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Flatlands by John Frederick Kensett (1818-1872), circa 1860, oil on board, 15 by 20% inch-
es framed. Warner Foundation Collection.

of America as a pristine Eden
because it all but erases the
Indigenous presence from the
landscape. Yet this, too, becomes
part of his legacy and the legacy
of the Hudson River School.

A quick look at one Cole paint-
ing, “Autumn Landscape (View of
Mount Chocorua),” painted in
1827, offers insight into the art-
ist's facture. The tree is singular
and individual, natural and real-
istic, but dying or even dead,
while the waterfall seems ideal,
even idyllic. The scene is Edenic,
primordial and dreamlike (onei-
ric) but cyclical; seasonal time is
turning. The figure (often
thought to be Cole himself) isin a
rapture, a reverie, but the light,
already fading, sets a metronome
against the moment.

Now consider some of the other
artists whose works are featured
in the exhibition.

In his sister Sarah Cole’s paint-
ing, “Ancient Column Near Syra-
cuse,” circa 1848, which looks as
though it was painted on site, she
foregrounds the ruined column
so that it, and the tree behind it,
dwarf the mountain in the dis-
tance. Perhaps the landscape
was painted en plein air, but the
arcadian shepherd playing his
panpipe while his goats graze
makes the scene seem ancient.
This, in turn, makes the column
even more mysterious and some-
what supernatural. Frederic
Church (Cole’s sole pupil) paints
an enormous storm cloud behind
the Prophet in “Moses Viewing
the Promised Land,” 1846, as if
the cycle of creation and destruc-
tion never rests in nature or for
humankind.

In the featured works by Jasper
Cropsey, Asher Durand and
Thomas Worthington  Whit-
tredge, we see artists whose edu-
cation was clearly more academ-
ic, more closely related to the
Eighteenth Century European
tradition. Nature is more ideal-
ized, picturesque, bucolic and
sweeter. The scenes balance the
human and non-human worlds
and make the non-human more
inviting and purely Edenic.

Because Albert Bierstadt went
West, his work captures what
Cole captured in the Northeast,
what Edmund Burke termed
“the sublime.” In Bierstadt as in
Cole, the sublime refers to the
vertigo that their landscapes
inspire, an almost supernatural
feeling of giving yourself over
and falling into a vastness. For
Bierstadt, the sublime grafts his
studies in Dusseldorf under the
influence of German Romantic

painters such as Caspar David
Friedrich with Cole’s visual
grammar, as evidenced in paint-
ings like “Colorado Waterfalls,”
circa 1890, where the power of
the river mist obscures the loom-
ing peak and the cataract plung-
es between craggy banks flanked
by dark forests.

In “Flatlands,” circa 1860, John
Frederick Kensett reimagines
the Hudson River School in a
style that anticipates American
Impressionism. Here, it's the
moment, expressed in the totali-
ty of his treatment of the subject,
that embraces the real and the
ideal, the momentary and the
eternal, and, indeed, all the dia-
lectical pairs that emerge from
Cole’s art.

Lastly, in an untitled work by
Ralph Albert Blakelock, circa
1869-71, we see a switch to mood,
to an internalizing of landscape,
one that is also notable in Cole
when you look back at his work
from the vantage of his succes-
sors. It's a personal, mystical psy-
chology of the American land-

scape in which Cole went so far
as to pay tribute to individual
trees and assign them personali-
ties. What is interesting in Blake-
lock, particularly this Blakelock,
is the restoration of what seem to
be mounted Natives to this
gloom-hung forest, a group fol-
lowing (or pursuing) a single
rider on a white horse (Death?)
in the foreground. As in the
works of Thomas Moran, another
descendant of Cole, Indigenous
peoples haunt the land, ghosts
reflecting an Edenic past that
shifts the American landscape to
the realm of the tragic and myth-
ical, by which I mean that our
art, consciously and unconscious-
ly, has served larger purposes,
purposes dark as well as bright.

In his 1836 “Essay on American
Scenery,” Cole wrote, “We are
still in Eden.” It's the word “still,”
in all its connotations, that ought
to haunt us.

The Thomas Cole Historic Site
is at 218 Spring Street. For infor-
mation, www.thomascole.org or
518-943-7465.
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