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Description 1




For Markley,

who improves everything quietly and constantly—

broken tools and kitchen drawers, gardens and landscapes, villages and cities,

and all my days





See for yourself this glorious country where we reside. I cannot do it justice either with pen or pencil.

—Frederic Church, May 16, 1875

We have already, in our glorious country, a vast and almost boundless territory…. Is it not the height of ingratitude to Him, to seek, by war and conquest, indulging in a spirit of rapacity, to acquire other lands, the homes and habitations of a large portion of his common children?

—Henry Clay of Kentucky, November 13, 1847

We still have a country—a glorious country—a country that may have a more glorious future than it could have had had slavery continued to exist.

—Frederick Douglass, July 24, 1872







To the Reader [image: ]

Frederic Church left behind more than a thousand pages of letters and diaries along with thousands of images. Quoted remarks I attribute to him come from his surviving written documents, as is the case for everyone else quoted in this book. Church often wrote his letters and diary entries in a hurry and habitually omitted punctuation marks. I have preserved his style throughout this book, except in a few cases where his meaning is difficult to follow. Church’s spelling also occasionally looks odd to our eyes, sometimes because of nineteenth-century convention and sometimes because he simply got it wrong. I have preserved his spelling, adding a “[sic]” only when it seemed necessary to avoid the impression of a typo.

While I almost always refer to Church by his last name, I refer to his wife, Isabel Mortimer Carnes Church, exclusively by her first name. In doing so, I mean no disrespect to this soulful, intelligent, and creative woman. I have chosen to use her first name to preserve for her some independence from her identity as Church’s wife and to distinguish her from Church’s mother, the first “Mrs. Church” in his life.

In attempting to access Church’s interior life, I rely in large part on the documents he left behind. Yet Church was a visual artist, not a writer, and he therefore expressed himself above all in his paintings and sketches, pouring into them his ideas about the relationship between human beings and the vast cosmos, and about the specific time and place in which he lived. The literary and visual culture in which he painted is not our own, however, which means that some of the symbols and meanings readily grasped by his contemporaries are not obvious to us today. The challenge is to try to see his work with nineteenth-century eyes as well as with our own. For example, Church sometimes painted an elm in a landscape where elms were not common, because Boston’s Liberty Tree—an elm under which the Sons of Liberty met to protest British policies—held special significance as a symbol of the North American colonists’ struggle for self-government. Engravings of the Liberty Tree were ubiquitous in the United States in the early nineteenth century, and many viewers of Church’s paintings would have grasped the political import of an elm. The same was true for Church and oak trees. Early in his career, he painted two pictures of the Charter Oak in Hartford, Connecticut, another tree whose role in colonial history gave it anti-monarchical connotations. When Church placed oaks or elms in prominent and incongruous spots in his paintings, he was evoking a treasured part of his New England upbringing: an anti-monarchical fervor for self-determination.

As Church matured, his symbolic language became more abstract, and he developed an original visual style that injected political symbolism not merely into oaks and elms but into all manner of events and processes unfolding in the natural world. In the fraught 1850s and during the Civil War, for example, he often painted ominous sunsets over North American landscapes to evoke the tension and violence threatening the United States.

In the pages of this book, I transport readers to these vanished cultural and political moments that gave rise to Church’s art and won him international fame. At the same time, I aim to show how and why, two centuries after his birth, his work continues to thrill and move people at home and around the globe.



    More information about this book and more Church-related resources can be found at gloriouscountry.org.





PROLOGUE “Mr. Church Likes to Undertake the Impossible” [image: ]

They came to see the world.

In New York City in the spring of 1859, women swept down the steps of townhouses toward waiting carriages. Stiff crinolines swayed under skirts of organdy and taffeta, making trim black boots appear, disappear, appear. Men emerged from offices and social clubs, buttoning up frock coats and clapping on top hats. Nursemaids hurried along broad bluestone sidewalks flanked by girls with ribbons on their braids and boys in sailor caps. They flowed from all over the city to a single block of Tenth Street, between Fifth Avenue and Sixth Avenue, where they lined up by the hundreds. The block was so mobbed for three weeks, through cold rain and spring sunshine, that policemen were called in to keep the street clear for traffic. There were people waiting on the sidewalk from eight o’clock in the morning until ten o’clock at night.

The city had been anticipating this event for six months, since the day the New York papers reported that a famous painter had returned to the city after a death-defying journey and had gotten to work in a room on Tenth Street. The waiting crowds could have gone to Barnum’s Museum, down by City Hall. They could have watched wild animals jump through flaming hoops. They could have listened to strange human figures—giants, pygmies, gnarled women older than time—recount their improbable histories from the stage. But these people wanted to be here, even if footsore and chilled. Over three weeks in May 1859, more than twelve thousand of them came to wait on Tenth Street, and after they had paid their twenty-five cents and gone inside, many people came back to stand in line again. Two thousand arrived on the last day alone, frantic not to miss their chance.

Their destination was an elegant building sandwiched into a row of townhouses. The building was not the same size or shape as its neighbors. Constructed of red brick and trimmed in sandstone, it stood three stories high and stretched the width of three or four townhouses. Large windows covered much of the façade. Over the door, gilt letters spelled out one word:

S T U D I O S

As the line inched toward the building, it blocked the front steps of townhouses and the doors to the offices of lawyers, bankers, doctors, jewelers, butchers, saddlers, astrologers, undertakers, and daguerreotype makers. Some of those who were waiting had brought opera glasses, just as the newspaper advertisement had recommended. From the first time the doors had opened, it was clear that the crush of people would make it difficult to see.

When they reached the entrance, the visitors were ushered into a large, high-ceilinged room where benches had been lined up as in a theater. The clatter of horses’ hooves and iron wheels was replaced by the hum of human voices. Standing against the far wall was a massive structure of black walnut, fourteen feet wide and twelve feet high. The structure had been designed to resemble an ornate window frame. Heavy draperies were affixed to the top, so that they cascaded to the floor on either side. Through this strange window, people saw what they had come for. Although they were seated, they also seemed to be floating above a river in a luminous landscape. Flowers, vines, and trees grew along the rocky riverbanks. At a great distance, beyond a range of dark hills, a snow-covered volcano rose into a pale blue sky—and who among them had ever seen a volcano? They were looking at some faraway part of the globe, yet they also knew with certainty that they had entered this room from a New York City street.

This otherworldly vision was the inspired creation of a painter in love with the whole cosmos, a man who, when he came face-to-face with the eternities of time and space, felt not fear or alienation but the thrilling connection of humans to all other beings and matter. His painting was called The Heart of the Andes. It filled many of its viewers with reverence and awe, not only for nature but for the painter himself. One critic wanted to kiss his feet.

Mark Twain—he was still Samuel Clemens then—found a single viewing inadequate when, two years later, the painting was exhibited in his home state of Missouri. He went a second time, and then once more. Afterward he wrote a dazed 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.”

In London that summer, Queen Victoria was given a private viewing of the picture and predicted further great feats from the brush of its young creator. British critics who usually found American art clumsy and backward stopped their carping and searched for words of sufficient praise. It was as clear to them as it was to the ladies and gentlemen of New York. Thirty-three-year-old Frederic Edwin Church was the greatest landscape painter in the Western Hemisphere.



BORN IN 1826 INTO a New England commercial family, Church knew by the age of ten that he was meant to be an artist. He loved nature fiercely and had a photographic memory for all its details, from the dappled gray-green of a mossy rock to the tender pink underbelly of a cloud bank at dawn. By fifteen, he was the drawing instructor in his own school. By twenty, after two years of study with the eminent artist Thomas Cole, Church had sold his first landscape painting and moved to New York City, the emerging center of American art. Cole himself had studied the work of the greatest artists from the Renaissance forward, and still he marveled that “Church has the finest eye for drawing in the world.”

As a young man, Church packed his rucksack and set out from New York every summer in search of stunning landscapes to master on canvas. He loved to hike and camp and thought nothing of covering fifteen miles in a day and then catching his own dinner with a fishing rod. Another artist observed that if a view inspired Church, he captured it “with a rapidity and precision which were simply inconceivable by one who had not seen him at work. I think that his vision and retention of even the most transitory facts of nature passing before him must have been at the maximum of which the human mind is capable.” Church came back to the city every autumn browned and fit from his summer travels. Then he spent the winter months holed up in his studio, painting so intensely that he emerged in the spring pale and exhausted.

At first Church’s summer trips took him to landscapes frequented by other artists, as he tramped with friends or on his own through the mountains of New Hampshire, Vermont, and Maine. But he was too intensely curious about the wider world to stay so close to home. He was Meriwether Lewis in a painter’s body. Over and over, Church raced toward adventure and danger in far-flung lands. Critics at home and abroad remarked on how ambitious he was in his headlong pursuit of new landscapes to paint. They compared him to Alexander the Great, Hannibal crossing the Alps, and Michelangelo designing St. Peter’s. “Mr. Church likes to undertake the impossible,” one critic wrote, and he almost always succeeded.

Church steamed to South America to explore jaguar-filled jungles and climb smoldering volcanoes, and then he returned to create The Heart of the Andes. He chartered a boat off the coast of Newfoundland and chased icebergs that cracked and crashed into the sea while he sketched them. Chronically plagued by seasickness, he would rush to the side of the vessel, vomit into the water, and go back to work. One explorer, in awe of his iceberg paintings, named an Arctic mountain for him: Church’s Peak. When other artists started painting the American West, Church departed for the opposite side of the world, risking injury or death at the hands of Bedouin warriors as he rode a camel across a Syrian desert. When he finally toured Europe, the cherished destination of generations of artists, he found it too tame.

Church came back to his New York studio after each trip with dozens or sometimes hundreds of sketches that inspired and guided him as he painted. In his plein air (or outdoor) oil sketches, he condensed sky, water, and landscape into their purest elements, producing pulsing images that in hindsight seem to prefigure the experiments of Claude Monet, Vincent van Gogh, or Edvard Munch. The same energy that sent him around the world allowed him to stand at his easel for ten hours a day. Slender and nearly six feet tall, Church cut a graceful figure as he worked. He preferred suits from Brooks Brothers, a luxury he could afford, because he came from money and was making more. “He was fortune’s favorite from the beginning,” a friend said.

Although Church sometimes struck strangers as quiet and reserved, in private he was often merry and mischievous. He excelled at telling funny stories and happily did so at his own expense. “Mr. Church’s capacity for entertainment is perfectly inexhaustible,” his host at a monthlong house party observed one summer. A female journalist who met him when he was in his forties was charmed by his “boyish playfulness.” Despite his international fame, he seemed to her “entirely unconscious of his distinguished position. I like him the best of all the men of note I have ever met.”

Church was lighthearted with his friends, but he was deadly serious about his art. He wasn’t offended by criticism of his work, seeing it as an opportunity to improve his technique and composition. As he traveled the world and honed his eye, his paintings became increasingly bold and unusual. Many of the American painters around him turned out bucolic, peaceful scenes, but while he was still in his twenties, Church’s pictures began to explode with color, light, and drama. He used landscape painting to tell stories in a way no artist had ever before done, turning clouds, water, light, plants, rocks, and earth into his protagonists.

Church arrived at this powerful new language of painting because he didn’t accept clear distinctions among science, art, and religion. Botany, geology, and astronomy helped him to see and capture the world around him. Art allowed him to express his feelings about being alive and human in that world, and he felt the presence of the divine when he was surrounded by nature.

His parents sat on the hard pews of the First Congregational Church and prayed to a severe God, and their dutiful son likewise attended church, read the Bible daily, and abstained from painting on the Sabbath. But for Frederic, a friend observed, “Christianity was above all the gospel of love,” and he extended that love to the natural world, worshipping the crystalline rapids of a river in Maine, the snowy heights of an Andean peak, and the sun-pierced thunderheads over the Caribbean Sea.

Early in his career, his paintings of nature often included approving hints of human enterprise such as bridges, barns, and sawmills. In his thirties, however, he began to develop a new sensitivity about the place of humans in nature. The material signs of human life in his paintings became smaller and subtler, and sometimes they vanished completely. The landscapes he loved best were the grandest ones, because by making him feel like a tiny part of a huge, impossibly complex planet, they connected him to the whole cosmos. “He is the only landscape-painter living who has anything cosmical in aim and idea,” a critic wrote in 1870.

Church did more than any other painter to usher the young United States onto the world cultural stage. His pictures articulated an exuberant new national identity. He showed Americans that they were much more than an inferior model of European, urging them to see themselves as a nation defined by their relationship to nature, not just physically but also spiritually. He infused his paintings with wonder at the natural world of North and South America. The so-called New World, Church insisted at the peak of his fame, “affords every variety known on earth”—soaring mountains, spectacular skies, and untold numbers of plants and animals.

To Church, the capacity to be spiritually moved by nature was the essence of what it meant to be human, making him the visual-artist counterpart to the literary giants of his era—Emerson, Thoreau, and Whitman. And like them, even as he grappled with what it meant to be human in a vast cosmos, his more immediate concern was the fate of his young nation.

Church’s New England ancestors had rebelled against political and religious tyranny, and he grew up understanding that a government could either help its people to lead free, creative, meaningful lives, or it could prevent them from doing so. Church believed that to live in a republic was a rare privilege, even as he recognized how flawed the republic of the United States was. Coming of age as a painter in the late 1840s and early 1850s, he watched with anxiety as Americans struggled over the future of slavery. But Church didn’t write about political issues—he painted about them. Before, during, and after the Civil War, he poured his hopes and fears for his troubled country into virtuosic landscape paintings. Emerson, the most influential American thinker of Church’s young adulthood, inspired landscape painters to think of nature as a source of symbols through which to converse with other human beings. “Every appearance in nature corresponds to some state of the mind,” Emerson wrote in Nature in 1836; Church mined the natural world for metaphors to express his state of mind concerning the nation.

Yet Church’s intense personal connection with nature meant that even his most politically charged paintings retained the ambiguity of meaning that gives art enduring resonance. The great commitment of his art was to provoke wonder—about the world and about being human in it. A fiery sunset over a North American lake could flash a warning to a nation on the verge of civil war, but it also could celebrate the sublime beauty of the world’s wildest places. An Arctic iceberg could speak of the North’s unity and strength but also of nature’s glittering indifference to human ambition. An exploding volcano could depict the moral cataclysm of slavery but also the ungovernable forces that shape the cosmos.



FREDERIC CHURCH WAS BOTH DEEPLY American and utterly original. He embodied the contradictions of his country in the nineteenth century but used them to create a new kind of art and a new vision for his young nation. He was a rule follower in his personal life and a rule breaker in his work. Friends often commented on his quiet, refined manners, but critics recognized that he had a dash of Barnum in him. With his blockbuster single-painting shows, he invented the now-familiar figure of the American celebrity artist. Men wrote to ask for his autograph. Women wrote to ask for his photograph.

Creative tensions permeated Church’s life and art. He found the pace and impact of technological change disturbing but counted railroad men and industrialists who were responsible for that change among his patrons and closest friends. He was fascinated by advances in photography and collected thousands of photographs even as photography began to challenge the primacy of his own medium. He told friends he wasn’t interested in party politics but painted some of the most powerful and influential political imagery of the Civil War era. He loved the United States with a robust patriotism but had a profoundly open and cosmopolitan mind. He spent his whole adulthood studying the cultures of other lands, and he admired them tremendously—Egyptian, Babylonian, Aztec, Ottoman Syrian, Renaissance Italian, and more—yet he never doubted the promise of his own rising nation. He was lumped together with other painters into the so-called Hudson River School (a term coined in the 1870s), but in his subject matter and thematic concerns he was a global artist.

When a crippling illness threatened his ability to paint, Church increasingly used the earth itself as his canvas, fashioning a dramatic landscape high above the Hudson River. Crowning that landscape with a villa of his own design, Church took inspiration from Middle Eastern domestic architecture he had seen on his travels and in books. He filled the rooms of the new house with art and artifacts from around the world, creating a kaleidoscope of cultures that reminded him every day of the universal human capacity to create beauty and meaning.

He often sat with his wife and children on the piazza of their house as the day waned, watching the sky above the Hudson River blaze red and gold. He constantly urged friends to come visit the “glorious country” where he had made a home. Humbled by the beauty around him, he wrote, “I cannot do it justice either with pen or pencil.” But he could, and he did—not only on the Hudson, but around the globe.



CHURCH WAS A PRIVATE AND modest man, even at the height of his celebrity. He wrote hundreds of personal letters but filled them mainly with puns and anecdotes, news of family and friends, and questions for his correspondent. “When you write me you never tell me anything about yourself or what you are doing now,” one friend complained. “I wish the next time you write you would give an account of yourself.” During the New York exhibition of The Heart of the Andes, Church sometimes positioned himself where the crowds wouldn’t notice him.

I believe that Church deserves to be seen, and in these pages, I aim to lead him back out into the world that he loved to roam and that inspired his art. I’ve spent the past six years retracing his life and adventures through his paintings and sketches, through thousands of pages of archival documents, and through a wealth of indispensable art-historical scholarship. I’ve also tracked him through the Maine woods, up the slopes of Andean volcanoes, and across a Middle Eastern desert. Church’s stamina and courage amazed me as I traveled under far more comfortable conditions than those he endured. Some of the places he ventured are still so perilous that I had one chilling brush with my own mortality in the Ecuadorian Andes. I was caught in a lightning storm at the glacier line on Cotopaxi, an active volcano that rises to nearly twenty thousand feet. A full hour after the descent, my body was so charged with electricity that my hair still stood on end. That terrifying experience made plain to me why Church felt most alive when faced with nature’s titanic power.

What Church felt—about the human place in nature, about art, about his family and friends, about his political times—informed what he painted. Glorious Country tells the life story of an epoch-making artist whose bravery, curiosity, and talent changed the way his contemporaries saw art and themselves. Moving with Church through his days as he responded to the world illuminates how and why he created his extraordinary paintings.

Although Church was born two hundred years ago and died when the twentieth century was only a few months old, his oil sketches and paintings have something vital and urgent to convey to us in the twenty-first century. The Heart of the Andes, the painting that astounded the United States and Britain in 1859, hangs today in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, which Church helped to found, and his reverence for the natural world suffuses the entire massive canvas. Yet his legacy derives not only from his love of nature and his towering talent. More than any other artist of his century, he harnessed his talent to address threats to the republic that he loved. In his most powerful works, Church fused nature and nation to create art both universal and particular in its concerns. Humans wield little power in the cosmos, his paintings suggest, but through our political ideas and institutions we author other powers, including the power to safeguard or savage one another.





CHAPTER 1 “I Scarcely Dared Hope” [image: ]

On an early-summer day in 1844, eighteen-year-old Frederic Church crossed the Hudson River with his art supplies and his ambitions in tow. He had traveled from his hometown of Hartford, Connecticut, through sunlit valleys and hardwood forests until he reached the eastern shore of the Hudson. On its far side, he saw blue mountains scalloping the western sky. Beyond them lay a whole continent.

Church had recently turned lanky, and he was heading toward six feet, although he would never quite arrive there. His thin face and angular cheekbones were softened by a full mouth and large hazel-gray eyes; his hair was dark brown. He carried himself with the confident posture of a young man with important things to do. His older sister, Elizabeth, teased him for it, calling him “your own tall Majesty.”

He was almost one hundred miles from home. There was no bridge across the Hudson here, only a ferry that slid slowly toward the opposite shore, bisecting the paths of sloops and steamboats heading to and from New York City. Once he reached the village of Catskill on the western bank, he walked toward a large house on a hill. It had green shutters and white trim and was painted a buttery yellow. Though not as formal as his family’s home in Hartford, it was fronted by a wide veranda with white balustrades, and a delicate fanlight crowned the front door. Even the privy in the yard was large and topped by a cupola.

The yellow house was the home of painter Thomas Cole.

Greenery enveloped Church as he approached the house. Cedars and honey locusts shaded the yard. Flower borders and vegetable gardens gave way to meadows where cows, horses, and sheep grazed. A breeze was blowing from the south that day, ruffling and righting the tall grasses.


[image: Portrait of a young Frederic Church, about 18 years old, in an oval frame. He wears a dark jacket, white collar, and patterned cravat.]
Frederic Church at about eighteen years old

Church owed his presence here to his father’s friend Daniel Wadsworth, who had written to Cole on Church’s behalf. Wadsworth was one of Cole’s chief patrons, and Church knew Cole’s paintings firsthand from visiting Wadsworth’s home with his parents. Frederic Church, Wadsworth had informed Cole in his letter, was affable, well-mannered, and bursting with artistic talent, and Church deserved a mentor equal to his great promise. As Wadsworth’s letter had made its way west from Hartford to Catskill, Church had steeled himself for rejection. Cole rarely accepted students. When the answer came back—yes—Church had dispatched a breathless note of thanks. “I scarcely dared hope,” he wrote. “My highest ambition lies in excelling in the art.”



CHURCH COULD NOT HELP HIMSELF. By the time he was five or six years old, it was clear to everyone that he was different. The ancient human urge to make pictures, to capture the world in miniature on a cave wall, surged through him with irresistible force. He inhaled light and lines and color, and he exhaled pictures. It didn’t matter what kind of paper—a torn scrap of a bill, the margin of a schoolbook, the back of an envelope—just so long as he had a blank space on which to preserve the scenes that whirled and jostled in his mind.

Gripping a quill pen in his small fingers, Church fixed the world on paper. He embellished his schoolbooks. A bestiary escaped the confines of his imagination and raced across the pages of his sketchbook. “Gentlemen & Ladies this is an Owl,” he wrote in fancy lettering beneath an ink cartoon of a huge-eyed bird. He drew fish, dogs, rodents, eagles, and people. He drew sailing ships, clouds, and lyres. When President William Henry Harrison died, he drew a picture of a tiny coffin and another of a tiny White House seen through parted stage curtains. While practicing his penmanship, he stopped to draw a picture of a pen, a man, and a ship, and then half a dozen pictures of quill pens.

Nothing seemed to escape his eye, except perhaps what his teachers wrote on the blackboard. He often gazed out the window at the leafy, light-shifting world beyond. Noticing his dreaminess as well as his talent, one of Church’s earliest teachers sat him in front of the class and asked him to draw pictures to amuse the other children. The theatricality of this moment, when he first held an audience spellbound, stayed with him for the rest of his life. Later, another schoolteacher hired him to replace a departed drawing master, so that Church found himself teaching his classmates. For the first time, he was earning money with his artistic skill, and his father, he later recalled, “advised me with impressive seriousness to deposit it in the Savings Bank after deducting a small sum for pocket money.” The delight Church felt at being rewarded for the pastime he loved best left a lasting impression. He decided he wanted to be a great artist.



AS A BOY, CHURCH WAS fascinated with the latest scientific and industrial innovations. He possessed what Wadsworth described in his letter to Cole as “mechanical genius.” A close friend would note decades later that Church “had that aggressive trait peculiar to the Connecticut Yankee and known as ‘the enquiring mind’, and there was never the most commonplace utensil about the house or in his studio or on his farm that he did not scan with a keen eye to see if something could not be invented which would do the work better or could be made more beautiful.” When he wasn’t drawing, tinkering, or amusing his sisters and friends—he loved to make people laugh—Church composed stories in which he behaved heroically in the face of life-threatening danger. “We were wrecked on a little island but I saved my mother and myself,” he wrote in one tale.

Mrs. Eliza Church was a serious woman who wore simple gowns, devoid of flounces and lively patterns. Frederic’s father, Joseph Church, ran a prosperous silver and jewelry business and later served as a director of an insurance company. He built a handsome house and made successful investments in local industry and real estate. He and Mrs. Church looked forward to an equally respectable future for their son, who would have liked to comply with their wishes, but couldn’t. The only office that enticed him was a meadow with a ceiling made of sky. When he managed to break free from four walls, he ran to the green banks of the Connecticut River, where he lay on his back studying the clouds and then tried to re-create their shapes using paper and pencil. He took off his hat and piled his drawings in it to carry them home.

Church’s parents found life weightier than did their effervescent son. They both issued from the seventeenth-century Puritan founders of Connecticut and had the fear of God to prove it. They had also been chastened by terrible losses. Their first two sons had died in infancy before Church was born; his middle name, Edwin, was in honor of one of these brothers he had never met. Joseph and Eliza Church gazed with the eyes of their pious ancestors upon the mournful world and their surviving children. On Sundays, they ushered the children into a pew at the old Congregational church: forthright Elizabeth, dreamy Frederic, and frail, pretty Charlotte.

Frederic’s obsession was vaguely disreputable. If he had to make art, his parents’ sort of New England piety leaned toward portraiture or historical scenes. Portraiture was both lucrative and respectable, and history paintings performed a public service by reminding the nation that it owed its existence to brave forebears. But what Frederic loved best was art that captured the natural world. His father complained about Frederic’s fixation; he would rather see his son go into business. Despite their misgivings, his parents recognized his gifts, as did their cultivated friends. Mr. Church finally bowed to his son’s stubborn, joyful creativity and agreed to pay for lessons with two local artists.

In the spring of 1844, as Church neared his eighteenth birthday, he went outdoors one day and tried to paint in oils. It was the first time he had painted directly from nature—as opposed to sketching in pencil—and he found it the “most delightful” experience of his young life. But he saw plainly that he could not yet do justice to the world around him.

Within weeks, he was preparing to leave Hartford to study with Thomas Cole, packing his suits and his pencils and paints. His mother, not sharing Frederic’s view that he was almost a man, exhorted him, “Be a good boy!” Church’s father saw him off with money and his reluctant blessing. For the straitlaced Mr. Church, it was a gesture akin to helping his son run away to sea by bankrolling his apprenticeship with a captain.



FREDERIC LEFT CHILDHOOD BEHIND THE day he set out from the gentle Connecticut River Valley for a village at the edge of the American wilderness. The blue peaks he could see in the distance were the Catskill Mountains, a range rising to the west of the river. As a child he had passed through this region on a family trip, and he still had a misty memory of the “beautiful and romantic scenery” with its “abrupt bluffs and lofty heights.” Here, the Esopus and Mohican people had once hunted deer, bear, and wolves. The bones of mastodons lay buried in the muddy depths of the ponds where they had fished, and the lace skeletons of ancient sea creatures decorated the boulders along their high trails.

The Native American families were mostly gone now. In a bloody campaign in the late eighteenth century, white settlers had exiled or killed many of them; disease and hunger did the rest. Their fertile bottomlands had been taken over by the farms of settlers descended from first Dutch and then British colonists; tanneries and mills now pockmarked their hills and hollows. Still, immense swaths of the mountains remained pristine and wild.

By the time Church arrived there in June of 1844, readers in North America and Europe knew that this was a landscape so wild and haunted that a man could storm out of his house after a fight with his wife, take his dog hunting in the hills, and be lost for twenty years. It was Washington Irving who had told the world about the Catskills—“these fairy mountains,” he called them in his 1819 short story “Rip Van Winkle,” which had made him the most famous American writer. Irving’s undeniable literary talent persuaded many skeptical Europeans that the raw, young United States might one day rise above cultural mediocrity.

The beauty of the Catskills was everywhere you looked. It was in a backlit field of goldenrod and meadowsweet, in the cataract that frothed down a moss-lined gorge before relaxing into a languid stream, and in the hundred-mile views from a cliff higher than the clouds—a panorama that embraced the mighty Hudson River, the Taconic Mountains of New York, and the distant Berkshire Hills of Massachusetts.

If the beauty of this place was blinding, its menace was subtler. It lay with the rattlesnake coiled beside a path, and it perched on the crumbling mountain ledge where a misstep meant death. Some locals believed the devil himself lived in the Catskills, and that he could use local witches to ruin a crop, break an arm, or sicken a newborn baby. When he struck, people summoned a witch doctor, who would try to vanquish the evil with charms and incantations passed down from their Dutch ancestors. One of the last Catskills witch doctors, Jacob Brink, had died only a year before Church arrived.

A bright young man seeking his fortune in Church’s day often made for a more cosmopolitan city than the one where he grew up—New York or Boston, or better yet London or Paris—but Church had headed in the opposite direction. Hartford, his hometown, was a “city of pleasant faces and office chairs,” as he would later describe it to his closest childhood friend, Aaron Goodman. A commercial and shipping center of about ten thousand people, Hartford boasted one of the first art museums in the United States, the Wadsworth Atheneum. Founded by the Churches’ family friend Daniel Wadsworth, the museum opened the same summer Church left to study with Cole. Catskill, by contrast, was a rural village surrounded by farms, mills, and tanneries. Much of the village’s meager share of cosmopolitanism was concentrated in the person of forty-three-year-old Thomas Cole, who was considered the greatest landscape painter in the United States.



COLE HAD GROWN UP UNDER the coal-blackened skies of northern England, but his family had emigrated to the United States when he was seventeen. He had discovered the Catskills as a struggling New York artist in his mid-twenties, when an early patron in Manhattan, recognizing Cole’s talent at rendering landscapes, had suggested he explore the Catskill region for inspiration. Cole hiked day after day, stopping to open his sketchbook and record a gnarled tree, a glacial boulder, a creek plummeting over a cliff. The first paintings he created from his mountain adventures drew acclaim in New York City, and he soon had patrons up and down the East Coast buying his canvases and commissioning new ones.


[image: A portrait of Thomas Cole, circa 1845. He is shown from the chest up, wrapped in a dark cloak, with a serious expression.]
Thomas Cole, by Mathew Brady, c. 1845

Wanting to improve his eye and art, Cole made two extended trips to Europe to see the great architecture of England, France, and Italy and to study the original sketches and paintings of Claude Lorrain, Constable, Rembrandt, Michelangelo, and other masters. In London, Cole had met Britain’s most celebrated painter, J. M. W. Turner, and viewed his light-suffused canvases. In Italy, as he wandered among Etruscan ruins, an idea for a new series of paintings had taken shape in his mind.

Comprising five paintings he called The Course of Empire, the series depicted the beauty of unspoiled nature, the ingenuity and destructive avarice of human beings, and the triumph of resurgent nature after the collapse of human civilization. The paintings were wildly ambitious and technically stunning. The American writer James Fenimore Cooper declared Cole’s achievement “the work of the highest genius this country has ever produced.”

Cole spent several years moving up and down the Hudson River between New York City and Catskill, where he rented a cottage. The Hudson, also known in Cole’s day as the North River, was originally called the Mahicannituk—“the river that flows both ways”—by the Mohicans who lived on its shores, because the Atlantic tides reverse the prevailing current some 150 miles inland. It was as magnificent a river as any on earth, according to one awestruck European traveler after another. Along Manhattan Island, the river was filled with rowboats, sailboats, fishing vessels, tall sailing ships, and steamboats, but the traffic thinned as Cole’s ferry steamed north toward Catskill. On the western shore, ribbed cliffs rose toward the sky, their summits blanketed in forests of chestnut, hickory, and oak. Osprey sheered out over the water in search of fish. Sometimes a whale or dolphin followed the incoming tide from the Atlantic, swimming past villages and country estates. Small factories and warehouses clustered along the river near many towns, including Catskill.

Cole’s landlord in Catskill was a farmer and storekeeper named John Alexander Thomson, whose farm was called Cedar Grove. For Cole, the Catskills region in summer was heaven on earth. He was in love with the “glorious scenery,” and soon he was also in love with Thomson’s pretty niece Maria Bartow. They married in 1836, and Thomson, known in the family as Uncle Sandy, invited Cole to move into the house at Cedar Grove. Cole set up a painting studio in a high-ceilinged farm building near the house and commenced life as a family man. By the time Church arrived in the summer of 1844, Thomas and MariaI were the parents of three young children.

When Church entered the house at Cedar Grove for the first time, he discovered a shrine to nature and art—the two things he loved best. Cole’s spectacular canvases graced many of the walls, and some of them depicted the same mountain peaks Church could see out the parlor window.


[image: A delicate pencil sketch of Maria Cole, circa 1840, created by her husband. She is looking downward with a soft, peaceful expression.]
Maria Cole in a sketch by her husband, Thomas Cole, c. 1840

Cole welcomed Church to Cedar Grove. Two decades spent hunched over an easel had left Cole with a stooped posture and a gait that a friend described as “a peculiar rising and sinking motion.” His blue-gray eyes were pale and intense, his face bare of whiskers. Deep lines ran across his forehead, and he wore his thinning black hair swirled up and over his skull, with a few longer locks fluffed out over his ears. Grave and courteous, he dressed in sober clothes.

In a leather-bound account book, Cole wrote out the terms he had fixed with Church’s father. Cole would receive $300 for one year of instruction, and Church was to board in a small white farmhouse on the grounds of Cedar Grove. Church and his parents had hoped that he could rent a room in the main house, but it was already filled with Cole’s large family. Thomas and Maria shared a tiny bedroom on the second floor, with their children installed in a nursery close by. A large bedroom on the other side of the hall housed Maria’s three unmarried adult sisters. Their Uncle Sandy, the patriarch, slept in a small bedroom on the first floor. There was simply no room for a boarder.

Church felt humble before Cole, but his teacher quickly set him at ease. His arrival coincided with the season when Cole’s spirits were at their highest. Most years, the harsh winter stretched into early May. When the late snows veiled the mountains, Cole felt that the cold winds and gray skies had lodged deep in his soul. He exulted each year when summer finally blossomed.

Cole took Church out into the June sunshine to begin their lessons. Cole had a folding stool equipped with an umbrella to cut the glare on his canvas and palette, but sometimes he just perched on a rock while he sketched. As they explored and worked, Cole sometimes talked to Church, sharing both technical advice and a grander sense of art’s purpose and power; Cole had written at length about the latter in diaries, letters, and essays. American art was still in its infancy, and Cole wanted to teach his adopted nation to “sow seed in the fields of the Beautiful which for ourselves and the coming generations shall grow and ripen into abundant harvests.”

Cole believed that the artist’s highest calling was to celebrate nature, which he thought of as God’s creation. The artist must master all of its details—plants, sky, rock, water, light—in each of their varied moods. To become a great artist, Church would have to learn to see nature clearly, and to do that, he would have to draw it, over and over. “Genius has but one wing,” Cole said, “and unless sustained on the other side by the well-regulated wing of assiduity, will quickly fall to the ground.” Church’s assignment was disciplined daily sketching.

First came the trees. Not trees in general, but particular trees. “Trees are like men,” Cole explained—they had different personalities and characters depending on the circumstances in which they grew. Using a graphite pencil, Church learned to capture chestnut, hickory, oak, sassafras, pitch pine, white pine, elm, and maple. He practiced their distinctive leaves, bark, branches, stumps, and roots, until he was proficient.

He found human figures harder. He tried sketching pictures of the three Cole children, but he knew his work was clumsy; he described a drawing he did of Cole’s daughter Emily as “very rude.” He turned to sketching the barnyard animals and discovered he was better with them. He drew cows grazing, resting on the ground, and yoked to wagons. He drew horses standing still, running free, and with mounted riders. Cole looked through Church’s sketchbook and was impressed. His young charge was talented.

But drawing wasn’t painting.


[image: A detailed botanical sketch of a hickory tree by Frederic Church, dated June 1844. The drawing highlights the intricate leaf patterns and bark.]
Hickory tree sketched by Church in June 1844



	I. Pronounced “Mar-I-uh.”









CHAPTER 2 “What Are the Forms the Clouds Take” [image: ]

All that summer of 1844, Church passed his days and evenings with his adopted family, who drew him into their domestic whirl of meals, music, reading aloud, and parties.

Maria’s sisters helped care for the three Cole children. Theodore (known as Theddy) was six years old, Mary was four, and Emily was ten months old. Although twelve years apart in age, Theddy and Church developed a close friendship. Theddy liked to trail around behind Frederic chattering about the farm dog or the new litter of kittens he longed to keep. Theddy and Mary sometimes included Church in the tea parties that they held with their baby sister at a child-size table. He was a skinny giant hobnobbing with sprites in pinafores and pantaloons.

One warm summer day, Church and Cole climbed into a stagecoach that rattled and bounced its way into the mountains. On the way up, wild roses and black-eyed Susans gave way to twisted boughs of mountain laurel and the Christmas scent of balsam firs. Cole and Church settled into rooms at the Catskill Mountain House, a grand hotel high above the Hudson. They stayed there for five days, talking, hiking, and sketching.

At sunrise, rosy clouds of mist floated and snagged on the crags below the summit. Cole had watched the sun come up over the ruins of French castles and Roman temples, but for him nothing surpassed the magnificence of Hudson Valley skies. After a storm, he thought the clouds looked like “crimson bands interwoven with feathers of gold, fit for the wings of angels.” Above those clouds stretched an endless sky “whose color is too beautiful to have a name.”

Cole showed Church how the sky gave birth to light and color, and how a painter might work to reproduce those effects. Cole felt a poet could be rather vague and still achieve great things, but a painter could not. He explained that when “the Poet describes a sky—he says—‘the morning sky was beautiful / Light rosy clouds floated across the purple vault of heaven.’ ” The painter, by contrast, “must know what are the forms the clouds take in the morning—when light & rosy—he must know too that there are no two parts in the whole sky alike.” Like people, clouds could wander, change, and vanish. Cole shared this passion for clouds with his fellow Romantics, among them Emerson, the English painters Turner and Constable, and the English poet Wordsworth.

At Cole’s side, Church began to understand clouds in all their variations. There was the cumulus humilis that perched above a sun-drenched field. The sheer cirrostratus that lightly veiled the sun. Or the towering cumulonimbus that bloomed into a black rage of rain punctuated by lightning. Church sometimes grew euphoric as he sketched the sky. One evening he tried to capture “the most beautiful sunset that ever was seen.” He wrote on his sketch, “This cloud rests on top of the mountain.” Another day, the clouds were “broken into innumerable lines and threads [and] tufts.” He tried to memorize their heft and their shadows, and the way they sometimes seemed to be lit from within.

Church’s Puritan forebears had believed that the sky was the dominion of an angry God. Deadly storms or floods expressed divine judgment. On occasion, God used Satan as an agent of the weather, as the Reverend Increase Mather had told his flock in 1703: “Yea, and sometimes by Divine Permission, Evil Angels have a hand in such Storms and Tempests, as are very hurtful to men on the Earth.” In the Bible, Satan was the “prince of the power of the air.” Since those austere times, however, Enlightenment men such as Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson had changed the way many Americans thought about the weather, and by the early nineteenth century, the U.S. Army was leading an effort to gather the first systematic American meteorological records. Private science academies joined the crusade, with many of the most dedicated collectors of weather data based in upstate New York.

As Cole and Church watched the sky together, American meteorologists were locked in a bitter fight over the varieties and causes of storms. What caused clouds and rain? Why did tornadoes spring up, and what kept them—and whirlwinds and waterspouts—in motion? Among the contending answers, electricity and gravity increasingly pushed aside Divine Providence. Cole was deeply interested in science, finding no contradiction between it and his sense that the world was a gift from God. He believed that more than anything else it was the sky—“the soul of all scenery”—that made the world beautiful.

He set his pencil to the cream-colored pages of his sketchbook and showed Church how to use darkness to make light. To Cole, light was as variable as the growth habits of trees. Take the play of light on water. A waterfall, he thought, looked like a “gush of living light from Heaven.” Diamond light sparkled off Catskill Creek in the sunshine, while solid light pooled on a quiet pond in the woods. Broken bits of light skittered across the Hudson on a windy day.

Sun, moon, lightning, fire. Spark, firefly, star. Church began to seek out the many species of light that flourished around him. A stretch of dark-green water seemed to him shot through with “needles of light” where it reflected the sky. The weathered gray flank of an empty barrel in the farmyard curved around an ink-black void. Certain leaves of an oak tree blanched in the sunlight, while others stayed hidden in shadow. Church tried to work out these effects in his sketchbook.

To get closer to the light, he went toward the sky. After his first trip with Cole to the Catskill Mountain House, he frequently hiked into the mountains, walking so many miles that he had to take his shoes to the cobbler repeatedly. Sometimes he hiked alone, sometimes with Cole; occasionally, Cole’s friend Louis Legrand Noble joined them.

    
        [image: A vintage portrait of The Rev. Louis Legrand Noble. He has dark hair, sideburns, and wears a high white collar with a dark formal coat.]
        The Rev. Louis Legrand Noble
    
    Noble, who soon became one of Church’s dearest friends, was the new rector of St. Luke’s Episcopal Church in Catskill, where Cole and his family worshipped. Noble was an energetic, witty man in his early thirties whose romantic outlook on faith and nature mirrored Cole’s. One day Noble, Cole, and Church hiked up into the mountains, and on their way home, they gathered armfuls of flowers. They could bring back flowers, but they couldn’t bring back the colors of the sky. Instead, Church wrote tiny numbers across his penciled sunset clouds and left himself verbal clues at the corners of his sketches:


	2 Bright light

	3 Brightish

	4 Dark, bluish thundery appearance

	5 Darkish slightly warm indescribable color




[image: Handwritten color notes and numeric labels by Church on a cloud study from August 1844. Phrases include ‘Bright light’ and ‘thundery appearance’.]
Church’s color labels on a cloud study, Catskill, August 1844



AS CHURCH CAME TO KNOW Cole better, he saw that, although his teacher was often quiet and gentle, inwardly Cole was on fire. His moods were so tightly coupled with those of the natural world that at times he felt an “indescribable… melancholy” and at other times a searing exaltation. Celebrating the arrival of spring, Cole noted in his journal, “Regrets that it will so soon pass invade the actual enjoyment.” He thought that no sight was more stunning than autumn in the hardwood forests, yet as summer slipped away, he sank into sadness.

One day when Cole was away on a painting trip, Maria wrote to him that she, Church, and Theddy had all dreamed about his imminent return. “Theddy saw you arrive in a four horse stage, with another stage following with your baggage. Mr. Church… saw you returning with an immence [sic] quantity of Band Boxes. I too saw you, but you looked tired and care worn & said nothing to me.” In Theddy’s and Church’s dreams, Cole came home surrounded by signs of prosperity, but Maria knew better. She knew about her husband’s difficult negotiations with rich, sometimes tight-fisted patrons, and she understood how deeply he longed to paint only what he wished.

Working by his teacher’s side that year, Church began to learn something of Cole’s struggles. Even for an extraordinarily talented painter, life could be filled with as much pain as joy. Noble said of Cole that he lived on the “gloom and glory” of the world, and what made Cole most wretched was the sight of nature being destroyed. It was happening all around him. Tanneries felled hemlock trees for the tannins in their bark and vomited foul sludge into the streams, killing the fish. Railroads were being built along the Hudson from Albany to New York City; Cole’s favorite woodland walk, along Catskill Creek, had recently been destroyed this way, and he was sick about it: “The copper-hearted barbarians are cutting all the trees down in the beautiful valley on which I have looked so often with a loving eye.”

As he watched the destruction unfolding around him, Cole’s pictures grew plaintive. He begged the world to stop and feel wonder. He wanted to tell stories with paint, to warn against what people were doing to the sublime beauty of the landscape. Before Cole, the most celebrated American painters were men such as John Trumbull, with his famous canvas of the presentation of the Declaration of Independence to the Continental Congress, or Rembrandt Peale, with his portraits of George Washington and Thomas Jefferson. But Cole found more drama and emotion in the country’s landscape. “The most distinctive, and perhaps, the most impressive characteristic of American scenery is its wildness,” he wrote. Cole warned of a catastrophe unfolding in the way Anglo-European settlers treated the land. He used his artistic gifts to convey ominous signs of the future: denuded bottomlands seen from atop a forested mountainside, a locomotive spewing smoke as it passed through a once-lush valley in the Catskills.

“We are still in Eden,” he told a New York audience in 1835. “The wall that shuts us out of the garden is our own ignorance and folly.”



COLE, AFTER WATCHING CHURCH’S PROGRESS for a while, decided the time had come for him to practice with oil paints. Church had been preparing for this moment. He had an easel, an umbrella, and pieces of paperboard on which to create quick oil sketches in the field. These plein air oil sketches would help nudge his memory back in the studio, when Cole finally let him loose on an actual canvas. Church had turpentine, paintbrushes, a palette knife, and linseed oil to mix with his dry paints. A British company had recently patented a tin paint tube with a screw top, but those tubes weren’t yet widely available in the United States, so colormen still sold their paints either as dry powder or as wet pigment stored in little pigskin bladders tied tightly to keep the paint moist.

Church kept his dry paints in small bottles with cork stoppers. He had brought some colors with him from Hartford and purchased others during his stay in Catskill, including Krems white, a lead-based paint prized for its opacity, and chrome yellow, a brilliant hue that would help him capture sunsets. He also bought Paris green, an emerald pigment containing arsenic, which was currently wafting poisonous gas into the air of many wallpapered homes in the United States and Britain.

Church would need additional paint colors. From a distance the Catskill Mountains looked blue, but now he knew that they contained a thousand different hues, and also that a sky that looked entirely blue to most people might actually range from yellow to pink through many different shades of blue. Cole would be able to lend him more paints: Roman ochre, Naples yellow, raw and burnt sienna, vermilion, ultramarine, Antwerp blue. Cole’s portable sketch box, in which he carried his palette, his brushes, and his paints, was a work of art in itself; he had painted a scene of Sicilian ruins on the inside of the lid.

Church’s earliest efforts in oil that summer focused on humbler subjects than ancient ruins. He painted a small picture of a mullein, a stalwart wildflower that grew in the ditches and meadows around Cedar Grove. Earlier he had made beautiful pencil sketches of mulleins, and now the heft of his painted leaves showed how much he had learned from his early assignments. But the relationships of the colors, the contrasts of light and dark, weren’t right. He soon tried an elm tree in oils, with more promising results. And most exciting, he depicted water in motion—a swirl of rapids on Catskill Creek as it rushed toward him. Then he decided to paint one of Cole’s favorite views: looking west from the village toward the Catskills. Church considered the way the undulating mountains glowed on their flanks, and how certain treetops in the valley caught the sun while others remained dark. He chose his colors, arrayed them on his palette, and began to work on his first real landscape painting.


[image: An open wooden sketch box belonging to Thomas Cole. It contains a palette, brushes, and a small landscape painting mounted inside the lid.]
Thomas Cole’s sketch box (Courtesy of the Bronck Museum, Greene County Historical Society)



AUTUMN ARRIVED, AND WITH IT a piercing new cast to the light. Haystacks hulked in the meadows, and ripe apples tumbled to the ground. The evening air around Cedar Grove pulsed with the noise of katydids. Unlike Cole, Church looked forward to winter, when he could go skating and sledding and watch fleets of iceboats racing over the frozen river. In his lodgings he set up a winter studio in a room that had good light. He invited Theddy to help him prepare his dry paints, which they did by mixing the powdery pigments with linseed oil to create smooth pastes.

Cole nurtured hopes for Theddy’s future as an artist, and when Cole went down to New York to meet with patrons that winter, he asked Church to take charge of the boy’s drawing lessons in his absence. Church was making progress in his own drawing; a pencil portrait he did of Cole looked so alive that his teacher might have looked up to speak at any moment.

Working from his nature sketches, that winter Church used his numbered notes and his prodigious visual memory to bring the colors of summer to canvas. By April 1845, when the Hudson had thawed and the swallows were diving through the skies at dusk, he had completed his painting. In this serene and golden scene, a child—probably Theddy—stood on the banks of Catskill Creek, gazing westward toward the blue-violet Catskills. Church called the painting Twilight Among the Mountains. More than anything else, the way he handled the light in this painting revealed how much he had learned during his ten months with Cole. Before coming to Catskill, Church had painted in dark, muddy hues, but in Twilight Among the Mountains he expertly juxtaposed purple and yellow—complementary colors—so that the scene shimmered and the white-hot sun seemed to burn right through the canvas.


[image: A 1845 pencil sketch of Thomas Cole by Frederic Church. Cole is shown leaning his head on his hand in a pensive, thoughtful pose.]
Thomas Cole, sketched by Church, c. 1845

Cole was so pleased with Church’s work that he arranged for this and another of his paintings to be displayed at the National Academy of Design, an institution Cole had founded in 1825 with a group of New York painters, sculptors, architects, and engravers. The main function of the National Academy was to nurture American art through an annual spring exhibition, and being included in this show was a highly visible debut for a young artist. Noticing Church’s work, the Broadway Journal proclaimed the arrival of a striking new talent: “These little pictures give evidence of genius in the painter.”

At the age of nineteen, Church was launched. During a visit to New York City shortly after his works went on display at the National Academy, he bought painting supplies and noted confidently in his account book that they were for “my profession.” He was no longer a nervous, hopeful student. He was a painter.



AROUND THIS TIME AN OMINOUS idea came rumbling at Church like the first ragged thunderclaps of a violent storm. His father, he learned, wished him to attend college. Church would face years of schoolbooks and forced camaraderie—years away from his art. He had to find a way to show his father that he didn’t need polishing and credentialing by a New England college.

If landscape paintings weren’t enough to persuade his father, he would prove himself as a history painter. Even the most moralizing of elders could freely embrace celebratory depictions of great events from American history. With a splendid history painting, Church could show his parents that his chosen career promised both earnings and dignity.

Church’s choice of historical subject was inspired. In fact, it was probably inspired by Cole, who had once thought of painting it himself—a historical event two centuries old that had achieved an almost mythological status in Connecticut. In 1636 the Puritan pastor Thomas Hooker and his congregation had journeyed out of the Colony of Massachusetts Bay to unknown lands on the Connecticut River, where they founded the Connecticut Colony and the town of Hartford. After his apprenticeship with Cole, Church believed he could do justice to this subject, set as it was in the landscape of his childhood.

He began making preparatory sketches in the fall of 1845, and the following spring he finished Hooker and Company Journeying through the Wilderness from Plymouth to Hartford, in 1636. Almost half of the large canvas was devoted to a glowing sun and a clear, radiant sky, but Church was too talented at painting clouds to resist including a few dark wisps, lit on their underbellies by the sun. The rest of the canvas was given over to water, trees, and rocks, all painted with intense precision. Church rendered Hooker and his companions as graceful, tiny figures bathed here in open light and there in forest shadow. The picture fused religious fervor, British imperialism, and patriotic sentiment in a celebration of the American landscape. It went on display at the National Academy just as Church celebrated his twentieth birthday.

Church painted another politically charged canvas that year, but this time he dispensed with the literalism of Hooker and Company in favor of a subtler approach. He painted a small picture of the Charter Oak, a tree in Hartford that had been a gathering place for the Wampanoag people long before the seventeenth-century events that made it part of New England history. In 1687, the British governor tried to seize the Connecticut Charter in order to revoke it, but Captain Joseph Wadsworth—an ancestor of Church’s benefactor Daniel Wadsworth—reportedly hid the charter in the trunk of the great oak. A century and a half later, Church had grown up just blocks away from this venerated symbol of self-government. In both his 1846 Charter Oak and a second version he made the following year, he included human figures clothed in red, white, and blue, and also an American elm, a widely understood symbol of liberty thanks to the tree under which American revolutionaries had gathered in Boston. With his Charter Oak paintings, Church began to experiment with the ways he could harness his passion for nature to explore ideas about the nation.

In late June, Church said goodbye to the Coles and returned to Hartford, but his bonds with his adopted family were too strong to unravel just because he was going home. That fall he wrote a long letter to Cole. “The recollection of the blue mountains is as fresh and vivid to me as the day I last saw them; neither does it require any very powerful effort of memory to see you all engaged in your respective employments.” Church had good news to report: Hartford’s new museum, the Wadsworth Atheneum
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