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Knights of the Brush

The Hudson River School and the Moral Landscape

By James F. Cooper, Book review and excerpts by Stephen MeDowell

he following review 1s @

)

mixture of excerpts from
rhe book, Kwights of the
Brash by James F. Cooper,
compiled by Stephen McDowell,
inrerspersed with his remarks. Copies
of this excellent work can be ordered
from the Providence Foundation (sce
the Bookshelt on page 7).

American painting has suffered che
came fare as American history — 1ts
Chrisrian and moral foundarions have
been covered up, distorted, and lost,
This is especially evident with the
landscape painters of the nineteenth
century. ‘The prominent painters of
the Hudson River School, cover-
ing the years 1823-1860, included
Frederic Edwin Church., Thomas
Caole, Jasper Francis Cropsey, and
Asher Brown Durand. The Christian
nature of rhese painters is presented
on the following excerprs from che
jacker cover of the book:

“For these painters chere was a moral
purpose in being an artist; art was a
sacred obligation. Perhaps not since
the Middle Ages had a school of art
infused such religious cercitude inro
works of art, William Cullen Bryant
wrote, ‘The paintings of Cole are of
thar nature that it hardly cranscends
the proper use of language to call

them aces of religion.”

“The paintings of the Hudson River
School — idealized, transcendent,
and poetic interpretations of nacure
— are an extraordinary fusion of

Christianity, Greek and  Roman
culture, and American democracy.
They are filled with light, the most
ohvious manifesration of God's pres-
ence, expressing man's harmony with
nature, seen as a sccond chance for
mankind in the new Eden of the

American wilderness.”

Asher Brown Durand, Early Moming at
Ciold Sonng, 1850,

But these were nor “religious” paine-
ings of obvious religious themes,
like many from the Middle ages, bur
Christian paintings, reflecting God's
nature and light in His creaton,
through the excellence of the scenes,
styles, and rechniques.

In the modern relativistic world,
“Beaury [has} suffered the same fate
as moralicy.” Just as rhere is no stan-
dard for morzl behavior, there 15 no

standard for beaury when looking
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at art — beaury is only in the eye
of the beholder. The random strokes

of

a monkey on a canvas can be just
as beautiful as the masterful brush
of Da Vinci on the Lasi Sapper. Ic all
depends on who is evaluating them.
The recent tax-payer funded work
thar demeaned Christ can be art o
some modern subjective viewers, for
there is no objective standard by

which ro judge beauty or arr.

Bur a secular humanistic worldview
is not founded upon cruch, and can-
not sustain itself. Thus, beaury and
goodness continue to be acknowl-
edged. “Beauty . . . has survived its
harshest critics.” "Goodness, beauty,
and truth have rhus outlasted the
critique of those that constitured

modernism.”

Even where obvicus beaury exists to
all bur the most deluded viewer, as
in the marvelous landscape paint-
ings of the Huodson River School,
modern art crivics have rewritren che
Christian and moral motivation of
these American artists, ignoring the
ceneral impetus for their work and
presenting them today as racists and
imperialises. Just as there has been a
rewriting of American history, there
has been a rewriting of American art
history.

Introduction, the Maoral
Landscape

“The arts are rhe expression of the
divine in man. The leaders of the
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Church recognized thar face centuries
ago. They introduced into the Church
cthe fine arts and music, becanse they
realized thar the wrtten or spoken
word alone cannoe compel that deep
veneration for the Divine.”

“Wineteenth-century artises saw the
sacredness of the land, its beaury,
Its promise, 18 Virtues, its covenant
with God.”

“For the Hudson River School paint-
ers there was a moral purpose in
being an arcist. Art was a sacred
obligation,” This is in grear contrast
to our culture today where “beauty,
morality, and religion are rejected as
As one man said in
a speech ar the Universicy of Texas,

criteria for are.”

“beauty . . . is irrelevant to the
aims of are.” Post-modern art schol-
ars have not only attacked the values
of beauty and virtue, bur are using
major American insticurions to libel
the 19ch century American artists as

“racist” and "imperialist.”

"Rejection of aescheric srandards
came with the 1960s. With i has
come the rejection of all standards,
first in the ares, then quickly in every
other activity, including education,

religion, business, and politics.”

“To approach the Hudson River
School painting properly is to see it
the way the artists intended us o see
it. Beauty, virrue, and spirituality are
instancly recognizable as the episte-

mology of these works.”

The Hudson River Painters are che
of the
Republic. Arr, like every other field,

fruic American Christian

reflects the Christian foundation of
America; but art also helps to preserve
and propagate the Christian seed.

“Moral, spiritual people are capa-
ble of creacing great works of art
and architecture. Debased people
— under totalitarian governments
— are not. Beaury, excellence, qual-
ity, and craft are manifestations of, a
litmus for, a moral people. Sometimes

it 15 as simple as acknowledging that

image of America in harmony with
nature, Theirs was a profoundly
Christian view of America, as a ‘shin-
ing city upon the hill," ‘a beacon for
all mankind,’ and ‘a fitting place for
God.” The founders of the Hudson
River School, America’s first indig-
enous school of painting, were reli-

gious, moral men.”

The Hudson River School reflected
the Biblical morality and world-

Jasper Francis Cropsey, Autumn - On the Hudson River, 1880,

beaury exises within a work of art.
Beauty restores our faich in God.
Creating beaury rescores our faith in
the furure.”

Seeing

“This book is abour seeing. abour
a group of nineteenth-century
American arcists who saw the world
through a profoundly religious lens,
revealing a landscape illuminated by
a deep spiritual light. Thar lens was
ground to perfection by succeeding
generations of pilgrims, theologians,
patriots, pioneers, and Founding
Fathers, who beheld a transcendent

view of the founding generation of
Americans. They “saw the American
landscape as blessed by God.” These
artists believed that “the arts play
a critical role in a civilization, not
only in defining and disseminating
core values, bur also as a barometer
of moral character.” Jasper Cropsey
wrote in 1846: "No moral and refined
work of arc could be produced by an
immoral man” For Cropsey, “the
arcist was a knight who wields not
a sword but a brush in his pursuic
of spiritual and moral perfection.”
He saw himself on "a holy quest,”
involved in “spiritual warfare.”




Movie makers roday are like these art-
ists of earlier centuries. In che 18005
people paid money to see painrings,
which would at times be displayed in
traveling exhibits. Before the inven-
tion of the camera there were few
pictures, so they had a grear effece
on the viewers. “There was a moral
purpose in being an artist.” "One was
called to art much as one was called
to the ministry. It became a sacred
obligarion. And nowhere was the
obligation more important than in
the new republic.”

“Grenesis instructed these nineteenth-
century artists that, when God cre-
ared the Earth, Seas, Heaven, Sun,
Moon, Man, Woman, and all living
and growing things, he saw chac i
was good: "And God saw the lighe,
thar it was good: and God divided
the light from the darkness.” This
process of creating and seeing was
repeared each cime, until at the end
of the sixth day, ‘God saw everyrhing
that he had made, and behold, it
was very good, . . . and he reseed on
the sevench day.” The human ability
ro see, to judge, to comprehend the
universe, was understood to be part
of the divine spirit. Seeing implies
an aestheric function, buot it was
far more than that for these arrisrs.
Ruskin wrote that "the grearest ching
a human soul ever does in cthis world
1s to see somerhing. . . . o see clear-
ly is poerry, prophesy, and religion,
— all in one." We are drawn to the
artists of cthe Hudson River School
because they enable us ro see whar
they saw with fresh eyes: the beauty
of nature, the glory of God, and the

virtue of America.”

Frederic Edwin Church, A Cowsmtry Home, 1834,

“This study addresses what has been
too often ignored, deemed irrele-

“want or archaic, the religious, moral,

and aeschetic sensibility char under-
lies the works of the artists of the
Hudson River School. This involves
reconscructing an aesthetic rradition
thar many assume never existed, that
of Protestant Chriscianicy.” Contrary
to the chinking of many today, the
Puritanism and Calvinism of eatly
America were not hostile nos indiffer-
ent to the arts, "Protesrant theology
had rich implications for the way arc
was created and understood.” In fact
ir was this Chrstian worldview thar
produced not only civil, religious,
and economic liberty in America, bur
also the liberry and armosphere in
which art and beauty advanced.

“Beaury for the Hudson River School
painters was not mere assthericism
but a glimpse of God's glory. They
believed thar the glory of God shines
through the beauty of narure.
Cropsey wrires: "The wvoice of God
came o me through every motionless
leaf . . . on every blade of grass . . .
in every breath of aie, . . . in all these
things I could see rhe beauries of holi-
ness and rhe grearness of che Lord.”

Virtue

Early leaders in America saw the
arts 25 immensely imporrant because
they served “to elevate the soul”
and promote morality. Samuel F. B.
Momse (1791-1872), founder of che
MNarional Academy of Design {(and
inventor of the relegraph) said: “Are .
.. 15 one of the greatest correctors and
promoters of refinement.”
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The writings of Jonathan Edwards
not only inspired the First and
Second Great Awakenings, bur also
“changed how Americans and par
ticularly arrists of rhe ninereench
century saw the American continent,
Edwards believed that the ‘heanry
of holiness” had irs own aestherics.
The true believer, Edwards wrote,
loves the ‘loveliness’ of the moral
excellency of divine things for its
own sake. This beauty resides in the
object, Edwards believed, noc in che
beholder. He maintained thar only
the ‘purified’ eve can perceive it . ..
“Whoever cannot comprehend it has
no indwelling of the Spirit.””

“The ‘purified” eve was provided by
Thomas Cole, a young English art-
ist" who founded cthe Hudson River
School some vears after arriving in
America in 1818, These arrists rec
ognized, like the Founding Fathers
of America, thar “the social, moral,
and civic order of the new republic
also required a spiritual order.” It
was in fact this spiricual order, origi-
nating in the Chrsoan faith, they
gave birth to the American Republic
and would be necessary to sustain
it. These painters saw thac their
work would help in promoting che
Christian virtue needed ro support
liberty. The Hudson River School
artists “believed beaury was a mani-
festation of virtue.”

*“The virtue of Hudson River School
painting is manifested not ooly in
its iconography, bur in 1ts aeschetic
order. Beaury serves holiness, The
beaury of nature manifests God's
presence. Thus painters, like minis

rers, practice virrue cthrough che act
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of painting. Painting can be seen as a
kind of active prayer,”

Chivalry

“Almose every houschold in nine-
reenth-century  America owned at
least two books: the Bible and John
Bunyans Pilpram’s Progress. Thomas
Cole, Jasper Cropsey, and Frederic
Church illuscraced Bunyan early in
their careers.,” Knights were often
used in these illustrarions, as well
as in many of their later paintings.
These represented spiritual bartles
thar we all face in our journey of life.

“Cropsey’s knight of the brush is
net so much a medieval figure as
a Protestant allegory for spiritoal
renewal. . . . The knight suggests
the high sense of mission and moral
responsibilicy that motivared these
artists, It also has connotations of
whar the Calvinists called ‘spiri-
rual warfare,” the notion that che
Christian life is one of scruggle and
pilgrimmage.” The Hudson River
painrers expressed “the ideas of chiv-
alry — God, nation, honor, beaury
— in their are.”

“For Americans of cthe early nine-
teenth cenrury, art was inextricably
bound up with its moral and social
funcrions. Thus Cropsey can write
without reservation thar a moral art
cannot be creared by an immoral
man. Durand can avow that arcists
‘rannor serve God and mammon' and
perceive that the pursuit of money is
‘one of the principal causes operating
to the degradation of art,”™

“Americans today might find rel-

evance, reading Pilgrimt’s Progresr, in
Christian’s reply, when he is asked
whether he thinks about his home-
land: "Yes, bur with much shame
and derestation . for] now 1
desire a better country, that is, a
heavenly one.” The Hudson River
School artists shared a common feat
that something dreadful might hap-

Their paintings — filled with light

e reflect deeply held religious con-

victions, expressing man's harmeny
with nature. Light is the most obvi-
ous manifestation of God's presence.
Hudson River School art is not sim-
ply about ‘pretty pictures’; it is abour
renewal, a second chance for mankind

in Eden.”

Thomas Cole, Vew from Mount Holvoke, Northampton, Massachusetts, affer &
Thunderstorm {The Oxbow) , 1836.

pen to America if it scrayed from
the ‘heavenly' path. . . . Nineteenth
century artists were regarded by their
contempotaries as knighes embarked
upon a moral mission. The public,
today, is more likely to regard con-

temporary artists as destroyers.”
Spirituality

“Arr, in irs crue sense, is, in fact,
man’s lowly imitation of the crearive
power of the Almighry.”

— Thomas Cole

“The artists of the Hudson River
School believed America was the
‘new promised land,” blessed by God.

“The wilderness of the American
continent ar the beginning of the
nineteenth century presented a grear
mystery, even in irs size. There were
many dangers and hardships for
the early setelers. The artists of the
Hudson River School painted this
wilderness as a ‘ficting place for God,’
a land for brave, religious God-fear
ing, freedom-loving men who were
awed by the sublime beauty of God's
handiwork. Many American pioneers,
farmers, builders, and entreprencurs
cartied this wvision of a beautiful,
blessed landscape in their minds as
they pushed across the frontier. The
art, the literature, the culture of the
time enabled them to see as clearly




as if they were in church listening to
a great sermon.” In one of his paint-
ings, Durand “depicts nature as a
great cathedral. The function of arc

.15 not merely to render religious
subjects. . . . Arc assists religion by
putsuing beanty.”

“Beauty, as a way to God, was the guid-
ing principle for nineteenth-century
American landscape painters. For the
Hudson River artise, the ability to see
the American landscape filled wich
Gods light was nor picked up casu-
ally or even through diligent study.
Rarher, it was the result of 4 spiritual
transformartion. Such transformations
had occurred earlier on a vast narional
scale” in the First and Second Grear
Awakenings, These awakenings had
a great impact in the entire life of
the narion, including arr, “Following
the Second Grear Awakening, land-
scape painting became “holy text’ and
‘revealed truch.™

“The Bible on the table and the land-
scape print on the wall became ubig-
uitous cultural symbols in almost
. Are was
the wvehicle to celebrate God and

every American home. .

the American wilderness as cthe new
Eden. . .
task was to use landscape to reveal
‘he wished
his canvases ar the same moment to

. Cole believed the artise’s
a spiritual vision:

speak a language eloquent of God
and man, and human life.”

Beauty

"Beaury 15 not aesctheticism. It s nor
an aim in itself, It is a glimpse of
God's glory, . . . People are thirsting

for beauty and for what they righely

Thomas Cole, Expalsion from the Gavden of Eder, 1827-28,
7 * N )

feel is behind beauty: the glory of

- 3od revealed to us.”

— Chiristoph Schonborn

“Arc assises religion by pursuing
beaury: ‘That which the artist should
aim ar is the perfect perceprion of
the Divine Beaury, the witness and
seal of the hand of God in all His
works.” . . ., If the are of a nation is
beautiful, it is because the nation is
noble, If the arts are ugly, sociery is
immoral. . . . {Wlorks of art reflect
the spiritualicy and moral character
of an arrist, which in turn reflece
the spirituality and character of the
greater society. . . . Beauty, in irself,
wherher that of God's creation or a
work of art, points to God. ... [Tlhe
religions significance of art lies not
so much in it coneent but in s
form, not in the overt theme bur in
its aesthetic effect.”

“In narure, Cropsey looked for the
word of God to man, 2 natural revela-
tion of great cruths and transcendent
realities that would be uncovered
by close observation. ‘T think it is a
mistaken view," wrote Cropsey, ‘that
Nature should nor be copied roo
closely.
have known licele artistically had
not Nature been before chem, from
whence to educate the eye and receive
in great measure their powers of dis-

.. . Men forget they would

crimination,””

“"Durand wrote that “the true prov-
ince of Landscape Arc is the rep-
resentation of the work of God’

. Durand, who would become
the theologian of the Hudson River
School, decided not to become a min-
ister of the church, bur to express his
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faith through painting.”

“These artists were not painting pret-
ty pictures of the American wilder-
ness to charm patrons orf, a5 we are
informed by revisionist historians,
paincing advertisements and propa-
ganda for a wealthy class inrenc on
Manifest Destiny and subjugating
races of indigenous and transplanted
peoples. Their intent was to preach
a sermon.” In America in the “early
ninetecnch century . . . {alre, far from
being morally neurral or subversive,
was seen as a powerful moral force.
These arrises saw themselves nor as
alienared bohemian rebels, nor as
entertainers of the bourgeoisie, burt,
in effect as ministers, emploving their
talents in rhe cause of moral reform
and spiritual tHlumination. . . .” "They
associated their moralistic view of arc
with democracy, while consigning
immaoral aestheticism to the tyrannies
of Europe.”

“Aesthetic relacivism scrikes many
Americans as less cricical than moral
and Yer i
may well be thae the loss of beanty

intellectual  relativism.
has precipitated the loss of the other
absolute values. The arts are crucial
to regaining the civic virtue and
spirituality.” “For Cole, rhe moral
and aesthetic were indistinguishable,
... [He] believed in uniting the ethi-
cal and the aescheric. “There is in the
human mind,' Cole wrote, ‘an almost
inseparable connection berween che

beauriful and the good.™

“Ruskin taught thar nature was itself
the voice of God. Art, he said, was
simply the advertisement for the ulri-
mate truth. An artist was one who
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could perceive spiritualicy. A work of
arc carried irs spiritual message not
only through its subject mateer, but
through its very form and rexture.”

"Landscapes of the Hudson River
School remind us thar aescheric val-
ues are ecernal, thar they are an
incrinsic part of our nacional lan-
guage, Beaury in irself, whether thar
of God's creation or of a work of art,
points to God. The idea that che arts
and artises serve a spiritual and moral
putpose is central to Hudson River
School painters, Their art reveals
the narional characrer of nineteenth-
century America: their reverence for
narure and light, for hard work; their
love of sublime landscape; their faith
in eruch, beaury, and order and in
Americas Manifese Destiny;  their
perception thac the land was a ‘fitting
place’ for communion with God."”

Christendom

“Ametican nineteenth-cencury land-
scape painting during the years 1830
to 1860 was inexericably cied to
Protestant theology. Church publica-
tions regularly discussed the args, and
the preeminent American arts jour-
nal of the cime, The Crayon, treated
the subject of religion and the arts as
a central theme, beginning each issue
with a biblical text on its cover page,
The Hudson River School
were deeply religious. Thomas Cole
was an evangelical Christian who
later became a high church Anglican,
Frederic Church came from a long
line of Puritans and was himself
a staunch Congregationalist. Jasper

Arciscs

Cropsey was accive 1n the Dutch
Reformed Church, Asher Durand,
who would become the theologian
of the Hudson River School, decided
to become a minister of the
church, ‘the better to indulge reflec-
tion unrestrained under the high can-
opy of heaven.” During its golden age
the Hudson River School produced
a unique blend of religion, beaury,
virtue, nature, and nation.”

not

“The artists of the Hudson River
School perceived aesthetics to be an
artendant sign of sincere Christian
faich. . . . The spiritual landscapes
created by the Hudson River School
idealized, transcendent,
and poetic interpretations of nacure,
colored by religious, spiritual, moral,
and aesthetic beliefs, . . . Their intent
was to present a view of the physical
world shaped by an unseen moral
and spiricual order. The most obvious
manifestation of this moral and spiri-
tual order for Americans confronced
with a vast, untamed wilderness was

artists .

narure irself. A second manifesta-
tion was light. A third manifestation
was  beaury. Other manifestarions
included order and harmony. Narure,
light, beaury, order, and harmony did
not exist for their own sake but, as
Cole wrote, “were manifestations of a
higher reality.™

“[Tthe Hudson River School art-
ists were passionately and sincerely
teligious. They believed that beaucy
was not only an aesthecic vehicle for
the cruch, but char beaury was part of
the truch. Asher Durand . . .
“The true province of Landscape Art

Wrote:

is the representation of the work of
Gad in the visible creation, indepen-
dent of man, or not dependent on
human action.” Their perception of
art was similar to Jonachan Edward’s
perception of Christianity. A good
painting, like a good Christian, had
observable craits.”

“Hudson River School art evolved out
of the tradition of Jonathan Edwards,
who wrote about the need to recog-
nize the true believer through sen-
sory perception. God, the first are
crivic, ‘judged’ his work, Creacion,
by seeing. The Bible does not say he
reasoned, deduced, or knew. Genesis
says God saw chac the creation of
light, earch, and all living things was
‘good.” The ability to see the good,
for these artists, implied recognition
of the beautiful. They responded to
the good as naturally as they respond-
ed to beauty.”

The Hudson River Painters had a
vision to transmit God's paradise and
preserve it through biblical renewal
in all spheres of life. They were aware
of the gradually encroaching secular-
ism in wesrern civilization, especially
seen 10 Buropean art and culeure.
They hoped to keep this destrucrive
force from overtaking America, not
by using all their energy to artack
that which was pagan, but by pre-
senting Guodly beauty and truth in
their art, They understood thae “cul-
tural renewal is not abour destroying
a golden calf — an image of a bank-
rupt ideology — but abour creating
works of the highest standards chat
celebrate the beauty of holiness,™™




