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The landscape had intense appeal for Americans in the 19th century.  By the time J. Alden Weir and the other American Impressionists began exhibiting, there had been a long tradition of landscape painting in America.  

American artists of the mid-nineteenth century were increasingly interested in American subject matter.  The American landscape looked physically very different than the countryside that dominated European landscape painting. American painters chose to depict the wilderness and natural wonders of North America on a gigantic scale, thus making a truly American statement about landscape.  Artists such as Thomas Cole and the Hudson River School artists wandered the hills and woodlands of the Northeast painting directly from nature.  The Hudson River School artists were very focused on detail and scale.  Their paintings appeared very realistic and were often quite large; on the rare occasion a figure was included, the person appeared very small and insignificant in relation to the land. 

American genre painting (pictures of everyday life) developed along side the images of landscape.  In some cases, painters interested in scenes of common domestic life portrayed scenes in landscape settings.  Painter William Sydney Mount became one of America's greatest genre painters although he spent most of his life on Long Island painting his neighbors and friends.  Mount's scenes frequently included scenes of workers or farmers in their fields.  His paintings became so popular that many were reproduced as prints and distributed widely.

American landscape painting reached maturity with the close of the Civil War. Suddenly, the nation found itself searching for a national identity and artists responded, trying to capture the country's vision of itself in their artwork.  Technology produced the camera - making images of a specific moment fundamental to the American visual vocabulary. In 1872, Yellowstone became the first National Park in the United States. Because many Easterners had never traveled west of the Mississippi River, artists traveled west to capture such natural wonders in their art.  Painter Thomas Moran was part of a government surveying team that worked to convince Congress that Yellowstone and other places like it should be preserved.  Moran produced huge canvases of scenery far more exotic and forbidding than the areas favored by the Hudson River School.  These paintings were exhibited widely and reminded many Americans of how much of the nation remained unsettled and unexplored.

By 1890, a group of painters including J. Alden Weir began to paint landscapes with an impressionistic touch.  These artists learned to paint landscapes by going outside, setting up easels and painting what they saw. They chose to react directly to nature, painting mostly common scenes in their own backyards. Although most of the American Impressionists had received traditional academic training in the studio, the great outdoors offered the opportunity to react to what they saw with spontaneity.  Of course, they were also drawing on the long tradition of landscape painting in America which preceded them.  Yet, their work focused on more intimate scenes, not sprawling panorama's or views of fantastic natural wonders.  Instead, they sought to capture the spirit of more common or ordinary American landscapes in their work.  

AMERICAN POETRY AND THE LANDSCAPE

The American landscape was also the focus of a great deal of poetry and prose.  Writing, of course, was just another way to express one's feelings about nature and the American relationship to the land.  One of Thomas Cole's and Robert Walter Weir's (J. Alden Weir's father) closest friends was poet William Cullen Bryant.  Bryant wrote about the beauty of America's wilderness and the landscape so common to the Hudson River School artists' work.  His feelings about the American landscape are beautifully apparent in Bryant's poem "To Cole, The Painter, Departing for Europe."  In this notice to Thomas Cole, Bryant reminds his friend to remember and appreciate the splendor of the American wilderness when confronting the humanized landscape of Europe's.

TO COLE, THE PAINTER, DEPARTING FOR EUROPE

Thine eyes shall see the light of distant skies; 

Yet, Cole! thy heart shall bear to Europe's stand

A living image of our own bright land,

Such as upon thy glorious canvas lies;

Lone lakes - savannas where the bison roves -

Rocks rich with summer garlands - solemn streams -

Skies, where the desert eagle wheels and screams -

Spring bloom and autumn blaze of boundless groves.

Fair scenes shall greet thee where thou goest - fair,

But different - everywhere the trace of men,

Paths, homes, graves, ruins, from the lowest glen

To where life shrinks from the fierce Alpine air -

Gaze on them, till the tears shall dim thy site,

But keep that earlier, wilder image bright.

source:

Early American Poetry: Selections from Bradstreet, Taylor, Switght, Freneau, and Bryant. Edited by Jane Donahue Eberwein. (Madison, Wisconsin: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1978), page 297.

Writing assignment for Students:

Have your students discuss the landscape with which they are most familiar.  It may be rural, suburban or in the city.  What are some of its characteristics and unique features?  What about this place would you miss were you to leave home on a journey?

Write a poem about your own personal landscape.
