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The artists of the Hudson River Valley school of American landscape art introduced generations of viewers to the vast, untamed land of a young country, forging its identity distinct from its English and European heritage.
  The 18 paintings in “Public Treasures/Private Visions: Hudson River School Masterworks” at the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts demonstrate why these works have awed viewers, while also expanding thinking about nationhood and driving political agendas to preserve America’s natural treasures.
  These convincing landscapes invite vigorous re-engagement with issues relevant not only in the nineteenth century, but today as well.

While in Philadelphia, the works reside in PAFA’s Historic Landmark Building, which opened in 1876, concurrent with the creation of many of the paintings on display.  Handsomely situated in two galleries, most of the works are mounted in highly decorated gold leaf frames that not only enlarge their presence, but also seem right at home in this ornately styled building.  Part of what makes the exhibition remarkable centers on fifteen rarely seen works emerging out of private collections, accompanying three masterworks from the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York.  
Perhaps the most famous work in the exhibit, the Metropolitan Museum’s View from Mount Holyoke, Northampton, MA, After a Thunderstorm – The Oxbow, painted by Thomas Cole in 1836, displays why these paintings have such lasting appeal.  Cole presents a vision of America that blends the beautiful landscape of pastoral farms and other subtle glimpses of civilization with the sublime, awesome wildness of untamed land.  His vision of the American landscape inspired the development of the Hudson River School, not a literal school, but a style of painting grand vistas stretching into the early twentieth century.
  Looking closely at three paintings from across a 60 year period show how the invitation to engage with nature was first offered, then questioned, and later used persuasively for political action.

All is well in the world of The Beeches, 1845, a large work from the Met collection by Asher B. Durand, a first generation follower of Thomas Cole.
  Strikingly, unlike many of the  works, The Beeches orients vertically, with the scene filling the frame, lifting eyes and spirits up.  Durand uses this visual device to set the optimistic mood for his contemporary viewers, who 
in a growing country, saw the land as opportunity for settlement and resource development.

Specifically, as in The Oxbow, the pastoral idyll combines with undeveloped land—this promise of future potential.  In the mid-ground, the red cloth casually hung on the staff of a shepherd grabs attention, so that the viewer instinctively wants to follow him, just as his sheep do.  Durand complies, offering a gently curving, level path in the foreground, revealed by trees that magically part like curtains, an invitation to enter the scene.  The light-dappled forest is friendly and frames the golden lit, tranquil world the shepherd heads toward, as sunset turns the sky peach, pink, and purple.  A snaking river leads the eye to a hint of civilization in a bright white church steeple just visible. Softly textured, bluish hills pull the eye into the distance and seem to contentedly roll with reassurance of a harmonious future.

This future is further implied by looking closely at the foreground, which reveals the marvelous botanical specificity of the beech trees, their decorative lichen, and the ferns and tree stumps on the forest floor.  Informative wall text indicates that Durand made an oil sketch on site, capturing actual light and shadow conditions.
  The scientific detail rendered with subtle textures creates a convincing, sensory illusion of being in that place.  Not only is the result pleasing, but the exacting depiction also suggests that if viewers could get equally close to that distant, but inviting land, then equal, if not surpassing, riches await.

Nothing is peaceful in the world thrust forward in The Shore of the Turquoise Sea, 1878, by Albert Bierstadt.  Met with mixed critical reviews at the time,
 this huge painting from a private collection is one of the strongest of the exhibition.  The muted gray-green gallery wall color intensifies the ominous clouds made up of rust, umber, and brown brushstrokes, but the translucent teal wave dominating the painting clashes.  Luminous and visceral, the wave stabs the eyes, booms toward shore, and slaps the chest with panic.  The height of the wave is literally overhead, as if the gallery could get drenched, even as the wind blows the foamy spray away from wave’s incoming momentum.

No invitation to enjoy nature here.  No one is safe.  A lone seagull highlighted against a dark gray cloud band seems stuck in place.  A turtle on the thin strip of foreground shoreline walks away from the storm, toward the viewer.   Recognizable now, the wave is breaking a ship mast apart, forming unsettling diagonals of wreckage.  One part of the mast aims toward two distant ships on the horizon, sailing in clear weather toward the storm, seemingly oblivious to the danger.  The crow’s nest, made up of a cross motif, points toward the viewer, who like it or not, becomes part of this life and death struggle with nature.
The beauty of the sea contrasts with the storm wreckage.  A hint of blue sky and sunlight from the left shines down on a rock glistening from spray, and paint dabs of white and sea green highlight one spot on the turtle’s back, a starfish, and two shells—dainty next to the detritus of seaweed washed in by the tide.  As convincing as Durand’s botanical realism, the illusionism here is show stopping, as is Bierstadt’s tense reminder of the precariousness of the manmade, and indeed life, in relation to the volatility of nature.

Given that Bierstadt’s painting was made shortly after the failure of post-Civil War Reconstruction efforts, this life-death tension can also be associated with the prevailing mood of a nation still healing from a devastating war.  The painting, with a wall to itself, overpowers PAFA’s permanent collection of landscapes that share the octagonal-shaped room, while also conversing with the adjacent Fox Hunt, 1893, by Winslow Homer.  Homer’s flattened snowy field picks up Bierstadt’s spare use of white.  Both paintings exude anxiety, with crows about to attack Homer’s fox in another life and death battle.  Stepping back, the viewer is safe again, while also aware of how quickly tranquility can convert into danger.

Thirty years later, Thomas Moran uses awe-inspiring landscape for a different purpose.  Painted in 1908, long after the West was settled, and now in a private collection, Mists in the Yellowstone presents nature so rugged, so untouched, so magical, that the painting was used in a campaign to establish the first national park.
  The viewer seems thrust on a precipice in the foreground, but without Bierstadt’s threat or signs of human touch.  Instead the viewer is invited to consider preserving the future of this sublime place.

Like his predecessors, Moran presents illusionistic nature.  On this comparatively small, horizontal canvas, the imagery is dominantly vertical, aspirational and strong, with detailed, light-absorbing peaks pushing up to the sky.  Emerging out of the darker foreground, the bright background exaggerates the scene’s depth, and on a narrow band of high horizon line on the left, a wind-whipped tree curves outward as if presenting the waterfall in the middle distance.  The river then tumbles downhill, parallel to a diagonal avalanche slide that slashes from the chalky rocks on the upper left all the way down to the center foreground.  There, a collision of water erupts with a naturalistic, misty spray of rainbow prisms.  The contrast of the pastel pinks and blues at the center with the harsh white and gold crags to the right intensifies the drama of the spectacular scene.  Next to this work is another Bierstadt, also of Yellowstone, but its color palette is muted with a calm quiet, as if letting the Moran painting bask in attention.
That is what these paintings do—demand attention.  As when they were first painted, the works of the ten artists in “Public Treasures/Private Visions” compel viewers to stop, look, and imagine.  In the nineteenth century, the land mirrored the promise and prowess of a young nation and was consumed for that aspiration.
  This exhibit invites savoring the treasure that is the unique American landscape—to experience its range, remember its power, and take care to preserve it for generations to come.
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� Many genre and landscape paintings from this Antebellum period conveyed political messages, such as expansion of the country for building wealth through natural resources, as discussed by Wendy Bellion, in ARTH 230, American Art Until 1865, University of Delaware, November, 2009.
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