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Foreword and acknowledgments
The Yellowstone Art Museum is proud to present Emil Carlsen’s Quiet Harmonies, an exhibition
that relates to the museum’s wider mission to offer exhibitions and new research that expand our
understanding of the art of our own time and place. Carlsen, who is part of the sweeping history
of American art, in fact relates directly to contemporary regional art and is shown in Billings with
an exhibition of the work of Clyde Aspevig, which makes the connection explicit. It is exciting
and illuminating to see the past in the present and examine the ways in which artistic inspiration
evolves over time.
We express much gratitude to William Indursky, director of the Emil Carlsen archives, which he
has so assiduously created and maintained online (www.emilcarlsen.org). It is not too much to say
that this project could not have gone forward without this tremendous resource and without Bill’s
enthusiastic desire to see it come to fruition. What a difference it would make if every important
artist had such a champion to document and promote his or her work. We are also honored to have
an essay from noted historian of American art William Gerdts, who also expressed an eagerness to
participate in our effort to bring more attention to the fine work of Emil Carlsen.
The Yellowstone Art Museum owes sincere thanks to many who have provided the necessary
financial support to bring this ambitious project into being. The exhibition Emil Carlsen’s Quiet
Harmonies and its catalog have been significantly supported by grants and gifts from:
Deborah Anspach and Dr. John Hanson
Diane Boyer Jerhoff
scan | design foundation, Seattle, Washington
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American-Scandinavian Foundation, Helen Lee and Emil Lassen Fund
Anderson-ZurMuehlen
BNSF Railway Foundation
Gareld and Barbara Krieg
Robyn G. Peterson
Dr. Donald and Carol Roberts
Margit Thorndal in memory of Bill Thorndal
Ellen and Don Alweis
Lisa and Jeff Berke
Juni and Ray Clark
Kelly and Jim Coleman
Lawrence Campodonico and Benjamin Holmen
Dr. Ralph and Sheryl Costanzo
Kay Foster and Mike Mathew
Valeria Jeffries and Allen Powers
Tim and Trish Matteson
Paul and Ann Miller
Lynnelle A. Peterson
Linda Shelhamer and Stephen Haraden
Renée Claire Tafoya
Each year, the exhibition program is enhanced by the Yellowstone Art Museum’s exhibition
season sponsors. A gift from David Orser and Ossie Abrams supports the entire 2017-2018 year of
temporary exhibition programming. In addition, David and Ossie lent their personal support to the
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fundraising effort for the Carlsen exhibition in particular. We also thank U.S. Bank for its role as
our Spring Exhibition Sponsor for 2018, the latest gesture in a long history of exhibition support.
Without the participation of many lenders, there could have been no exhibition. We thank all those
who have agreed to part with their treasures for the duration of the exhibition tour in order to share
them with the thousands who will see the exhibition as it tours the country. Museums, galleries, and
collectors who are collectively making this gathering of Carlsen’s work possible include:
Art Gallery of Ontario, Toronto, Ontario, Canada
Clyde Aspevig and Carol Guzman
William Benton Museum of Art, Storrs, Connecticut
Dallas Museum of Art, Dallas, Texas
Eastern Connecticut State University, Willimantic, Connecticut
Frye Art Museum, Seattle, Washington
Patrick and Shelley Gilligan
Heckscher Museum, Huntington, New York
Huntington Museum of Art, Huntington, West Virginia
Christopher and Simone Mailman
1

Additional gifts are acknowledged from the following donors: Ronald and Jeanne Bender, Sandi Blake, Laura and Jason
Bough, Joel M. Bowers, the bridge friends of David and Ossie, James and Mary Elaine Brock, Dan and Theresa Burkhart,
Kris Carpenter, Dr. F. Douglas and Karla Carr, Richard Chin, Joy and Gene Culver, Robert and Shari Dayton, Jack and Vickie
Eagle, Karen Ehresman, Karen and Russell Fagg, Charles and Fredricka Gilje, Kathy and Robert Griffin, Peter and Theresa
Habein, Dona and Paul Hagen, Bruce and Marilyn Hamm, Steve and Joni Harman, Gail and James Heatherly, Michelle
Juntunen, Allan and Patricia Karell, James and Sarah Knostman, Norman and Susan Knox, Terry Zee Lee (Sky Wind
World), Joyce and Larry Mayer, Blake and Martha Mitchell, Lynda Bourque Moss, Michael and Susan O’Leary, Walt and
Mary Peet, Dale and Judy Peterson, Sharon and Garde Peterson, Kenny Roesch, Cindy Lou Smith, Kevin Stenberg, James
and Jo Elyn Swain, Bill and Mary Underriner, Tom and Jane Van Dyk, and Donna Yeargain. The Yellowstone Art Museum
also thanks those upper-level business members whose annual support assists with the exhibition program.
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Mead Art Museum at Amherst College, Amherst, Massachusetts
Thomas Minckler and Abigail Hornik
National Academy of Design, New York, New York
National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC
Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
Chip Perry
Reading Public Museum, Reading, Pennsylvania
Frederick Thaler and Kathleen Mooney
Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art, Hartford, Connecticut
Washington County Museum of Fine Arts, Hagerstown, Maryland
To former trustee Thomas Minckler, we owe thanks for his early encouragement and the moral
support that led the museum to take the plunge and embark on this project, as well as for loans of
Carlsen’s paintings. To Montana landscapist Clyde Aspevig, we offer thanks for a similar measure
of enthusiasm for this exhibition focused on Carlsen and for a generous number of loans that
enrich the exhibition.
Our colleagues at the Huntington Museum of Art, Huntington, West Virginia (also a lender to
the exhibition) and the Lyman Allyn Art Museum, New London, Connecticut will be hosting the
exhibition in their communities. We are delighted to be working with them to share Carlsen’s work
across the country and build appreciation for his work.
The staff of the Yellowstone Art Museum has worked long to realize this project, and the entire
Board of Trustees admires the staff’s dedication and good work. Former Executive Director
Robyn G. Peterson acted as curator and project manager for Emil Carlsen’s Quiet Harmonies out
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of a lifelong interest in Scandinavian cultural history as well as deep appreciation for Carlsen’s
contribution to American art. Senior Curator Bob Durden, Registrar Kelly Price, Assistant Curator
Amanda Daniel, and Facility Manager Chaz Riewaldt ensured that every detail of the transport
of art, preparations for exhibition, and installation were executed at a high standard. We thank
Billings-based photographer Patrick Smith for new photography of many of the art works in this
exhibition. Education Director Mary Serbe, Museum Art Educator Jordan Pehler, and Education
Program Coordinator Berenice Munson seized the opportunity to develop excellent education
programming for our local schools. All other members of the Yellowstone Art Museum staff played
parts large and small, and they have earned the Board’s thanks. Board and staff extend further
thanks to trustee Renée Tafoya who has donated her services to design the catalog that we look
forward to sharing with museum colleagues and libraries across the country.
Enjoy this exhibition—the first featuring the full range of Carlsen’s work in over two generations.
We hope it serves as your gateway to further exploration of the rich history of American art.

— Kevin Stenberg
President, Board of Trustees
Yellowstone Art Museum
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Reintroducing Emil Carlsen
There are two “histories” for every artist. There is the actual life an artist led, and there is the
path of that artist’s reputation and the fluctuating place he or she may hold in art history. The
first is biography. The other is often a chronicle reflecting art historical fashion, trends aimed at
“rehabilitating” forgotten artists, aesthetic critique, and genuine reassessments and rediscoveries.
Art history is replete with the power struggles and politics of human history as well as the
deep emotions and tribulations that draw us to individual human stories. An artist who lived
unremarkably may not command our attention, and we risk overlooking extraordinary work that
perhaps didn’t blaze trails or is not the poignant legacy of an uncommon life.
Emil Carlsen’s Quiet Harmonies makes the case for an artist whose life was not the stuff of pageturning fiction but who left an artistic legacy of exceptional value. We do not read of a tortured,
wild-haired spirit riding a tidal surge of inspiration; rather, Carlsen was a modest man sustained
by an unceasing slow burn driving him to paint as if for its own sake, as if in a daily quest to decant
one more small measure of beauty. Carlsen’s life followed an unsurprising path: formal schooling
in a Danish art academy, years spent struggling to establish a reputation and enduring ups and
downs in his luck, and finally—about the last third of his life—a long period of critical acclaim
and financial ease. After his death, his star faded somewhat, although was never by any means
extinguished. Today, American art history has accorded a solid if minor place to Carlsen, primarily
on the strength of his splendid still-lifes, and it is arguable that his lesser place in the narrative
stems in part from his quietly-led life free of drama. History’s assessment of Carlsen may also be
due in part to his work being deemed “decorative” by some critics, a description that is faint praise
at best. Carlsen was humble about his own work, not given to seeking the limelight, and what we
know of him suggests little ambition to claim a place in history. Carlsen was not misunderstood
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in his day, and he did not die in poverty and misery. Thus, there is little in his biography to bolster
a cult of personality. In such a circumstance, an artist’s reputation must eventually be built (or
rebuilt) on the strength of the artist’s work itself. It is exactly this that is happening with the art of
Emil Carlsen in the twenty-first century.
Emil Carlsen’s Quiet Harmonies brings explicit attention to Carlsen’s landscapes and seascapes. It is
the first time an exhibition has accorded significant attention to this facet of Carlsen’s art since
the 1970s when two exhibitions occurred, a traveling exhibition originating at the Wortsman
Rowe Galleries in San Francisco, The Art of Emil Carlsen 1853-1932, and another exhibition at the
Robert Rice Gallery in Houston. Emil Carlsen’s Quiet Harmonies includes both finished works and
field sketches. All of these exquisite works exhibit a technical facility and assured composition
that deeply impress the viewer. Carlsen is remembered for his still-lifes, yet the landscapes and
seascapes—a majority of them executed during the prime of his artistic life—warrant every bit
as much attention. To be frank, it is often less expensive for a young struggling artist to paint a
still-life. The subject matter is readily at hand, and no travel is required. Carlsen painted still-lifes
literally to order and did so almost exclusively during an extended period living in Paris early in
his career. From these beginnings, he established a lifelong habit of returning to still-life, and
continued to produce increasingly masterful examples. Yet, it may well be that the land and sea
were his true muses. In fact, toward the end of his career, in 1923, he is known to have resisted
1

parting with a marine painting he considered to be among his best. In another often-cited
anecdote, Carlsen and another artist are walking along the coast of Maine (see Plate 18). Carlsen
2

dashes his hat to the ground and exclaims, “My God, isn’t it wonderful!”
1

Kim Lykke Jensen, Søren Emil Carlsen; Skagensmaleren fra Manhattan (Copenhagen: Vældgungerne, 2008), page 21.

2

Ibid., page 23.
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An internal drive to paint motivated Carlsen, and there are moments when one senses that he
painted, almost as a reflex, whatever was most available. It would be unfair to say, however, that
it hardly mattered what he painted as long as he was painting, because it did matter. For instance,
he eventually turned away from the floral still-lifes in spite of the steady income they provided
to him early on. The florals had become works done of necessity, to meet a market’s demand
first and foremost, although he did them expertly and with as much care as his more beloved
subjects. However, as he steadily gained more autonomy in his approach to his art, he turned
away from florals. The nature of his still-lifes changed as well, attaining—for all their masterful
grandeur—the conspicuous atmospheric qualities, the translucence, and the serenity that are
evident in his landscapes.
To view a landscape or seascape by Emil Carlsen is to enter a state of vicarious relaxation.
He paints realms of pure beauty. Even when waters crash on rocks or the eye travels into
the impenetrable depth of a forest, Carlsen’s works exude the tranquility that comes from
the feeling of witnessing something eternal. As his career progressed and he enjoyed more
opportunity to paint what he wished, he turned increasingly to the kinds of landscapes and
seascapes that could engender a sense of timelessness. Carlsen’s landscapes at once describe and
idealize. He tells us how something is and how he wishes it to be. Yet, there is no proselytizing,
no political or even apolitical message, and we suspect no illusions about the impact of his work
on the world. Indeed, Carlsen seemed actively discomfited by the urgencies, intimacies, and
lifelike messiness of the new art burgeoning around him. In the scarce records of his views on
art, he has impatient words for the experimental and anti-academic trends prevalent during the
height of his own career. Modernism was not to his taste, and this was in no small part because
he perceived in it an abandonment of the craft of painting. The fastidiousness with which
Carlsen prepared his canvases is legendary, and it is his years as a teacher, his writings on how to
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paint, and his workmanlike approach to the craft that account for his lingering influence among
landscape painters today.
Carlsen was an unapologetic historicist. His deep reverence for the traditions that went before
him places his work—even as he painted into the 1930s—squarely in the pre-Modern nineteenth
century. In 1927, a visitor to Carlsen’s studio, John Steele, said, “In Emil Carlsen’s quiet studio
3

in New York City, there is an atmosphere of the old days.” Noted critic Robert Hughes states,
“Before 1880, the idea that every work of art contains and talks to its own history, and that this
conversation is part of its meaning, was taken more or less for granted as the background to
4

aesthetic experience.” This attitude was a given for Carlsen.
Although Carlsen was born and raised a Dane, and traveled back to Denmark often and for
extended periods, he fits with ease into the history of American landscape painting. Landscape
is the confluence of the peculiarly American desire to circle back to the concrete and the equally
insistent compulsion to ascribe meaning, be it overtly religious or transcendental, or simply a sense
of the land’s soul-filling significance. This subtle merger of purpose exists in Carlsen’s landscapes.
In Carlsen, we do not find Alexis de Tocqueville’s “religious terror” in the face of North American
forests, nor on the other hand a storybook sense of a separate space teeming with unseen beings.
Rather, Carlsen’s woodlands are echoless, uninhabited chapels of deep calm. Not for him either is
the earlier nineteenth-century epic, the nationalist-driven insistence on depicting the largest, most
awe-inspiring—in short, most sublime—vista. Carlsen’s paintings carry no burden of narrative.
Apart from the occasional dirt track or time-worn barn, boat, or warehouse, the viewer will search
his landscapes in vain for a trace of human occupants. Indeed, there is an unchallenging “safety”
3

John Steele, International Studio, quoted in Kim Lykke Jensen, Søren Emil Carlsen; Skagensmaleren fra Manhattan
(Copenhagen: Vældgungerne, 2008), page 17.

4

Robert Hughes, The Shock of the New (New York, NY: Alfred A. Knopf, 1981), page 373.
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in his subjects and his aesthetic approach to them that facilitate a straightforward delectation of
their grace and beauty. It is rewarding to examine Carlsen’s glowing, velvety edges, the palpable
atmospheres. They suggest the pellucid character of Chardin’s or even Vermeer’s compositions, and
why shouldn’t they? Carlsen also grew up in and trained his eye and hand in northern Europe, with
its cool, humid air, its coastal fogs, and its diffuse indoor light. Like many (although not all) of his
fellow northern Europeans, he was an adept at paintings in muted tones and on an intimate scale
… few symphonies, but certainly many delightful sonatinas.
The Yellowstone Art Museum is pleased to offer an exhibition of the work of Emil Carlsen, a
“painter’s painter” who continues to inspire and influence artists to this day. It is an honor to
contribute to a revival of appreciation for this artist’s magnificent work. Yet, in any locale toward
which sea- and landscape painters gravitate, we suspect there may already be those who know his
achievement well.

— Robyn G. Peterson
Robyn G. Peterson was Executive Director of the Yellowstone Art Museum from 2006 through 2017
and is curator of the exhibition Emil Carlsen’s Quiet Harmonies.
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Emil Carlsen
Landscape Painter

1

In 1921, Arthur Edwin Bye authored the first book ever to include a discussion of the history
of American still-life painting. Ignoring any activity in this field prior to the Civil War, Bye
concentrated on the artists of the late nineteenth and the first two decades of the twentieth
century. Toward the end of this dialogue, Bye concluded that “Emil Carlsen is unquestionably the
2

most accomplished master of still-life painting in America today.” Though in the last century, the
tribute Bye so vested upon Carlsen has certainly moved from artist to artist, ranging from Georgia
O’Keeffe to Wayne Thiebaud, Carlsen’s reputation in discussions of his contribution to the history
of American art, whether in publications, exhibitions, and critical estimation has concentrated to
1

While Carlsen was a tremendously popular artist in his own time, and his art was reviewed in hundreds of periodicals
and newspapers, there has never been a complete study of his life and career in English. However, William Indursky,
Carlsen’s great champion, maintains the Emil Carlsen website offering a tremendous amount of written and visual
material on the artist, including archives, references, indices, and a library. The most complete publication in English
on the totality of Carlsen’s achievements is the catalog of The Art of Emil Carlsen 1853-1932 (San Francisco: RubiconWortsman Rowe Publication), which accompanied a traveling exhibition that began on 10 January 1975, and was on view
that year in six more venues. Seven separate articles were reproduced in this catalog pertaining to Carlsen’s still-life and
landscape paintings. The most complete publication in English devoted to Carlsen’s art concerns only his still lifes: Ulrich
W. Hiesinger, Quiet Magic: The Still-Life Painting of Emil Carlsen (New York, Vance Jordan Fine Art Inc., 1999). The most
complete study of Carlsen’s life and art is Kim Lykke Jensen, Søren Emil Carlsen: The Hammershøi of Manhattan (Narayana
Press, Gylling, Denmark, 2008). A translation of this from Danish to English can be found on the Emil Carlsen website.
(The aesthetic pairing of Carlsen with Vilhelm Hammershøi, the great Danish painter of tonal, often colorless interiors
would appear a bit tenuous. However, the spiritual alignment of the two Danish painters was early promoted by the critic
Elisabeth Luther Cary in the year of Carlsen’s death in “Quietness and Slow Time,” New York Times, 10 January 1932, and
repeated by her colleague, Edwin Alden Jewell, “Still-life Studies of Carlsen Shown,” New York Times, 26 April 1935).

2

Arthur Edwin Bye, Pots and Pans or Studies in Still-Life Painting (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press; London:
Humphrey Milford; and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1921), page 213.
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Figure 1
Nantasket Beach, 1876
Oil on canvas, 151/4 x 265/16 inches
Collection of the Art Institute of
Chicago. Friends of American Art
Collection, 1940.1087

a vast extent upon his stilllife painting. And this is not
without cause, not only because
of the consistent quality of his still-life art, but also for its amazing diversity—from lush floral
paintings to dramatic pictures of game; from very early representations of sensitively arranged
household objects such as Pitcher with Pears (plate 20) and White Bowl with Apples (plate 36) to later
sensitively depicted paintings of rare antiquities and exotic objects, such as The Fan of circa 1919
(plate 5) and The Picture from Thibet of circa 1920 (plate 19).
In fact, however, land- and seascapes constitute an almost equal number of works in Carlsen’s
oeuvre as do his still-lifes. Other themes are sparsely represented. Early in his career Carlsen
painted a number of outdoor, often peasant genre scenes, but portraits were primarily confined to
images of his wife, their son Dines, the two sometimes painted together, and a few self-portraits.
But Carlsen’s landscapes have been often overlooked in recent surveys, though they figured
strongly in exhibitions of his art, if not in surveys of American painting in general, where still-life
identification has been prominent.
Carlsen was born in Denmark and grew up in an affluent Copenhagen home. He first trained as an
architect but from 1866 to 1869 he studied at the art academy in Copenhagen, studying with the
marine painter, Christian Blache, and painting on the coast of Zealand. After a year’s compulsory
service in the Danish army, he immigrated to Chicago in 1872. Carlsen actually appears to have
begun his professional artistic career in Chicago with paintings of boats and fishing vessels, river
scenes, and coastal views differentiating times of day—morning, afternoon, and moonlight,
including landscapes set in Germany and Norway. Carlsen returned to Europe in 1875 for six
months; it appears that it was at this time that he may first have been attracted to the work of the
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French eighteenth-century still-life artist Jean-Baptiste-Siméon Chardin, but there is no indication
that Carlsen was drawn to still-life at this time. In 1875 he returned to the United States, first to
New York and then moving to Boston in 1876, exhibiting the next year with the Boston Art Club,
and continuing to paint landscapes. A visitor to his studio noted marine and shore pictures by
3

him, terming them “remarkably effective…” One of these may be a scene on Nantasket Beach
in Massachusetts; the Art Institute of Chicago has in its collection a Nantasket scene by Carlsen
created in 1876 (figure 1). Still, by 1882 Carlsen had begun to paint still-lifes also. That this had
begun to become his preoccupation was confirmed by his exhibitions with the Boston Art Club,
underscored by an occasional notice such as that in 1883 that “Mr. Emil Carlsen is turning his
4

attention to marine subjects.” Carlsen also began exhibiting at the Pennsylvania Academy of the
Fine Arts in Philadelphia in 1883 with a floral still-life. The following year, 1884, Carlsen gained a
commission from the New York dealer, T.J. Blakesee, to return to Paris to paint still-lifes for three
years, while beginning to exhibit this theme at the National Academy of Design in New York in
1885 and with the Society of American Artists in that city in 1887.
Soon after he came back to New York, he moved to San Francisco in 1887 to head the California
School of Design, spending four years on the West Coast, again exhibiting still-life paintings. When
he returned east he settled in New York in 1891 and began to achieve his national reputation as
a still-life specialist, while teaching at the Art Students League. While by the turn of the century,
5

Carlsen was producing an occasional landscape—his Moonlight Landscape (plate 16) may be the
picture shown with the Society of American Artists in 1902—probably one of the most significant

3

“Art and Artists,” Boston Evening Transcript,” 7 May 1876.

4

“Art and Artists,” Boston Sunday Globe, 21 October 1883, page 10.

5

References to “moonlight paintings” occur about a dozen times in Carlsen’s oeuvre, due certainly to the attraction of the
combination of mood and mystery that this theme offered.
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aspects in his turn to a concentration on landscape painting occurred about this time with the
development of his friendship with the American Impressionist painter, J. Alden Weir. Weir
had homes in Branchville in western Connecticut and in Windham in the northeast of the state.
Carlsen’s friendship with Weir may have led him to compose May Afternoon (location unknown),
6

exhibited at the National Academy of Design in 1903 and singled out for praise in the press. The
following year, Carlsen appears to have visited Weir in Connecticut, and it is at this time that he
turned his attention to landscape painting nearly on a par with his interest in still-life. Carlsen was
among a number of artists who visited Weir at Windham. He may have come frequently, staying for
long stretches of time, often for a few months, and summering in the 1730 cottage located directly
7

across the street from Weir’s home. Connecticut Hilltop (location unknown) won the Shaw Purchase
Prize at the Society of American Artists in 1904, and Night, Old Windham (1904; Florence Griswold
Museum, Old Lyme, Connecticut) was exhibited in Philadelphia after having won the Webb Prize at
the Society of American Artists in New York in 1905. Summer Evening of 1904 (plate 29) reflects the
close tonalities and soft atmosphere of some of Weir’s landscapes, but even more, Carlsen’s major
painting, Late Fall Day in Windham of that year (plate 14) suggests the soft Impressionist technique
and limited color range that are often a hallmark of Weir’s approach to Impressionism.
Carlsen’s landscapes continued to win him awards: Canaan Mountain (circa 1907; location
unknown) won the 1907 George Inness Gold Medal at the National Academy of Design, and the
6

“A certain soulless beauty inheres in Emil Carlsen’s ‘May Afternoon,’ which awaits forever the breath of life to set the leaves
of the stately tree in the foreground fluttering, and to drive the immovable clouds standing in their stately dignity above
the fair slope of the hill.” “Academy of Design—2nd Notice,” New York Post, 13 January 1903, page 7.

7

“We, the Carlsen family, want to thank you and Mrs. Weir for the many years we have had your house in Windham.”
2 November 1918, J. Alden Weir Papers, roll 126, frame 304, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution, Washington,
D.C. Carlsen was to write one of the tributes to Weir in the memorial volume, Julian Alden Weir, An Appreciation of His Life
and Works, Phillips Publication Number One (New York, NY: E. P. Dutton & Company, 1922), pages 49-52. See also: http://
wwww.weirinwindham.org/people/people/people/carlsen.html.
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marine, The Surf (Butler Institute of American Art, Youngstown, Ohio) of that same year won a
third class medal at the 1908 Carnegie Institute in Pittsburgh. Though he continued to maintain a
residence in New York, by 1905 Carlsen was successful enough to build a home and studio in Falls
8

Village, Connecticut. But Carlsen’s ventures into landscape took him far and wide—to Ogunquit
in Maine, to Niagara Falls, and often back to Denmark. Coastal scenes such as Surf, Rocks and
Water (plate 32) suggest an Ogunquit location, though Carlsen obviously visited and painted
there frequently as his Nichols Rock, Ogunquit, Maine (plate 18), painted as late as 1930 attests.
The Open Sea (1909; Metropolitan Museum of Art) won the Temple Silver Medal of Honor at the
Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts in 1912, and the following year won the Lippincott Prize
there for Summer Clouds (which remains in the Academy’s collection; plate 28). The artist garnered
a medal of honor for the painting at the 1915 Panama-Pacific International Exhibition in San
Francisco. In 1916 Carlsen won both the Saltus Gold Medal at the National Academy of Design for
Moonlight on a Calm Sea (National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.) and the Seanan Gold Medal for
St. Thomas Harbor (unlocated) at the Pennsylvania Academy. His final award for a landscape was
the Carnegie Prize for Surf at Skagden (unlocated) at the National Academy of Design in 1919.
Carlsen ventured into many forms of landscape, but what particularly attracted him were lyrical
forest views and evocative marine pictures. He had begun his career with marine painting and
the various effects of this genre continued to inspire him—the colors of the sea, the reflections
of light, the breaking waves, and often the interaction with clouds. Typical of his mature marines
are such pictures as Surf Breaking of 1911 (plate 31) and Summer Clouds of circa 1912 (plate 28),
8

There has occasionally been a “suggestion” that Carlsen had set out for Old Lyme, Connecticut, in order to reach the major
art colony already in place there. However, it has been said that instead he asked the ticket seller for passage to Lime Rock,
which is a suburb or “parcel” of the very small village of Falls Church, and that is how Carlsen wound up in that town. This
cannot be confirmed. This was proposed by Carlsen’s son, the artist Dines Carlsen, and appears in American Impressionism
(New York, NY: Owen Gallery), 1 November –17 December 1994.
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Figure 2
Wood Interior,
presumed study for Afternoon Sunlight, circa 1911
Oil on board, 9 x 73/8 inches
Collection of Clyde Aspevig and Carol Guzman

with minimal planes of coastal sands or pounding
surf adjoining a vast infinity of sky, separated only
by a thin blue band of sea on the horizon.
Characteristic of his forest landscapes were the
constant upward striving toward the heavens and the
harmonious use of a limited color palette, landscapes
composed in the charming harmonies in “forest
cathedrals” of slender young beech trees that filter
the veiled sunlight through their leaves…a complete
elimination of other than an introduction of a limited palette, drawn often to the orange tones of
9

autumn. Though hardly the earliest, Afternoon Sunlight of circa 1911 (plate 1) is characteristic of
the best of these, a long alleyway of upright trees, stately bare trunks soaring heavenward, while
a flat ground plane leaves an easy, unbroken pathway into the distance. Wood Interior of the same
year is only more slightly dense (figure 2). In Early October of 1923 (plate 4) the soaring trees are
more casually viewed, and the distinct orange-yellow coloration offers seasonal identification.
At other times, too, Carlsen’s wood interiors appear more dense, less penetrable as in the earlier
Woodland Stream of circa 1912 (plate 38), though seldom as impassable as the very late Wood Pasture
of 1930 (figure 3) where cattle appear to bar the way even before the eye reaches the tightly packed
forest floor. An early, very beautiful anomaly is Carlsen’s small Mullein Stalks, Windham, Connecticut
of 1906 (plate 17) in which the tall thin stalks rise out of the orange-yellow ground plane and
silhouette against the light blue sky, an early example of the geometric precision and balance of
horizontal and vertical forms that characterize so many of his woodland scenes.
9

The finest analysis of Carlsen’s landscapes, their form and format and their underlying philosophy can be found in John
Steele, ”The Lyricism of Emil Carlsen,” International Studio, 88, October 1927, pages 53-60.
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Figure 3
The Wood Pasture, 1930
Oil on canvas, 58 x 50 inches
Collection of Clyde Aspevig and Carol Guzman

Even when Carlsen painted more panoramic landscapes
of northern Connecticut rather than his more intimate
wooded interiors, he endowed them with a quiet
harmony. Unlike many of his Impressionist colleagues,
Carlsen’s landscapes usually utilize a minimal range of
color—particularly soft greens and blues in an overall
atmospheric harmony, or occasionally an equally soft evening light with darker masses of trees
against a soft glow of the setting sun. Alternatively, pale yellow brown is a dominant tone in a
number of Carlsen’s flatter, more planar landscapes, often with only one or two small compact
trees breaking a low horizon. Carlsen’s landscape aesthetic is often something of an amalgam of
Impressionism and Tonalism, characteristic of some of the other painters of western Connecticut
in the early twentieth century—not only Weir, but John Twachtman, Leonard Ochtman, and
others, in contrast to the rainbows of colors associated with other great Impressionist masters
such as Childe Hassam. While the tonalities of some of Carlsen’s broader landscapes offer
comparison, too, to the work of Willard Metcalf, these were the latter’s later views when he
was painting in northern New England, usually encompassing broad scopes of land rather than
Carlsen’s limited scenes.
At the height of the enthusiasm for Carlsen’s landscapes the two characteristics that his admirers
10

most often evoked were the lyricism of his pictures and their spirituality. His critics were not
incorrect. Carlsen generally avoided clashing contrasts of colors or light and shade, preferring a
harmonious whole even at the expense of drama. And though Carlsen shared some characteristics
with the Impressionists, like his closest colleague and friend, J. Alden Weir, Carlsen chose a degree
10

Steele, op. cit., page 58. See also Kathleen Pyne, Art and the Higher Life. Painting and Evolutionary Thought in Late NineteenthCentury America (Austin, University of Texas Press, 1996), page 286.
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of stylization that allies his scenes with a degree of symbolism and universality. The majority of
Carlsen’s landscapes aimed toward a unified view, naturalistically inspired, rather than capturing a
specific time or place.
And while it was during these years in the Connecticut countryside that Carlsen began to produce
these large, beautifully colored, tonal landscapes, lightly but brightly colored in an Impressionist
manner similar to those of Weir, at other times he concentrated upon quiet seascapes with the
emphasis upon billowing, rising clouds, perhaps most similar to the contemporary work of Charles
Davis working at the same time in Mystic, Connecticut, and in many ways not totally unrelated
to the pictures Carlsen produced at Skagen in Denmark. Within the general realm of landscape
painters, Carlsen was also much admired for his paintings in which the land itself played almost a
11

minimal part. Indeed, he was noted also as a painter of the sea, or rather the sea and sky.

Among the paintings devoted solely to sea and particularly to the combination of sea and sky,
12

with roiling, bursting cloud formations are Summer Light (plate 30) and The Heavens Are Telling
(Moonlight and Sea) (plate 9) painted around 1918 and almost surely products of visits to Skagen
before and after World War I.

13

11

“No. 6—Emil Carlsen, ‘Open Sea’,” Arthur Hoeber, “American Sea Painters, The Mentor, 1, 17 July 1913, pages 9-11.

12

In the literature, Summer Light is given the date 1915, a year World War I prevented Carlsen from revisiting Denmark,
although it reveals so completely Carlsen’s Skagen aesthetic that, if it were painted that year, it must surely be based upon
a visit to Denmark, perhaps begun the summer before. However, the painting bears no date, and in Elizabeth Mankin
Kornhauser, American Paintings Before 1945 in the Wadsworth Atheneum, (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1996), page
172, the painting is dated “circa 1913,” a summer in which Carlsen was in Skagen.

13

The Heavens Are Telling is almost a duplicate of Carlsen’s Moonlight on the Kattegat (private collection) of 1910, painted in
Skagen before the war. The Kattegat is the body of water to the west of Jutland; the Skagerrak is the sea to the north of
the peninsula. The Battle of Jutland, which took place primarily in the Skagerrak in May, 1916, was a major component in
changing the nature of naval battles in the course of modern military warfare.
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In any case, Carlsen’s native Denmark was never out of his thoughts, and Carlsen made numerous
visits back to his native land. This is especially significant in regard to his coastal landscapes,
since his visit home nearly always took him to the beautiful ocean front at Skagen, at the very
northern tip of the Jutland peninsula, which, from the later nineteenth century on, developed
as Scandinavia’s most prominent artists’ colony, and thus brought Carlsen into regular contact
with European artists, particularly though not exclusively Scandinavian. Carlsen is known to have
visited Skagen in 1877, 1890, and except for the war years 1914-1916, every year between 1908
and 1919, and again in 1922 and 1925. Many of these Skagen landscapes—and given his frequent
trips to his native Denmark they are fairly plentiful—are usually vertical in format, featuring an
extremely low, placid horizon with bursting white clouds above, almost obscuring the bright blue
of the sky. They also reinforced his focus upon sea and sky, since Skagen is surrounded by water
and, lying low, faces nowhere but into the firmament. Fascinating too is the contrast with his
characteristic Connecticut landscapes. These feature solid forms in which water is usually absent
and sky is minimal, and the palette is stronger, more varied, and more colorful.

— William H. Gerdts
William H. Gerdts is an American art historian and Professor Emeritus of Art History at the City
University of New York (CUNY) Graduate Center. Dr. Gerdts is the author of over twenty-five books
on American art. He is an expert on American Impressionism and is well known for his work on
nineteenth-century American still-life painting.
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EMIL CARLSEN:
An Overview of the Artist’s Life and Work
CARLSEN TODAY: A LOST REPUTATION RECOVERED
Today, outside a small group of traditional painters, art historians, and dealers, Danish-American
Impressionist/realist painter Søren Emile Carlsen’s (1848-1932) reputation is all but forgotten—in
extreme contrast to the nearly “rock star” status he once held with the public and his peers during
his lifetime. Carlsen was part of the circle of America’s best known painters, including William
Merritt Chase (1849-1916), Julian Alden Weir (1852-1919), Childe Hassam (1859-1935), and John
Henry Twachtman (1853-1902). At his height, Carlsen’s paintings commanded the equivalent
1

of as much as $85,000 per canvas— in today’s money—during the early 20th century. Perhaps
it was the Dane’s loner demeanor or his obsessive focus on the making of art that contributed
to the eclipse of his reputation with the public. But, it is because of these traits that Carlsen
has reached near hero status among today’s traditional painters and collectors. Fewer than
one hundred museums and institutions in the United States own works by Carlsen, with the

1

Price based on the sale of Emil Carlsen’s most famous and one of his personally favorite paintings, The Picture of Thibet
[sic], circa 1920, which sold in 1923 for $6,000 USD. According to “Inflation calculator” DollarTimes.com, $6,000 USD in
1923 equals $85,715.50 in 2017. Updated (unknown). Accessed 3 April 2017. http://www.dollartimes.com/inflation/inflation.
php?amount=3000&year=1921. Carlsen at his financial height in the 1920s would also decline to sell work, especially if he
intended the work for his wife, Luella May Carlsen, as mentioned, for example, in the letter “Emil Carlsen letter to Mrs.
Maynard apologizing about work not for sale” provided by National Academy of Design, New York, New York, October 28,
1921.” Emil Carlsen Archives. Updated 3 April 2017. Accessed 3 April 2017. http://emilcarlsen.org/portfolio/emil-carlsenletter-to-mrs-maynard-apologizing-about-work-not-for-sale-provided-by-national-academy-of-design-new-york-nyoctober-28-1921.
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2

remaining production of the artist held in private hands. For artists today, Carlsen embodies the
quintessential “artist’s artist.”

CARLSEN BY THE NUMBERS
Throughout Carlsen’s more than seventy-year career, he produced an estimated 1,100 to 1,200
3

works and sketches, or an average of one canvas per week. Today, Carlsen is most known as a
still-life painter but, of the 887 catalogued examples of his work, 447 are landscapes, 209 are
4

waterscapes and only 313 are still-life, with the remaining split between portrait and genre.
2

The number of museums and institutions known to have a work by Emil Carlsen was compiled by the Emil Carlsen
Archives, a site dedicated to cataloging the artist’s complete work. “Indexes: Museum & Institutions.” Emil Carlsen Archives
(emilcarlsen.org). Updated 21 February 2017. Accessed 3 April 2017. http://emilcarlsen.org/museum-institution-index. The
actual number as of the time of access was 95 museums and institutions.

3

Estimated number of works produced by Emil Carlsen is based on known works, 887 at the time of this writing, as cataloged
by the Emil Carlsen Archives (ECA - http://emilcarlsen.org), and the fact that there are approximately 250 oil sketches
that were sold at the death of his son’s wife, who inherited Emil Carlsen’s works, of which only a small number have been
cataloged by the ECA. The known works plus the unknown oil sketches equal approximately 1,137. If an estimated 10% is
added to the amount of work that will never be known or was not known as of the time of this writing, the amount would
equal approximately 1,250 total works.

4

Due to there being no books in print on Carlsen, and one of the few books/catalogs available on the secondary market on
the artist focuses on his still-life work, it has by default become what the artist is currently known for. He was at various
times in his life known as a painter of landscape and marines by newspapers and various obituary biographers, depending
on what he had produced most recently for a particular exhibition or what type of work most impacted the obituary writer.
Numbers listed are as of the writing of this essay and based on the categories assigned by the Emil Carlsen Archives (ECA http://emilcarlsen.org).
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Carlsen’s most popular still-lifes were produced from about 1912 until his death in 1932, with the
5

bulk from the early 1920s, exploring exotic orientalia themes, popular during the Art Deco era. Of
Carlsen’s landscape work, a third are forests and trees with the remaining works representing lakes,
6

dunes, falls, hills, and exterior architecture. Carlsen’s waterscapes focus on the meeting of sea and
7

land in his surf pictures, which are close to half of his output. The final seascapes are calm mid8

seas, rough mid-seas, ships, and the city of Venice as a subject.

CULTURE AND INFLUENCES
Emil Carlsen’s Danish heritage and his ability to absorb influences around him would shape
his work and career. Søren Emile Carlsen (more commonly known in the U.S. as Emil Carlsen)
was born in Copenhagen on 19 October 1848, and baptized a month later in Helligåndskirken,
9

Copenhagen, Denmark. He was the son of upper middle-class grocer, Carl Adolph Junius Carlsen

5

Popularity here is determined by the price that buyers are willing to pay for Carlsen’s works. Between about 1920 and 1923,
Carlsen’s works reached some of the highest prices within his lifetime. Of his still-lifes, about 13% represent orientalia, 7%
feature fish, 16% depict game, 19% are floral, and the final 45% feature kitchen themes of fruits, vegetables, and cookware of
ceramic and metalware. Based on the categories of the Emil Carlsen Archives (ECA – http://emilcarlsen.org) at the time of
this writing, 3 April 2017.

6

Based on the categories of the Emil Carlsen Archives (ECA - http://emilcarlsen.org) at the time of this writing, 3 April 2017.

7

Ibid.

8

Ibid.

9

Emil Carlsen lied about his birth date. In 2006, Danish art historian Kim Lykke Jensen located Emil Carlsen’s baptismal
records in Denmark. The document is reproduced on the Emil Carlsen Archives (ECA - http://emilcarlsen.org). “Emil
Carlsen birth records from Denmark.” Emil Carlsen Archives. Updated 3 April 2017. Accessed 3 April 2017. http://
emilcarlsen.org/portfolio/emil-carlsen-birth-records-from-denmark-provided-by-kim-lykke-jensen-art-historian-andauthor-denmark-2006.
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10

(1815-?) and housewife and hobbyist floral painter, Ane Dorothea Raa (1813-1887). Emil was a
middle child with two brothers: Janus Michael Carlsen (1843-1917), the artist’s older brother, and
Carl Christian Edvard Otto Carlsen (1855-1917), the artist’s younger brother, who would become a
11

famous painter in his own right.

Carlsen’s father wanted his son to study law after his primary schooling at Westenske Institute
12

(also known as Bohrs Latinskole) on Nørregade. But, upon turning eighteen, Emil turned down
an apprenticeship with a lawyer to study architecture at the Technical Institute of Copenhagen
under J. A. Stillmann (1822-1875) and at the Royal Academy of Art (Kunstakademiet) from 1866 to
13

1869 under Ferdinand Meldahl (1827-1908). While at the Royal Academy of Art, Carlsen changed
14

his focus to painting and sought out Danish marine-painter Christian Blache (1838-1920).

Carlsen’s early marine painting owed much to Blache’s tutelage, especially his work between 1870
and 1881. The paintings shared Blache’s simplified, stiff, blocky ships as well as the muted midtone color palette for the sea and sky.
Graduating from the Academy, Emil moved into his own apartment about 300 feet from where he
15

grew up. He spent his time painting alongside his cousin, Viggo Johansen (1851-1935), who would
10

Soren Emil Carlsen: Skagensmaleren fra Manhattan (Soren Emil Carlsen: The Skagen Painter from Manhattan) by Kim Lykke
Jensen (Gylling, Denmark: Narayana Press, 2008). Original and translation of the book available at the Emil Carlsen
Archives (ECA - http://emilcarlsen.org). Updated 30 January 2015. Accessed 3 April 2017. http://emilcarlsen.org/portfolio/
soren-emil-carlsen-the-hammershoi-of-manhattan-by-kim-lykke-jensen-narayana-press-gylling-denmark-2008

11

Ibid.

12

Ibid.

13

Ibid.

14

Ibid.

15

Ibid. Google Maps was also used for reference. A picture of Emil Carlsen’s childhood apartment can be seen on the website
of the Emil Carlsen Archives. “Emil Carlsen: Timeline.” Emil Carlsen Archives. Updated 8 October 2016. Accessed 3 April
2017. http://emilcarlsen.org/painting-timeline.
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16

become one of the most famous Danish artists of his time. The two would often paint landscapes
and marines along the coasts of Denmark together. Carlsen’s work would borrow Viggo’s use of
pure white highlight on water and waves, something not prevalent in his previous mentor Blache’s
work. Emil would also adopt a lighter and brighter palette under Viggo’s influence, which can be
seen in several of Carlsen’s marine paintings from 1870 and 1871.
Emil’s mother, as the wife of a businessman, was able to afford artistic training for herself from the
17

Danish master floral painter I. L. Jensen (1800-1856). Jensen was one of the few artists willing
to teach women in Copenhagen. Emil watched his mother paint, and she may have even taught
her son the basics. Her style, following Jensen’s style, was tight and precise. Some of the earliest
known examples of Emil Carlsen’s paintings are of flowers dating from 1870, painted when he was
twenty-two years old. The works are loose and painterly, a departure from his mother’s style and
probably owing more to his university training.
In 1871, at the age of twenty-three, Carlsen was of legal military age and served in the Danish army.
18

After serving his year and fulfilling his obligation, Carlsen left for America. Emil Carlsen came
19

to America, arriving in New York City in 1872 at the age of twenty-four. He almost immediately

16

Soren Emil Carlsen: Skagensmaleren fra Manhattan (Soren Emil Carlsen: The Skagen Painter from Manhattan) by Kim Lykke
Jensen (Gylling, Denmark: Narayana Press, 2008). Original and translation of the book available at the Emil Carlsen
Archives (ECA - http://emilcarlsen.org). Updated 30 January 2015. Accessed 3 April 2017. http://emilcarlsen.org/portfolio/
soren-emil-carlsen-the-hammershoi-of-manhattan-by-kim-lykke-jensen-narayana-press-gylling-denmark-2008
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Ibid.

18

Ibid.

19

Quiet Magic: The Still-Life Paintings of Emil Carlsen by Vance Jordan Fine Art with essay by Ulrich W. Hiesinger
(New York, NY, 1999), page 12, footnote 14. A complete copy is available on the Emil Carlsen Archives website
(ECA - http://emilcarlsen.org).

25

20

traveled to Boston to accept a job as a mechanical draftsman with an architectural firm. Emil left
the job to open a mechanical drawing school with a partner, but it failed and Emil returned to his
21

original job with the architectural firm.

22

The earliest known Carlsen landscape featuring a tree is from this time, dated 1873. The work’s
look follows the techniques and palette of Carlsen’s earlier mentors Blache and Johansen—light
mid-tone and frosted with white. It stands in stark contrast to his next earliest known tree
painting in 1880, which was created using dark brown tones, making it hard to believe it is from
the same artist.
Leaving the architectural firm once again, Carlsen began to work for Danish marine painter
23

Laurits Bernhard Holst (1848-1934), who had immigrated to America only a few years earlier.
Carlsen’s marine painting would take on a more dramatic and dynamic nature in both drawing and
coloration. Emil’s work became less blocky and stiff and his perspective drawing improved greatly.
Carlsen’s color palette developed greater distances between dark and light tones, which can be seen
in his 1877 Boston marine paintings.
Always restless, Emil met the sculptor Leonard Wells Volk (1828-1895) who offered him a job
24

teaching drawing at the newly formed Chicago Art Institute. While the work was good and steady,
on the advice of painter Lawrence Carmichael Earle (1845-1921), Emil went back to Europe to
25

study, first returning to Denmark and then on to Paris in 1875 for six months. In France, Carlsen
20

Ibid, page 12.

21

Ibid, page 13.

22

Based on the categories of the Emil Carlsen Archives (ECA - http://emilcarlsen.org) at the time of this writing, 3 April 2017.
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Quiet Magic: The Still-Life Paintings of Emil Carlsen, page 12.

24

Ibid, page 13.

25

Ibid.
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attended several private art schools, including the Académie Julian, and he frequented the city’s
26

many museums.

Emil returned to the United States in early 1876, staying in New York City briefly before heading
27

back to Boston. The Boston School style of painting affected the young Dane, empowering him to
use an even more extreme range between his dark and light tones. It is during this time that Emil
would once again pick up still-life painting.
Boston was a struggle financially for Carlsen. It forced him to stop painting to work for various
28

engravers including Stephen Alonzo Schoff (1818-1904). After a few years, he had paid all his
debts and saved up some money to open his own small painting and teaching atelier. It was at this
29

point that Emil Carlsen stopped using his first name Søren.

The following years in Boston, Emil saw growing success among both critics and art buyers with
30

his still-lifes, attracting the notice of art dealer T. J. Blakeslee of New York. Blakeslee struck a deal
31

with Carlsen to send him to Paris to paint floral still-lifes. While in Paris, in addition to florals,
Carlsen would paint still-lifes of fish and game, selling them to other gallery owners and private
26

Soren Emil Carlsen: Skagensmaleren fra Manhattan (Soren Emil Carlsen: The Skagen Painter from Manhattan) by Kim Lykke
Jensen (Gylling, Denmark: Narayana Press, 2008). Original and translation of the book available at the Emil Carlsen
Archives (ECA - http://emilcarlsen.org). Updated January 30, 2015. Accessed 3 April 2017.

27

Ibid.

28

From an email (now lost) sent to the Emil Carlsen Archives from Jonathan Small, great-great grandson of the artist Stephen
Alonzo Schoff (1818-1904), 2013.
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Soren Emil Carlsen: Skagensmaleren fra Manhattan (Soren Emil Carlsen: The Skagen Painter from Manhattan) by Kim Lykke
Jensen (Gylling, Denmark: Narayana Press, 2008). Original and translation of the book available at the Emil Carlsen
Archives (ECA - http://emilcarlsen.org). Updated 30 January 2015. Accessed 3 April 2017.
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Quiet Magic: The Still-Life Paintings of Emil Carlsen, page 17.

31

Ibid.

27

32

collectors to supplement his income. Tired of painting floral works for Blakeslee after about two
years, Carlsen returned to New York City with new influences from Paris—including a lighter
Impressionist palette—which he would intermittently test.
33

In 1887, Emil was recruited to run the San Francisco Art Association School located in California.

In 1889, citing poor support and management, Carlsen would leave the school after only two years
but stay on in San Francisco for another year-and-a-half to teach privately in his studio.
34

Emil returned to New York in 1891 and made the move permanent. He busied himself painting
and teaching at the National Academy of Design. In 1896, Carlsen met his future wife, a young
model named Luella May Ruby, twenty years his junior. Art historian Susan G. Larkin posed, in
a symposium in May 2015, that this was the time when Emil Carlsen began to lie about his age
35

to shield against public talk about the age difference between himself and his new wife. At the
36

National Academy of Design Carlsen taught still-life and cast drawing classes.

Emil’s painting successes steadily grew thanks to his work with still-life. Carlsen experimented
greatly during this time, exploring classical influences and compositions inspired by his European
37

painting hero Chardin. Much has been written about Chardin’s influence on Carlsen. Over the
32

Ibid.
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Quiet Magic: The Still-Life Paintings of Emil Carlsen, page 18.

34

Ibid, page 20.

35

Insight and Inclusion: Expanding Visions of American Art, 20th Annual American Art Conference, 15-17 May 2015. “Pantry to
Parlor: The Still-life Painting of Emil Carlsen,” presented by Susan G. Larkin, 16 May 2015.

36

From teaching records of the National Academy of Design. Provided by the National Academy of Design to the Emil Carlsen
Archives, 2015.

37

Quiet Magic: The Still-Life Paintings of Emil Carlsen, page 14. Note also a connection to Chardin in Pots and Pans or Studies in
Still-Life Painting by Arthur Edwin Bye, 1921, pages 213-222.
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next few years, Emil worked with a lighter palette, moving away from the characteristically dark
backgrounds of the Boston School in favor of a Whistler-influenced grey-toned palette throughout
the early 1900s.
Emil Carlsen visited the artist colony of Old Lyme as well as Windham and Falls Village near
Canaan, Connecticut, popular artists’ destinations of the era. It was this new-found access to
nature and landscape that allowed Carlsen to paint forest, hills, and trees like those in his beloved
Denmark. Initially he stayed at friend Julian Alden Weir’s home in Windham but purchased an
38

adjoining property in 1905.

The year 1908 was extremely significant for Carlsen, who landed his first gallery and published a
39

working manifesto for students called “On Still Life Painting,” exploring his technique of using oil
and egg tempera. The newly opened Folsom Galleries (later called Bauer-Folsom Galleries) showed
40

waterscape, landscape, and still-life paintings by Carlsen.
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Quiet Magic: The Still-Life Paintings of Emil Carlsen, page 37.
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A copy of the painting “manifesto” by Carlsen can be found at the Emil Carlsen Archives website. Palette and Bench, “On
Still-Life Painting” by Emil Carlsen, October 1908, volume 1, issue 1, pages 6-8. http://emilcarlsen.org/portfolio/palette-andbench-on-still-life-painting-by-emil-carlsen-october-1908-volume-1-issue-1-pg-6-8/.
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Carlsen started to show at Folsom Galleries in 1908 as seen in the exhibition of 1908 at Bauer-Folsom Galleries, New York,
New York, “Paintings by Emil Carlsen and Sculpture by Clara Hill,” 6 March–10 April, in which he showed still-life. In 1909
at the Bauer-Folsom Galleries, New York, New York, “Paintings by Emil Carlsen,” 30 March–10 April showed Carlsen’s Venice
landscapes. In 1910 at the Bauer-Folsom Galleries, New York, New York, “Paintings by Emil Carlsen,” 5–11 March showed
Carlsen’s Maine marines and landscapes. The show travelled to the Buffalo Fine Arts Academy, Albright Art Gallery, Buffalo,
New York. “A Collection of Paintings and Sketches by Emil Carlsen Lent by the Folsom Galleries, New York, New York,”
18 March–13 April 1910 showed landscape and waterscape works from Carlsen. These exhibitions and more than 600 others
can be found on the Emil Carlsen Archive website at Indexes | Exhibition. http://emilcarlsen.org/exhibition-index.
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After 1910, Carlsen had switched galleries, opting for the more established William Macbeth
41

Galleries. Carlsen’s reputation and success grew, and in the early 1910s through the 1920s Carlsen
was idolized by colleagues, students, and the public, having achieved a unique artistic expression
that mixed realism and Impressionism. His work was meticulously drafted, used layered color,
followed traditional light over dark methods, and lyrically adopted color themes for each work. But,
by the mid-1920s, tastes and styles had started to change, and Carlsen’s tight adherence to careful
42

draughtsmanship seemed out-of-date and old-fashioned. The public had moved on and was
looking for a looser, more modern approach.
Carlsen would sell through several other galleries including Ferargil Gallery, Grand Central
Galleries, and directly at auction with The Anderson Galleries in an effort to afford his family a
43

comfortable life amidst his lessening influence.

Carlsen taught art throughout his career, including in his own private ateliers in New York, San
Francisco, Boston, and Connecticut; Gotham Art Students, New York; Cowles Art School, Boston;
Art Students League of New York City; The New York Academy of Art; The National Academy
of Art; California School of Design; San Francisco School of Design; Art Students League of San
Francisco; Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts; the Art Institute of Chicago; and Wellesley College,
44

Boston. He also was part of many juries including the prestigious Carnegie Institute’s exhibitions.
41

Carlsen’s first show with Macbeth Galleries, New York, New York, appears to have been from 1911 called “A Group of Thirty
Selected Paintings,” 2-15 February 1910, in which he showed a work called Midsummer Storm.

42

Even though Carlsen’s works were at their height in price and in demand, according to various newspaper articles and art
critics, his work was described as “old-fashioned” even as early as the 1910s. There are more than 500 articles that mention
Emil Carlsen on the Emil Carlsen Archives website under References | Newspapers (ECA - http://emilcarlsen.org).
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See Emil Carlsen Archives for more than 600 exhibitions of the artist’s work (ECA - http://emilcarlsen.org).
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See Emil Carlsen Archives page outline for a list of Emil Carlsen’s students at Indexes | Students. http://emilcarlsen.org/
student-index.
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Emil’s work was part of more than 450 exhibitions within his lifetime and another 200 plus
45

exhibitions after his death. He won several top honors and medals and was part of several clubs
46

47

and organizations. At the age of 84 years old, Emil Carlsen died in 1932.

CARLSEN’S TECHNIQUE: PHASES OF TECHNICAL DEVELOPMENT
What makes Emil Carlsen a near hero to traditional painters and collectors today was the artist’s
ability to synthesize traditional and modern styles and techniques and express them into a single
poetic expression, while avoiding gimmicks or forced subjects. Most painters of the era held fast to
48

the style and methods of their early training, but Carlsen’s work continually evolved.

PHASE ONE
Carlsen had what could be described as at least five distinct bodies of work throughout his life.
The first, his Danish marine phase, used traditional thin glazes applied with fine soft brushes
over a brown or grey grisaille, popularized by artists such as the Dutch master Johannes
Vermeer. It was slow, methodical, stiff, and tight, developed in a studio from sketches from life
and applied to the canvas.
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See Emil Carlsen Archives for more than 600 exhibitions of the artist’s work (ECA - http://emilcarlsen.org).

46

See Emil Carlsen Archives for a list of awards and a list of clubs and organizations that Carlsen belonged to at the website
http://emilcarlsen.org.

47

See the list of Emil Carlsen’s obituaries at Emil Carlsen Archives (ECA - http://emilcarlsen.org) under References |
Newspapers.
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For a similar thesis, view this author’s essay for the traveling exhibition On the Cusp: Realism’s Transition to Impressionism in
the Landscapes of America and Beyond, Greenwich Winter Antique Show, Old Greenwich, Connecticut, 2-4 December 2016,
and Art, Design & Antiques Show, New York, New York, 20-22 January 2017, by David Smernoff and Bill Indursky, published
in 2016.
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Based on a study of hundreds of images of the artist’s work and a review of actual works since 2008.
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PHASE TWO
The second phase began with Carlsen’s first trip to France and on meeting Boston School artist
William Merritt Chase, when Carlsen first arrived in America. The method used brown grisaille
underpaint applied thinly from dark to light tones. Then color was glazed over select portions
of the grisaille with a final thick layer of highlight paint applied, revealing the brushstrokes. The
brushes were usually stiffer for the final highlight to match the paint consistency. Drawing was
often done freely from life in oil sketches that were then used as reference when developing the
final work in the studio. Carlsen’s early still-lifes reflect this methodology.

PHASE THREE
The third phase was influenced by the French Impressionists. It used thin, dark, sketchy
underpaint to draw from life or a pencil drawing transfer, which Carlsen favored. Thicker pure
mixed color areas were applied wet-in-wet over the entire canvas surface, leaving only hints of the
under sketch peeking through. This technique can be seen to be used by Carlsen in the early 1900s
and 1910s. Emil, perhaps influenced by James MacNeil Whistler, explored many grey compositions
during this period.

PHASE FOUR
The fourth phase was influenced by American Impressionists such as Julian Alden Weir (18521919) and Childe Hassam (1859-1935), where white was added to all later colors or dragged over the
partially dried, previously painted layers of thinner pure colors. This phase is the one that Emil
Carlsen is most associated with and usually can be seen in his work throughout the 1910s and
1920s. Carlsen favored the drag method of light bright colors with white added over the pure thin
semi-dry overall paint below. Carlsen would experiment with the drag effect, testing and writing an
essay on the addition of egg whites/egg tempera to the top layer of paint. He created thick, sticky
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textures using small and medium semi-stiff brushes gently dragged and paint built up to create
effects like forest floor textures.

PHASE FIVE
Carlsen would keep many of these techniques, eventually blending them into his own unique final
fifth phase, which occurred from the 1920s until his death in 1932. It started with careful pencil
drawings made from life, mostly sight-size, and then transferred to a lightly toned brown canvas.
From phase two, Carlsen would paint from life small oil sketches for color and mood reference.
When Carlsen’s son’s wife died, more than 250 small color sketches by Emil were sold as part of
her estate. The small oil sketches can be seen against many of their final finished works, which
generally were larger and more finely finished. From phase four, Carlsen would prefer to apply thin,
pure, bright color areas over most of the canvas surface. Then he would drag white or colors with
white over the semi-dry previous layer creating a greyed harmonized effect.

PALETTE AND MATERIALS
Carlsen was a member of the prestigious Salmagundi Club in New York City. The club owns one
50

of Emil Carlsen’s original painting palettes, affording artists today the ability to see what colors
Carlsen used and how he arranged his paints. The palette is toned dark but this is typical of
palettes of the era. Artists prefer to tone their canvas and palette similarly to aid in color mixing
but most of Emil’s canvases appear to have been toned with a warm middle to light brown.
Carlsen favored the earth-based paints, which he recommended to students in his manifesto “On
Still-Life Painting” as follows:
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Images of Carlsen’s palette can be found on the Emil Carlsen Archive website (ECA - http://emilcarlsen.org).
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“A very good palette for students is as follows, Zinc White, Yellow Ochre, Raw Sienna,
Light Red, Burnt Sienna, Ivory Black and Permanent Blue, to which later can added
Vermilion, Madder Lake, Light and Orange Cadmium and Verte Emeraude. The first
seven colors are enough for most studies and it is a very good plan to finish a few
paintings strictly with these; if the values are observed the picture will be in harmony.”
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There are conservation notes from the Corcoran Gallery of Art describing the ground of one
of Carlsen’s most famous works, The Picture from Thibet [sic], 1920 (plate 19), that refutes the
assumption of any real canvas preparation:
Carlsen appears to have painted on an un-primed fabric; if any overall
ground was applied, it soaked into the fabric and is now virtually invisible,
even under magnification. All the paint appears to have been mixed with
white, so it is generally opaque. It was applied with much variation in
thickness, ranging from thin layers that barely cover the texture of the openweave canvas, to thickly-applied areas that mask the canvas texture and
show the marks left by the brush. In a few places (in the tabletop, to the right
of the cup, for example), the paint appears to have been intentionally rubbed
or scraped by the artist, perhaps to give a livelier surface.
The artist began the painting by applying an ivory-colored paint over most
of the fabric; the layer was thinly applied and barely covered the openweave (and probably un-primed) fabric. The artist then used pencil and
51

A copy of the painting “manifesto” by Carlsen can be found at the Emil Carlsen Archives website. Emil Carlsen, “On Still-Life
Painting,” Palette and Bench, October 1908, volume 1, issue 1, pages 6-8. http://emilcarlsen.org/portfolio/palette-and-benchon-still-life-painting-by-emil-carlsen-october-1908-volume-1-issue-1-pg-6-8/
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fine lines of blue paint to carefully draw in the design. Some passages of the
patterned textile background were left at this stage, while other parts of
the background received additional applications of paint, wet-into-wet. The
still life objects were carried to a greater degree of finish and in these areas
the paint is generally thicker and more blended than in the background. The
artist appears to have intentionally rubbed some of the paint, perhaps to
expose colors below. One or two small touches of pencil appear on top of the
paint (at the edge of the cup and along the line of the table).
Under ultraviolet light greenish fluorescence in parts of the textile that acts as
52

the background suggests the artist may have added some resin to his paint.

What is clear is that interest in Carlsen is growing, propelled by today’s traditional artists,
collectors, dealers, and art historians. It is for this reason that a new traveling exhibition on Emil
Carlsen by the Yellowstone Museum is even more timely and exciting.

— William Eric Indursky
William Eric Indursky is Director of the Emil Carlsen Archives, a comprehensive online resource
of information and imagery relating to the artist Emil Carlsen.
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Note from the Corcoran Gallery of Art’s website under conservation notes of Emil Carlsen: The Picture of Thibet [sic],
1920, accessed 2014. The Corcoran Gallery has since closed and its collections are under the stewardship of the National
Gallery of Art.
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Plates
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Plate 1
Afternoon Sunlight, circa 1911
Oil on canvas mounted on board
29 x 23 inches
Collection of Clyde Aspevig and Carol Guzman
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Plate 2
Baldhead Cliff, York, Maine, circa 1914
Oil on canvas mounted on aluminum
453/8 x 401/4 inches
Mead Art Museum, Amherst College, gift of George D. Pratt (class of 1893)
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Plate 3
The Canal, circa 1914
Oil on canvas
151/4 x 18 inches
Reading Public Museum, Reading, Pennsylvania (1931.19.1)
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Plate 4
Early October, 1923
Oil on canvasboard
201/4 x 16 inches
Collection of Chip Perry
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Plate 5
The Fan, circa 1919
Oil on canvas
18 x 181/8 inches
Art Gallery of Ontario, Toronto, Ontario, Canada; bequest of Gerald Ross Larkin (61/4)

42

Reproduction of image prohibited.

Plate 6
The Farm: A Sketch, circa 1919
Oil on panel
23/4 x 35/8 inches
Collection of Christopher and Simone Mailman
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Plate 7
Foothills, circa 1907
Oil on canvas
12 x 16 inches
Heckscher Museum of Art, Huntington, New York
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Plate 8
Haystacks, 1892
Oil on canvas
7 x 9 inches
Collection of Clyde Aspevig and Carol Guzman
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Plate 9
The Heavens Are Telling, a.k.a., Moonlight and Sea, circa 1918
Oil on canvas
315/8 x 371/2 inches
Huntington Museum of Art (1967.1.47, gift of Ruth Wood Dayton)
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Plate 10
Hemlock Grove Study, circa 1930
Oil on board
63/8 x 81/4 inches
Collection of Christopher and Simone Mailman
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Plate 11
Study for Hillside Landscape, circa 1905
Oil on board
51/2 x 71/4 inches
Collection of Thomas Minckler and Abigail Hornik
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Plate 12
Landscape Study, circa 1931
Oil on board
3 x 41/4 inches
Collection of Christopher and Simone Mailman
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Plate 13
Landscape with Tree, circa 1912
Oil on board
51/2 x 71/4 inches
Collection of Christopher and Simone Mailman
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Plate 14
Late Fall Day in Windham, 1930
Oil on canvas
245/8 x 295/8 inches
William Benton Museum of Art, Storrs, Connecticut
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Plate 15
Long Island Sand Dunes, circa 1909
Oil on canvas
15 x 18 inches
Collection of Clyde Aspevig and Carol Guzman
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Plate 16
Moonlight Landscape, circa 1900
Oil on canvas
25 x 301/16 inches
Washington County Museum of Fine Arts, Hagerstown, Maryland;
gift of Sidney Alfred Levyne, Baltimore, Maryland (#A1759, 73.0011)

53

Plate 17
Mullein Stalks, Windham, Connecticut, 1906
Oil on panel
81/2 x 6 inches
Eastern Connecticut State University, Willimantic, Connecticut
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Plate 18
Nichols’ Rock, Ogunquit, Maine, a.k.a., Morning, 1920
Oil on canvas board
51/2 x 61/2 inches
Collection of Thomas Minckler and Abigail Hornik
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Plate 19
The Picture from Thibet, 1920
Oil on canvas
383/16 x 271/8 inches
National Gallery of Art, Corcoran Collection (Bequest of James Parmelee, 2014.136.63)
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Plate 20
Pitcher with Pears, circa 1874
Oil on canvas
131/4 x 211/4 inches
Collection of Clyde Aspevig and Carol Guzman
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Plate 21
Richmond Bridge in Spring (London), 1899
Oil on panel
113/4 x 14 inches
Collection of Clyde Aspevig and Carol Guzman
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Plate 22
Road on the Headland, circa 1920
Oil on board
51/2 x 61/2 inches
Collection of Thomas Minckler and Abigail Hornik
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Plate 23
Sailboat on the Sea, circa 1917
Oil on board
57/8 x 71/4 inches
Collection of Thomas Minckler and Abigail Hornik
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Plate 24
Sea and Rocks, 1930
Oil on board
9 x 123/4 inches
Collection of Clyde Aspevig and Carol Guzman
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Plate 25
Springtime, 1915
Oil on canvas
20 x 25 inches
Collection of Frederic Thaler and Kathleen Mooney
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Plate 26
Still Life—Brass Bowl, Copper Coffee Pot and Pigeons, circa 1894
Oil on canvas
22 x 323/4 inches
Collection of Patrick and Shelley Gilligan
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Plate 27
Study in Grey, 1906
Oil on canvas
34 x 38 inches
Dallas Museum of Art, Dallas, Texas;
Munger Fund (1926.1.M)
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Plate 28
Summer Clouds, circa 1912
Oil on canvas
391/4 x 45 inches
Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania;
Joseph E. Temple Fund (1913.5)
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Plate 29
Summer Evening, 1904
Oil on canvas
16 x 20 inches
Collection of Thomas Minckler and Abigail Hornik
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Plate 30
Summer Light, 1915
Oil on canvas
40 x 30 inches
Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art, Hartford, Connecticut;
gift of Mrs. Augustus Gerdes
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Plate 31
Surf Breaking, 1911
Oil on canvas
391/2 x 481/8 inches
Frye Art Museum, Seattle, Washington;
Charles and Emma Frye Collection, 1952.022
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Plate 32
Surf—Rocks and Water, circa 1909
Oil on canvas
85/8 x 12 inches
Huntington Museum of Art
(1967.1.46, gift of Ruth Wood Dayton)

69

Reproduction of image prohibited.

Plate 33
Tree Study, circa 1920
Oil on canvasboard
57/8 x 4 inches
Collection of Christopher and Simone Mailman
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Plate 34
Untitled (Seascape), not dated
Oil on canvasboard
45/8 x 51/2 inches
Collection of Christopher and Simone Mailman
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Plate 35
Untitled (Seven Trees), circa 1902
Oil on canvasboard
10 x 12 inches
Collection of Christopher and Simone Mailman
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Plate 36
White Bowl and Apples, circa 1874
Oil on canvas
13 x 21 inches
Collection of Clyde Aspevig and Carol Guzman
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Plate 37
Wood Interior, presumed study for Afternoon Sunlight, circa 1911
Oil on board
9 x 73/8 inches
Collection of Clyde Aspevig and Carol Guzman
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Plate 38
Woodland Stream, circa 1912
Oil on canvas
22 x 17 inches
Collection of Clyde Aspevig and Carol Guzman
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Plate 39
Kenyan Cox (1856-1919)
Emil Carlsen, 1905
Oil on canvas
30 x 251/8 inches
National Academy of Design, New York, New York

76

Exhibition Checklist
Afternoon Sunlight, circa 1911
Oil on canvas mounted on board
29 x 23 inches
Collection of Clyde Aspevig and Carol Guzman
Baldhead Cliff, York, Maine, circa 1914
Oil on canvas mounted on aluminum
453/8 x 401/4 inches
Mead Art Museum, Amherst College,
gift of George D. Pratt (class of 1893)
The Canal, circa 1914
Oil on canvas
151/4 x 18 inches
Reading Public Museum,
Reading, Pennsylvania (1931.19.1)
Early October, 1923
Oil on canvasboard
201/4 x 16 inches
Collection of Chip Perry
The Fan, circa 1919
Oil on canvas
18 x 181/8 inches
Art Gallery of Ontario, Toronto, Ontario, Canada;
bequest of Gerald Ross Larkin (61/4)
The Farm: A Sketch, circa 1919
Oil on panel
23/4 x 35/8 inches
Collection of Christopher and Simone Mailman
Foothills, circa 1907
Oil on canvas
12 x 16 inches
Heckscher Museum of Art,
Huntington, New York

77

Haystacks, 1892
Oil on canvas
7 x 9 inches
Collection of Clyde Aspevig and Carol Guzman

Long Island Sand Dunes, circa 1909
Oil on canvas
15 x 18 inches
Collection of Clyde Aspevig and Carol Guzman

The Heavens Are Telling,
a.k.a., Moonlight and Sea, circa 1918
Oil on canvas
315/8 x 371/2 inches
Huntington Museum of Art
(1967.1.47, gift of Ruth Wood Dayton)

Moonlight Landscape, circa 1900
Oil on canvas
25 x 301/16 inches
Washington County Museum of Fine Arts,
Hagerstown, Maryland; gift of Sidney Alfred Levyne,
Baltimore, Maryland (#A1759, 73.0011)

Hemlock Grove Study, circa 1930
Oil on board
63/8 x 81/4 inches
Collection of Christopher and Simone Mailman

Mullein Stalks, Windham, Connecticut, 1906
Oil on panel
81/2 x 6 inches
Eastern Connecticut State University,
Willimantic, Connecticut

Study for Hillside Landscape, circa 1905
Oil on board
51/2 x 71/4 inches
Collection of Thomas Minckler and Abigail Hornik
Landscape Study, circa 1931
Oil on board
3 x 41/4 inches
Collection of Christopher and Simone Mailman
Landscape with Tree, circa 1912
Oil on board
51/2 x 71/4 inches
Collection of Christopher and Simone Mailman
Late Fall Day in Windham, 1930
Oil on canvas
40 x 50 inches
William Benton Museum of Art, Storrs, Connecticut

Nichols’ Rock, Ogunquit, Maine,
a.k.a., Morning, 1920
Oil on canvasboard
51/2 x 61/2 inches
Collection of Thomas Minckler and Abigail Hornik
The Picture from Thibet, 1920
Oil on canvas
383/16 x 271/8 inches
National Gallery of Art, Corcoran Collection
(Bequest of James Parmelee, 2014.136.63)
Pitcher with Pears, circa 1874
Oil on canvas
131/4 x 211/4 inches
Collection of Clyde Aspevig and Carol Guzman

78

Richmond Bridge in Spring (London), 1899
Oil on panel
113/4 x 14 inches
Collection of Clyde Aspevig and Carol Guzman
Road on the Headland, circa 1920
Oil on board
51/2 x 61/2 inches
Collection of Thomas Minckler and Abigail Hornik
Sailboat on the Sea, circa 1917
Oil on board
57/8 x 71/4 inches
Collection of Thomas Minckler and Abigail Hornik
Sea and Rocks, 1930
Oil on board
9 x 123/4 inches
Collection of Clyde Aspevig and Carol Guzman

Summer Clouds, circa 1912
Oil on canvas
391/4 x 45 inches
Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts,
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania;
Joseph E. Temple Fund (1913.5)
Summer Evening, 1904
Oil on canvas
16 x 20 inches
Collection of Thomas Minckler and Abigail Hornik
Summer Light, 1915
Oil on canvas
40 x 30 inches
Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art,
Hartford, Connecticut;
gift of Mrs. Augustus Gerdes

Springtime, 1915
Oil on canvas
20 x 25 inches
Collection of Frederic Thaler and Kathleen Mooney

Surf Breaking, 1911
Oil on canvas
391/2 x 481/8 inches
Frye Art Museum, Seattle, Washington;
Charles and Emma Frye Collection, 1952.022

Still Life – Brass Bowl, Copper Coffee Pot
and Pigeons, circa 1894
Oil on canvas
22 x 323/4 inches
Collection of Patrick and Shelley Gilligan

Surf—Rocks and Water, circa 1909
Oil on canvas
85/8 x 12 inches
Huntington Museum of Art
(1967.1.46, gift of Ruth Wood Dayton)

Study in Grey, 1906
Oil on canvas
34 x 38 inches
Dallas Museum of Art, Dallas, Texas;
Munger Fund (1926.1.M)

Tree Study, circa 1920
Oil on canvasboard
57/8 x 4 inches
Collection of Christopher and Simone Mailman
Untitled (Seascape), not dated
Oil on canvasboard
45/8 x 51/2 inches
Collection of Christopher and Simone Mailman

79

Untitled (Seven Trees), circa 1902
Oil on canvasboard
10 x 12 inches
Collection of Christopher and Simone Mailman
White Bowl and Apples, circa 1874
Oil on canvas
13 x 21 inches
Collection of Clyde Aspevig and Carol Guzman
Wood Interior,
presumed study for Afternoon Sunlight, circa 1911
Oil on board
9 x 73/8 inches
Collection of Clyde Aspevig and Carol Guzman
Woodland Stream, circa 1912
Oil on canvas
22 x 17 inches
Collection of Clyde Aspevig and Carol Guzman
Kenyan Cox (1856-1919)
Emil Carlsen, 1905
Oil on canvas
30 x 251/8 inches
National Academy Museum,
New York, New York

