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Karl l<usserow 

Ordering the Land 

Picturing People, Picturing Places 

If the impulse to conceptually order the natural world through 
successive epistemological regimes of divine revelation, 
natural theology, and Enlightenment science characterized 
Western thought over time, a similar desire to organize 
nature's archetypal representation-the landscape view-is 
apparent from the start in American visual culture as well. In 
1590 the artist and publisher Theodor de Bry (1528-1598) 
issued a group of images illustrating Thomas Hariot's A Briefe 
and True Report of the New Found Land o_fVirginia [. .. },written 
by a member of Sir Walter Raleigh's second expedition to 
coastal North Carolina (1585-86), and significant as the earli­ 
est English account of North America. De Bry's accompany­ 
ing engravings, based on watercolors by another expeditioner, 
John White (ca. 1540-ca. 1593), comprise natural history 
illustrations, ethnographic portraits, genre and town scenes, 
maps, and landscape views. Collectively, they present an 
optimistic, wish-fulfillment vision of America as a place of 
both great exoticism and promise, in keeping with the 
essentially promotional, expansionist aims of Hariot's text. 

Several of de Bry's engravings picture resource extraction, 
underscoring the New World's appealing natural abundance 
(see also his contemporaneous engraving of Indigenous silver 
miners; fig. n3). Their manner o_f fishynge in Virginia (fig. 33) 
shows people of the Roanoke or Secotan tribes-Carolina 
Algonquians-harvesting fish in various ways from the mani­ 
festly plentiful waters off Roanoke Island. Although the 
sight portrayed would have been entirely unfamiliar to its 
intended European audience of backers and prospective 
settlers of Raleigh's envisioned colony, the engraving works 
hard to present the alien tableau in the most favorable light. 

Apart from the copious array of fish and fowl, the image 
itself is composed as a stable grid, structuring the exotic 
scene with a reassuringly rational rectilinearity. The strips of 
land at front and back, the frieze-like canoe in the fore­ 
ground (echoed by others in the distance), and particularly 
the water's articulation through innumerable layers of paral­ 
lel lines all impart a horizontal stasis to the view, one regu­ 
larly bisected at right angles by the spaced weirs in the 
background as well as by the foreground standing figures. 
The impression is one of visual fixity and conceptual control 
despite the foreign subject. Even the peculiar marine life, 
situated parallel to the picture plane and for the most part 
horizontally, adheres to the pictorial order and is rendered 
as generalized, easily understood icons. De Bry additionally 
adopts the drawing technique of doubling (the repetition of 
pictorial elements in pairs), which amplifies the depicted 
plenitude while subtly diminishing the potentially alienating 
strangeness of its parts, supplying multiple examples of 
natural oddities that might otherwise appear disconcertingly 
unique. And by orienting certain important pairs, such as 
the figures in the canoe, to show corresponding front and 
back sides, the engraving affords an additional sense of 
knowledge and subjective control-namely, of the scene 
existing for the viewer. The overall effect is to render a 
potentially overwhelming and threatening new environ­ 
ment as not only comprehensible but also capable of-even 
inviting-colonial dominion.1 

This was essential, as America was considered by Europeans 
with a mixture of both trepidation and allure. The royal 
patent Raleigh received from Queen Elizabeth "to discover, 
search, find out, and view such remote heathen and barba­ 
rous lands ... as to him ... shall seem good, and the same to 
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FIGURE 33: Theodor de Bry (Flemish, 1528-1598), after John White (English, 
ca. 1540-ca. 1593), Their 111a1111er of jishynge in Vi1ginia. Engraving. Published 
in Thomas Hariot, A Briefe and Ti·,.,e Report of the New Found Land of Vi1ginia [. .] , 
(Frankfurt: 1590). The Folger Shakespeare Library, Washington, DC 

have, hold, occupy, and enjoy" suggests these countervailing 
apprehensions of the unknown place ("heathen and barba­ 
rous" yet possible to "enjoy"), then as much concept as 
entity. White later returned to Roanoke Island on a second 
Raleigh expedition, now intending to establish and govern 
the first permanent English settlement in North America. 
He deposited just over one hundred settlers on the island in 
the summer of 1587 and returned to England for provisions, 
but by the time he was able to come back three years later, 
the Lost Colony, as it came to be called, had vanished, indi­ 
cating the difficulty of early settlement and further condi­ 
tioning European thoughts about the North American 
environment. These were complemented during the early 
seventeenth century by Puritan and especially Pilgrim 
accounts of, in the words of Plymouth Colony leader 
William Bradford, whose Pilgrim settlers arrived on the 
Mayflower, "a hideous and desolate wilderness, full of beasts 
and wild men." Similarly bleak conceptions held sway until 
midcentury and beyond, as when the Puritan poet and min­ 
ister Michael Wigglesworth, of the larger Massachusetts Bay 
Colony based in Boston, described New England as "A 
Waste and howling wilderness" ruled by Satan. The suppos­ 
edly uncivilized, unimproved Am.erican environment-in 
actuality inhabited and in various ways productively man­ 
aged by diverse Indigenous peoples for centuries-served as 
metaphor as well as perceived reality. By figuring America 
as wilderness, and wilderness as depraved and irreligious, 
Europeans justified their conquest and transformation of it 
by divine right. When the philosopher John Locke evoked 
the first words of Genesis to contend, with property rights 
in mind, "In the beginning all the world was America," he 
solidified a linkage, entrenched by 1689 when he wrote it, of 
New World nature and godly sanction. America offered up 
a stage for the sacred project, articulated elsewhere in the 
book of Genesis, to "subdue ... and have dominion ... over 
every living thing that moveth upon the earth" (as if nature 
had no right to exist but to serve humankind).2 

The menacing connotations of wilderness did not end 
with the seventeenth century, and the images produced here 
by Europeans during the early eighteenth century, surviving 
in numbers finally exceeding the seventy watercolors made 
by White more than a century before, both reflected and 
bolstered this understanding-mostly, counterintuitively, 
through portraits. The art of portraying people would seem 
an unlikely place to discern environmental attitudes, but in 
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expressing the relationship of sitters to their often outdoor 
surroundings, portraits offer the opportunity to explore 
evolving human relations not just with one another but with 
everything else. And in any case they are about all we have, 
since portraits constitute the only pictorial Western art pro­ 
duced in quantity in North America before the end of the 
eighteenth century. By examining a continuum of American 
portraits incorporating natural or landscape backgrounds 
from across the eighteenth century, we can compare and 
contrast the ways in which each constructs the external 
world, and discern the sitters' relationship to it. Although 
American artists relied heavily on European sources in 
devising their compositions-on prints made after painted 
portraits, on occasional exposure to the paintings themselves, 
and more diffusely on mutual immersion in a transatlantic 
visual aesthetic-they exerted their own agency in the par­ 
ticular sources they chose to adopt, and in how they modi­ 
fied and developed those sources. Many European portraits 
were set indoors and contain no landscape elements at all. 
That American artists gravitated toward the inclusion of nat­ 
ural backgrounds suggests they were influenced not only by 
foreign artistic precedent but also by local conditions and 
attitudes about their existence at what was considered the 
margins of the cultivated world. 3 

The German-born artist Justus Engelhardt Kuhn ( died 
1717) painted the most ambitious surviving portraits of 
early colonial America, all dozen or so of them made for the 
same three, interrelated Maryland families. His paired por­ 
trayals of the Darnall children, Henry III ( ca. 1710; Maryland 
Historical Society) and his sister Eleanor (fig. 34), are staples 
of American art textbooks, in part because the portrait of 
Henry includes the earliest known, and deeply troubling, 
depiction of an African American in American art-a col­ 
lared servant sequestered, unlike his sister's pet dog, on the 
opposite side of an elaborate balustrade. Also disconcerting 
are the portraits' background views onto the realm of nature, 
which seems anything but natural. Instead, the external 
world appears fantastical, in elaborate scenes of imaginary 
gardens with ornamental fountains and baroque architectural 
trappings-views all the more obviously invented for the 
failure of the two of them to match. Although the wealthy 
Darnalls owned some thirty-five thousand acres west of 
Maryland's Chesapeake Bay and completed a large brick 
mansion, the Woodyard, in the years immediately preceding 
Kuhn's paintings-which must have been meant to hang 

there-both portraits are set before landscapes nothing 
remotely like what would have been present there or any­ 
where else in the colonies at the time. Rather, in conjuring 
baroque, parklike vistas as regimented as the checkered 
pavement on which Eleanor stands, Kuhn and other early 
ernigre artists, familiar with the existence of such places from 
prints or paintings or firsthand experience abroad, offered 
a representation of American "nature" that confidently por­ 
tended the productive, even aestheticized, domestication of 
a landscape whose actual wild and uncultivated state was 
considered unappealing and downright threatening. Later 
portraits, such as the portrayal, some twenty years later, of 
another young girl likewise set apart by a balustrade from 
the less elaborate but comparably regulated nature beyond 
(fig. 35), share a common impulse to bring conceptual con­ 
trol to an unruly world, until actual dominion might be 
achieved. They serve as visual analogues to the observations 
of settlers dating back to the previous century, eager to 
describe progress in transforming the fearsome wilderness: 
"The hideous Thickets in this place were such, that Wolfes 
and Beares nurst up their young from the eyes of all behold­ 
ers, in those very places where the streets are full of Girles 
and Boys sporting up and downe, with a continued con­ 
course of people."4 

Similar strategies characterize early American landscape 
representations in their other limited appearances, such as 
the drawing of Savannah, Georgia, completed in 1734 by 
George Jones (active 1733-1734) after Noble Jones (1702/5- 
1775) (fig. 36). Here artifice also prevails over any possible 
observed reality as the settlement, merely a year old, is ren­ 
dered with a systematized linearity that extends even to the 
trees of the encroaching forest and the wholly prospective 
layout of the unimproved lots. Like de Bry's fishing scene of 
a century and a half before, the image's overwhelming recti­ 
linearity imparts stability and coherence to the articulated 
natural forms, in keeping with their mutual aim of encour­ 
aging settlement through nature's rationalization. It is not 
such a distance from here to the willful symmetries in the 
backgrounds of Kiihn's Darnall children paintings; in each 
case, a desire to mentally organize and visually shape an 
untouched environment widely held to be useless and over­ 
whelming allows it instead to be imagined as manageable 
and fruitfully habitable. 

Around the second third of the eighteenth century, such 
overtly fictive landscape inventions gave way to persuasively 
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FIGURE 34:Justus Engelhardt Kiihn (American, born Germany, died 1717), 
Eleanor Darnall, 1704-1796, ca. 17ro. Oil on canvas, 137.8 X III.8 cm. Maryland 
Historical Society, Baltimore. Bequest of Miss Ellen C. Daingerfield (1912.1.5) 
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FIGURE 35: Unidentified artist, De Peyster Girl, with a Lamb, ca. 1730-35. 
Oil on canvas, 127.6 x roa. 1 cm. New-York Historical Society. Bequest of 
Catherine Augusta De Peyster (19r 1.5) 

FIGURE 36: George Jones (British, active 1733-1734), after Noble Jones (American, 
born England, 1702/ 5-1775), A View of Savannah as It Stood the 29th of March, 1734, 
1734. Ink on paper, 37-5 x 65 cm. University of Georgia Libraries.Athens. Hargretc 
Rare Book and Manuscript Library 
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FIGURE 37:John Smibert (American, born Scotland, 1688-1751), Portrait of 
Mrs. Hugh Hall, 1733. Oil on canvas, 124.5 X 99.1 cm. Denver Art Museum. 
Funds from 1983 Collectors' Choice Benefit, Acquisition Challenge Grant, 
MabelY. Hughes CharitableTrust,Volunteer Endowment, Mr. and Mrs. 
Paul Atchison, Mr. and Mrs. Bruce Benson, Mr. and Mrs. William C. Foxley, 
Mr. and Mrs. Charles Haines Jr., Mr. and Mrs. William R.James, Mr. and Mrs. 
Frederick R. Mayer, Mr. and Mrs. Robert Petteys, Mr. and Mrs. Walter S. 
Rosenberry III, Mr. and Mrs. Keith Singer, and anonymous donors (1984.819) 

realistic settings. These conceivably actual landscapes, though 
they retain an air of creative design due to their generic 
appearance, embody a distinct shift in conceptions of 
American nature, from one in which a disorderly wilderness 
is metaphorically tamed through wholesale invention to one 
in which a more plausible naturalized setting can be appreci­ 
ated on its own terms. This shift was informed by changes 
abroad, where Enlightenment discovery led to a dawning 
understanding of environmental complexity and the subse­ 
quent association of the divine with nature in even its wilder 
aspects. The concept of sublimity and a proto-Romantic 
appreciation of unregulated nature developed in the writings 
of Edmund Burke, Immanuel Kant, and later William Gilpin 
and others, and was materially expressed in landscape paint­ 
ing and design as well as in period portraiture. In America, as 
settlement advanced and the perceived threat of wilderness 
receded, the emerging notion of a productive human symbio­ 
sis with nature perfectly suited local conditions. It is first 
broached pictorially in the work of John Smibert (r688- 
1751), the most advanced painter active in the colonies 
before 1750. The subject of his 1733 Portrait of Mrs. Hugh Hall 
(fig. 37) occupies a new, liminal space both of and apart from 
her placid natural surroundings-in contrast to the emphatic 
separation of the two in the earlier portraits we have 
seen-and she conspicuously points a finger to relate herself 
to the adjacent landscape. This device, commonly encoun­ 
tered in religious images in which the finger is pointed 
upward to connote divine assistance, here signifies nature's 
beneficence in constructing the world of the sitter. Certainly 
Mrs. Hall was not literally linked to the sort of nature shown 
in her portrait-she lived in Boston, and her husband was 
a merchant with strong family ties to Barbados, not the 
temperate vales Smibert has conjured for his wife's portrait. 
Rather, her representation as in harmony with nature 
responded more generally to changing attitudes here and 
abroad about it, and to the specific conditions of her 
American situation. 5 

The few surviving proper landscapes of the period (those 
unaffiliated with portraits) reveal a similar loosening, natural­ 
izing impulse. British military officer and artist Thomas 
Davies (ca. 1737-1812) made sketches for View of the Lines at 
Lake George, 1759 (fig. 38) while serving in the French and 
Indian War, and completed the painting based on them some 
years later. Davies's canvas shows the encampment of British 
troops at the lake's southern end, following the destruction 
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FIGURE 38: Thomas Davies (British, ca. 1737-1812), View of the Lines at Lake 
Geo,ge, 1759, ca. 1774. Oil on canvas, 64.1 x 76.8 cm. Fort Ticonderoga Museum, 
Ticonderoga, New York 
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FIGURE 39: Ralph Earl (American, 1751-1801), Esther Board111a11, 1789. Oil on 
canvas, I08 x 81.3 cm. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Gift of 
Edith and Henry Noss, 1991 (1991.338) 

of the adjacent Fort William Henry by the French and their 
Native American allies. Comparing Davies's picture to the 
earlier but similarly utilitarian Savannah scene-of which it is 
a kind of mirror image, a view looking over a settlement 
onto water instead of the reverse-the sense of human inte­ 
gration with the surrounding environment is now far more 
complete, with the receding tent rows echoed in the ranging 
hills beyond, their forms in turn softened and conjoined 
with their watery reflections, and the entire prospect framed 
by brushy trees. Despite the subject-a military installation 
hacked out of the wilderness-the image stresses the inter­ 
mingling of its parts, including people with the encompass­ 
ing landscape. 

As ongoing settlement and cultivation enabled artists to 
encounter a nature that was in actuality domesticated, 
their portraits increasingly feature particular environments 

FIGURE 40: Ralph Earl, Daniel Board111a11, 1789. Oil on canvas, 207.4 X 140.4 cm. 
National Gallery of Art,Washington, DC. Gift of Mrs. W Murray Crane 
(1948.8.1) 

within the natural world rather than portraying it as a gen­ 
eral construct, as in Smibert's paintings. In 1789 Ralph Earl 
(1751-1801) painted a portrait of Esther Boardman (fig. 39) 
seated on a hill before a distant view of New Milford, the 
Connecticut town her family was instrumental in settling. 
In this and other Boardman family portraits by Earl-he 
painted nineteen-we see the realization of an ideal Kuhn 
could only imagine and Smibert approached just figura­ 
tively: the co-optation and commodification through human 
agency of the American wilderness. Enlightenment thought 
had affirmed knowledge and development in place of the 
Calvinist narrative of human degradation, and the related 
efflorescence of natural history posited progress through 
the improvement and transformation of the physical world. 
Portraits like Earl's, picturing the subjugation, settlement, 
and cultivation of nature, finally embodied these aims.6 
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FIGURE 41: Ralph Earl, Loohing East jroin De1111y Hill, 1800. Oil on canvas, 
u6.2 X 201.6 cm. Worcester Art Museum, Massachusetts (1916.97) 

Esther's portrait makes a fascinating comparison with 
Earl's larger and grander one of her brother Daniel (fig. 40), 
which the artist completed the same year. Each is set on a 
rise along the Housatonic River, looking northwest toward 
town, where the spire of the Congregational Church, 
founded by the siblings' grandfather (and Daniel's namesake), 
locates the scene and grants the sitters a kind of baronial 
dominion over it. Esther is seated on the ground, Earl's pre­ 
ferred format for young women, and further bound to it by 
her moss-green gown; her dark ringlets link her to the adja­ 
cent trees, and her forearms echo the angle of the slope on 
which she rests. Compared to the portrait of her brother, we 
see more of the hillside and less of the town. Daniel stands 
rather than sits, and seems set before rather than within his 
natural surroundings. His fashionable pose mirrors the serpen­ 
tine form of the upright tree opposite, but his elbow points to 
town, and his white shirt, vest, and breeches tie him to the 
buildings and fencerows there, and to the sky over them, 
bringing the cultivated background forward. Daniel's right 
shirtsleeve, whose ruffled edges connect him to the similarly 
articulated background fences, likewise has a bridging effect, 
and the reddish lining of his hat and the hanging seals at his 
waist draw out other parts of the town. 

Whereas Esther's portrait affords us a glimpse of the town 
through the screen of nature, in Daniel's it is as much the 
subject as he is. Compared to the earlier portraits we have 

seen, both Boardmans evince a new closeness with the envi­ 
ronment, but in different ways. Esther is of the woods, 
allied with the land in its natural state; Daniel is of the town, 
linked to his surroundings in their transformed state, and 
with nature as property. The gendered implications of the 
comparison can be seen to reveal a persistent parallel 
between the historical domination of both women and 
nature by male interests of conquest and property, such that 
sexism and environmental exploitation can each be consid­ 
ered artifacts of patriarchy. 7 

Late in his career, Earl produced a handful of pure land­ 
scapes, logical extensions of the views of property so often 
appearing in his portraits behind their subjects. Indeed, the 
first of these were themselves portraits of a sort-only of 
houses not people-expressing the ability of his sitters to 
now transfer their identities onto the environments they had 
domesticated, in the tradition of English estate views. Earl's 
earliest landscape, of the Ruggles homestead in New Milford 
(1796; current location unknown), is one such picture, show­ 
ing its modest subject enveloped-even engulfed-by the 
surrounding landscape, inadvertently expressing the enor­ 
mity of the unsettled world. It makes an interesting compar­ 
ison with the artist's last landscape, Looking East from Denny 
Hill (fig. 41), completed a year before Earl's death in 1801. 
This, by contrast, is a view [rom its patron's property, and is 
indebted to another European tradition of more expansive 
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"prospect" views. The later painting looks outward instead of 
back in, anticipating the emergence oflandscape representa­ 
tion that was to flourish in American art during the nine­ 
teenth century, and which was also deeply informed by 
changing perceptions of the relationship between people 
and their surrounding environments. 

The Promise of the Picturesque 

Before embarking on his brief career as a landscape artist, 
Earl painted an unusual portrait that referenced both genres. 
As if to test the waters, he first produced a portrait of some­ 
one else painting a landscape. Earl's portrayal of Colonel 
William Taylor (fig. 42) came a year after his paintings of 
Esther and Daniel Boardman, and formed part of a similar 

FIGURE 42: Ralph Earl, Portrait of Colonel Willia111 Taylor, 1790. Oil on canvas, 
123.8 x 96.5 cm.Albright-Knox Art Gallery, Buffalo, New York. Charles Clifton 
Fund, 1935 (1935:J4.1) 

series of likenesses done for the Taylors, an interrelated New 
Milford family. William was the son of Nathaniel Taylor, who 
in 1749 married Tamar Boardman after assuming her father's 
pastoral duties at the church visible in the back of both 
Esther's and Daniel's portraits. A farmer, merchant, and 
Revolutionary War veteran, William Taylor was also an early 
amateur landscape painter. 

Curiously, William's depiction by Earl seems more like 
that of his female cousin, Esther, than his contemporary male 
relative, Daniel Boardman, who stands distinct and propri­ 
etary before the vista behind him. Taylor is shown seated 
parallel to the landscape visible through the adjacent open 
window, and united with it by the pervasive green palette. 
The arrangement of the composition coheres the scene as 
well, forming a pictorial and conceptual circle moving 
counterclockwise from the landscape the sitter has been 
observing, through the means of his perception-eyes and 
head-down his extended arm (echoed by the curved arm 
of the chair) to the instrument for recording his impressions 
(pen), and finally to their realization on the easel propped 
before him. The painting thematizes the translation through 
art of real to represented landscape. Coming on the eve of 
Earl's own engagement with pure landscape painting-and 
that of American art, generally-the sort oflandscape he 
shows Taylor creating assumes particular interest, as does the 
kind of actual landscape deemed worthy of artistic attention. 

Compared to topographical views like the one of 
Savannah in 1734 (see fig. 36), the landscapes set before 
Taylor are different. Both the vista through the window 
conjured by Earl and, even more, Taylor's schematic rendi­ 
tion of it are informed by the aesthetic dictates of the 
picturesque, a pictorial idiom then flourishing in England 
that found especially fertile ground in America, where it 
remained the dominant mode of landscape representation 
for over half a century. Occupying a middle ground between 
the transcriptive tradition ofBritish estate views and topo­ 
graphical scenes-increasingly disdained for their slavish, 
mechanical orientation-and the richly imaginative but 
somewhat outmoded conventions of classical landscape 
descended from the French master Claude Lorrain (1604/5- 
1682), the picturesque arose in England during the mid­ 
eighteenth century and was later influentially theorized by 
William Gilpin, Uvedale Price, and Richard Payne Knight. 
It responded there to the accelerated enclosure (the transfer 
of communal properties to private individual plots) and 
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FIGURE 43:John Taylor (American, 1735-1806), A Wooded Classical Landscape at 
Elle11i11g with Fig11res in the Foreground , 1772. Oil on canvas, 101.6 x 127 cm. Crystal 
Bridges Museum of American Art, Bentonville, Arkansas (2011.13) 

commodification of the land long under way, as well as to 
the advent of the Industrial Revolution. Each engendered 
an enhanced appreciation for landscape-as property or as 
metaphorical escape for an expanded class of urban patrons.8 

Just how the image Taylor is painting differs from previous 
types oflandscape representation can be seen by corn.paring it 
not only to the Savannah view, from which it overtly diverges, 
but also to a classical Claudean landscape by another 
American artist named Taylor, from which it more subtly 
departs.John Taylor (1735-1806) completed A vVooded Classical 
Landscape at Evening with Figures in the Foreground in 1772 
(fig. 43). At the time, he resided in England, having moved 
from Philadelphia a decade earlier. His father had helped 
Benjamin Franklin found the University of Pennsylvania, and 
in a 1783 letter Franklin expressed his esteem for Taylor's art 
while underscoring the lack of an American market to sup­ 
port it:"Our geniuses all go to Europe. In England at present 
the best History Painter, West; the best Portrait Painter, 
Copley; and the best Landscape Painter, Taylor, at Bath are all 

Americans." In A Wooded Classical Landscape, the soft forms, 
ethereal light, smooth modulation from foreground to 
background through atmospheric (tonal) rather than linear 
(geometric) perspective, and the historicizing subject and 
iconography all epitomize the Claudean landscape, itself an 
archetype of the beautiful, the aesthetic category codified 
during the mid-eighteenth century in opposition to the sub­ 
lime. The picturesque fit somewhere in between these ideals, 
advocating in place of the grace and ease of the beautiful, or 
the awe and grandeur of the sublime, a more approachable 
variety, irregularity, liveliness, and even apparent disorder. 
Crucially, however, these were to be presented within, and 
organized by, a methodized approach to representation whose 
logic and eventual familiarity created the opposite effect- 
"a sort of irregular symmetry," or controlled diversity, as the 
British surveyor James Clarke described it in 1787.9 

To .see how this was accomplished, we can return to 
William Taylor's sketch (see fig. 42). It takes the landscape 
Earl shows through the window-already picturesque in its 
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FIGURE 44: William Winstanley (British, active 1793-1806), View ,if the 
North {H11dso11] River (Momi11g), ca. 1793. Oil on canvas, I 17.5 x 151 .8 cm. 
Mount Vernon Ladies' Association, Virginia. Purchase, 1940 (W-1179) 

variability, partial concealment, and suggestion of movement 
and change as the viewer imagines progressing through 
it-and transmutes it into a schematized and coherent system 
of geometric forms. Borrowing from the language of the clas­ 
sical landscape the coulisses (wedges ofland pointing inward 
from alternate sides, moving progressively backward) and 
repoussoirs (foreground framing devices leading into the 
scene) that structure Claudean compositions, but simplifying 
and greatly accentuating their use, Taylor's sketch-and the 
picturesque, generally-offered a means of controlling and 
ordering the diverse landscape. This rationalizing effect was 
of special appeal to Americans, imposing a conceptual logic 
on nature's complexity and seeming disarray. It allowed them 
to exchange a nature that was still overwhelmingly wild with 
one more accessibly pastoral, mitigating their sense of being 
overmatched by their environmental surroundings. Gilpin 
himself noted, "The idea of a wild country, in a natural state ... 
is to the generality of people but an unpleasing one." The 
picturesque presented a means of conventionalizing unim­ 
proved nature and bestowing a benign and familiar order. If its 
appeal in England was largely aesthetic, in America it offered 

the ability to render a vast and unsettled world as lucid and 
manageable as the sketch on William Taylor's desk.!" 

We have only Earl's picture to know how Taylor's painting 
actually looked, but there were a few other, professional 
landscape artists at work in the new United States at the same 
time. All born in England, they reversed the migration 
Franklin had described only a decade before, hoping to find 
in America a viable market among a population now num­ 
bering four million. Most came first to Philadelphia, then the 
nation's capital, including William Birch (1755-1834) in 1794, 
William Groombridge (1748-18rr) around the same time, 
and William Winstanley (active 1793-1806) by 1793. In April 
of that year, Winstanley sold to none other than George 
Washington two large landscapes for the President's House 
on Market Street, for which Alexander Hamilton soon after 
expressed admiration: "There are two views of situations on 
Hudson's River painted by Mr Winstanly [sic], in the drawing 
Room of Mrs. Washington, which have great intrinsic merit." 
Wp.at could it mean for the country's first president to acquire 
and publicly display scarce landscapes of American subjects, 
and for Hamilton to deem them full of merit?11 
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Whether Winstanley's paintings even depict the Hudson 
River is questionable; they are possibly pastiches created 
by the artist to suggest a place he had not seen. Paired com­ 
positions evoking different tirn.es of day, the more impressive 
View of the North [Hudson] River (Morning) (fig. 44) is a 
generalized riverine landscape in the manner of earlier 
British pastoral landscapists Alexander Cozens, Thomas 
Gainsborough, and Richard Wilson, artists for whom effect 
and invention trumped truth to nature. The painting is a 
paradigm of picturesque composition, providing modulated, 
stepwise access into the depicted scene, framed at each edge 
with trees that open up to reveal a view onto smooth, ser­ 
pentine water. The work's veracity seems not to have mat­ 
tered. What apparently was desired was a landscape that, in 
looking much like idyllic England, projected onto untamed 
America a vision of what might be. A surveyor by training, 
Washington was an avid and experienced gardener and land­ 
scaper, whose cultivated designs for Mount Vernon expressed 
his values of logic, decorum, and control. In electing to 
purchase and show such an unlikely bucolic portrayal of 
the mighty Hudson, he expressed a similar wish to bring 
art to bear on the domestication of American nature.12 

If Winstanley had in fact been to the Hudson River, his 
representation of it was evidently mediated by such concerns. 
The picturesque allowed, even encouraged, this kind of picto­ 
rial manipulation. "Nature's compositions are seldom com­ 
plete or correct," wrote the Reverend R.H. Newell in 1821. 
And although "Nature must be the foundation ... [It] must be 
raised and improved," noted a 1789 Boston magazine article, 
"with such additions and combinations, as a fertile imagina­ 
tion may form," concluded Philadelphia's Portfolio in 1812. 
In 1792 Gilpin marked the distinction between beautiful and 
picturesque scenes as "between those, which please the eye in 
their natural state; and those, which please from some quality, 
capable of being illustrated in painting"-that is, through their 
manipulation into desirable form. In an American context, 
such aesthetic management must have been especially alluring, 
as it entailed the ability to literally move mountains to make 
nature respond to human aims.13 

Washington thought Winstanley's paintings so appealing 
he bought two more the following year, and when he finally 
returned to Mount Vernon in 1797, he installed the original 
two prominently in his "New Room" (fig. 45). No ordinary 
space, this was by far the largest, most formal, most stylistically 

FIGURE 45: New Room, Mount Vernon, constructed 1776-87, refurnished 
1797-99. In the current installation, the Winstanley paintings flank the projecting 
fireplace at right. Mount Vernon Ladies' Association, Virginia 
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up-to-date chamber in Washington's home, the last and 
grandest of his many improvements. It served as a "show" or 
statement room, and-in ways difficult to fully grasp 
today-was meant to represent and convey its proprietor's 
taste, interests, and beliefs. Like the grand salons of contempo­ 
rary British country houses, it served as Mount Vernon's 
picture gallery, where Washington hung his best and favorite 
works. Many of the twenty-one paintings or engravings 
displayed in the room at his death in 1799 were fittingly 
American, including engravings by John Trumbull (1756- 
1843) of scenes from the Revolutionary War and the artist's 
portrait of the victorious general at Yorktown ( each visible on 
the back wall in fig. 4 5). Works of this sort would have been 

expected during a time when history was construed largely as 
biography, its progression a result of the deeds of great men. 
But Washington's deliberate acquisition oflandscapes (his col­ 
lection eventually included seven) was unusual, and made the 
New Room effectively the first gallery of American landscape 
art, conveying an apparent understanding of the physical 
world's crucial import for the nation's future. The collective 
message was optirnistic, and in such a symbolically resonant 
space, the Winstanleys fit right in, picturing an American 
environment made accessible and domesticated through the 
controlling conventions of the picturesque.14 

Perhaps out of propriety, none of the multiple copies 
Washington purchased in 1798 of the engravings by 

FIGURE 46: Edward Savage (American, 1761-1817), The Washi11gto11 Family, 
1798-1805. Oil on mahogany, 46 x 61.2 cm.Winterthur Museum, Garden & 
Library, Wilmington, Delaware. Bequest of Henry Francis du Pont (1961.0708) 
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Edward Savage (1761-1817) after his painting of The 
Washington Family (fig. 46) adorned the New Room, though 
he clearly approved of the image. Instead one was displayed 
in the small or family dining room nearby, appropriate for 
a portrait of the president's relations gathered domestically 
around a table. But in a sense it would not have been out of 
place in the grander, rhetorical chamber. Savage's picture 
shows Washington in military dress surrounded by family at 
Mount Vernon, engaged in the study of Pierre Charles 
L'Enfant's design for the proposed capital up the Potomac, 
which is visible in the background. Like the Trumbull portrait 
and engravings in the New Room it valorizes the country's 
first leader, and like Winstanley's landscapes it is concerned 
with the refashioning of the American environment-in 
this case literally-for beneficial ends. What distinguishes 
The VVashington Family from these untroubled imaginings of 
America's promise is the presence, among Washington's 
"relatives," of an enslaved American. Savage's initial study for 
his family portrait did not include the likeness of William Lee, 
Washington's favored body servant; instead, a group of back­ 
ground trees served a similar framing role in the composition. 
In the life-size painting he completed before issuing the 
engraving, the artist replaced the trees with the figure of 
a black servant, "borrow[ing] John Riley ... to pose as one 
ofWashington's servants," as he "had no black model at hand." 
Only late in the picture's evolution did Lee appear, apparently 
an afterthought. It seems ironic that the artist would incorpo­ 
rate a slave in the image only belatedly, as it was enslaved 
labor that actually accomplished much of the environmental 
transformation proposed by L'Enfant's plan, which involved 
extensive draining of the swampy site.15 

At least Savage eventually included Lee. The same could 
not be said for Benjamin Henry Latrobe (1764-1820), who 
in representing the Washingtons did the opposite. In the 
transition from study to finished version of his image show­ 
ing the family conversing on Mount Vernon's famed portico, 
the figure of a black attendant-probably William Lee's 
brother, Frank-disappears as one of the president is inserted 
(figs. 47, 48). Latrobe paid an overnight visit to the 
Washingtons in the summer of 1796, and in his journal 
recalled a lengthy discussion with the president on that same 
porch about another land reclamation project, for the Great 
Dismal Swamp to the south. Washington was one of the 
original three managers in a company formed to promote 
its conversion from wetland to profitable, arable real estate. 

FIGURE 47: Benjamin Henry Latrobe (British, 1764-1820), Sketch of a gro11pefor a 
drawing of Mount Vernon, 1796. Graphite and ink on paper. Maryland Historical 
Society, Baltimore (1960. ro8.1.2.21) 

FIGURE 48: Benjamin Henry Latrobe, Detail of Vie111 of Mo1111t Vemon 111ith the 
Washington Family on the Piazza,]11/y 16, 1796, 1796. Watercolor, ink, and graphite 
on paper. Mount Vernon Ladies' Association, Virginia. Purchased with funds 
provided in part by an anonymous donor, 2013 
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FIGURE 49: Edward Savage, The East Fro111 ef Mv1111t Venwn, ca. 1787-92. Oil on 
canvas, 55.9 x 90.2 cm. Mount Vernon Ladies' Association,Virginia. Bequest of 
Helen W. Thompson, 1964 

Sixty slaves were assembled to dig drainage ditches, but 
the effort was ultimately unsuccessful, and by the time 
Washington discussed it with Latrobe, he had sold his stake 
at a loss. Though the venture failed, one imagines the 
enslaved individuals tasked with carrying it out had a still 
bleaker perspective on the project than did its genteel inves­ 
tors. Latrobe's erasure of the slave from the Mount Vernon 
picture underscores the uncanny invisibility of more than 
90 percent of the plantation's human population, even as the 
environmental engineering projects revolving around this 
image and Savage's belie that population's indispensability to 
the business of American empire building-and indicate how 
different Americans might perceive the same environments 
quite differently.16 

The racially bifurcated composition of early American 
environmental experience is broached again in two 
other Mount Vernon images by Savage, estate views made 

around 1790. One shows the mansion's west facade, with 
Washington and family identifiably promenading in the 
foreground, while diminutive, unvariegated slaves ring the 
periphery of the image-something of an inversion of their 
essential role in enabling every aspect of the scene, from 
the construction of the building that is its focus to mainte­ 
nance of its elaborate grounds. Savage's other view depicts 
the plantation's famed east front overlooking the Potomac 
(fig. 49).Although human figures are not featured, the 
image still manages to separate owner from owned by 
isolating the white mansion from the (literally) colored 
"House for Families" or slave quarters behind it with 
a large intervening tree, as well as by the prominent repre­ 
sentation of an actual structure that ran between them, 
a so-called ha-ha, or earthen fence. Savage did not sign 
either painting, but the appearance of a ship on the 
Potomac in the lower corner of the latter image calls to 
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mind a vessel of that name, HMS Savage, a British warship 
that in r78r was positioned at the same spot on the river 
as in Savage's painting, threatening to burn Mount Vernon 
as part of the ongoing hostilities. Seventeen of the estate's 
slaves took advantage of the ship's proximity to escape ser­ 
vitude (Virginia's Royal Governor had offered "Freedom 
to All Indented Servts & Slaves [the Property of Rebels] 
that will repair to his majestys Standard-being able to bear 
Arms"). Their readiness to flee their known surroundings 
and join forces against the army led by Washington affirms 
that life at Mount Vernon was not for everyone the idyllic 
picture Savage portrays it to be.17 

A rare and more truthful representation of African 
American environmental experience can be seen in Francis 
Guy's Perry Hall, Slave Quarters with Field Hands at Ji¼rk of a 
few years later (fig. 50). Guy (1760-1820) was a contemporary 

of Savage, active during the early nineteenth century around 
Baltimore. Shortly after his completion of the Perry Hall 
painting-one of three views of Harry Dorsey Gough's estate 
showing his human, animal, built, and territorial posses­ 
sions-Guy's reputation was battered by a series of critiques 
that his work was insufficiently refined. In what was appar­ 
ently the first art dispute played out in American critical litera­ 
ture, Eliza Godefroy stated in the Baltimore Observer that "if 
Mr. Guy's genius is a diamond, it is one without polish," the 
first of several disparagements that eventually caused the artist 
to respond in a competingjournal.Writing in the American, 
Latrobe later described one of Guy's landscapes as containing 
"some charming parts-some detestable ones."The gist of the 
criticisms related to the self-taught artist's transcriptive ten­ 
dencies, as against the inclination of a more stylish artist such 
as Winstanley toward manipulation and "improvement."While 

FIGURE 50: Francis Guy (American, born England, 1760-1820), Perry Hall, 
Slave Q11arters with Field Hands at Work, ca. 1805. Oil on canvas, 55.9 x 76.2 cm. 
Maryland Historical Society, Baltimore (1986-33) 
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FIGURE 51: George Beck (British, active in the United States, 1748-1812), 
Great Falls oj the Potomac, 1797. Oil on canvas, r11.8 x 140.3 cm. Mount Vernon 
Ladies' Association,Virginia. Gift ofTheodore Lyman Jr., 1885 (W-2) 

Guy's critics had such technical considerations in mind in 
delivering their censure, in the case of his unvarnished depic­ 
tion of slave labor, one wonders whether the subject unsettled 
viewers as much as its means of portrayal.18 

The painting's afterlife implies as much. Only a decade fol­ 
lowing Gough's commission of the work, it was given to one 
of his former slaves, Esther Hall, along with her freedom. In a 
not uncommon expression of the confused and conflicted 
system of human chattelism, Hall was a confidante of Gough's 
daughter, Sarah, who died shortly before Hall was released 
from bondage. Sarah's father was himself equivocal about slav­ 
ery, and although he held fifty slaves at his death, he had freed 
still more, suggesting Guy's painting may have been uncom­ 
fortable to contemplate on the walls of his parlor. It must have 
been similarly strange for Hall and her descendants, who kept 
the painting through four generations, knowing that one of 
the small figures shown working Gough's land may have been 
their ancestor.19 

FIGURE 52: John Trumbull (American, 1756-1843), Niagara Falls jron! a11 Upper 
Ba11k 011 the British Side, 1807. Oil on canvas, 62 X 92.9 cm. Wadsworth Atheneum 
Museum of Art, Hartford, Connecticut. Bequest of Daniel Wadsworth ( 1848.4) 
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Had Washington received from Guy a painting anything 
like the one the artist delivered to Gough, it would never 
have been displayed in Mount Vernon's New Room. In that 
decorous space the most sensational representations of the 
American environment were dramatic in a different way. 
Compared to Winstanley's sedate pair of Hudson River 
vignettes, George Beck's 1797 evocations of another American 
waterway- The Potomac River Breaking through the Blue Ridge 
and Great Falls ef the Potomac-are Romantic expressions of 
nature's vitality (fig. 51; see fig. 45 for a view of both paintings 
in the New Room).Also an English ernigre, Beck (1748- 
1812) was the most experienced of the early landscape artists 
at work in this country. He had exhibited at London's Royal 
Academy and was attuned to advanced artistic practice when 
he arrived in Maryland in 1793. IfWinstanley's pictures of the 
Hudson epitomize the picturesque, Beck's of the Potomac 
gesture toward, without fully embracing, the countervailing 
sublime. Rather than show the scenic stretch of river seen 
from Mount Vernon's veranda, Beck opted to depict the 
Potomac in action.Yet in doing so, he was careful to retain the 
controlling strategies of the picturesque, subordinating the 
energy of his subject to familiar framing and ordering 
devices-repoussoirs of tree and clouds, coulisses of rock-so 
that the dynamic river is ultimately portrayed as contained 
and nonthreatening. Departing from European contemporar­ 
ies focused on the sublime, Beck subjugated nature's energies 
to a pictorial idiom that allowed him to fill his scenes simulta­ 
neously with a sense of both power and control. In this he 
was like artists whose contemporaneous portrayals of the 
greatest American waterwork, Niagara, frequently rendered 
the sublime site as finally under the aesthetic jurisdiction of 
the picturesque (fig. 52).Although visitors to Niagara spared 
nothing in their verbal panegyrics, in representing it visually 
they, too, seemed compelled to present even this most excep­ 
tional of American environments as within the bounds of rule 
and order.s? 

A view farther down the Potomac painted by Beck 
around the same time overlooks Georgetown and the new 
federal city of Washington in a more typically picturesque 
way (fig. 53). It served as the basis for an especially successful 
engraving issued by the artist in 1800 that offers an instruc­ 
tive comparison with the original image, indicating how a 
classically picturesque view might be subtly adjusted to fur­ 
ther enhance its resonance for an audience vested in seeing 
the American environment as fundamentally accessible and 

inviting (fig. 54). Beck's original painting presents a view 
onto the Potomac that is essentially static, one that premises 
the viewer as observer, not participant. Although broadly 
the same, the engraving by contrast invites the viewer in 
through a series of modest but effectual alterations: in the 
print the road leads gradually downward and around an 
alluring curve, not into pictorial oblivion, as in the painting, 
and passage along it is encouraged by the appearance of cart 
tracks and a pair of distant horsemen in place of an inscruta­ 
ble group blocking the way; figures move into the scene 
instead of out from it, and visual impediments in the paint­ 
ing-the house in the middle distance, the prominent island, 
the highly articulated clouds-are removed, diminished, or 
softened to accommodate them, replaced by gently rolling 
hills, a distant bridge, and a sailboat; even the medium 
itself-crisp aquatint engraving-promotes lucidity and legi­ 
bility. Beck's print optimally exemplifies the efficacy of the 
picturesque as a tool of expansionist ideology. "At all times, 
and everywhere," wrote Englishman William Marshall in A 
Review of the Landscape (1795), "one great end of Landscape 
painting is to bring distant scenery, and such more particu­ 
larly as it is wild and not easily accessible, under the 
eye"-that is, within figurative and conceptual reach. Like 
the theatrical devices upon which it drew-side screens, 
backdrop, props-the picturesque was meant to create a 
space, a world, into which the viewer is invited and drawn. 
As such, it was the ideal artistic means to present a vast and 
unsettled American environment as "under the eye" of 
human dominion.21 

Beck's basic composition proved so appealing that it 
became something of a template, later repeated in numerous 
paintings articulating westward expansion.Around 1830 
it was emblazoned on English earthenware plates made for 
the American market, with the added embellishment of a 
mounted horse shown prancing into the scene, accentuating 
the essential impulse of the topos and making it widely avail­ 
able. In England itself, however, the artifice of picturesque 
manipulation was wearing thin. Writer and editor Sir John 
Stoddart observed in 1801, "The old mode of composing pic­ 
tures by certain formulae, like apothecaries' prescriptions, or 
receipts in cookery, seems (at least in landscape) to have given 
way to the study of nature." Richard Wilson (1713/r4-1782), 
the leading British landscapist of his generation, in his last 
works downplayed pictorial orchestration and adherence to 
classical formulae in favor of a more closely observed 
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FIGURE 53: George Beck, Geo,getow11 and City of Washington, ca. 1797. 
Watercolor and gouache on paper, 38. 1 x 50.S cm. Arader Galleries, New York 

naturalism. Similarly, in 1802 the young John Constable 
(1776-1837) wrote to a friend, "For the last two years I have 
been running after pictures, and seeking the truth at second 
hand," when, he had come to realize, "Nature is the fountain's 
head, the source from whence all originality must spring." He 
thus resolved to "endeavor to get a pure and unaffected repre­ 
sentation of the scenes that may employ me." His renowned 
cloud studies-begun in 1821 and purely observational-were 
the eventual embodiment of this essentially opposite approach, 
which characterized British landscape art's move, generally, 
away from idealizing artificiality toward naturalism, transience, 
and close study of the environment, as ultimately theorized 
by John Ruskin (1819-1900).22 

American art did not soon follow. For a generation of 
English ernigre artists such as Joshua Shaw (1776-1860)- 
an exact contemporary of Constable-and even later, native­ 
born ones, including Alvan Fisher (1792-1863) and Thomas 
Doughty (1793-1856), the old picturesque formulas held 
sway. Doughty's In the Catskills (fig. 55), with its prominent 
framing elements, clear division of fore-, middle-, and 

background, and alternating landscape elements leading suc­ 
cessively back from left and right, might well have been 
painted, like Davies's view of Lake George (see fig. 38), during 
the eighteenth century. It was completed about 1835. The 
usual explanation for the discrepancy between American and 
British landscape painting at the time invokes colonial 
discourse in terms of center-periphery relations (the lag in 
stylistic transmission between advanced metropole and 
undeveloped hinterland) and the supposed unsophistication 
of artists at work outside cosmopolitan hubs, as well as the 
related lack of an economically viable, informed patronage 
to encourage development and currency in such places. 
While perhaps partially credible (although the American 
Eastern Seaboard in 1830 was no longer such a backwater), 
in addition to these excusatory explanations, it might more 
affirmatively be asserted that American landscape paintings 
appeared the way they did because their forms resonated 

" with their creators' and consumers' environmental percep­ 
tions-or, more accurately, predilections. The wilderness was 
being selectively "tamed," but the project of settlement on a 
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FIGURE 54: Thomas Cartwright (British, active early 19th century), after George 
Beck, Geo,ge Town and Federal City, or City ofWnshingto11, 1800. Aquatint; sheet, 
trimmed: 45.3 x 58 cm. Published by Atkins and Nightingale, London and 
Philadelphia. Library ofCongress,Washington, DC. Prints & Photographs Division 

continental scale remained overwhelming. In representing 
the imposing American world as comprehensibly ordered, 
controllable through manipulation, and invitingly accessible, 
the picturesque did very different cultural work than in 
established England. Its retention here well beyond its use 
there perhaps implies neither ignorance nor intransigence; 
the leading American landscape artists of the early to 
mid-nineteenth century, Doughty, Thomas Cole (1801- 
1848), and Asher B. Durand (1796-1886), all made artistic 
sojourns abroad (Cole was born there). Rather, it affirms 
how representing landscapes means representing attitudes 
about them, attitudes informed by larger ideas about the 
human relationship to the environment. Cole, although his 
early works departed considerably from the American norm 
(as discussed in the next essay), was like his peers in rejecting 
the foreign trend toward naturalism. In 1825 he wrote to a 
patron, "If I am not misinformed, the finest pictures which 
have been produced, both Historical and Landscape, have 
been compositions .... [The pictures] of all the great painters, 
are something more than imitations of Nature .... If the 

FIGURE 55: Thomas Doughty (American, 1793-1856), ill the Cnrski/1s, ca. 1835. 
Oil on canvas, 63.5 x 88.9 cm. R.eynolda House Museum of American Art, 
Affiliated with the Wake Forest University, Winston-Salem, North Carolina. 
Museum purchase (1977.2.5) 
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imagination is shackled, and nothing is described but what 
we see, seldom will anything truly great be produced." The 
picturesque afforded American artists a means to address the 
perceived essential challenge of the era, "subduing nature," 
in Alexis de Tocqueville's concise appraisal. Small wonder it 
lingered here so long. 23 

At rnidcentury, following Cole's early death, the most 
esteemed American landscape painter was Durand. In 1855 
his hortatory "Letters on Landscape Painting" were pub­ 
lished in the Crayon: A Journal Devoted to the Graphic Arts, 
and the Literature Related to Them, an influential periodical 
founded and coedited by his art critic son. In an apparent 
move beyond Cole's position, and befitting the journal's new, 
Ruskinian inclination, Durand's first letter urges the aspiring 
painter, "go first to Nature to learn to paint landscape," 
advocating outdoor study and the creation of meticulous 
plein air oil sketches. Significantly, however, the naturalistic 
images that resulted were ultimately to form the basis for 
larger, invented compositions: "And when you shall have 

learnt to imitate her," Durand continued, "you may then 
study the pictures of great artists with benefit. They will aid 
you in the acquirement of the knowledge ... to select, com­ 
bine and set off the varied beauty of nature by means of 
what, in artistic language, is called treatment, management." 
The approach Durand espoused thus offered both the natu­ 
ralism promoted by current artistic theory and the opportu­ 
nity to manipulate its parts into grander fabrications. The 
artist did just this in grafting portions of various on-site oil 
studies, including the crossed logs at the center of Kaaterskill 
Landscape (1850; Princeton University Art Museum), into the 
larger studio production, Kaaterskill Clove (fig. 56), exhibited 
in 1851 to wide acclaim at NewYork's National Academy of 
Design. Durand's method meant he could be "true" to 
nature while also bringing it "under [his] eye," instilling its 
corn.plex particulars with appealingly picturesque conven­ 
tions of order and accessibility. To underscore the latter, his 
view of the famous Catskill Mountains site adopts an 
unusual low perspective (most artists depicted the Clove 

,, 
FIGURE 56: Asher B. Durand (American, 1796-1886), Kaatershiti C/011e, 1850. 
Oil on canvas, 101.6 x 152.4 cm. USC Fisher Museum of Art, Los Angeles. 
The Elizabeth Holmes Fisher Collection (EF:45:03) 

92 COLONIZATION AND EMPIRE 



FIGURE 57: Asher B. Durand, Landscape, 1859. Oil on canvas, 77 x 61.5 cm. 
Princeton University Art Museum. Gift of']. 0. MacIntosh, Class of 1902 
(y1955-3249) 

from an elevated position), allowing the buckskin-clad figure 
shown entering into the scene to become a visual correlative 
of the viewer, forging ahead into the wilderness.24 

A sim.ilar diminutive figure appears in a later composi­ 
tion by Durand, Landscape of 1859, whose generic title 
suggests its likely invented character (fig. 57). Fully employ­ 
ing the compositional techniques of repoussoir, coulisse, 
and atmospheric perspective to provide graduated entrance 
into the scene via diminishing formal elements and grada­ 
tional tonal modulation, the painting is an archetype of 
the picturesque landscape of access. In it the American 
environment is presented as logical and harmonious, 
appealing and available. Durand wrote, "That is a fine pic­ 
ture which at once takes possession of you-draws you into 
it-you traverse it-breathe its atmosphere-feel its sun­ 
shine." In a detail that might be an illustration of the idea, 
the figure depicted walking into the artist's inviting tableau 

FIGURE 58: Asher B. Durand, Kindred Spirits, 1849. Oil on canvas, 111.8 x 91.4 cm. 
Crystal Bridges Museum of American Art, Bentonville, Arkansas (2010. 106) 

is attired, appropriately enough, in red shirt, white hat, and 
blue pants.25 

Landscape is structured quite similarly to Durand's best­ 
known painting, Kindred Spirits, completed a decade earlier 
as a painted eulogy to his friend Cole, who died in 1848 
(fig. 58). It shows their mutual friend, poet and editor 
William Cullen Bryant, standing with Cole on a precipice 
overlooking another Durandian confection, one again 
evoking Kaaterskill Clove as well as the waterfall of the 
same name, both early subjects of Cole, but a topographi­ 
cally impossible combination. Perhaps in homage to his 
friend's more ruggedly sublime images of the locale, Durand 
piles up the landmasses undulating up and back into the dis­ 
tance-tumultuously, compared with the smooth declension 
of the same forms in Landscape; this gives the scene, despite 
the sheltering, ocular foreground, an uncharacteristic forbid­ 
ding quality. A series of ascending waterfalls, rather than a 
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FIGURE 59: Asher B. Durand, Kaatersleill Clove, 1866. Oil on canvas, 
97.2 x 152-4 cm. The Century Association, New York 

FIGURE Go: Thomas Cole (American, born England, 1801-1848), The Clove, 
Catskills, ca. 1827. Oil on canvas, 64.2 x 89.2 cm. New Britain Museum of 
American Art, Connecticut. Charles F. Smith Fund (1945.22) 

sloping path, connects foreground to background, so that it 
is difficult to conceive "traversing," or even moving around 
much, in Durand's painting for Cole. 26 

Later, in 1866, the artist did paint a more accurate image 
of the Clove as seen from the opposite end ofhis 1850 view, 
and it offers a telling comparison with one by Cole from 
decades before (figs. 59, 60). Cole's vertiginous The Clove, 
Catskills on an overcast autumn day rejects the viewer's entry 
through its jarring palette, agitated brushwork, craggy forms, 
and inclusion of a Native American already occupying the 
scene. It champions wilderness on its own, sublimely fore­ 
boding terms, even as it represents the place-topographically, 
at least-more, faithfully than Durand's Kaaterskill Clove, 
which presents a toned-down, lower, more approachable ver­ 
sion of the actual site (fig. 61). Durand's painting shows how 
far he and other American artists went, with the notable 
exception of Cole in his early career, to present an account of 
the American environment made appealing through pictur­ 
esque convention, a world conducive to entrance, occupation, 
and settlement. 

Durand's art was widely imitated. Woodland scenes by 
him, invariably including a path through and out of the 
depicted thicket-again connoting accessibility and occu­ 
pancy-were repeated by a subsequent generation of closer 
adherents to Ruskin, notably William Trost Richards 
(1833-1905). Robert S. Duncanson (1821-1872), an African 
Arn.erican artist regarded as among the country's best land­ 
scapists, drew from both Durand and Cole in producing his 
often ethereal pastorals. His Untitled (Landscape) (fig. 62)­ 
imaginary like Durand's, yet also all the more meaningful for 
it-is in the idyllic spirit of that artist's renowned Morning 
ef Life (1840; formerly National Academy Museum), which 
Duncanson may have known from its exhibition in 1840 and 
1858 at the National Academy of Design. Durand's painting 
formed part of an allegorical pair referencing temporality, a 
common theme at midcentury, whereas Duncanson s work 
removed itself from time completely, offering a dream of a 
landscape, replete with temple-like structures in the back­ 
ground and a punt with boatman on a placid lake, all bathed 
in raking, golden light. Duncanson specialized in such other­ 
worldly scenes, often with literary allusions, and made copies 
of both Cole's Garden ef Eden (1828;Amon Carter Museum) 
and Dream ef Arcadia (ca. 1838; Denver Art Museum), the lat­ 
ter especially mimetic. The two artists' evocations of Arcadia 
(a classical pastoral vision of human harmony with nature) 
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FIGURE 61: Kaaterskill Clove from Haines Falls Bridge, 2009. Photograph by 
Chris Sanfino 

FIGURE 62: Robert S. Duncanson (American, 1821-1872), Untitled (Ln11dscape), 
late 1850s. Oil on canvas, 61 X 91 cm. Princeton University Art Museum. 
Museum purchase, Kathleen Compton Sherrerd Fund for Acquisitions in 
American Art and Mary Trumbull Adams Art Fund (2011- rc-) 
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differ mainly in terms of palette: Cole's is crisp and bright, 
whereas Duncanson's is darker and more muted, including, 
notably, the skin tones of its imagined inhabitants.s? 

Duncanson stated, "I have no color [race] on the brain all 
I have on the brain is paint." The artist was the mixed-race 
grandson of an enslaved Virginian who had been freed by his 
owner (and likely father). Duncanson's parents moved to 
upstate New York to escape the increasing hostility toward 
free blacks in the South, eventually settling in Cincinnati, 
"The Athens of the West," a center of both artistic and aboli­ 
tionist activity. Because he was light-skinned, the artist was 
afforded greater opportunity than other African Americans, 
and in 1842 three of his early works were accepted for display 
at the Cincinnati Academy of Fine Arts. He probably was not 
allowed to study there, however, and his family was not per­ 
nutted into the exhibition to see his paintings. In light of this 
and other challenges and indignities Duncanson faced on 
account of race, it is difficult to conceive that "color" did not 
have a prominent place in his mind, and art. 28 

Landscape suggests as much. Painted during the late 1850s, 
it followed the artist's participation in the production, with 
African American photographer James Presley Ball (1825- 
1904), of a panoramic painting (now lost) titled Mammoth 
Pictorial Tour ef the United States Comprising Views ef the African 
Slave Trade, depicting "the horrors of slavery from capture in 
Africa through middle passage to bondage," according to an 

FIGURE 63: R.obert S. Duncanson, Detail of Untitled (Landscape), late 1850s 

accompanying pamphlet. The painting toured the United 
States and made explicit its creators' abolitionist stance during 
a time of cresting racial tension. Landscape comments on race 
as well, only far more subtly, even privately, as close inspec­ 
tion of the painting's three small figures reveals (fig. 63).As 
evocative as the similarly diminutive characters in Durand's 
paintings, or the absent one in Latrobe's image of George 
Washington's porch, Duncansons figures have been care­ 
fully-intentionally-rendered in three distinct skin tones: 
black, brown, and white. Their insertion by the artist into his 
serene fantasy landscape, harmoniously interacting, seems to 
conjure the world he hoped might be, even if the gradually 
disappearing path leading toward them implies it may remain 
beyond reach. That Duncanson felt compelled to secretively 
situate his grouping at the back of a fictive landscape indi­ 
cates his inability to envision such a scene in the environ­ 
ment he did inhabit, even though the seated white woman 
looking on from the trees seems his way of directing us to 
see its possibility. As still more small figures in paintings 
imply-Savage's African Americans outside Mount Vernon 
and Guy's slaves at work in Harry Gough's fields-the 
American experience of the environment was crucially 
mediated by subject position. Coerced labor, the denial of 
land ownership, and the American environment broadly as 
a theater of racial injustice caused witnesses like Duncanson 
to apprehend it differently. For him the concept of a pristine, 
uncomplicated American landscape must on some level have 
been anathema, sullied as it was with iniquity.29 

As Duncanson's art shows, environmental perception is 
socially and culturally determined. There are different ways 
to construe landscape representation, including not at all. 
Many Native American cultures have long eschewed notions 
of individual property ownership-real estate-and concep­ 
tualized their relationship to the land differently, avoiding 
mapping or illusionistic pictorial delineation. Such formal­ 
ized geometries often have little purchase in cultures with­ 
out the same interests in the regularization of distance and 
topography. These might instead be considered in relative 
and experiential terms, inflected by seasonality, environmen­ 
tal conditions, and previous empirical encounter. Among the 
Inupiaq people of what is now northwestern Alaska, there 
exists a long tradition of graphic art, expressed principally in 
ivory carving, above all on the functional handles of the 
bow drills used to carry it out. The iconography of an early 
nineteenth-century ivory bow drill is richly embellished 
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FIGURE 64: lnupiaq, Bow drill, early roth century. Ivory and dark pigment, 
1.8 x 44.8 x 1 cm. Princeton University Art Museum. Bequest of John B. Elliott, 
Class of 1951 (1998-491) 

FIGURE 65: Angokwazhuk (Happy Jack) (lnupiaq, ca. 1870-1918), Nome, 
Alaska, Engraved walrus tusk, 1900-1904. Walrus tusk and graphite, 
8.9 X 71.8 X 5.7 cm. Fenimore Art Museum, Cooperstown, New York. 
Gift of Eugene V and Clare E. Thaw,Thaw Collection (To713) 

with pictographic activity scenes typical of the domestic 
routines, hunting, and social events of daily Inupiaq life 
(fig. 64). The particular activity depicted was determined 
more by seasonal considerations than by locative ones, 
indicative of an orientation to the environment based as 
much on factors of time as place-in contrast to Euro­ 
American landscape practice.>" 

Around 1890 the influx of whaling ships and traders, 
ongoing since the beginning of the century, and the 
introduction of mission school education engendered 
a shift from the old engraving style to a more illusionistic 
one that introduced spatial, as opposed to experiential, rep­ 
resentation of the environment. In order to accommodate 
the desire for this new type of engraving-produced 
extensively to serve the curio trade following the Klondike 

Gold Rush of 1896-different materials were adapted for use, 
including broader walrus tusks on which there was room 
for perspectival scenes. The most renowned carver in the 
new manner was Angokwazhuk (ca. 1870-1918), known as 
Happy Jack, who excelled at both veristic reproduction of 
photographic images and the invention of his own. A walrus 
tusk he engraved around the turn of the century (fig. 65) 
features each: vignettes of the artist and his wife from a pho­ 
tograph as well as a village scene incorporating perspectival 
spatial recession via overlapping and diminution of forms. 
The contrast between Angokwazhuk's apprehension of his 
environment and the visualization shown on the earlier bow 
drill is.striking, and one wonders if it accompanied a change 
in environmental consciousness parallel to the pictorial 
one. Either way, the art of Inupiaq carvers underscores the 
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Notes 

FIGURE 66: Worthington Whittredge (American, 1820-19!0), The Old H1111ti11g 
Grounds, 1864. Oil on canvas, 92., x 68.9 cm. R.eynolda House Museum of 
American Art, Affiliated with Wake Forest University, Winston-Salem, North 
Carolina. Gift of Barbara B. Millhouse (1976.2. IO) 

very different means by which environmental perception 
can be rendered.31 

Interestingly, when American artists sought to evoke 
Indigenous landscapes, it was often in ways that similarly 
eschewed space (fig. 66), metaphorically denying bodily 
access and suggesting the foreclosure of Native Americans' 
continued occupation of their own original environments. 
The deep space and controlled forms of the picturesque 
were tools of Anglo-American imperial design, reifying and 
affirming its aims. Only when Indigenous peoples were 
depicted gazing elegiacally at landscapes lost to them, or 
shown giving it away (see Introduction, fig. 3), were they 
afforded the same privileged view. 
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