
IN THE ANNALS OF ART COLLECTING, the
Constable oil sketch has been the subject of almost reli-
gious veneration, and in certain collecting circles the
acquisition of one of John Constable’s freely brushed
nature studies – oftentimes just clouds – has represented an
ultimate achievement. Similarly, among a rarified but
growing band of collectors – and even a few museums,
which generally go for the finished, or “major,” work of art
– oil studies and sketches by French, German, Italian,
Scandinavian, and other English artists of the late eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries have attracted increased
attention. Indeed, the drawings and oil sketches from the
Eugene and Clare Thaw collection shown at The Morgan
Library, New York,1 last year brought to public attention a
selection of European oil studies both by artists of estab-
lished repute, as well as others whose names are not
broadly known.And the number of such studies displayed
at The International Fine Art Fair in New York last May
suggests an escalating appreciation of these small and
immediate works that are oftentimes of spectacular quality
and great visual appeal.

Although ample evidence exists to demonstrate the
contemporary popularity of the parallel small oils pro-
duced by American landscape artists of the so-called
Hudson River School working between 1825 and 1875,
their allure today remains tempered even if their quality
places certain of them among the most accomplished
American works of their time.2 For example, when the
National Gallery of Art in Washington, D.C., staged its very
beautiful monographic review of Frederic Edwin Church
in 1989, it included most of the artist’s highly detailed, typ-
ically panoramic landscapes of North America, South
America, the Arctic, and the Middle East. However, his
uniquely brilliant oil sketches that exist in quantity at
Olana, the artist’s home and studio at Hudson, New York,
and at Cooper-Hewitt, National Design Museum, in New
York, were omitted, even though it was these direct sketch-

es from nature – and Church’s beautiful drawings – that,
sometimes individually but largely in combination, were
the genesis of an unparalleled group of landscapes that
effectively positioned Church as, internationally, one of the
great landscape painters of the nineteenth century. And
when The Metropolitan Museum of Art organized its
sweeping survey, American Paradise:The World of the Hudson
River School, which chronicled the history of mid-nine-
teenth century landscape painting in the United States, but
a handful of oil sketches was illustrated in the catalogue to
help make the point of how the large, carefully composed
“machines,” as the monumental, lavishly detailed Hudson
River landscapes were long derisively called, were created.

Few will challenge the supremacy of Thomas Cole’s
magical A View from Mount Holyoke, Northampton,
Massachusetts, after a Thunderstorm (The Oxbow) (fig. 1)
among all native landscapes by artists of the Hudson River
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Figure 1. Thomas Cole (1801-1848), A View from Mount Holyoke,
Northampton, Massachusetts, after a Thunderstorm (The Oxbow), 1836.
Oil on canvas, 511⁄2 x 76 in.The Metropolitan Museum of Art,
New York, Gift of Mrs. Russell Sage, 1908 (08.228).
Photograph courtesy of The Metropolitan Museum of Art.



School, a beautifully drawn and masterfully composed
work by an artist who, but a dozen years before, had been
“discovered” by a trio of American painters who could
themselves not have imagined creating a work of this qual-
ity and sophistication.As early as 1829, during his sojourn
in London, Cole had made a tracing of a print of the sub-
ject by Basil Hall,3 and in 1833 he had actually visited the
site of the painting on the Connecticut River below
Northampton, Massachusetts, where he made a graphite
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Figure 2 (left). Thomas Cole (1801-1848), Study for “A View from
Mount Holyoke, Northampton, Massachusetts, after a Thunderstorm
(The Oxbow),” about 1836. Oil on composition board, 57⁄8 x 95⁄8 in.
Private collection.All photographs courtesy of Hirschl & Adler
Galleries, New York, unless otherwise noted.All photography by
Helga Photo Studio, unless otherwise noted.

Figure 3 (above). Thomas Cole (1801-1848), Study for “A View of
the Two Lakes and Mountain House, Catskill Mountains, Morning,”
about 1844. Oil on canvas, 8 3⁄4 x 103⁄4 in. Private collection.

drawing on a double-page spread in a sketchbook now in
the collection of the Detroit Institute of Arts, Michigan.
Although in general Cole is not thought to have made on-
the-spot plein-air sketches for his paintings, a surviving oil
study of this subject (fig. 2), probably produced in the
artist’s studio, brings us tantalizingly close to the process of
creation. In it one finds all the compositional elements of
The Metropolitan Museum painting, from the blasted tree
in the left foreground to a suggestion of the artist with his
umbrella and painting paraphernalia in the right fore-
ground, and even the dark clouds in the left distance to
suggest the recent thunderstorm that has both freshened
the landscape and lit it dramatically. It thus displays, pre-
sumably for the first time in the making of this very
important painting,Cole’s synthesis, from his own and bor-



rowed sources, of his final composition. In looking at this
quickly brushed painting, measuring only 57⁄8 x 9 5⁄8 inches,
one feels an immediate rush of adrenalin, as if one were
indeed looking over the artist’s shoulder at the very
moment that he was establishing the format of what was to
become one of the icons of American art.Therein lies one
of the most compelling features of the original oil sketch
or study.

Tramps through the wilderness became one of the hall-
marks of the Hudson River School, and Cole’s walks are
well documented through his diaries and numerous
sketchbooks, the latter of which are now largely preserved
at the Albany (New York) Institute of History and Art,The
Detroit Institute of Arts, and the Princeton University Art
Museum. A drawing on two facing pages in a Princeton
sketchbook4 that Cole began in 1839 records his visit to
the columned resort hotel known as the Catskill Mountain
House, sited on an outcropping with a majestic view of the
Hudson River below, and, closer at hand, North Lake and
South Lake. And, again, whereas the drawing presents an
on-the-spot, factual rendering of the scene as taken from

North Mountain, an oil sketch (fig. 3), which was undoubt-
edly immediately anticipatory to the large painting of the
subject at The Brooklyn Museum of Art (fig. 4), transforms
the strictly topographical drawing into a dramatic arrange-
ment.This surely served Cole as his final composition for
the exhibition painting that was first publicly viewed at the
National Academy of Design, New York, in 1845.The pic-
torial armature of a large rock just beyond the left
foreground and a smaller boulder in the right foreground
has been cleverly constructed, and, but for the introduction
of a tree at the right and the substitution of a male figure
with a walking stick – the artist? – for a deer in profile on
the rock at the left, all the features found in the Brooklyn
painting have been established. Although Cole’s A View of
the Two Lakes and Mountain House, Catskill Mountains,
Morning is a beautiful demonstration of his superb fluency
with the brush, the energetic hand manifest in the oil
study, with a stroke here and a dot there, shows the artist at
his painterly best, when he was working only for himself
and not to please an anticipated patron.

Both the studies for The Oxbow and A View of the Two
Lakes remained with Cole’s descendants until about thirty
to forty years ago, underlining the important fact that
works such as these were essentially created for the artist’s
own use and not generally for exhibition or sale. Similarly,
a group of oil sketches by Worthington Whittredge
descended in the artist’s family and give us insight into his
own methods. Among them, one now titled A Market at
Subiaco (fig. 5), is a quickly brushed panoramic study in oils
heavily thinned to increase their fluidity and thus capture
the immediacy of a scene exactly as Whittredge saw it.
Inscribed “A twenty minute sketch made of an Italian mar-
ket / at Subiaco,” the painting served as the basis for two
more tightly rendered pictures (one, private collection, fig.
6; and the other, Market Near Subiaco, 1862, oil on canvas,
8 1⁄2 x 19 in., location unknown5), in which the prominent
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Figure 4. Thomas Cole (1801-1848), A View of the Two Lakes and
Mountain House, Catskill Mountains, Morning, 1844-45. Oil on
canvas, 361⁄4 x 54 in.The Brooklyn Museum of Art, New York,
Dick S. Ramsay Fund, 1952. Photograph courtesy of The
Brooklyn Museum of Art.

Figure 5.Worthington Whittredge (1820-1910), A Market at
Subiaco, about 1856-57. Oil on paper, 51⁄2 x 151⁄2 in.
Private collection.
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Figure 6. Worthington Whittredge (1820-1910), County Fair at
Subiaco, about 1858-62. Oil on academy board, 101⁄2 x 133⁄4 in.
Private collection.

Figure 7. Worthington Whittredge (1820-1910), The Artist’s Wife,
October 11, 1872. Oil on canvas, 151⁄16 x 119⁄16 in. Private
collection.

Figure 8a (above left). Worthington Whittredge (1820-1910),
Westphalian Woman II, about 1852-53. Oil on paper, 113⁄4 x 5 1⁄2 in.
Private collection.

Figure 8b (above right). Worthington Whittredge (1820-1910),
Westphalian Woman I, about 1852-53. Oil on paper, 117⁄8 x 5 1⁄8 in.
Private collection.

compositional element of the tree in the center has been
eliminated but in which many small details, including
specific postures and arrangements of figures, have been
preserved.

Whereas Whittredge’s market study was shortly to find
use in two works executed for sale, other sketches may
have lingered in the artist’s portfolio. A beautiful sketch
titled The Artist’s Wife (fig. 7), for example, which was paint-
ed in the Catskills on October 11, 1872, was, according to
family tradition, painted to commemorate a return visit to
the Catskills near the time of the fifth anniversary of their
wedding there on October 16, 1867, and, as such, was sure-
ly intended as an end in itself. It displays a wonderful
directness that was often painted out in the more formal
works intended for public consumption. On the other
hand, among a group of sketches found with the artist’s
grandson, William Katzenbach, in the early 1970s, was a
pair of studies of Westphalian women (figs. 8a and 8b),
which clearly dated from the artist’s sojourn in that part of
Germany in 1852-53. Close study of the shadows in the
two works suggests that they had originally been one, but
their possible relationship to any subsequent work
remained mute until the discovery in 1994 of a very large
painting titledThe Pilgrims of St. Roche of 1856 (fig. 9) – one
of Whittredge’s best – in which these two women appear
at the lower center of the painting among a crowd of pil-
grims leaving a roadside shrine, with even the shadows
present in the oil sketches preserved in their original con-
figuration.
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Figure 9.Worthington Whittredge (1820-1910), The Pilgrims of St.
Roche, 1856. Oil on canvas, 481⁄4 x 741⁄2 in. Private collection.

Figure 10. Albert Bierstadt (1830-1902), Studies of Peasantry,
Germany, about 1853-57. Oil on paper, 133⁄8 x 191⁄4 in.
Private collection.

Like Whittredge, his contemporary Albert Bierstadt also
made many oil sketches on paper, and these were neatly
arranged in his studio according to locale and subject,
ready to be retrieved at any moment in anticipation of this
detail or that in a large composition. His Studies of
Peasantry, Germany (fig. 10), which presumably dates close
to the 1852-53 date of Whittredge’s Westphalian Woman I
and II, is one of many such pictures that Bierstadt execut-
ed at this time, many of which never went beyond the
exercise of honing his skills, some of which were certainly
called into service as details in such grandiose composi-
tions as Lake Lucerne 6 at the National Gallery of Art,
Washington, D.C.

Similarly, when David Johnson’s Study of a Pine (fig. 11),
signed, dated, and inscribed by the artist “Study of a Pine.
West Milford. N-J. / D. Johnson. 1850,” surfaced in the
1960s, no one had any clue that it had any additional
meaning in Johnson’s oeuvre other than as a very beautiful
early painting by the artist showing his clarity of vision
before his work came under the murky spell of the
Barbizon aesthetic. Not long thereafter, a visit to Jasper
Francis Cropsey’s studio at Hastings-on-Hudson turned up



a virtually identical work by Cropsey (fig. 12), also dated
1850, strongly suggesting that the two artists, Cropsey as
teacher and Johnson as pupil, had together journeyed to
West Milford and had, side by side, sketched an old pine.
Indeed, an entry in Cropsey’s journal for August 30, 1850,
explains: “In the afternoon accompanied my pupil Mr.
Johnson – painted on a study of a tree-trunk which I
began yesterday.”7 Ultimately, Johnson’s pine showed up,
nearly line for line, branch by branch, in the right fore-
ground of his panoramic Chocorua Peak, New Hampshire
(fig. 13) of 1856, neatly confirming for us the practice of
artists to compose in the comfort of their own studios
paintings that drew upon sketches made from nature,
oftentimes years before and in areas far removed from their
current “subjects.” Johnson appears not to have produced
many oil sketches from nature, but seems rather to have
relied upon drawings executed in his preferred medium of
graphite and Chinese white to record favorite scenes that
he encountered in his wanderings. Many of these formed
something of a reference library as he composed painted
landscapes through his long career, while a few others were
used in their entirety as, in effect, “cartoons”8 for such
paintings as Natural Bridge, Virginia, at Reynolda House,
Winston-Salem, North Carolina.9

Sanford Gifford, too, produced many drawings, filling
sketchbooks of various sizes with direct on-the-spot obser-

vations made during his travels through the United States
and Europe. Gifford also executed a number of oil sketch-
es from nature, some of which have been confused with
subsequent studio sketches that oftentimes retain a direct-
ness and a quickness of stroke that mimic his plein-air
studies. And then there are those tighter, more “finished”
works that appear variously to have anticipated some of his
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Figure 11. David Johnson (1827-1908), Study of a Pine,West
Milford, New Jersey, 1850. Oil on canvas, 21 x 167⁄8 in. Private
collection.

Figure 12. Jasper Francis Cropsey (1823-1900), Two Trees, 1850.
Oil on canvas, 22 x 18 in. Collection of The Newington-Cropsey
Foundation, Hastings-on-Hudson, New York. Photograph
courtesy of The Newington-Cropsey Foundation.

Figure 13. David Johnson (1827-1908), Chocorua Peak, New
Hampshire, 1856. Oil on canvas, 191⁄8 x 281⁄4 in. Private collection.
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major paintings and others that were created as reduced
replicas to satisfy the demand for his work among
collectors.

Certainly painted directly from nature is Gifford’s suc-

Figure 14. Sanford R. Gifford (1823-1880), Tree Trunks, Catskills,
July 9, 1850. Oil on paper, 9 1⁄2 x 143⁄4 in. Private collection.

culent sketch, Tree Trunks, Catskills of 1850 (fig. 14), in
which the artist focused on a very small subject and to
which he brought an intimacy and acuteness of vision in
keeping with an emerging pre-Raphaelite aesthetic that

Figure 15. Sanford R. Gifford (1823-1880), Sketch on the Roman
Campagna, February 16, 1857. Oil on canvas, 7 5⁄8 x 127⁄8 in. (sight
size). Private collection.



within a decade was to dominate much of American land-
scape art. In keeping with the essence of the genre of a
sketch from nature, this study conveys a strong sense of
being there, almost of helping the artist articulate a root, a
piece of bark, a leaf, and then, with the back of “our”
brush, inscribing the locale and the exact date of July 9.

Like so many artists’ studies, this sketch was clearly not
intended for exhibition or sale, nor was it listed in the cat-
alogue of the artist’s work that was published in
conjunction with the Gifford Memorial Exhibition at The
Metropolitan Museum of Art in 1880. Rather, it and oth-
ers remained in portfolios kept by various of the artist’s
descendants and emerged only in the 1960s when they
became peripherally interesting as works relating to the
large Hudson River landscapes that were gaining favor
among museums and private collectors.

Sketch on the Roman Campagna (fig. 15) is another Gifford
study from nature that descended in Gifford’s family, but
only after having been given by the artist to his friend
Whittredge, with whom he had sketched in this area, and
then having been returned to Julia Gifford, the artist’s
younger sister. Dated February 16, 1857, the oil sketch is
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Figure 16. Sanford R. Gifford (1823-1880), Study for “Echo Lake,
Franconia Notch, New Hampshire,” about 1850. Oil on paper, 11 x
93⁄4 in. Private collection.

Figure 17. William Wellstood (1819-1900), after Sanford R.
Gifford (1823-1880), Echo Lake, Franconia Notch,White Mountains,
1862. Engraving, 63⁄16 x 4 5⁄8 in. (arched top). Private collection.

one of a number that Gifford executed in and near Rome
in the winter of 1856-57. With the magical “luminist”
glow that became one of Gifford’s hallmark characteristics,
the sketch once again conveys a real sense of being there,
of capturing the moment, the real light and atmosphere of
a Roman afternoon, with the tower at the left and the
white shirts of the men in the field catching the sinking
light of winter against a backdrop of the snow-capped
Apennines.

Closer to home,we can accompany Gifford on a sketch-
ing trip to Echo Lake, Franconia Notch, New Hampshire,
where, alongside the artist, we can observe a Native
American in a canoe paddle across the lake, while clouds
hang against the mountains beyond (fig. 16).The immedi-
acy of the sketch, the sense of on-the-spot reportage, is
underlined by comparing this lively sketch to the artist’s
more formal, composed landscape of 1862 (fig. 17), in
which the real details of the scene – the pines at the right,
the rocks and the fallen branches in the water in the fore-
ground – have been eliminated in favor of a more
polished, a more distant view with a broader expanse of
water and a dramatically reduced sense of place – a land-
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Figure 18. Alexander H.Wyant (1836-1892), Windy Gorge, about
1860-65. Oil on canvas, 151⁄2 x 22 in. Private collection.

scape to be looked at, a stage set to be seen from a distance,
but no longer one where we exist as player, as a participant
as the weather changes from moment to moment, as direct
observer of our Native American as he paddles to his hunt-
ing ground across the lake.

Most artists of the Hudson River School produced
some oil sketches from nature. Because they were largely
not destined for exhibition and sale, they were typically not
signed or dated, although ones intended from the outset as
personal mementos are more frequently dated and
inscribed. Some studies are more easily identified than oth-
ers, either because of their relationship to other works or
on purely stylistic grounds. Oftentimes, these works have
descended in the families of the artists who created them,
and their provenance has thus been of immeasurable value
in confirming authorship. Such is the case with a very
detailed oil sketch titled Windy Gorge (fig. 18) by Alexander
H.Wyant, which descended from the artist in a convolut-
ed way, but which, nevertheless, can be traced back to the
artist himself and to an early moment in his career before
the precise draftsmanship of the Hudson River School
gave way to the later Barbizon/Tonalist aesthetic of
Wyant’s more recognizable later style. Similarly, the alla
prima study titled The Christmas Tree was found with one of
Jervis McEntee’s descendants and must surely depict a

scene in the artist’s home. Like most of the sketches
recorded here, it is unsigned, but it is inscribed and dated
“Xmas/1881” and bears the stamp of the artist’s estate sale
in New York in 1892 on the back.10

If oil studies by artists of the Hudson River School, both
those done directly from nature and those studio sketches
in which the artist was working out the details of his final
composition, engage the viewer in a direct conversation
with the subject, other artists specializing in genre, in still
life, even in portraiture produced works of corresponding
intimacy. Although Winslow Homer produced mainly
drawings in preparation for his major canvases, and only
rarely made an oil sketch, his contemporary, genre artist
Eastman Johnson, was both an exceptionally gifted drafts-
man and a master of the oil sketch. The various
sugaring-off studies (fig. 20), which he produced for an
intended but unrealized magnum opus, display a rich
painterly quality that stands in marked contrast to the more
desiccated academic style of Thomas Couture that charac-
terized many of Johnson’s more finished productions.
Similarly, the lively figure studies done by Edwin Lord
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Weeks stand in sharp contrast to the oftentimes over-
worked Orientalist “Salon” pictures for which the artist is
best known and most widely collected today. And the
vibrant still life studies by William Jacob Hays and Helen
Searle partake of a freshness, a liveliness, a sense of the real
that is all but forgotten in their rare formal arrangements.

The American oil sketch – by artists of the Hudson

River School and beyond – is thus, as
a genre not yet fully explored, one that
is worthy of very serious considera-
tion. Whereas a collecting mania over
the last three decades has virtually
eliminated from the marketplace large
and imposing paintings by the princi-
pal American landscape painters of the
nineteenth century, very beautiful oil
sketches – direct, intimate, usually very
well painted – should now demand
our attention as significant works that
speak loudly and eloquently of the
creative process in what has been
called the first native school of
American painting.
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