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CHAPTER 190

Thomas Cole’s Vision of “Nature”

and the Conquest Theme in
American Culture

GREGORY CLARK, §. MICHAEL HALLORAN, and
ALLISON WOODFORD

Thomas Cole is the acknowledged founder of what art historian Mat-
thew Baigell calls “the first coherent school of American art, the Hudson
River School of landscape painters” (107). Like many American inteliec-
tuals of the antebellum period, Cole and the other Hudsoen River School
painters celebrated “nature,” in the sense of a landscape touched only
lightly if at all by human works. Their canvases represented an America
of rolling hills, pristine lakes, and dense forests, of occasional farms and
villages surrounded by a vast, Edenic, and often intimidating wilderness.
Another art historian, Barbara Novak, uses the term “rhetoric” in connec-
tion with their work, referring in a general way to its affective power and
its connection with the nationalistic pride that motivated much literary
and artistic work of the 1820s and 1830s (Nature and Ciulture 19 and
passim). Their imagery is familiar to us today, not only through the wide-
spread reproduction and conscious imitation of their work for popular
consumption, but also through unconscious imitation by countless ama-
teur painters and photographers. A recent effore to identify by survey
what the American public prefers in art produced a general description of
a Hudson River-style landscape (Melamid and Woodward). The Hudson
River-style landscape surrounds us—in advertisements for everything
from environmental activism to instant coffee, in the photo albums and
slide shows in which we memorialize our vacations. It seems to have
instantiated in the visual discourse of the developing national cultuze a
rhetorical aesthetic that enabled citizens to articulate the indeterminate

261




	0558_001
	0558_004
	0558_007
	0558_010

