectations now had more substance and
his inspirations were grander and more vivid. The first trip had “en-
larged” his “capacity and conceptions,” Noble tells us. But also Church
had grown as a man and as an artist. He had, it should be recalled, just
produced Niagara. In the sketches for that painting and in those made
in Ecuador during this second trip, one can detect the influence of a
new intellectual force. Humboldt had referred his hypothetical painter
to the model of the seventeenth century classical landscape, most spe-
cifically Claude Lorrain. But it was a model that lacked the necessary
scope and vitality. The strong hints of John Adartin and Turner in
The Andes of Ecuador suggest that Church was seeking better exem-
plars of cosmic art. John Ruskin, the brilliant expositor of Turner, was
the new intellectual influence on Church. In Church’s sketches of the
mid and late fifties, there is ample evidence that he had studied care-
fully his copies of Ruskin’s Modern Painters. Through the English



critic’'s extraordinary analyses of Turner’s grasp of natural history-
illustrated with engravings—the young American must have been
helped immeasurably toward a fuller mastery of nature. For every
sentence of advice to the landscape painter offered by Humboldt
there were a thousand offered by Ruskin.

Church seems to have arrived in Ecuador knowing exactly what
he was going to do while there and exactly what he was going to at-
tempt when he came home. The complexion of the sketches is there-
fore noticeably different from those of 1853. Those of the earlier trip
tend to be detached vignettes of vegetation on the one hand and self-
composed ideal views on the other. There were still in 1853 many re-
minders of Cole’s sketching method. From the second trip there are
again many such sketches, but there are now also numerous others
which are not vignettes or views of the essentially picturesque or
beautiful, but rather studies of the processes of natural history. And
still other sketches of 1857 show that Church was consistently seeing
nature on a larger scale. The breadth that his art needed was to be
based on the scale of continental history.

In the four years since his first trip to South America, Church had
become still more aware of the relationship between man and nature.
A journal written during a brief trip to the volcano Sangay (see map,
figure 32) differs markedly from the journals of the 1853 trip.9In his
stance before nature the painter was becoming less the ingenuous youth
and more the aware adult. Church was seeing the earth in truly cos-
mic terms. He instinctively interprets Riobamba as a city in a bowl
created, nurtured, and protected by the mountains EI Altar and Chim-
borazo. At thirteen thousand feet, in wet snow, in “the pathless wil-
derness,” removed from “all signs of man,” and dependent upon In-
dians and horses who had over centuries adjusted to this environment,
he experienced the reduction of civilized man to bare subsistence. Think
back to the young Frederic Church who stood before the Valley of
Chota in 1853 and then contrast his eyewitness account of a confronta-
tion in 1857 with the volcano Sangay:

I knew | could get no view of [it] that night without a scramble and as
there was still a couple of hours of day light | grasped my sketch book and
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commenced ascending the hill which rose between us and the Volcano.
The exertion of working my way through the tangled grass was tremendous.
| toiled and toiled while every little eminence which | gained revealed still
more elevated ones above, but my perseverance was rewarded finally, and
| planted my feet on the summit. Dense clouds hung over the mountain tops
everywhere and 1looked in vain for a glimpse of Sangay or its smoke. Its
proximity, though, was evident enough from the regular, impressive shak-
ing of the earth and the tremendous peals which marked each explosion.
Turning my back, I commenced a sketch of the picturesque mountains at
the Southwest where the clouds did not hang low enough to cover the
snow line. Gradually the clouds broke away, the sun shone and gilded with
refined gold every slope and ridge that it could touch. Patches of open sky
revealed the most lovely blue in contrast to the rich coloring.

My sketch finished, | turned my face, and Lo! Sangay, with its imposing
plume of smoke stood clear before me. | was startled.

Like the poet Whitman, Church would “front” the “strange.” The
episode continues:

Above a serrated, black, rugged group of peaks which form the crater, the
columns arose, one creamy white against an opening of exquisitely blue sky,
delicate white, cirrus formed, flakes of vapor hung about the great cumulus
column and melted away into the azure. The other, black and sombre,
piled up in huge, rounded forms cut sharply against the dazzling white of
the column of vapor and piling up higher and higher, gradually was diffused
into a yellowish tinted smoke through wTich would burst enormous heads
of black smoke wfifich kept expanding, the whole gigantic mass gradually
settling down over the observer in a way that was appalling.

I commenced a sketch of the effect, but constant changes rapidly followed
and new beauties were revealed as the setting sun crested the black smoke
with burnished copper and the white cumulus cloud with gold. At intervals
of nearly four in five minutes an explosion took place; the first intimation
was a fresh mass of smoke with sharply defined outlines rolling above the
dark rocks followed by a heavy, rumbling sound which reverberated among
the mountains. | was so impressed by the changing effects that 1 continued
making rapid sketches; but all the time | had from the moment | saw the
first of them until the sun set was twenty minutes. Dense clouds again
settled over the mountains and night took the place of day. The curtain
had dropped.



“It is in the dispassionate statement of plain material facts,” wrote
D. H. l,awrence, “that Dana achieves his greatness.” In Two Years
Before the Mast the Pacific is “chief actor in the play of |the author’s]
own existence.” 10 Lawrence could just as well have been writing of
Church and his volcanoes: Cotopaxi (figure 31) is the corresponding-
epic.

Through his scientific detachment Church became involved in cos-
mic life. Cole would have found Church’s newly discovered life for-
bidding. Cole’s own words reflect a very different attitude toward a
similar event:

A sudden darkness enveloped the scene, which a few moments before was
beaming with sunlight, and thunders muttered in the distance. It was neces-
sary in a few moments to seek shelter, which | found beneath an overhang-
ing rock. . . . Here, thought I, as | paced the rocky floor of my temporarv
castle, I will watch, unharmed, the battle of the elements . . . Expectation
hung on every crag. A single pass of one long blade of lightning through
the silence, followed by a crash as of a cloven mountain, with a thousand
echoes, was the signal for the grand conflict. A light troop of raindrops
first swept forward, footing it over the boughs with a soft and whispery
sound; then came the tread of a heavy shower: squadrons of vapour rolled
in,—shock succeeded shock,—thunderbolt fell on thunderbolt,—peal followed
peal,—waters dashed on every crag from the full sluices of the sky ¢ ¢ ¢
Then came up a thousand fancies. | fancied everything and everything.
I thought myself careering, in a chariot of rock, through airy wastes be-
yond the reach of gravitation', with no law but my own will.ll

For Cole nature exists as the foil for his imagination; he remains aware
of his own sensuous presence, projecting himself into nature’'s move-
ments. For Church nature exists as the means of sloughing off an old
humanity; he sees, unconscious of his own physical humanity, and
his mind merges with nature’s very being. The same conclusions can be
read from the sketches of the two men. Cole the unreborn descendent
of Old World art could not help but recognize himself in nature’s life,
and thus his first-hand impressions of nature already look familiar. But
Church’s look “unfamiliar.” His nature exists before and after man.
“How little this fair globe would miss mankind!” said his companion
in the Maine wilderness in 1856.12 The painter’s attitude before Sangay
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' Mountains—the Most Signal
of Earthly Facts”

is the same: “the great Volcano has no rival on earth due to the fact
that from time immemorial its terrible eruptions have continued with-
out cessation.” Church saw nature undistorted by human fancy; he
saw nature pure. These visual records of Church’s contact with ele-
mental nature are transcendentalist impressions: the drawn equivalent
of Thoreau’s ejaculation atop Katahdin, “Contact! Contact!”

“MOUNTAINS—THE MOST SIGNAL OF EARTHLY FACTS”

The mutations of the old earth may be read upon her rocks and mountains,
and these records of former changes tell us the infallible truth, that as the
present passes into the future, so will the form of Earth undergo an im-
portant alteration. The same forces which lifted the Andes and the Hima-
layas are still at work, and from the particles of matter carried from the
present lands by the rivers into the sea where they subside in stratified
masses, there will, in the great future, be raised a new world, upon which
the work of life will go forward, and over which will be spread a vast In-
telligence. (Robert Hunt, The Poetry of Science, London, 1854)

One of the paintings Church was anticipating in 1857 was Cotopaxi.
The Heart of the Andes (figures 29, 30) was another; the hero of this
famous painting was the great mountain. The “Dome” as it was chris-
tened was the archetypal Andean mountain, “each and every one of the
Andeas.” It was EI Altar and twenty other peaks; but most of all it
was Chimborazo, for Chimborazo was the great personality of the
New Continent. Aconcagua, a thousand miles south of it, and an un-
known number of Himalayas were higher, but they were then mere
altitudes with unknown bodies. Chimborazo had been made sacred by
the prophet-scientists Condamine and Humboldt. On its flanks they
had measured the earth. Nature had placed the mountain in their path
as a revelation to man. At least that is how Church appears to have
regarded this great natural presence. And that, too, is how Church was
to make it the hero of The Heart of the Andes. He studied Chimborazo
from east, south, and west (it was inaccessible from the north). The
village of Guaranda (see map, figure 32) was the center of the best
views, and Church made dozens of sketches in the vicinity of this



place. In the pencil and oil records of the many-faceted Chimborazo
we can recognize the painter’s conception of the mountain (figures
24, 27, 28, 74). It was the first cause in the unending cycle of terres-
trial life. It was the creator of man and civilization: the Earth God.
But as God-immanent this mountain was the archetype of man. To
those who saw Chimborazo idealized in The Heart of the Andes it
had a head and shoulders; it was strong and beautiful; it aspired to the
eternal and the infinite; it joined heaven and earth. Hence it was a fit
image for American “demigods” and “immortals.” Through *“the
power of Art” mountains could be molded “into satisfying expres-
sions of man’s yearnings towards the boundless,” and “Mind” could
thus be united with “Nature.” 13

And so, in 1857, Church withdrew into this beautiful Andean wil-
derness to pierce Nature “to the core” and “Lead her beauty forth for
the world’s wonderment, to dazzle and inspire.” Church’s mind was
already at work on the great objective. Some of the on-the-spot pen-
cil sketches were being more or less completed with foreground de-
vices and staffage. The process of digestion had begun. But these views
were in a matter of days subsumed in a larger, grander conception,
whose general outlines were in turn suggested by the sketchiest of
notations (figures 27, 28). On June 5, 1857, Church had already be-
gun The Heart of the Andes. The exercise served the purpose both of
jelling his ideas and of suggesting what yet remained to be done while
the inspiring reality was in sight.

Back in the United States Church found his compatriots waiting for
him to paint “an epic of the tropics in color.” The literary analogy is
surprisingly appropriate. The Heart of the Andes alone prompted
enough writing to fill a thick nineteenth century volume (see Chap-
ter 1). This painting was the first full-fledged opus to appear, unless
one considers The Andes of Ecuador a mature creation. Cotopaxi
(1862), Chimborazo (1864), Rainy Season in the Tropics (1866), The
Vale of St. Thomas, Jamaica (1867), and Morning in the Tropics
(1876) are the major works which carried the epic through to its con-
clusion. They made a generation’s mental picture of the tropics.
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“A Fairer Creation
than We Know”

“a fairer creation than we know?”

Hence [art’s] legitimate action is not seen in creating an imaginary world,
as some suppose, but in revealing the deep meaning of the real creation
around and within us. (Crayon, June 6, 1855)

[The Artists] must . . . not only tell us that flowers exist, but that there
is a perfect type of the flower, more fully beautiful than any which we
see—free from all imperfection and accident and circumstance. (Crayon,
April 4, 1855)

For more than a year after his return from Ecuador, The Heart of the
Andes was taking form in Church’s mind. Sometime in 1858 he com-
posed what was clearly a much advanced preliminary for the great
painting. The chief difference between this eleven- by sixteen-inch oil
study, which is at Olana, and the painting of 1859 is to be noticed in
the right foreground. Where “old aristocrats of the woods” rise above
the pool in the painting, there are in the study three quiet palms. These
were lovely when less than a finger in height, but enlarged to the scale
of the five- by eight-foot painting now in the iVletropolitan, they would
have been monotonous, like the rather too conspicuous palms to the
left in The Andes of Ecuador (rigure 20). On a sheet of paper which
is larger than the 1858 oil study Church conceived the basic configura-
tion of the final imposing group. Without relinquishing altogether the
beauty of the palm, he gained much in grandeur of effect by imagin-
ing more virile sylvan characters. Indeed the painter made them into
good Yankees. “These prodigies of labor,” wrote Noble, “beam with
an expression of the sappy, elastic, ringing wood, with a bold, free,
noble action, at home in the breeze, in the sunshine and the calm.” 14
Whitman, who professed that he would like to be a Louisiana oak,
might have settled for these trees instead. In the creation of such ar-
borescent heroes Church was exercising his facility at “Invention,” a
facility necessary to all academic history painters. “Invention,” as
Sir Joshua Reynolds had interpreted it to the eighteenth century, re-
lied upon a broad knowledge of the great masters of the Renaissance
tradition and the monuments of Greece and Rome. His ideal was that
“naturalized” citizen of Antiquity, the great French Classicist, Nicolas



Poussin. Church, well-groomed by the example of Thomas Cole, and
given invaluable cues by John Ruskin, was quite capable of adapting
the Grand Manner to the painting of natural (instead of human) his-
tory. The entire Heart of the Andes is conceived as is the group of
trees: each feature has its peculiar “character” and “expression.” The
gray woodland in shadow is “forceful quiet.” The nearer mountain is
“manly energy.” The whole landscape is in an equilibrium of “Power
and Repose,” expressive of the benign harmony which the painter had
studied in Andean nature. There is as much idealization in the scene
as there is in the Old Masters with which Church surrounded himself at
Olana. Notice, for example, the youthful and purely beautiful tree
that seems to rise with gentle exuberance from the hillock beyond the
cross. It is an idealization of a tree sketched in 1853 (figure 26).

Church could have read in his own copy of Reynolds’s Discourses
that the artist should correct the imperfections of specific nature with
his knowledge of general nature. The Academician of course was
thinking of the human form, but the idea was equally applicable to
the nature known to the nineteenth century. In the volumes of Modern
Painters, John Ruskin was elaborately “naturalizing” the Grand Style.
The whole accumulated system of the Renaissance artist was being-
transferred to nature. High Art follows faith, and in the century of
Ruskin and Church that meant landscape.

“why paint the tropics?”

Every zone seems to have paid tribute in climate, scenery and productions,
and to confess that in the empire of nature, there is her metropolis, her
palaces, and her throne. (Louis Noble, The Heart of the Andes)

“Oh! how grand and beautiful it is! Whenever | look at it, | feel exactly
as | did on Easter-Sunday.” (Augusta Evans, St. EImo, New York, n.d.)

Why paint the tropics? every passionate soul longs to be with Nature in
her fervor underneath the palms. (Theodore Winthrop, A Companion to
The Heart of the Andes, 1859)

The artist, we read in The Crayon in 1857, should restore things “to
what they were at Creation.” Or, on another page of the same journal,
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he should paint “the image of the World Redeemed.” Church came
to “master the type forms” of nature, as Phidias mastered the type
forms of nature. The Greek created a human God. The American
created a natural God. Church used the method of a Raphael or a
Poussin to invent the perfect Creation. And so The Heart of the Andes
“surpassed the fondest imaginings of the soul.” To its viewers the pic-
ture was “Arcady,” “Elysium,” “Eden,” “Paradise.” To borrow a line
of Emerson’s quoted in praise of the painting, it was “a fairer creation
than we know.” It was a natural “Easter.”

Spectators equipped with binoculars (or a paper rolled into a tube)
could isolate themselves from the crowd in front of the canvas and
in their imagination wander through the painting discovering the
“strange,” the “new,” the “beautiful.” The combination of “stereo-
scopic” illusionism and multiple perspective (to some The Heart of
the Andes was three pictures in one, to others, five in one) made it
possible for the spectator to become a bodiless eye exploring the land-
scape as a free migrant spirit. In his imagination the spectator “wan-
ders,” “climbs,” “leaps.” Frederic Church was the first American cos-
mic action painter, the Jackson Pollock of the 1850's. The Heart of
the Andes rewarded the engaged viewer with endless discoveries and
satisfactions. Alark Twain continued to find “a new picture—you seem
to find nothing the second time which you saw the first.” For twenty-
five cents anybody could behold an “unsullied bird” soar into the “sin-
less sky,” in short, experience earthly-heavenly Paradise. The moun-
tain’s struggle and final triumph in “Transcendent Holy Calm” was the
promise of immortality. The ductile vapor wisps of snow swept up
into the heavens were “evanescent spirit incarnations.”

The painting declared that the divine and the material are one and
the same, not twain as Cole had painted them. Life, in this world which
Church had created, went “a-Maying all its days.” Here there is no
real death, only “that death which is but the commencement of a new
state of being.” Regeneration is immanent in the processes of nature.
The great mountain is “the Alpha and the Omega of the picture.” Its
pure white snow, sixty miles away and four miles up, brings water and
therefore life to all that exists below and nearer. Each tree, each plant
is exuberant with its own vitality. The colors are vivid, jubilant, “emer-



aid green,” “sapphire blue,” “flaming gold.” They are “pure,” “rich,”
“deep,” “prismatic.” They are “pearly,” “opalescent,” “iridescent.”
The elemental palette of Paradise, in the glory and the flux of the mil-
lennium. This is the visionary art of the uncommon common man. All
is hope. The “genial” light of the sun cheers and gilds the landscape. It
warms the paramo where cattle and sheep graze, the forest where one
can find refreshment, the village placed just right by nature, and the
Cross, the symbol of earth’s and man’s redemption. The cataract com-
pletes the cycle implied by the Cross and the “Dome.” Water, giver of
life, will pass on to the sea and thence again to the mountain summit.
Or its spray will straightway ascend. No matter. The cataract, white
pendant to the “Dome,” is the at-hand promise of immortality:

The river is transfigured before us. Motion flings itself out into light. Green
water snows down in a glimmering belt of white. Every drop dashes away
from every drop. Each one has its own sunbeam . . .

Then the water eddies for a moment in the mirror-calm pool below,
before it commences its glide “down the steps and rapids of a new
career.” 15 God is in Nature. Nature is in God.

This, in a cosmic nutshell, is what the painting meant. In The Heart
of the Andes Church had “condensed the condensation of nature.”
Since nature was “the Interpreter of God” and art was “the Interpreter
of Nature,” Church had shown “what the world is worth.” He had
given “to each and every man a vision of glory.” The Heart of the
Andes had revealed the hidden spirituality of the universe. And that
is why it was the “rage” of 1859. It was the right painting, at the right
time, at the right place.

Cotopaxi followed The Heart of the Andes as the next chapter in the
epic of the tropics. In this painting of the volcano, the concurrent
spectacular natural action was a ready-made drama tailored to the
national temper in 1863. It was the image of long wakefulness, of vio-
lent struggle, of ultimate victory: the natural Armageddon. Next in
the series came Chimborazo, painted in 1864 for William H. Osborn,
President of the lllinois Central Railroad. When it was seen for the
first time bv the American public, in 1876, the country’s mood had
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changed radically. If the painting meant much to the viewers in that
year, they said surprisingly little about it. Chimborazo combines at
“Before the World Was, once the shores of a sea-level river, supposedly the Rio Guayas, lush in
/Am” the tropical growth suggested by that dime, with the high and re-
mote hovering presence of the snow-dome appearing as “a thing en-
tirely pertaining to heaven.” The painting was Church’s ultimate in
cosmic pastoral landscape.!8

“before the world was, | am?”

A domestic affliction rendering a change of scene desirable, Church . . .
embarked for Jamaica, and passed many weeks of the summer among the
mountains of that picturesque island. (H. T. Tuckerman, The Book of the
Artists, 1867)

Nothing at the present day can convey to us an idea of the prodigious and
immense extent of never-changing verdure which clothed the earth ... In
the depths of these inextricable forests parasitic plants were suspended from
the trunks of the great trees . . . like the wild vines of our tropical forests
. . . But we might ask, for what eyes, for whose thoughts, for whose wants,
did the solitary forests grow? ... Its solution rests with Him who said,
“Before the world was, | am!” (Louis Figuier, The World Before the
Deluge, 1865)

About 1865 Church’s interest in the tropical world seems to have
changed slightly in its intellectual and emotional complexion. The
“domestic affliction” which Tuckerman refers to was the death from
diphtheria of the painter’s two children in March of that year. It is a
tragedy memorialized in a pair of small paintings at Olana of a wilder-
ness sunrise and an ocean moonrise. It was a loss that might well have
broken Church’s spirit had not Church been such a fundamental opti-
mist. Instead, the loss seems to have impelled Church to a deeper in-
volvement with nature. There he could escape from pain and find a
kind of reassurance. Certainly he must have wanted something that
suggested life inextinguishable, life eternal. Jamaica as the setting for
the renewal of hope was a logical choice for Church, if only because
it was so readily accessible. But Jamaica may have recommended itself
for some quite specific reasons in 1865. Church owned a copy of Louis



Figuier's famous classic, The World Before the Deluge, printed that
same year. It is a book written by a man who assumes that a Divine
Architect presides over a nature whose history is a sequence of eras
punctuated by cataclysms. On the pages of his book there is not a hint,
not a suspicion, that one species may evolve into another. According
to Figuier all nature’s history is a preparation for the supreme form of
creation: man. The text, written in almost Biblical cadence and illus-
trated with hypothetical landscapes, reviews the epochs one by one,
from “The Beginning” all the way up to the “Asiatic Deluge” (figure
42). Figuier repeats again and again that, more than any other known
landscape, the tropics recall for us the appearance of the primitive
earth. A tropical island like Jamaica, stormy, mountainous, and rich
in flora (and in comfortable tourist facilities) was a plausible living
illustration of The World Before the Deluge. There both the grief-
stricken Frederic Church and the Adamic Frederic Church might find
themselves present bodily and psychically in Genesis.

Church arrived at Kingston in April, 1865, and passed almost five
months among the surrounding hills and mountains in a frenzy of
inspired observing of the life of this near pre-historic island. Tucker-
man suggests the range of subjects which Church sketched in Jamaica.

The studies which he brought home . . . are admirable effects of sunset,
storm, and mist, caught in all their evanescent but characteristic phases;
the mountain shapes, gorges, plateaus, lines of coast, and outlines of hills:
besides these general features, there are minute and elaborate studies of vege-
tation—the palms, ferns, canebrakes, flowers, grasses, and lizards; in a word,
all the materials of a tropical insular landscape, with every local trait care-
fully noted.17

Never before nor ever again did the painter approach landscape with
such peculiarly complex motivations as those which impelled him in
1865; for mingled with the tragic personal loss was the profound relief
that every believer in the preservation of the Union experienced after
Appomattox. Church lost himself in the most intense and unrelenting
confrontations with nature which he had yet sketched. His mind, eye,
and brush were infallibly attuned to the earth’s pulsation. He realized
the ultimate possibilities of the correspondence between lead and oil
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and nature’s light and color, atmosphere and form. The modern mind
marvels at “these miracles of observation.” But these sketches are also
poetic as well as factual “miracles,” for they suggest revelations of an
exquisitely beautiful and ordered creation recorded by a wondering
first man. In this scientist's Eden, Church discovered a nature which,
unconscious of human sin and suffering, ever renews itself. Church’s
nature was not allegory; it was life. It did not merely console him; it
regenerated him.

Late in 1865, after an invigorating and inspired autumn look at Ver-
mont, Church returned to his studio. His sense of renewal must have
been enhanced by the national mood and by his private joy in know-
ing that his wife was to give birth to another child. We can discern his
own overcoming of sorrow in The Rainy Season in the Tropics, a
work of the next year, that drew rather generally upon his tropical ex-
periences (plate iv). The geology suggests the Andes; the atmosphere,
Jamaica. The vegetation belongs to both locales. In Tuckerman’s de-
scription of the painting we can read the evidence of Church’s state
of mind:

Athwart a mountain-bounded valley and gorge, floats one of those fre-
guent showers which so often drench the traveller and freshen vegetation
in those regions, while a bit of clear, deep blue sky smiles from the fleecy
clouds that overlay the firmament, and the sunshine, beaming across the
vapory vail, forms thereon a rainbow, which seems to clasp the whole with
a prismatic bridge; a scene more characteristic of the season and the region
it is difficult to imagine, and one more difficult to represent on canvas
could not be selected . . . All [its features] wear the tearful glory of The
Rainy Seasoiz in the Tropics.

The painting depicts the earth regenerated. A magnificent rain-cleansed
landscape is beheld through a perfect double-arched rainbow: the
sign of God'’s, or shall we say Nature’'s, Covenant with Man suddenly
and palpably before us. A mighty and new “flame-born” rock seems to
surge forth from the bowels of the earth. In the vapory atmosphere
the effect is of steam and cooling granite. The condensation and fresh
soil have made possible the ancient forms of tropical life. All this ac-
cords with Figuier’s theories. Before the painting the spectator feels as



though he were witnessing the ever-present climax of an everlasting
Genesis. In this Jamaican-Andean Shangri-la, the peon and the village
by the lake exist forever in a nether world of terrestrial beauty. Rainy
Season in the Tropics is the ne plus ultra of hope.

In 1867 Church painted The Vale of St. Thomas, Jamaica (figure
43). Jamaica, as the painting is more familiarly titled, is a less resplend-
ent but more convincing picture than Rainy Season in the Tropics.
Virtually every one of its features can be related to the sketches which
Church made on the island. The tree fern is an exact quotation from
an original sketch which fitted his intentions so perfectly that no im-
provement of the kind observed in The Heart of the Andes was
deemed necessary. The reflecting surface of the river appears to be an
effect that Church specifically noted in the Caribbean (rigure 88), an
effect which would have satisfied a Whistler, who probably did not
think twice about geographical determinism or becoming a new man.
The rain and the topography are explained by any number of Church'’s
on-the-spot impressions (figures 37, 39, 40). The whole scene charac-
terizes Jamaica with the authority of first-hand experience and scien-
tific probability.

Rainy Season in the Tropics, appropriately for its suddenness of ef-
fect, evoked the excited sublimity of Turner’s Alpine conceptions. In
Jamaica, however, in order to convey the benign order of cosmic life
as he had witnessed it in 1865, Church referred himself to the serener
sublimity of the English landscapist. Prudhoe Castle, Northumberland
(rigure 82) illustrates well Turner’s genius for evoking ideals of an or-
dered universe. Imbued with the spirit of such landscape, Church was
able to communicate his own visionary responses to the tropical is-
land. But Jamaica differs significantly from the Englishman’s landscape.
Turner’s Northumberland has the countenance of familiarity: cattle
and castle have belonged there since time immemorial. And cattle and
castle are insistent features in the conception of the scene: the landscape
seems scaled to them. Jamaica, on the other hand, has an unfamiliar
look about it, while the one overt sign of man’s presence, a mon-
astery on a prominence above the river (a mere dot in the reproduc-
tion), is overwhelmed by the scale of nature. In his ideal landscapes,
Turner did not seek to break down the picture plane in order to put his
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spectator in the scene. But in Jamaica Church made sure that his specta-
tor felt himself actually present in the landscape. The plants in the right
foreground seem to live in the same air that surrounds the canvas.

In Jamaica as in Rainy Season, the chosen moment is the just-passing
storm which leaves a primitive landscape steaming fresh and lush in the
profusion of tropical life. Few landscapes that Church might have vis-
ited would have accorded better with Figuier’s lofty and idealized de-
scriptions of the appearance of our planet in its earlier ages (figure
42). Primed with such mental pictures of pre-history, the painter and
the spectator before Jamaica could recognize themselves as Noahs or as
Adams confronted by a new creation. Indeed, a passage borrowed from
Dr. Sommerville’s pamphlet on The Heart of the Andes suits Jamaica
to a tree:

Do you behold that stately fern? When examining the plant one’s thoughts
go back to the gigantic growths of the pre-Adamic periods, and to the
times when the foundations of the globe were shaken more terribly by
the violence of the earthquake, and the mountains were lifted up out of the
sea! 18

Jamaica is the logical outcome of such youthful New Beginning land-
scapes as the Deluges of 1846 and 1851. These early works had been
second-hand statements about the American condition. Jamaica is
merely one of many examples of the solution to the dilemma which
had faced Church at the beginning of his career. If the American was
to find himself in his New World, he would have to stop seeing himself
through Old World eyes. He was obviously not the same Adam or the
same Noah or the same Moses a second time, a mere imitation of an an-
cestor who could thus represent himself in the same old way. The
American was a new version of these archetypal persons, made new by
nature’s suggestion, a suggestion which comes from a divine imma-
nence who is ever ready to reveal himself to those who seek him in his
terrestrial incarnation. The painting is more than a metaphor; it is a
revelation to a New Israelite from a New God. This is a strange blank
God created in the image of nineteenth century science, a divine im-
personality into whose unconscious natural life the artist and spectator
merge to be re-created free of Old World memory. D. H. Lawrence



described hopeful American man as a “beautiful blank.” This was an
“inhuman” kind of landscape which would have repelled the psy-
chically unreborn. They could only regard such paintings as too in-
tellectual and too Puritan: emotionless abstractions. Jamaica is Turner
saying something Turner never dreamed. It is a far American cry
from the humanized landscape of the Englishman. Ruskin, the inter-
preter of Turner, said Church had “a gift of his own,” but he doubted
that Church would “ever know what painting means.” 19 Ruskin could
not see that these extraordinary American paintings were cultural
erasures: icons for forgetting the past, icons for returning to the begin-
ning. Unlike New England Scenery, Jamaica is not an idea born in
Europe: itis the invention of the American man who wants to discover
himself “real” in a landscape that even Adam had not seen. With the
help of science (and steam travel) Church put himself and his fellow-
man right down on the soil of their own mythology.
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CHAPTER V

Archetypes of North
America: Niagara,
The Wilderness,
The Arctic

Within the last fortnight we have encountered two new sensations. One
of them was the thrill of witnessing a splendid regiment, sweeping down
Broadway to a quick step, through one hundred thousand shouting citizens,
and under a floating cloud of starred and striped banners . . . The other
new sensation—milder indeed than the first—was a visit to the Arctic world
at the bidding of the greatest of American painters, CHURCH. We went
up to the exhibition room . . . with intense expectations, and yet thor-
oughly prepared for a disappointment. At the door we spied a notice—
“for the benefit of the Patriotic Fund.” This was characteristic; and we
felt thankful too that there was an artist so rich in worldly gear that he
could afford to make so munificent an offer at the call of patriotism. (From
an unidentified clipping in a scrapbook at Olana)

HURCH was thanked by a grateful public for giving to his fellow-

men a mental picture of the tropical world which few of them
could ever hope to see in person. His special gifts were needed by a
people hungry to know the world beyond their horizons. It was an
era of the popularization of knowledge, and Church as much as any
painter played the role of popularizer. School children in Boston had
been taken by their teachers to learn of another continent standing be-
fore The Heart of the Andes. Church accepted the demands of Ameri-
can society which were both mystical and utilitarian. Every man could
appreciate Church’s paintings according to what he himself could
bring to them, the simple urge to learn something new, or the com-
plex urge to envision transcendent glory or be psychically regenerated.
These tropical paintings were extensions of experience. At their most
naive they were the day’s equivalent to our travelogue movie. At their
most profound they were the pictorial equivalent to the global epics of
Dana and Melville.

Church’s own life was both travelogue and global epic. In his passion
to “embrace the universe” (a phrase from Emerson’s description of
Goethe which Airs. Church quoted in her notebook), the painter
touched all continents and climes. The trips to South America and Ja-
maica were interspersed with intensive explorations of North America
and its arctic seas. By blood and birth Church was a New Englander.
He saw the tropics “through northern eyes.” He was a spiritual native



of the earth in general, rather than the tropics in particular. The sultry
humidity of the Magdalena jungle and the rarefied air of the Andes
were not the environments to create the best man. Humboldt and Rus-
kin were of a mind on this. So too was Church. According to the scien-
tific cosmology of his breed of American, there was no better place for
man than the northeastern United States. And “the Great Architect”
had seen to it that the Old World’s best had followed the divine in-
stinct to move west to these new shores. The Hooker Party and New
England Scenery are declarations of this faith.

Frederic Church and the United States of America were one. He ex-
emplified the American mind. The painter believed in his country’s
destiny. He cared about railroads and elections. He lived in an age “not
only of thought but of action.” His paintings expressed the excitement
of the present moment. Though he did not go West, like Whittredge,
Kensett, and Bierstadt, Church felt the westward pull. Tuckerman de-
scribed him as “energetic” and “intrepid,” but the painter’s health was
actually not robust. This may be one reason why Church did not
choose to face the hardships which the traveler risked once he had left
the Mississippi behind him.

Health may also explain why Church did not participate directly in
the other great national experience of his generation, the Civil War.
But his pictures show that he was as much involved with the preserva-
tion of the Union as he was with its expansion. His Icebergs was ex-
hibited to raise money for the Patriotic Fund in April and May of
1861. Niagara and The Heart of the Andes did similar service in 1864.
And Church served his country by painting nature’s revelations to be-
lievers in the Union’s cause. One dawn, during the first weeks of fight-
ing, he beheld streaks of red and white cloud around a deep blue firma-
ment dotted with stars. The effect “suggested” to him soon appeared
in the form of a chromolithograph entitled Our Banner in the Sky. A
natural flag waving from a branchless eagle-topped tree trunk was
Church’s closest brush with patriotic Pop Art. The message was appar-
ent to him and other loyal citizens: Union victory was ordained by nat-
ural history. The old Calvinist idea of predestination has seldom so
explicitly been stated by a landscape painter. Another celestial phenom-
enon, several years later, was similarly translated into art. On Decem-
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her 23, 1864, millions of Americans witnessed an extraordinary display
of northern lights. Melville was one who saw it as a portent of triumph
and peace. Church traced the effect in his pocket sketchbook, then
painted The Aurora Borealis (figure 69). Believers in America’s unique
destiny -were alert to nature’s promises.

With the conclusion of hostilities there was a quick burst of optimis-
tic landscape. Inness painted Peace and Plenty. Cropsey painted his ra-
diantly cheerful Wyoming Valley. And Church painted in 1865 a new
Mount Desert.l An English visitor to his studio that year described this
scene as “the earth at dawn.” Mount Desert is a cosmic annunciation of
the New World preserved; it heralds what Americans hoped would be
the advent of a new era.

Church’s symbolism is not always so readily related to political
events. Another painting inspired by the coast of Maine, Storm at
Mount Desert of 1863 (rigure 64), seems no special augury. Rather, it
is the image of the exuberant and rugged vitality of New England na-
ture which has helped make New Englanders what they are. Here the
energy of inanimate life challenges the spectator to match its spirit.

Even the literal transcripts from nature and the on-the-spot sketches
of this geographical determinist were informed with poetic meaning.
Winter Scene, Olana, c. 1870 (p1ate v), iS an accurate sextant reading
taken at Longitude 740, Latitude 42°, in January. In this view Church'’s
inborn optimism dictates his choice of nature’s moment; here the sharp,
cold atmosphere and sullen hues of a winter day are rescued from
gloom by the newly arrived cheer of high luminous sun-struck clouds.
Above the Palisadoes, Jamaica (rigure 88) iS also an accurate sextant
reading. It, too, is a hopeful moment. Here Church seems to have been
witnessing a chrysalid pause in the life of creation. Further north and
east of these global data Church sketched a strikingly suggestive effect
which suddenly confronted him one morning in Maine (frigure 81). He
must have felt himself standing atop some Ararat or still earlier hill,
suddenly out of nowhere surveying a diluvian or even antediluvian
world transfigured in a blaze of silvery gold light. Nature for this sym-
bolic realist was instinct with the poetry of the universe. These first-
hand impressions are records of an American transcendentalist’s sense
of wonder before the world. Even the style of Church’s quotations



from nature implies a faith in her essential harmony. In his day it was
still assumed that the classical landscape of the seventeenth century was
based upon an aesthetic harmony which existed in nature. Church’s
own perceptions of landscape were conditioned by this faith. This view
sketched in iMaine evokes the vision of Turner (figure 82), while
Turner had patterned himself on Claude Lorrain, Nicolas Poussin, and
Gaspard Dughet. Winter Scene, Olana is a ready-made classical com-
position, a carefully balanced landscape. Church’s “realism” has little to
do with the “Realism” of the Frenchman Courbet, who deliberately re-
jected the very tradition that was the foundation of America’s Hudson
River School.

Church’s realism was an improvement upon his artistic inheritance
rather than a rejection of it. He worked, it was said, with the “method
and manner of nature.” Winter Scene, Olana illustrates the point.
Church had by now abandoned Cole’s usage of a salmon-buff under-
paint for the outdoor oil sketch in favor of a thinly spread cream-
white ground. He thereby sacrificed the somewhat artificially imposed
unity of a dark ground in order to catch the unity of nature’s own at-
mosphere. Then, over this light base he brushed in, seemingly without
effort, the right convention for the object seen: a half-empty dab of
brown for each tree of a range of trees in the mid-distance; thicker-
loaded oil and juicy squiggles individualized for distinctive foreground
trees; turning and undulating brush-strokes coordinated with the planes
of the topography. Varied intensity of hue and clarity of form assign
everything to its proper place. Winter Scene, Olana is ten cubic miles
put down on a square foot plus of millboard. It is nature painted in har-
mony with itself.

Living in ideal rapport with nature (he went to “her” as a “lover”)
Church could paint nature’s minor episodes or nature’s major epics.
The sketches were the episodes. The finished paintings were the epics.
In his own half hemisphere, he found three epic themes: Niagara, the
Wilderness, and the Arctic—archetypes of North America.

Archetypes of North
America: Niagara,
The Wilderness,

The Arctic
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NIAGARA, “NATURE’'S GRANDEST SCENE”

Mr. Church has painted the stupendous cataract with a quiet courage and
a patient elaboration, which leaves us, for the first time, satisfied that even
the awful reality is not beyond the range of human imitation. (Crayon,
September, 1857)

If there was one single landscape that was America it was Niagara Falls.
It was the national Mecca in the Era of A-lanifest Destiny. It was vis-
ited, described, photographed, and painted more than any other scene
on this continent: the most “suggestive” natural spectacle in the New
World. Almost every American painter who had ever set brush to
landscape had attempted the subject. But in 1856 when Church visited
Niagara to study it in order to paint it, Niagara as fact and spirit had
never been transferred to canvas (prates i, ii, figure 44). Niagara had
been painted in full length panorama and also in cabinet-size easel
paintings. The panorama was unsuited to the integrated, proportioned
artistic statement; it belonged with the side show. On the other hand,
the subject was really too big to receive justice from the traditional
easel painting. Vanderlyn, Trumbull, and Cole all painted Niagara, but
they did not say what it potentially signified. They could not forget
classical landscape as they looked upon the scene. They dared not stand
close enough to the Falls to experience its reality. They knew nei-
ther nature nor the American spirit well enough to step up to the brink
and seize the picture there. Niagara was a million water incidents, each
with its own peculiar cause and effect. In view of such statistics, tradi-
tionalists chose to stand at a safe artistic distance from the Falls, from
which vantage point it made a good Old World picture.

About 1804 John Vanderlyn painted two of the early century’s fin-
est versions of Niagara. An engraving after one of these was in turn
copied in oil by Samuel F. B. Morse. This copy by Morse of 1835 (fig-
ure 51) can serve as a model contrast to Church’s painting of twenty
years later. Most revealing about Morse’s painting is that it was not
based upon first-hand study of the subject. In view of this fact he did
surprisingly well in suggesting the action of the water. But in terms of
American democratic art he perpetuates two common fallacies of con-
ception. He places the spectator outside instead of inside the scene, pre-



eluding contact between man and nature. And he limits space: one can
count the number of trees on the Canadian shore; the earth seems to
reach into the distance without bending; the whole composition func-
tions as a self-contained decorative area; the light-dark distribution,
structural diagonals, and comparatively unhorizontal proportions all
mitigate against the expression of an unlimited continent. This is a
landscape formula that had been invented in the confined and long-
inhabited environment of seventeenth century aristocratic or monarchist
Europe, and had hardly been altered to fit the needs of a forward-
looking expansionist democracy.

American art would have to be created out of authentic American
experience. There was a lot that a Claude Lorrain or a Turner could
offer the American, but it would have to be radically transformed and
enlarged. To be nationalized, Niagara would have to be disengaged
from the conventional thoughts and feelings which the Old World en-
tertained about the New. There is nothing in Morse’s colonial Niagara
to enable the American to discover himself as an American, no live re-
ality, no cogent drama, no compelling symbol. In 1835 when Morse
was painting his Niagara, no one had heard Emerson’s call to the Amer-
ican artist to create art worthy of a continent, art to reveal the hidden
spirituality of the universe. But by 1857 the call had been heard by
every American artist.

Church, already in 1855 when he painted The Andes of Ecuador
(figure 20), had created a “new” kind of painting. Yet it was still an
experimental painting. Two more years would be needed to spell out
the New World art to the last letter of its radical originality. Niagara
was Church’s first unchecked prophetic utterance. D. H. Lawrence
would have called it the very picture of American “art speech.”

THE POETRY OF WATER

Of all inorganic substances acting in their own proper nature . . . water
is the most wonderful . . . [It] is to all human minds the best emblem
of unwearied, unconquerable power. (John Ruskin, Modern Painters 1)

We believe that as man’s knowledge widens, every form of natural beauty
.. will be found to be regulated by laws as severe as those which regu-
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late the revolution of the planets or the growth of man . .. The flower
casts its seed in a prescribed curve; the wave tosses its spray in an arch
regulated by a thousand necessities of use and beauty. Nothing in Nature
is accidental or alone, but is of causes existing thousands of centuries ago.
Nature is all harmony and order. (Crayon, April u, 1855)

If there is a single reason to explain why Church was able in 1857 to
capture on canvas the continent’s one scene that had been “created to
teach art its impotency,” it must surely be the publication early in
1856 Oof Volumes Il and 1V of Ruskin’'s Modern Painters. It would ap-
pear that Church immediately devoured these volumes and then re-
viewed Volumes | and Il. No one else writing about art and science
and poetry could have taught this still young American more at this
particular moment. He seems to have absorbed like a sponge Ruskin’s
brilliant discussions of Turner’s representation of water. Church must
have read or reread these chapters in the winter of 1ss6, for it is diffi-
cult otherwise to account for his sudden dashing off to Niagara in
March to sketch the Falls. He simply had right then and there to make
the pilgrimage to America’s ready-made encyclopedia of water. One
passage from Modern Painters will serve to illustrate what Ruskin was
helping Church to discover in Turner (figure 50) and in nature:

In the water which has gained an impetus, we have the most exquisite ar-
rangements of curved lines, perpetually changing from convex to concave,
and vice versa, following every swell and hollow of the stream bed with
their modulating grace . . . We see why Turner seizes on these curved
lines of the torrent, not only as being among the most beautiful of nature,
but because they are an instant expression of how the torrent has been
flowing before we see it . . . We know how far it has come, and how
fiercely.2

Ruskin understood water as natural history. He also understood it as
human expression: to paint water, Ruskin wrote, is “like trying to paint
a soul.”

Humboldt had never written this way. However, the ideas of the
two writers actually meshed well. The scientist had asked for a painter
who would study a region and then characterize it in an ideal landscape.
The art theorist had advised the painter to visit a region and then re-



turn to his studio to “reproduce the experience in nature.” Church ob-
served their advice, or, just as likely, found confirmation in their ad-
vice.

In his two trips to the Falls in 1856 Church observed his subject in
every way imaginable. His winter sketches reveal the advantages of
studying geology stripped of forest foliage. They reflect Church’s sens-
ing of the vast, gradual tilting slab of the rock over which a continent
is drained. In the late summer he stood at the foot of Goat Island to
paint whizzing shafts of water sounding for the bottom and exploding
into volleys of spray. He caught the exuberant, wild energy of the
gorge with the keen affinity of a kindred spirit as his quick brush traced
his own involvement with the river’s vitality (figure 48). Nature was
here expressing well the spirit of this early American action painter:

He paints standing, and with every minute progress inspects his picture
from a distance. His gait, manner, and use of brush, all alike are indicative
of the characteristic energy that has marked his life. In his painting he often
walks between ten and fifteen miles a day.3

Church had surely looked intently at fine engravings after Turner,
such as the one illustrated in figure 50, to have grasped the logic, the
beauty, and the expression of this complex water episode. His penciled
conventionalizations of rapids above the Falls (figure 56) point to this
intelligent learning from the engraving. Turner, transmitted by the
steel plate and the understanding of Ruskin, was the only artist by this
date who could teach Church anything new about natural history.

NIAGARA PAINTED FOR AMERICA’'S MILLIONS

Even our painters catch the spirit, and Mr. Church has embodied it in his
Niagara, perhaps the finest picture yet done by an American; at least, that
which is the fullest of feeling. The idea of motion he has imparted to his
canvas, the actual feeling vou have of the tumble of the falls, of the glanc-
ing sunbeam, of the tossing of the rapids, of the waving of the rainbow, of
the whirling of the foam, of the mad rush of the cataract, | take to be the
great excellence of his production; and surely this is akin to the influence
which | describe as paramount in American art ... If it is inspired bv
Niagara, it is grand and sublime; it is natural to the nation, since nature
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herself, has given the type; it is wild and ungovernable, mad at times, but
all power is terrible at times. It is the effect of various causes; it is a true
development of the American mind; the result of democracy, of individ-
uality, of the expansion of each, of the liberty allowed to all; of inerad-
icable and lofty qualities in human nature. It is inspired not only by the
irresistible cataract, but by the mighty forest, by the thousand miles of
river, by the broad continent we call our own, by the onward march of
civilisation, by the conquering of savage areas; characteristic alike of the
western backwoodsman, of the Arctic explorer, the southern fillibuster, and
the northern merchant. So, of course, it gets expression in our art. (Adam
Badeau, The Vagabond, New York, 1859)

Though Church'’s painting suggests a scene studied from a specific spot,
Church never sketched the exact view. Niagara is actually a composite.
figure 56 is the sketch which most closely resembles the foreground
of the finished painting, figure 52 supplies the basis for the opposite
side of the Horseshoe right down to the foamy water that resumes the
river after its tumble. Another sketch fills in the details of Goat Island.
And so on, with more or less particularity for each feature of the pic-
ture. The finished work of art is conceived as all the individual features
integrated naturally, dramatically, and symbolically into something
greater than the sum of the parts, figure 52 illustrates the point well.
It is an informative vignette that told the artist a number of character-
istic things about Niagara, but in the painting the corresponding area
reads simply as a chapter in a book. Niagara is a work of art which is
experienced by the intellect in time and on more than one level of
consciousness. Lawrence would have found it as appallingly abstract
and metaphysical as he found Melville.

The composition evolved, as was typical with Church, through
several steps. Two pencil compositions at Cooper Union may be prelim-
inaries. They show both Falls, American and Canadian, with a fore-
ground line rather like that suggested in figure 56 and a double rain-
bow arc spanning the full width of the scene. An oil study seems to
pick up from these, but it does not include the sky or the rainbows.
These schemes were weak as compositions. It took courage and genius to
omit the whole American side of the Falls, which is just what Church
did in the next oil study. This idea was followed through in the final



canvas. Niagara is a superb coordination of the specifics of a single
landscape.

The artist had to revolutionize traditional principles if his painting
was to capture the unlimitedness and the immediacy of this vast and
virgin land. Church made Continental art continental with a small “c.”
Niagara is an easel painting which observes the uncanonical proportions
demanded of art by the New World’s space. The old ratios of height
to width—almost never more horizontal than two units of height to
three of width—are rejected as too confining for Americans. The new
ratios that accord with the realities of new spaces are proclaimed in
Church’s Niagara: three and a half feet in height, seven and a half in
width. “Here,” to borrow the response of a spectator before The An-
des of Ecuador, “there is room to breathe. Here the soul expands.”

Church places the viewer right by the water’s edge, so close that he
can see individual droplets of spray or the exact color and texture of
rock under water (plates i, ii). One can make out the consistent flow
of natural history at his very feet. Each unique incident is the conse-
guence of the last and the cause of the next. Each has its own peculiar
beauty. Grace and delicacy prevail in this foreground, since this is ap-
propriately the most intimate portion of the scene. Here alone water
does a thousand things. It is subtle inanimate poetry that bespeaks the
rational order of a benevolent universe and expresses to the last droplet
the individuality of each and the interdependence of all. It illustrates
well how Church engaged himself and his fellow-men in the time and
tide of cosmic history. It was said of this painting, “Every square inch
of canvas is full of thought.” All this foreground variety of pause and
push is arranged with an eye upon the totality. Water enters from the
right, implying the effect of forces beyond the frame while containing
the firm diagonal accents which structure the composition. On the op-
posite side of the foreground, where the water rushes to plummet, a
few upward leaps of spray and the lively thrust of the bounding pic-
turesque tree trunk—it surprises with fresh scale and perspective at this
point—direct the eye to the far face of the cataract. There, nature con-
siderately obliges art by framing the scene in insubstantial mist. The
whole view is a vortex of tremendous lateral impulses expanding to pro-
claim a continent and contracting to focus upon the drama of “nature’s
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grandest scene.” Church suggests the infiniteness of nature in the finite-
ness of the work of art. The foreground is a close and immediate inti-
mation of the whole, an accessible fraction of a promising New World.
The near and vigorous profile of the Falls boldly subsumes the fore-
ground and explains it as but one of several giant turns that make the
Horseshoe. The rest of the Niagara story is spelled out in a million in-
evitable and interminable incidents that will never repeat themselves
identically. Every act of nature tells of more than just itself. The
breathtaking, animated, white-capped sweeps of the rapids above the
Falls step out of sight between Goat Island and the vast forested geo-
logical shelf on the Canadian side (figure 55). The perspective in the
close parallel lines of the rapids determines the exact height of the view-
er's eyes above the earth’s crust. Church specifically relates himself and
his spectator—they are one and the same, for Church, like Whitman,
felt with all—to the minute and the vast in nature.

There is but one sign of man’s foothold in this landscape: Terrapin
Tower, at the edge of the Falls near Goat Island is just visible as a tiny
but sturdy American stake on the continent. Only by stepping up
close to the picture or by viewing it through binoculars can one make
out the figure on the balcony of the tower or the farms on the Chip-
pewa shore. Man is but a very late comer upon the scene. Quickly the
mind is overwhelmed by cosmic scale and time.

The sky, which is of subordinate interest to the Falls, plays its sup-
porting role in this earth-drama. Ragged clouds in the upper right tell
us that a thunderstorm has ended within the past quarter-hour. The
now peaceful mood of the sky is expressed in the serene sweeps of the
more distant clouds over Canada. These clouds reiterate the horizon-
tal breadth of the rapids. The atmosphere over the American shore is
that which follows immediately upon the thunderstorm. Beyond, miles
away over Fake Ontario, a cumulus cloud tells of the storm’s recent
passing. Its lower part, cut off by the horizon, helps us to sense the
continuing roundness of the earth. The primary atmospheric event is
the beautiful broken rainbow which seems suddenly to have appeared
after the passing of this September shower. The lower arc, seen against
the fresh white glory of the Falls, is cheerful evanescence; its upper arc,
seen against the remnant gloom of the deluge, is spectral transcendence.



The Falls embody the power and beauty of a continent given new im-
petus and vitality by the rain. An infinity of natural life in green and
blue and white with here and there a fleck of red or orange is transfixed
in radiant splendor in the new clear light. Beneath the Falls pearly-
hued, air-filled water now begins its course anew. The sun, “god of
day,” has regenerated earth, air, water—and Man.

Church presented his fellow-men with the “soul” and “spirit” of Ni-
agara, this “most suggestive” of nature’s spectacles: this archetype of
the universe. Niagara is the substance of a great American metaphor;
indeed, for its original viewers, a certain something more than a meta-
phor. Those Deluges which Church had painted in his youth were quo-
tations from the Bible and Paradise Lost, which he was examining in a
peculiarly American sense. They were the derivative beginnings of the
mythologizing process. FTe was imbibing the spirit, not the letter, of
that subject. Nature and its Bible, the Science of Design, would unfold
the transcendent truth of the universe to the New Chosen People i