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Foreword
In 1916, one hundred years before this second, revised edition of Drawn to
Yellowstone comes off the presses, the National Park Service was founded. One
of the initial actions taken by the agency’s first director, Stephen T. Mather,
was to reinvigorate aesthetic conservation, the philosophical notion that had
provided the fundamental underpinning of the Park’s founding. That concept,
particularly championed in Mather’s day by conservationist John Muir,
promoted the preservation of natural scenery for its own sake. Pictorial art
was the corporeal expression of that idea.
Mather celebrated the founding of the National Park Service by
organizing a monumental national parks conference. A prime component
of that conference was the presentation of a major loan exhibition at the
National Gallery of Art in Washington, D.C., related to Yellowstone National
Park and others in the system. It reified the profound commitment that
Mather had toward the aesthetic in nature and the role of art in public life.
And it is critical today, a century later, when Yellowstone and other parks
are interpreted largely as science laboratories, to reaffirm that pledge to the
essential worthiness of scenery, of sacred place, as vital to understanding the
genesis and sustainability of America’s first national park.
In 2002, the Autry National Center (known then as the Autry Museum of
Western Heritage) organized an expansive traveling exhibition of Yellowstone
art for which this book served as a catalogue. That exhibition came to the
Buffalo Bill Center of the West (known then as the Buffalo Bill Historical
Center), which is now responsible for publishing this new, revised edition of
the book. The present volume is shortened somewhat from the original and
concentrates on the first fifty years of art activity in the park, spanning the
decades between 1870 and 1930. The Center publishes this revised edition as
the first of a regular series of scholarly art publications emanating from the
Whitney Western Art Museum and known collectively as Whitney West. The
Center supports this publication in proud recognition of the many artists who
have, over the years, helped preserve the spirit of Yellowstone through their
creative work and in tribute to the National Park Service that so diligently
sustains the Park and its legacy.
Bruce B. Eldredge
Executive Director & CEO
Buffalo Bill Center of the West

Preface

[plate 1]

Albert Bierstadt
(b. Germany; 1830 – 1902)

The Last of the Buffalo, ca. 1888
Oil on canvas; 601/4 x 961/2 in.
Buffalo Bill Center of the West, Cody,
Wyoming. Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney
Trust Fund Purchase. 2.60

In 2014, more than a dozen years after the first edition of Drawn to Yellowstone
had gone out of print and the last iterations of the traveling exhibition it
spawned had disappeared, I came across a 2007 Smithsonian Press book
about the champion of American conservation, George Bird Grinnell, written
by the Montana historian Michael Punke. With the familiar, if somewhat
clichéd, western title of The Last Stand, the book nonetheless recorded a fresh
and compelling narrative of the Boone and Crockett Club’s monumental
efforts in the late 1880s to preserve the iconic symbol of the American
West, the bison. The animal’s numbers by that time had been reduced to a
miniscule remnant of about 250. The vast majority of those survivors were
resident in Yellowstone National Park, and they were being ravaged daily
by poachers against whom the park’s administrators, the U.S. Army, had no
meaningful legal recourse. This was a profoundly tragic and existential threat,
one whose countering would alter the very course of frontier, conservation,
and national park history.
Punke’s book focuses on Grinnell and his emergence as a conservationminded spokesman who, with the help of Theodore Roosevelt, founded the
Boone and Crockett Club in early 1888 and set a course that would eventually
lead to the National Park Protective Act (commonly known as the Lacey
Act) in 1894. The date that act was signed into law by President Grover
Cleveland signified a fundamental transformation in the vision of America’s
grand nature experiment. Punke writes that the year the park was founded,
1872, “marked the birth of Yellowstone as a place, but 1894 marked the birth of
Yellowstone as a commitment.”
Punke’s story, as brilliantly and convincingly as it was recounted, never
makes mention of artists. In fairness to the book’s mission though, there were
but a very few artists who played a role in this vital conservation episode.
Most, like Thomas Moran who visited the park in 1892 at the height of the
extermination saga, tended to focus on the park’s impressive scenery and exotic
grandeur. Moran seems to have been oblivious to park wildlife’s precarious
future. But two painters did respond directly to call for wildlife preservation in
the park. One was the painter and illustrator Frederic Remington who visited
the park in the summer of 1893 and rode with the superintendent and Boone
and Crockett Club member, Captain George Anderson, and his chief scout,
Felix Burgess, in search of poachers. Remington was an inveterate hunter,
though not a member of the Boone and Crockett Club. Upon his return from

Yellowstone, he wrote a story for Harper’s Weekly that he titled “Policing the
Yellowstone” in which he called attention to the Army’s efforts to counter the
depredations of the poachers and the vulnerability of the park’s bison herds.
Ironically, though, the article was not published until January 1895, eight
months after the Lacey Act was passed. It therefore served only to reinforce the
corrective measures recently enacted.
The other artist was the grand-manner landscape and history painter,
Albert Bierstadt. He too was a celebrated hunter, having in 1880 brought down
a record-sized bull moose. Because of the scale of this hunting achievement,
Bierstadt was invited to be a charter member of the Boone and Crockett Club.
Its first meeting took place in New York in January 1888, and its first matter of
business was to do everything in its power to avert the extinction of the bison
in Yellowstone.
Bierstadt had visited the park in 1881 and knew its scenery and wildlife
well. Unlike Remington, he was neither an illustrator nor a writer, so he
had to devise a means of expression that would conform to his talents and
disposition as a grand-manner painter. He chose to shape his message in the
form of two huge companion oil paintings, each of monumental scale and
each allegorical in nature. He titled them The Last of the Buffalo in 1889. The
larger of the two, though only slightly, is in the collections of the National
Gallery of Art (the Corcoran Collection). The other version [plate 1] was
given to the Whitney Western Art Museum, known then as Whitney Gallery
of Western Art, by Cornelius Vanderbilt Whitney in 1959 and is a signature
and summative work in the art holdings of the Buffalo Bill Center of the West,
which is responsible for producing the revised edition of this volume. The
painting represents elements of Plains Indian culture, Boone and Crocket
Club legacy, Yellowstone National Park history, the closing frontier and, of
course, masterworks of American art, all primary themes of the five museums
that comprise the Buffalo Bill Center of the West.
The Last of the Buffalo paintings were finished in early 1889. The National
Gallery’s version was engraved for public distribution, and was exhibited
at the Union League Club in New York. The second version was still being
worked on in mid-January when Bierstadt invited his friend, a companion
Yellowstone traveler from the 1881 trip and fellow charter member of the
Boone and Crockett Club, General William Tecumseh Sherman, to visit his
studio and opine on his latest buffalo tribute on canvas. The artist no doubt
wished Sherman to know that he had done his best to support the Club’s
cause of letting the world know of the near extermination of the bison in
North America. He may also have wanted Sherman to help him in his current,
and ultimately fruitless, lobbying campaign for the government to purchase
a group of major Yellowstone paintings that had been resident in the White
House since the Chester A. Arthur administration.
It is assumed, though there is no proof, that The Last of the Buffalo is a
Yellowstone scene. In fact, one critic for the New York World for March 10, 1889,

discussed the placement for the picture as a view of the Sweetwater River
with the east face of the Wind River Mountains in the distance. Yet that is
unlikely as the topography resembles much more one of the primary valleys
of Yellowstone, either the Hayden Valley (which Bierstadt most certainly
toured) or the Lamar Valley (which he could possibly have seen). In any
event, the scene was set in Wyoming Territory close enough to Yellowstone to
fit with the Boone and Crockett Club mission.
In the context of the ecological catastrophe that was unfolding in the
West at this time, Bierstadt’s response was appropriately magnanimous. He
was, above all things, after all, a grand manner history painter. Many of
his most magnificent landscapes were vaingloriously jingoistic, historical
trumpetings, and his tune did not change in this more figurative, though no
less nationalistic tribute. The Last of the Buffalo was pure allegory, an elaborate
metaphor for the end not only of the bison, but also the Indian and the
frontier West as a whole.
To understand the paintings more fully, as companion works that even
transcended the urgent need for public attention to and governmental
solutions for the impending bison extinction, it is important to consider
the Indian’s role in the unfolding narrative. Early biographers of Bierstadt
recognized the allegorical essence of the painting, but more recent art
historians have suggested that Bierstadt was ignorantly, perhaps even
maliciously, blaming the bison extinction on the Indians. Yet Bierstadt was
reckoning that both the buffalo and the Indian were experiencing the same
fate. Both were severely endangered, and one group of Indians, Chief Joseph’s
Nez Perce, had famously fled through Yellowstone National Park just a dozen
years earlier on their way to the Canadian border in hopes of escaping to
freedom. They, like the bison in the Park, were perilously close to extinction.
Bierstadt had, from his first forays into the West in 1859, been especially
enamored with the Native people of the West. He painted and photographed
numerous scenes of the Sioux along the Platte River. When he reached his
ultimate destination, the Wind River Mountains, he embraced the Shoshoni
Indians as subjects. He proudly incorporated them into his small studies
of those mountains and into his first western magnum opus, The Rocky
Mountains (The Metropolitan Museum of Art) of 1863. But his insertion of
Indians in this work soured him from continuing the practice. For while a few
critics claimed that the Indians were an appropriate and effective adjunct to
the picture, most vociferously objected, claiming that Bierstadt had sacrificed
sublimity for variety, a serious artistic failure in their estimation. Bierstadt, as
a result, generally refrained from including Indians in his landscapes thence
forward. His choice in 1888 to champion the causes of the bison and the
Indian together in such grand symbolic gesture of The Last of the Buffalo was a
mature and timely corrective for him.
Both versions of the painting ended up in Europe in 1889. The
Center’s version went to England where it sold shortly after its arrival for

a considerable sum. The National Gallery’s version was shipped to Paris.
Bierstadt intended it to be hung in the galleries of the American section
of the art exhibition organized for that year’s world’s fair, the Universal
Exposition. Unfortunately, the American jury, who packed the gallery
with their own works, claimed that Bierstadt’s submission was unworthy
of sharing their space. He was thus forced to switch venues, placing it on
exhibition at the Paris Salon instead. The rejection raised a considerable
controversy among cultured Americans. The storm presaged the end of
Bierstadt’s career, signaling his demise as a leading figure in American art
circles. It was a scenario that had been developing over a couple of decades,
just as had the decline of the bison and the Indian been in the making since
the 1870s. So, one might say that this pair of Bierstadt paintings represented
a last hurrah for him as well.
For those modern students of the paintings who feel morally indignant
that Bierstadt missed the point with his dual treatments of the subject, there
is one more insight to consider. The Sioux Indians of Bierstadt’s time looked
upon his work not as misdirected blame but as a worthy tribute to them and
their legacy. The Sioux chief Rocky Bear, who was in Paris with Buffalo Bill’s
Wild West at the time The Last of the Buffalo was being publicly presented,
frequented the Paris commercial gallery where the painting was moved
following its Salon debut. Rocky Bear and his fellow Indian performers
stood spellbound before the masterpiece. He proclaimed it a welcome and
meaningful tribute to his people. In an interview with the New York Times
on October 1, 1889, he offered special thanks to Bierstadt for “giving breath
and life to the glorious past of the redskin and the buffalo when the Indian
was master of all he could survey.” The reporter, recognizing the symbolic
scope of the work and the candor of the Sioux leader, wrote that Rocky Bear’s
assessment was ample “recognition of the truth of the scene and is eloquent
to its sentiment and poetry.”
When I wrote the first edition of this book, Drawn to Yellowstone, I was
not cognizant of the potential relationship between these two late Bierstadt
masterworks and Yellowstone National Park. This revised edition has
therefore provided me an opportunity to re-connect the park with an epoch
painter who in turn was addressing vital issues of his day including species
extinction, park history and policy, Plains Indian legacy, and even his own
artistic future. The paintings can be viewed today as revealing a crossroads
between the Old West and an emerging new one where crass exploitation
would begin to be addressed and, in some instances, eventually even mitigated.
Peter H. Hassrick
Director Emeritus and Senior Scholar

Donors
This volume, about the role of art in the history of Yellowstone National
Park, is an updated, revised edition of a 2002 book of the same title. It
represents the Buffalo Bill Center of the West’s ongoing commitment to
scholarship in western cultural history and art. It would not have been
possible without the backing and encouragement of the curatorial staff of
the Whitney Western Art Museum (especially Karen McWhorter, Emily
Wilson, and Sylvia Huber), Colleen Curry of the curatorial department
and Lee Whittlesey of the historical division of Yellowstone National Park,
and the Yellowstone Association. Many generous donors have also been
essential to the success of this publishing effort, and for their financial
support, the Buffalo Bill Center of the West is profoundly grateful.
These donors are listed below in alphabetical order:
Mr. and Mrs. Vincent D. Andrus
Mrs. Silas Cathcart
Ben and Pat Chapman
Anne and Charles W. Duncan, Jr.
Mr. Dennie A. Hammer and Dr. Nancy L. Bailey
Linn Howard
Katherine Haughey Loo
Robert Model, on behalf of the Boone and Crockett Club
Sage Creek Ranch
Bill and Robin Weiss
Yellowstone National Art Trust Endowment Fund of the Wyoming
Community Foundation

1

Envisioning the Park
I have wandered over a good part of the Territories and have seen much of the
varied scenery of the Far West, but that of the Yellowstone retains its hold upon my
imagination with a vividness as of yesterday…. The impression then made upon me by
the stupendous & remarkable manifestation of nature’s forces will remain with me as
long as memory lasts.
Thomas Moran

Y

James Everett Stuart
(1852 – 1941)

Looking Down Yellowstone Canyon
from Point Defiance, 1887
Oil on canvas; 541/4 x 36 in.
Buffalo Bill Center of the West,
Cody, Wyoming. 32.73

ellowstone National Park is neither the first nor even a
particularly rare example of America’s natural marvels to have
served as studio and subject for artists over the past two centuries.
Virginia’s Natural Bridge, the Catskills along the Hudson, Niagara
Falls, and once-remote Yosemite Valley joined a host of other features of the
national landscape to command attention from painters and sketchers by the
mid-1800s. In subsequent decades, various cadres of artists commandeered
whole regions, especially in the West, to explore and exploit their pictorial
richness. Thus one group of late-nineteenth-century landscape painters was
dubbed, if rather inappropriately, the Rocky Mountain School, and others
laid claim to the Grand Canyon, the Teton Range, and Glacier National
Park. At one point in the 1880s, Yosemite housed an artist, Thomas Hill,
who established an elaborate studio at Wawona, the gateway to what was
soon to become a national park, and another, Charles Dorman Robinson,
who maintained a summer residence and studio in the valley itself. These
two were, of course, complemented by countless other painters of a more
transitory variety.
Despite lofty exhortations to the contrary, Yellowstone’s scenery, when
compared with other splendors of the Rocky Mountain West, ranks as
somewhat subdued—remarkable as much for its repertoire of marvelous
eccentricities as for its dramatic scope. But in the long history of America’s
search for national identify and artistic satiation in such places of natural
wonder, Yellowstone has played an extraordinarily important and beneficial

Chapter 1 epigram: Quoted in Thurman Wilkins, Thomas Moran: Artist of the Mountains (Norman:
University of Oklahoma Press, 1966), p. 65.
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role. For it was this remote corner of Wyoming Territory, with the universal
appeal of its countenance, that became a unique symbol of wildness and
beauty in American culture. It was from this region that flowed, like the waters
pulsing from its geysers, an artistic energy that at once captivated a nation and
contributed to its philosophical and aesthetic history.
From the first Anglo accounts of the area, Yellowstone has been
presented and understood as a visual experience. Its very name, of course, is
a combination of art and science—a primary color appended to a geological
phenomenon. And it was to those elements that the initial visitors responded.
Daniel T. Potts, a young trapper who in the mid-1820s passed through what
is today the park, penned the first written description of the area to be
published. In a letter to his brother Robert, which appeared in Niles Register in
1827, Potts recounted his impressions.
The Yellow Stone [River] has a large fresh water lake near its head on the very
top of the mountain, which is about one hundred by forty miles in diameter, and
as clear as crystal. On the south border of this lake is a number of hot and boiling
springs, some of water and others of most beautiful fine clay…of a white and a
pink color.1
From that simple recollection by a mountain man, generations have
embellished on the visual impact of the park’s scenery. “Everything in
‘Yellowstone’ seems on a scale out of proportion to the ordinary experience
and conventional habits of thought,” observed a writer for Scribner’s Monthly
in 1872, shortly after the park was established.2
Hyperbole became universal idiom. One of its first explorers and
chroniclers, Nathaniel P. Langford, rhapsodized about the Lower Falls of the
Yellowstone in 1870 as if he were describing an epiphany. “It must be seen to
be felt,” he said of the dizzying scene. It would bring a viewer to his knees,
though eventually one would rise from a “prostrate condition and thank God
that he had [been] permitted to gaze, unharmed, upon this majestic display
of natural architecture.” “A grander scene…was never witnessed by mortal
eyes.” 3 Such exclamations served as a tonic for a nation that had recently
rendered itself asunder and was searching for symbols of national unity and
salves for the collective conscience.
The New York painter and sculptor of western life Frederic Remington
visited there on several occasions. On his first tour in 1893 he responded to
the “gorgeous color” of the Lower Geyser Basin with enthusiasm slightly less
ecstatic than Langford’s, yet claimed he had never in his life “seen nature so
1 For discussion on the origins of the name Yellowstone, see Hiram Martin Chittenden, The

Yellowstone National Park (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1964), pp. 3–8, and Aubrey
L. Haines, The Yellowstone Story: A History of Our First National Park, vol. 1 (Yellowstone National
Park: Yellowstone Library and Museum Association, 1977), pp. 3–7. The Potts letter is quoted in
full in Niles Register 9, no. 6 (Oct. 6, 1827): 90–91.
2 The Yellowstone National Park,” Scribner’s Monthly 4, no. 1 (May 1872): 102.
3 Nathaniel P. Langford, “The Wonders of the Yellowstone,” Scribner’s Monthly 2, no. 1 (May
1871): 12.

generous in this respect.” And John Muir, America’s champion of wilderness
ideals and a visitor to Yellowstone in 1885, would wax eloquent about nature’s
boundless graciousness. “Like a generous host,” he wrote, “she offers here
brimming cups of endless variety, served in a grand hall, the sky its ceiling,
the mountains its walls, decorated with glorious paintings and enlivened with
bands of music ever playing.” 4
Not every artist in America cared to accept this invitation from nature’s
host. Some demurred because the challenge loomed too great, either the
subject or its distance from their home studios proving insurmountable,
and some like landscapist Sydney Lawrence were simply not interested. He
declined an offer from the Northern Pacific Railroad on the premise that
he “couldn’t paint smells.” 5 Many were no doubt intimidated by the writers
who in great profusion professed that neither pen nor brush could ever come
close to recording such splendor as Yellowstone afforded. Such declarations
provided a common disclaimer for those who at least tried to render the park’s
likeness in word or paint.
What is surprising, though, is how many artists, from varied backgrounds
and experiences and with diverse motivations and results, did come to
Yellowstone to try their hand. To those artists, America owes gratitude for
the artistic legacy that has developed. For it is those artists who, through
their collective oeuvre, corroborate the spirit of the political act that created
Yellowstone as the world’s first national park. In that creation, the American
nation, for the first time in its history, made a major policy decision based
in part at least on aesthetic as much as on practical political, economic, or
strategic considerations. Congress set aside the park as worthy of preservation
because of its remarkable geothermal features, the geysers, but also on
account of its special beauty and engaging visual spectacle. Many of the
decisions in subsequent park history have been predicated on the principle of
preserving its visual splendor. The artistic history of the park thus provides
the underlying, though usually unrecognized, foundation as well as the
obvious illustrations for a compelling story that spans five generations.
The legislation that established Yellowstone National Park in the spring
of 1872 called quite simply for “a public park or pleasuring ground for the
benefit and enjoyment of the people” and sufficient regulations to preserve
from “injury or spoliation” any and all of its “natural curiosities, or wonders.” 6
Modern historians point out that the park was preserved primarily as a
means of “proving up” the West and making it attractive to future tourists
and settlers. It was also important that the area be retained in its natural,
unadulterated condition and that its scenic integrity be maintained to inspire
4 Frederic Remington, “Policing the Yellowstone,” Harper’s Weekly 39, no. 1986 ( January 12, 1895):

35. John Muir, “The Yellowstone National Park,” in Wilderness Essays (Salt Lake City: Peregrine
Smith Books, 1980), p. 199.
5 Letter from Bill McKenzie to author, September 2, 1995. McKenzie, a past public relations
director for the railroad, recounted this story told to him by Max Goodsill, one of his
predecessors.
6 See “Public Park on the Yellowstone River,” The Congressional Globe, part 2, 2nd session, 42nd
Congress, 1872, p. 1243.
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domain and that of the wilds as the province of hell.31 In the larger scheme
of things, however, it was the general principle of setting aside for enjoyment
and preservation a pictorial treasure house like Yellowstone that portended
significant things for the future. “It will help,” wrote one hopeful citizen in
1872, to “confirm the national possession of the Yosemite and may in time lead
us to rescue Niagara from its present degrading surroundings.” 32
It was, of course, the artists (and a cadre of photographers who
are beyond the scope of this study) who responded most vigorously to
the aesthetic underpinnings of the park. In so doing they provided a
fundamental and often overlooked service. If one of the prime motivations
behind the park was public enjoyment, the artists played a vital secondary
role. Though perceived as a grand democratic gesture, the park throughout
much of its history was physically available to only a prosperous few, since
the economics of travel put Yellowstone beyond the reach of a great many
Americans. The art found wide public dissemination and proved to be a far
more effective manner of communicating the scenic wonders of Yellowstone
than the written word. It thus made the park accessible and allowed for a
vicarious taste of Yellowstone’s array of natural splendors. Whether in grand
halls at world’s fairs or on calendars at the corner barbershop, the pictorial
message got out.
In 1886 The Northwest, a publicity organ for the Northern Pacific
Railroad, published a piece on the “Wonders of Yellowstone Park.” In it the
author recounted a recent trip there, observing that nature had been “bent
upon producing a masterpiece.” There are “some wonders,” he wrote, “some
beauties of nature which cannot be conveyed to the mind except through
the medium of that most blessed of gifts to man, the sense of sight.” 33 It
would be up to artists to provide the experience when firsthand visits were
not possible. Thus the democratic experiment was at least partially fulfilled
through their efforts.
The same writer also made what was a common observation regarding
the sacred character of the place. Standing before the canyon, he was
emotionally transfixed by the experience. “I can conceive of no spot where
one is so strongly imbued with the idea of Divinity as at that grand canyon.” 34
Eons were spread before him, sublime spectacle and grand beauty as well.
His was a logical reaction. It was for him, as for many, cathartic. Through the
nineteenth century, as America became increasingly industrialized and its
society and cultural conventions more and more secularized, people felt they
needed a sacred place like this. Writers of an earlier generation, in discussing
the mountain men’s adventures on the upper Yellowstone River, had termed
the region a “perfect Elysium.” 35 Others would associate it with biblical
31 See William Cronon, “The Trouble with Wilderness,” in Cronon, ed., Uncommon Ground
(New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1996), pp. 69–90.
32 “Notes,” The Nation 14, no. 349 (March 7, 1872): 153.
33 “Wonders of the Yellowstone Park,” The Northwest Magazine (November 1886): 6.
34 Ibid.
35 David H. Coyner, The Lost Trappers…(Cincinnati: E.D. Truman, Publisher, 1850), p. 87.

[Plate 4]

Thomas Moran
(b. England; 1847 – 1926)

Yellowstone Lake, 1874
Chromolithograph; 93/4 x 14 in.
Buffalo Bill Center of the West, Cody,
Wyoming. Gift of Clara S. Peck. 18.71.5
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Machine Makers
at the Brink
If you could only hear that gurgling river, lashing with puny strength the massive walls
that imprison it and hold it in their dismal shadow, if you could but see a living thing
in the depth beneath you, if a bird would but fly past you, if the wind would move any
object in that awful chasm, to break for a moment the solemn silence which reigns
there, it would relieve that tensions of the nerves which the scene has excited, and with
a grateful heart you would thank God that he had permitted you to gaze unharmed
upon this majestic display of his handiwork. But as it is, the spirit of man sympathizes
with the deep gloom of the scene, and the brain reels as you gaze into this profound and
solemn solitude.
Nathaniel Pitt Langford

I
[Plate 5]

Albert Bierstadt
(b. Germany; 1830 – 1902)

The Domes of the Yosemite, 1870
Chromolithograph; 223/16 x 331/16 in.
Amon Carter Museum of American Art,
Fort Worth, Texas. 1968.42

n the autumn of 1870, when the historic Washburn Expedition made
one of the first serious forays into Yellowstone, so little was known of
what could be found there that no trained artists or photographers
accompanied the troop. The West had been opened to easy, though
not inexpensive, travel, yet Yellowstone could be seen on no itineraries save
those of a very select number of adventurers. To the contrary, Yosemite and
California’s “Big Trees” were the popular rage, and few who could afford the
time, travel, and exertion would restrain the impulse to affirm the bloviations
of the hyperbolic travel guides. “The grandest scenery on the American
continent, if not in the world, is to be seen in the Valley of the Yo Semite,”
proclaimed Crofutt’s Trans-Continental Tourist’s Guide at that time. “Here
is majesty! enchanting! awe inspiring! indescribable!” 1 As proof of his boasts,
Crofutt encouraged would-be tourists to purchase the profusely illustrated
book Scenes of Wonder and Curiosity in California by the artist J.M. Hutchings
then available in shops from New York to San Francisco.
Despite the efforts of Hutchings and a host of other painters, it was
a New York grand-manner landscapist, Albert Bierstadt (1830 – 1902),
who laid firmest artistic claim to Yosemite, achieving success with huge
Chapter 2 epigram: Nathaniel Pitt Langford, The Discovery of Yellowstone Park (1870: reprint,
Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1972), pp. 31–32.
1 G.A. Crofutt, Crofutt’s Trans-Continental Tourist’s Guide… (New York: G.A. Crofutt, 1871), p. 192.
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Charles Moore
(1840 – 1930)

On Guard on Yellowstone Lake, 1871
Wood engraving; 21/8 x 23/4 in.
Illustrated in Scribner’s Monthly, June 1871.
McCracken Research Library, Buffalo Bill
Center of the West, Cody, Wyoming.

Machine makers at the brink

panoramic canvases and chromolithographic copies that toured and sold
in an exhilarated American and European market. Bierstadt’s theatrical
spread The Domes of the Yosemite, painted in 1867 (plate 5), brought him
solidly into the limelight. Reviews were so mixed and had so excited the
community of art critics that one among their ranks referred to the debate
as “the most contentious battle since the Civil War.” 2 Commissioned by
New York financier Le Grand Lockwood and recorded as the artist’s largest
canvas, the painting was exhibited in major cities along the East Coast
before coming to rest in Lockwood’s mansion in Norwalk, Connecticut. In
1870 it was published as a chromolithograph in Düsseldorf and distributed
internationally. A smaller version of the painting toured in England.
What Bierstadt did not know then was that Yellowstone, just a few miles
north of the Wind River Mountains that he had visited in 1859 and that
had brought him his initial fame, would soon become a mecca for artists
and a serious pictorial rival to Yosemite. What Bierstadt also did not know,
or at least heed, though he was remarkably well plugged into the business
community, was the promising potential that existed for a transcontinental
railroad to run north of Yellowstone. Financier Jay Cooke was looking to
create the Northern Pacific Railroad and wished to affirm that there were
locations along the way that represented commercial, as well as tourist,
attractions worthy of his projected one hundred million dollar enterprise.
Before he would call upon an artist to aggrandize the lure of the Yellowstone
region, Cooke needed a publicist and explorer to certify its potential appeal.
The person he chose for the task was Nathaniel Pitt Langford, a past collector
of internal revenue for the Montana Territory, a man with substantial political
ambitions and a man also, in 1870, out of work.3
2 Quoted in Nancy K. Anderson and Linda S. Ferber, Albert Bierstadt: Art and Enterprise (New
York: Hudson Hills Press, 1991), p. 173.
3 Langford, Discovery, p. ix.

Langford was beckoned to Cooke’s estate outside Philadelphia, given
his instructions, and released to do his job. He hastened back to Montana
and in concert with the territory’s surveyor general, Henry Dana Washburn,
organized a troop of civilians and a small military escort to explore
Yellowstone’s mysteries. Though numbering only nineteen, the band of
zealous adventurers performed legion service for Cooke and the many
commercial interests in Montana that stood to benefit from a report of
interest to potential investors and tourists.
Washburn served as troop leader. In addition to Langford with his
considerable skills as an observer and writer, there were two journalists,
Cornelius Hedges and Walter Trumbull (1846 – 1891), eldest son of Senator
Lyman Trumbull of Illinois. First Lieutenant Gustavus Cheney Doane led the
military contingent and would file the first-ever official report on Yellowstone
at the conclusion of the expedition. His troop consisted of one sergeant
and four privates of Company F, Second Cavalry, one of whom, a Canadian
named Charles Moore (1840 – 1930), proved to have sufficient drawing skills
to be referred to in Langford’s journal as “our artist.” 4 Trumbull also sketched,
and it was to these two that Langford and
Washburn turned when they required a
scene to be recorded pictorially.
It appears that neither Trumbull nor
Moore had any formal art training but
that they did enjoy turning out rough
sketches of scenery and events. Trumbull,
for example, made a sketch of Langford
nearly being thrown from a pack horse
he saddled one morning. It was given
in jest to Langford, who considered the
rendition “an exaggeration” in that he was
sure he had “hugged the saddle in better form than it indicates.” 5 On another
occasion Langford asked Moore to make a sketch of Jake Smith, the one
member of the party whom Langford considered recalcitrant and lazy. Smith
was caught sleeping on guard duty and a drawing was called for to provide
proof. Both artists put their hands to the task. Moore’s version appeared as an
illustration, probably redrawn, in Langford’s subsequent account published
in Scribner’s Monthly. Titled On Guard on Yellowstone Lake, the drawing
shows the slumbering sentry, feet to the fire and left arm resting on his rifle
(plate 6). Trumbull’s sketch, inscribed “Jake Smith on Guard” (plate 7),
pictures the same scene except both hands are folded over his middle and
the rifle is faced in the opposite direction. Langford feared Indian attacks, a
sentiment not shared by Smith. The bubble over Smith’s head in the Trumbull
drawing reads, “My lone watch I’m keeping…Indian dont bodder me.”
4 Ibid., p. 74.
5 Nathaniel Pitt Langford, The Discovery of Yellowstone Park (1870; reprint, Saint Paul: J.E. Haynes,
1923), p. 150.

[Plate 7]

Walter Trumbull
(1846 – 1891)

Jake Smith on Guard, 1870
Bookplate from a pencil drawing;
15/8 x 31/2 in. Yellowstone National Park
Library, Gardiner, Montana
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[Plate 12]

Thomas Moran
(b. England; 1837 – 1926)

Great Springs of the Firehole River,
1871
Watercolor 81/8 x 111/8 in.
National Park Service, Yellowstone National
Park, Wyoming.
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artist, along with the topographical artist Anton Schonborn.19 There was
also a military escort provided by the Corps of Topographical Engineers
and commanded by Captains D.P. Heap and J.W. Barlow. They employed
their own draftsman, W.H. Wood, and Chicago photographer Thomas J.
Hine. In addition, a freelance photographer from Bozeman, J. Crissman,
had joined the group.20
They entered the Yellowstone area from the north in mid-July, first
stopping at Mammoth Hot Springs, an area that had not been visited by
Doane and Langford’s expedition. Beyond his own work of sketching the
sights, Moran took special interest in photography. His younger brother
John was a photographer and had, on numerous earlier occasions, worked
side by side with the painter. Now, in union with Jackson, he “was always
one of the little party that lingered behind or wandered far afield to portray
the picturesque or remarkable along the way.” 21 They shared an interest
in selecting points of view that would produce compelling compositions,
19 F.V. Hayden, Preliminary Report of the United States Geological Survey of Montana and Portions of
Adjacent Territories (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1872), p. 65.
20 Captain J.W. Barlow and Captain D.P. Heap, Report of a Reconnaissance of the Basin of the Upper
Yellowstone in 1871 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1872), p. 3.
21 Jackson, “With Moran in the Yellowstone,” p. 154.

Moran “having in mind,”
according to Jackson, “the
good use he could make of the
photographs later in some of his
own compositions.” 22
At that first stop among the
delicate terraces of Mammoth
Hot Springs, Hayden must have
realized what an invaluable asset
Moran proved to the effort.
In his report he described the
striking colors that engaged
him at every turn – looking “down into the beautiful ultra-marine depth
at the bottom of the basin,” or admiring the “coral-like forms” along the
sides of the terraces “ornamented…with a great variety of shades, from pure
white to a bright cream-yellow, and the blue sky reflected in the transparent
waters” that gave “an azure tint to the whole which surpasses all art.” Well,
at least it surpassed the noble photographic efforts, as he explained in
describing a photograph of the “Great spring at the Gardner River.” “Even
the photograph, which is so remarkable for its fidelity to nature, falls far
short. It fails to give the exquisitely delicate contrasts of coloring which are
so pleasing to the eye.” 23
Over the course of the next two months, the Hayden team visited most
of the important features of the Yellowstone caldera. Moran continued to
impress his fellow explorers with his physical tenacity, his companionable
nature, and his skills as an angler and cook. But mostly it was his tireless
quest for color and beauty that through his field sketches caught their
attention and gratified their leader. At the Great Blue Spring (today,
Excelsior Geyser Crater) on the Firehole River at the Lower Geyser Basin,
Hayden made a typical observation of his artist: “Mr. Thomas Moran, the
distinguished artist, obtained studies of these beautiful springs and from his
well-known reputation as a colorist, we look for a painting that will convey
some conception to the mind of the exquisite variety of colors around the
spring” (plate 12).24
One Moran view of this scene appears as an illustration (plate 13) in
Hayden’s first published accounts of the trip printed in Scribner’s Monthly early
the next year.25 It was also a plate in Hayden’s government report. But more in
22 Ibid. Moran continued through the years to use Jackson’s photographs as aide-mémoire. For
example, when they traveled to Denver, Devil’s Tower, and on to Yellowstone in 1892, Moran
wrote home that “Jackson’s negatives are turning out splendidly and they will furnish me materials
for innumerable pictures.” Amy O. Bassford, Home—Thoughts, from Afar (East Hampton: East
Hampton Free Library, 1967), p. 97. See also W.H. Jackson, Time Exposure (New York: G.P.
Putnam’s Sons, 1940), p. 201.
23 Hayden, Preliminary Report, pp. 66–67.
24 Ibid., p. 115.
25 F.V. Hayden, “The Wonders of the West–II. More about the Yellowstone,” Scribner’s Monthly 3,
no. 4 (February 1872): 394.
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Thomas Moran
(b. England; 1837 – 1926)

Great Springs, Fire-Hole Basin, 1872
Wood engraving; 23/4 x 31/2 in.
Illustrated in Scribner’s Monthly, February
1872. McCracken Research Library, Buffalo
Bill Center of the West, Cody, Wyoming.
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the spirit of Hayden’s conjecture, Moran used his sketches to produce several
finished watercolors in subsequent years (plates 14 and 15), and they lived
up to the geologist’s boast.
As a pictorial climax to the trip, the Falls and the Grand Canyon of the
Yellowstone kept the party enthralled for about two weeks. Moran sketched
the canyon walls, recording their extraordinary formations and hues. He
worked with Jackson to photograph the falls from various vantage points.
Despite the fact the he “exclaimed” to Hayden “with a kind of regretful
enthusiasm that these beautiful tints were beyond the reach of human art,”
Moran was there, on the spot, conceiving his early magnum opus inspired by
those weathered but brilliant cliffs and the dramatic, plunging falls.26
Shortly after Moran’s return to the East Coast, he moved his family and his
astonishing portfolio of Yellowstone studies and memories from Philadelphia
to Newark. Even before he had settled in, a reporter from the Newark Daily
Advertiser appeared on his doorstep and filed the following story.

[Plate 14]

Thomas Moran
(b. England; 1837 – 1926)

Lower Geyser Basin, 1873
Watercolor; 91/2 x 133/4 in.
Gilcrease Museum, Tulsa, OK. 0226.1365

[Plate 15]

Thomas Moran
(b. England; 1837 – 1926)

Great Blue Spring of the Lower
Geyser Basin, Firehole, Yellowstone,
1872
Watercolor on paper; 183/4 x 26 in.
Buffalo Bill Center of the West, Cody,
Wyoming. Purchased with funds from the
William E. Weiss Fund, Mrs. J. Maxwell
Moran, Wiley Buchanan III, Nancy-Carroll
Draper, Nancy and Nick Petry, Steve and
Sue Ellen Klein, William C. Foxley, John F.
Eulich, Mary Lou and Willis McDonald IV,
and D. Harold Byrd Jr. 24.91

Mr. Moran says he could only describe it as a country bespattered with rainbows.
It seemed unreally strange, like a dream-land, and he could hardly believe at times
that he was not in a dream instead of an exploring expedition. He fears that he will
need strong affidavits to defend his pictures against the charge of exaggeration. The
wonderful brilliancy of his mineral specimens, confirm, however, on a small scale,
both description and picture. It is a very happy fortune that his terra incognita is to
be introduced to the eyes of men by an artist of Mr. Moran’s extraordinary genius
for natural scenery. Those best acquainted with his works anticipate that the new
pictures will take a rank in American Art as eminent as the subjects they illustrate
hold among the characteristics of the American continent.27
Moran’s first views of Yellowstone appeared, ironically enough, as black
and white illustrations in the February 1872 issue of Scribner’s Monthly. He had
drawn the images on wood blocks to be cut by the magazine’s engravers. Just
a month earlier he had brazenly and vicariously invaded Bierstadt’s domain,
illustrating from photographs a story on “The Big Trees and the Yosemite”
that was published by the same magazine.28 But it was his Yellowstone images
that stirred the air. They would be useful to enthusiasts from many quarters,
especially agents of the Northern Pacific Railroad, who were advocating
that the Yellowstone area be set aside as a national park.29 Some watercolors
had been completed as he worked on his huge canvas and these, along with
Jackson’s photographs, proved remarkably effective props for Hayden and
other forces as they worked to persuade Congress to take the historic step
26 Hayden, Preliminary Report, p. 84.
27 “A Picture Gallery of the Yellowstone,” Newark Daily Advertiser, October 6, 1871, quoted in
Nancy K. Anderson, Thomas Moran (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1997), p. 52.
28 Isaac H. Bromley, “The Big Trees and the Yosemite,” Scribner’s Monthly 3, no. 3 ( January 1872):
261–277.
29 See Aubrey L. Haines, The Yellowstone Story, vol. 1 (Yellowstone National Park: Yellowstone
Library and Museum Association, 1977), pp. 165–173.
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[Plate 17 ]

Thomas Moran
(b. England; 1837 – 1926)

The Grand Cañon of the
Yellowstone, 1872
Oil on canvas; 84 x 1441/4 in.
Smithsonian American Art Museum,
Smithsonian Institution, lent by the
Department of the Interior Museum,
Washington, DC. L. 1968.84.1
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of federally commissioned art that decorated, though some felt desecrated,
the marble halls of the nation’s seat of government.
This was the first landscape painting to hang in the Capitol, where the
walls were resplendent with giant history machines like William H. Powell’s
Discovery of the Mississippi by DeSoto (1847 – 1853) and Emanuel Leutze’s
Westward the Course of Empire Takes Its Way (1861). Moran’s spread could
be considered a history painting too, albeit on the surface natural history,
with the tiny figures posed at the brink of Yellowstone’s gaping canyon. Yet
it was fresh and pleasing to the tastes of the time, not one of those “unhappy
productions” with their “academically severe glimpses” of America’s past,
as mentioned above, that rankled the critics and the public.36 It was a
celebration of America’s first national park. In picturing the canyon’s dramatic
erosive elements, the painting featured some of the country’s most ancient
remnants. Those spires and minarets psychologically associated with Europe’s
antiquities thus provide a homegrown legacy to sate America’s appetite for
a history that might reach back further than one hundred years. The surging
water over the distant falls proclaimed the nation’s power and suggests a
continuity of greatness over time to come. And the explorer Hayden and his
troop, gathered before the splendor, showed proof in subtle but visionary
artistic rhetoric that Americans could conquer even the remotest corner of
their continent. The Indian at Hayden’s side, turning his back on the scene but
directed by Hayden’s gesture to gaze back over his shoulder, scripted a capping
metaphor for the painting as an expression of progress. As America subdued
its wilderness, preparing its “unexampled richness” for what Scribner’s Monthly
in May 1872 termed “the pleasure tourist” and ensuring “the region . . . shall be
kept in the most favorable condition to attract travel and gratify a cultivated
and intelligent curiosity,” the Indian was left facing in the other direction. As
dependent pupil of the white “discoverer,” the handsomely regaled warrior
was effectively removed from the broader implication of the West as a
capstone to progress.37
The painting was important too on purely aesthetic grounds. Moran,
who throughout his career attached his artistic inspiration to American
tendencies and subjects, had grown up in Philadelphia. His family had
emigrated from England in 1844, and he studied art under his older brother,
Edward, and a painter of romantic seascapes, James Hamilton. Encouraged
by both mentors, Thomas escaped America during the Civil War to study
the works of J.M.W. Turner in England and in order to understand John
Ruskin’s fascination with Turner’s landscapes. Ruskin had praised Turner
for his imaginative landscapes such as those of the Alps in which he added
glory to the mountains, not by simply copying them but by endowing
36 “Art at the Capitol,” Scribner’s Monthly 5, no. 4 (February 1873): 499, and “Art in New York.
Past and Present,” New York World, January 2, 1868, p. 2. See also William H. Gerdts and Mark
Thistlethwaite, Grand Illusions: History Painting in America (Fort Worth: Amon Carter Museum,
1988), pp. 112–114.
37 “Culture and Progress: The Yellowstone National Park,” Scribner’s Monthly 4, no. 1 (May 1872):
126.

them with his own emotional power, thus creating a “noble landscape.” 38
Moran admired that as well and, at least in his early career, was interested
in combining the emotional sway with what Ruskin and his Pre-Raphaelite
followers would applaud—a literal transcription of nature. The lessons he
took from England served him well as he painted his Grand Cañon of the
Yellowstone. When Hayden confirmed the veracity of Moran’s geological
forms, the literal interpretation was preserved, while the scale and drama of
the painting proved that the artist, in creating a truly noble landscape, had
invested it with the full measure of his emotional reserve.
Historian Wallace Stegner has said that Moran “in training and
inspiration” was merely “Turner superimposed on Bierstadt.” 39 But the art
critics and public of the day saw the two artists in far more dichotomous
terms. Moran was a “truth teller,” while Bierstadt was regarded sadly enough
as little more than “clap-trap.” Though both explored their imaginations in
rendering their final panoramic machines, Moran tended to veil the “awful
and desolate” in nature by accentuating its “beauty and variety of color.” 40 It
was commonly regarded at the time that Bierstadt just did not have “what old
Ruskin calls for.” 41 While Moran’s Grand Cañon of the Yellowstone was spoken
of as “a singularly beautiful and original work,… the composition skillfully
managed, and the harmony of color…instinctive…as the true poet’s verse,”
Bierstadt’s monumental Domes of the Yosemite, which was featured publicly in
New York only a few days after Moran’s premiere, garnered far less flattering
reviews. Such works, according to James Jackson Jarves, satisfied only
those “Americans who associate them with the vulgar idea of ‘big things’ as
business.” 42 Freed from Bierstadt’s bombast, Moran’s artistic voice was in key
with Ruskin’s omnipotent paean to nature’s eloquence. Moran’s subject and
ambition required a symphonic response delimited by his search for clarity of
articulation and detail.
Moran also had a quieter mode. At the same time that he was creating
his huge canvas, and particularly following its successful completion, he
embarked on a series of jewel-like watercolors that attracted nearly as
much attention and proved the breadth of his talents. Moran produced
several sets, one for Jay Cooke in payment for the money advanced by the
railroad to subsidize the artist’s Yellowstone trip and another for a British
industrialist, William Blackmore. Examples from the latter’s collection
were exhibited in New York in 1872 and elicited critical acclaim. They were
38 Anthony Lacy Gully, “Screams in Stone: Ruskin and Geology,” in John Ruskin and the Victorian
Eye (New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1993, p. 173. See also Thurman Wilkins, Artist of the
Mountains (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1998), pp. 35–37, and William H. Treuttner,
“‘Scenes of Majesty and Enduring Interest’: Thomas Moran Goes West,” Art Bulletin 58, no. 2
( June 1976): 241–259.
39 Wallace Stegner, Beyond the Hundredth Meridian (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1953),
p. 178.
40 “Art,” The Atlantic Monthly 34, no. 203 (September 1874): 375.
41 Clarence King, quoting a California artist Hank G. Smith in Mountaineering in the Sierra
Nevadas (Boston: James R. Osgood and Company, 18782), p. 210.
42 “Art,” p. 377, and James Jackson Jarves, Art Thoughts (New York: Hurd and Houghton, 1871),
p. 299.
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Where Elliott learned to draw is unknown, but it is certain that Hayden
valued his services very highly. During the 1871 expedition Hayden sent his
principal assistant, Jim Stevenson, and Elliott to begin exploring Yellowstone
Lake in “Anna,” the first Anglo-made boat to sail its waters. Elliot was
subsequently assigned to make “a topographical and pictorial chart” of
the full shoreline.49 His watercolor, Yellowstone Lake (plate 19), no doubt
resulted from studies taken on that assignment. A charming and lyrical view
of the lake, this watercolor appears to be the only surviving example of its
kind from Elliot’s hand. It was painted probably near the Lake’s outlet into
the Yellowstone River. Both Moran and Jackson made studies of the same
scene. Moran’s view, a somewhat more romanticized version, was published
in Hayden’s 1872 Scribner’s Monthly article over the titled Yellowstone Lake
(plate 20). Elliot’s quiet, pastoral rendition, which glorifies the wild animals
and the western sky as much as the lake, is additionally noteworthy in its
passing reference to man. Moran’s version shows part of the expeditionary

[Plate 19]

Henry Wood Elliott
(1846 – 1940)

Yellowstone Lake, 1871
Watercolor; 10 x 191/4 in.
Collection of Phoenix Art Museum,
Phoenix, Arizona. Gift of Mr. and Mrs.
Kemper Marley.

force riding toward its camp to the south. Elliott’s view, although it pictures
the “Anna” on the lake and the tents and campfire smoke to the right, mirrored
in spirit Hayden’s comments that “so far as beauty of scenery is concerned, it
is probable that this lake is not surpassed by any other on the globe.” 50 This
may explain why Elliott seemed content to concentrate his efforts on one, and
apparently only one, finished work portraying Yellowstone.
Elliott employed a traditional topographical technique of panoramic,
highly articulated drawings that encompassed a broad sweep of territory.
49 Hayden, Preliminary Report, p. 98.
50 Hayden, “Wonders of the West,” p. 293.

Pen and ink drawings (plates 21 and 22), with their expansive, horizontal
reach and intricately crosshatched details delineating geomorphic contours,
are masterful examples of the topographer’s art. It was small wonder that
Hayden’s regard for Elliott was so high. On a miniature scale, these exquisite
drawings were equivalents to the grand canvases of Moran or Bierstadt; they
simply required closer examination and scrutiny.
When Elliott returned to Washington after the Yellowstone expedition,
he was quickly persuaded to take on a venture even more distant and
remote. Professor Spencer Fullerton Baird, a renowned zoologist and at
that time assistant secretary of the Smithsonian, persuaded him to accept an
appointment as assistant treasury agent for the Pribilof Islands off Alaska.
He reported there in March 1872. Two months later he wrote Baird to say he
would soon be resigning his government position and returning to private
life, where, he wrote, “I can devote myself entirely to art, for I have already
made such progress with the management of color during the past winter that
I do not fear entering into competition with the best of the artists.” 51 But his
was an idle boast. He remained in Alaska for several years, married a local,
and eventually moved back to his hometown, Cleveland, Ohio, to manage
the land and agricultural interests owned by his family. He is known to the
history of American conservation for his defense of the Aleutian seals and for
a letter written in the late 1920s to the New York Herald-Tribune condemning
congressional and commercial efforts to revise the boundaries of Yellowstone
Park.52 Although his heart remained true to Yellowstone, Elliott’s dream of
becoming an active artist faded over the years.
The other official artist with Hayden in the summer of 1871, Anton
Schonborn, left no known lasting record of his experience. A skilled
51 Letter from Elliott to Baird, May 1872, in the possession of Carl H. Droppers, the artist’s
grandson-in-law.
52 Elliott’s letter appeared in the August 27, 1929, issue of the New York Herald-Tribune under the
heading “Yellowstone Park Integrity,” p. 24. I am grateful to Carl H. Droppers for bringing this
letter to my attention along with much other information on Elliott and his art and career.

[Plate 20]

Thomas Moran
(b. England; 1837 – 1926).

Yellowstone Lake, 1872
Wood engraving; 21/8 x 47/8 in.
Illustrated in Scribner’s Monthly, February
1872. McCracken Research Library, Buffalo
Bill Center of the West, Cody, Wyoming.
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James Everett Stuart
(1852 – 1941)

Splendid Geyser, Yellowstone
National Park, 1885
Oil on canvas; 18 x 301/4 in.
Buffalo Bill Center of the West, Cody,
Wyoming. 33.73

cenic nationalism had proven a prime and worthy rationale for the
establishment of Yellowstone as the first national park in 1872. As a
concept, it was largely subsumed in the broader national park idea.
Together, the notions had been experiments and, if early public
response were any test, the designs and realities that unfolded after the park’s
first two decades led the founders to claim success. They could also boast
that a model had been found for similar future experiments in other locations
around the country. Yellowstone, which was popularly denominated as “The
Nation’s Art Gallery” by the early 1890s, could and should be supplemented
by other galleries of comparable beauty and grandeur.1 The experiment in
wonderland would soon be played out elsewhere.
A prime example of the spread of these concepts was Yosemite National
Park, which was established in 1890. The motivation behind its founding was
similar to Yellowstone’s, but the players were different. This time the push
came from two proponents of aesthetic conservation, John Muir, the nation’s
leading proponent of scenic wilderness preservation, and his publicist and
sponsor, Robert Underwood Johnson, editor at Scribner’s in the 1870s and
later at Century Magazine. Although Yosemite had already been set aside for
public use as a state park in 1864, Muir and Johnson brought to the nation’s
attention the fact that, under the lenient stewardship of the state of California,
human interaction with the area was spoiling it.
Muir and Johnson hoped that the brilliant accommodation between man
and nature that had been effected in Yellowstone might be carried over in this
California setting. In this they aspired not only “to make nature esthetically
available” to man but “by man.” After the two visited Yosemite in the summer
of 1889, Johnson wrote an open letter to Century Magazine admonishing that
while “the wonders of the Yosemite [were] confessedly supreme in American
scenery,” human amenities and improvements attendant on progress were
compromising its beauty. “In walking and driving over the valley, one’s
feelings of awe at the unspoilable monuments of nature are often marred
by the intrusion of the work of unskilled hands upon the foreground of the
1 See, for example, “The Nation’s Art Gallery!: Sights and Scenes in the Yellowstone National

Park,” Watertown, South Dakota Public Opinion, August 7, 1891, p. 1.
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picture.” It was man’s responsibility to enhance nature’s picture, to properly
frame it for public consumption and to administer such a place so as to
enhance, not diminish, nature’s good work.

berries ripen well whatever may be going on below; blind fears vanish, and the
grand gorge seems a kindly, beautiful part of the general harmony, full of peace
and joy and good will. 5

Common sense would seem to dictate that in making this wonderland accessible
to visitors, the treatment of the floor of the valley from the start should have been
put in the hands of the very best experts, with a view not only to preserve and
enhance the composition, unity, and natural charm of the pictures presented to
the eye, but to see that nothing be done to disturb the rare sentiment of the scene.
The unthinking may sneer at sentiment, but in such matters the sentiment is
everything—the first consideration, the only “sense.” 2

Standing among the geysers, he compared the scene to the most
welcoming but wonderful concert hall and museum. Here, “Nature’s
sources never fail. Like a generous host, she offers here brimming cups of
endless variety, served in a grand hall, the sky its ceiling, the mountains its
walls, decorated with glorious paintings and enlivened with bands of music
ever playing.” 6
Muir employed his pen and words just as an artist used brushes and
paint, observed K.E.M. Dumbell in his book Seeing the West. Although Muir’s
facility of expression did not include sophisticated drawn or painted images,
his written “descriptions are the most exquisite of pictures.” 7 He approached
nature as a painter, composing observations as if producing sketches, and
then reworking his initial studies into finished compositions that mirror his
philosophical leanings toward nature as a perfect reflection of a higher order.
This process and this mode of observation suggest why Muir was, in fact,
so compatible with painters of his day. His close relationship with the early
landscape artists of Yosemite was legendary. He worked side by side with
painters like William Keith, searching for compositions that would reveal ideal
beauty, much as Moran and Jackson had joined in portraying Yellowstone.
Muir encouraged not only an aesthetic perspective on nature but also a
firsthand one. It was not enough just to empathize with preservation goals
vicariously through art or literature. True proponents must follow Muir’s
example of communing directly with nature. In so doing, he extended his
philosophy into paradox. While the wise-use proponents of utilitarian
conservation like Gifford Pinchot, against whom Muir fought tirelessly, called
for harvesting natural resources, Muir and his aesthetic purists appeared to
hold the higher ground. But his call for public participation in nature was to
have, in the long run, just as profound an impact on nature as the former.
Sheer numbers of people would diminish the wilderness that Muir so
vociferously championed, just as effectively as lumbering and grazing did.
Over the years, the call for public participation in Yellowstone was voiced
loudly and clearly by the artists who followed Muir’s footsteps to the park. In
the mid-1880s, a number of painters set themselves up in Yellowstone to take
advantage of the tourist presence. The growing ranks of park visitors became
their subjects as well as their patrons.
Exemplary of that trend was the painter James Everett Stuart (1852 –
1941). Born in Bangor, Maine, Stuart moved to California with his family in
1860. There he studied painting at San Francisco’s School of Design under
Raymond Yelland and Virgil Williams. In his early years he associated with

Johnson and Muir were of like minds, and the editor persuaded the
naturalist to write two articles for Century Magazine that further amplified
their shared feelings.3 Due in large measure to their joint efforts, to their
convincing arguments for an aesthetic imperative, Congress set Yosemite
aside as a national park in 1890.
Muir had visited Yellowstone in 1885, collecting impressions for an essay
that would be published later in the century. Although he was ill while he was
there and the weather was miserable, Muir wrote glowingly of what he saw.
His field notes record how harmoniously nature can compose itself, even
when introducing such curious anomalies as geysers. Trees and grasses grew
next to and feared “not those merrily boiling pots of Nature as if saying in
confidence you also are one of us strange tho you are.” 4
For Muir, Yellowstone was the epitome of nature’s finest statement. It was
an art gallery of magnificently grand proportions and one in which all, “old
and young side by side, blooming and fading, full of hope and fun and care,”
could feel comfortable. At the canyon he wrote as if standing within an artist’s
monumental studio:
The walls of the canon from top to bottom burning a perfect glory of color,
confounding and dazzling when the sun is shining—white, yellow, green, blue,
vermilion, and various other shades of red indefinitely blending. All the earth
hereabouts seems to be paint. Millions of tons of it lie in sight, exposed to wind
and weather as if of no account, yet marvelously fresh and bright, fast colors
not to be washed out or bleached out by either sunshine or storms. The effect is
so novel and awful, we imagine that even a river might be afraid to enter such a
place. But the rich and gentle beauty of the vegetation is reassuring. The lovely
Linnoea borealis hangs her twin bells over the brink of the cliffs, forests and
gardens extend their treasures in smiling confidence on either side, nuts and
2 Robert Underwood Johnson, “Open Letter, III,” Century Magazine 39, no. 4 (April 1890):

477–478.

3 John Muir, “The Treasures of the Yosemite,” Century Magazine 40, no. 4 (August 1890):

483–500, and “Features of the Proposed Yosemite National Park,” Century Magazine 40, no. 5
(September 1890): 656–667.
4 John Muir field notebook, Yellowstone Park/Columbia River, etc. [1885], John Muir Papers,
University of the Pacific, Stockton, California.

5 John Muir, “The Yellowstone National Park,” Atlantic Monthly 81, no. 486 (April 1898): 516.
6 Ibid.
7 K.E.M. Dumbell, Seeing the West: Suggestions for the Westbound Traveler (Garden City:

Doubleday, Page & Company, 1920), p. 51.
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Thomas Hill, who had visited Yellowstone earlier in the decade, and with
William Keith, who had shared experiences with Muir in their favorite
wilderness haunt of Yosemite. Stuart established a studio in Portland, Oregon,
in 1881 and began producing landscape interpretations of the Northwest that
would ultimately bring him reputation and financial success. His robust style,
painterly and dashingly facile, attracted enthusiastic clients and allowed him
to be incredibly productive during his longer career.8
In 1885 Stuart traveled from Portland to Yellowstone. He camped in the
park for several weeks, making sketches and experiencing its wonders along
with hundreds of other tourists. What he found was not only appealing
subject matter but also avid fellow enthusiasts who wanted pictorial
reminders of their own experiences.
The trip began in early July and by August 10 he was back in his Portland
studio, refreshed, inspired, and generously supplied with studies. During the
outing he had proven his prowess as an outdoorsman and adventurer. His
skills as a fisherman had kept him well fed; he had tracked a mountain lion,
climbed Electric Peak, and nearly fallen to his death from the Grand Canyon
rim. But most importantly, he had made the grand tour of Yellowstone
filling his sketchbooks and small canvases. On July 17, for example, his diary
recorded a typical day.
Made a color sketch of Old Faithful in forenoon. Also a color sketch of Splendid in
afternoon [plate 50]. Had beans and bacon for supper. The mosquitos tormented
us most dreadfully. Mr. Lee (Stuart’s traveling companion] has gone to bed
snoring regardless of the mosquitos.9

[Plate 51]

James Everett Stuart
(1852 – 1941)

Castle and Old Faithful Geysers,
Yellowstone, 1885 – 1887
Oil on canvas; 18 x 30 in.
Courtesy of the late Arthur J. Phelan, Jr.

A week later he visited the Lower Falls of the Yellowstone for the first
time. The canyon, he wrote, was “a most grand work of nature,” surpassing in
color and brilliancy anything he had ever seen. “Pinnicle [sic] after pinnicle
towers heavenward with the most fantastic forms.” He spent a full week
testing his skills, charmed though somewhat daunted by the colors and one
“grand view” after another.
One thing that Stuart had learned in the park was that there was
tremendous potential for sales of his artwork, such as Castle and Old Faithful
Geysers, Yellowstone [plate 51]. The new hotel at Mammoth Hot Springs
might someday have a space for artists to display and market their paintings
in the park. He found the tourists fascinated with his sketches, and though
he returned to Portland broke, a new world had opened for him to explore
and perhaps even to reap for profits.

8 Biographical information is drawn from a sales brochure, The Famous Collection of American
Paintings by James Everett Stuart …, (San Francisco: Stuart Gallery, [1941?]), published at the
time of the artist’s death, and from Edan Milton Hughes, “Genius of the Peaks, Re-examining the
Works of James Everett Stuart,” Antiques & Fine Art (September/October 1990): 85–86.
9 This and subsequent Stuart quotes are extracted from his diaries in the J.E. Stuart Collection,
California State Library, Sacramento, California.

By January of 1886 he was in correspondence with F.F. Oakes of the
Northern Pacific Railroad, inviting him to consider exchanging a free railroad
pass for paintings. Oakes initially refused to bargain but eventually conceded,
thus allowing Stuart to spend part of another summer in Yellowstone. In the
meantime, his diaries record work on several paintings with park themes,
including a large version of Great Falls of the Yellowstone, which consumed
most of the month of February. Patrons and critics recognized the extra spirit
and vitality that Yellowstone themes brought to Stuart’s work. In March he
exhibited a view of Giant Geyser at the Portland Art Club. The Oregonian
would acknowledge the effort when it wrote that “the effect of the monster
as it hurles [sic] itself in the air is striking and full of fascination. Artistically it
surpassed most of the artist’s former attempts.” 10
At the end of his summer’s work in Yellowstone in 1886, Stuart used his
train pass to move east. He landed in New York, where he established a studio
that would be his formal workplace for the next four years. It was there, at 145
West 55th Street, that he began his monumental six-by-ten-foot canvas, Great
Falls and Canyon of the Yellowstone [plate 52]. It was considered one of his
finest works at the time of his death.
Through the remainder of the decade Stuart continued to collaborate
with the railroad, securing passage west to Yellowstone in exchange for
paintings. He also negotiated with Charles Gibson of the newly formed
Yellowstone Park Association. Gibson oversaw the park’s hotels where Stuart
sought to feature his paintings for sale. Sadly, arrangements were less than
10 “The Art Club,” Morning Oregonian, (March 18, 1886), p. 3.
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[Plate 52]

James Everett Stuart
(1852 – 1941)

Great Falls and Canyon of the
Yellowstone, 1901
Oil on canvas; 701/2 x 1191/8 in.
Buffalo Bill Center of the West, Cody,
Wyoming. Courtesy Gerald Peters Gallery,
Santa Fe, New Mexico. 1.12
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[Plate 94]

Howard Russell Butler
(1856 – 1934)

Portrait, Thomas Moran, ca. 1922
Oil on canvas, 47 x 43.
Guild Hall Museum, East Hampton,
New York

Butler belonged to New York’s Century
Club, which offered him a one-man show of his
Yellowstone paintings upon the artist’s return to the
East Coast. There were thirty-five works included,
of which twenty-five depicted Yellowstone subjects.
By his own admission, Butler’s was an intimate
art—a purposeful assignation of priority to light, to
naturalistic but dynamic rhythms. His Yellowstone
Park: Old Faithful Geyser at Noon [plate 92]
and [Riverside] Geyser: Yellowstone National Park
[plate 93] evidence his skill at exploiting gesture
as a mirror of nature’s physicality and avoiding
pseudo-transcendence by substituting the grand
expression with a feeling of personal proximity
and accessibility to the scene. His friend, admirer,
and fellow Princetonian, Herbert Adams Gibbons,
commented that the Yellowstone paintings “call
forth an immediate reaction of joy.” 64 Other artists
praised Butler’s ability to handle western light
and air. Frederick S. Dellenbaugh, who had been
painting southwestern landscapes since the 1870s,
commented in 1924 that Butler was able to “get the real atmosphere in the
Western subjects” that few could achieve. “Groll’s pictures, for example,
are excellent as pictures but they never look like the West to me.” 65
DeYong’s Yellowstone works were small but, in his insistence on painting
the canyon and falls, lacked the intimacy and thus the veracity of Butler’s.
In 1932 Alden Eaton, one of the brothers who operated Eaton’s Ranch,
wrote to Butler inviting him to visit Wyoming again.66 However, Butler’s
peripatetic bent called him to other places in the West, and he never
returned there. As a final gesture to the park, though, he left an additional
artistic legacy beyond his fresh studies of its geysers and pools. In 1922,
while living temporarily in California, he painted a portrait of Thomas
Moran seated at his easel [plate 94].67 Butler listed the venerable dean of
Yellowstone artists as one of his most prominent sitters.
It was in California that same year that another artist, soon to win the
sobriquet of “painter of the National Parks,” would come to the attention
of Stephen Mather. The artist, a Swedish painter named Gunnar Widforss
(1879 – 1934), had recently settled in the United States and was focusing his
attentions on the splendors of Yosemite. Mather, impressed with the Swede’s
technical facility and the exhilarated naturalism of his style, persuaded him to
expand his vision to include all the parks of the West.
64
65
66
67

Letter from Gibbons to Butler, February 1, 1921, Butler Papers.
Letter from Dellenbaugh to Butler, March 23, 1924, Butler Papers.
Letter from Eaton to Butler, June 26, 1932, Butler Papers.
See illustration in Zellman, American Art Analog, p. 524.
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In 1924 Widforss journeyed to Yellowstone and produced a series of gemlike watercolors of its unique scenery. As with Butler, the visit was a once-ina-lifetime event, but in paintings like Yellowstone Canyon [plate 95], the best
of his talents were manifest. Whereas Twachtman, and to some degree Butler,
had explored nature’s varieties to reveal inherent abstract beauty, Widforss
worked the other way. He searched the park’s features, like the Yellowstone
Canyon, for abstractions that through aesthetic transmutation could be
visually reified. The Taos painters were said to have regarded Widforss as
one of America’s greatest living painters in the 1920s, but for his wont to
“copy nature so closely.” 68 Yet Mather appreciated Widforss for exactly that
68 Bill and Frances Spencer Belknap, Gunnar Widforss: Painter of the Grand Canyon (Flagstaff:
Northland Press, 1969), p. 74.
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[Plate 95]

Gunnar Widforss
(b. Sweden: 1879 – 1934)

Yellowstone Canyon, 1924
Watercolor on paper; 193/4 x 171/4 in.
Buffalo Bill Center of the West, Cody,
Wyoming. Gift of Mrs. Horace M. Albright.
25.61
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[Plate 99]

Arthur Wesley Dow
(1857 – 1922)

At Mammoth Hot Springs, 1917
Watercolor; 53/4 x 87/8 in.
Ipswich Historical Society, Ipswich,
Massachusetts

Hohlwein (1874 – 1949). If Krollmann’s Yellowstone posters were enticing
for the railroad’s patrons, Hohlwein’s were utterly seductive. His YellowstonePark [plate 98], a color lithograph ca. 1910, carries the quintessential
message of tourist pleasuring without the slightest hint, beyond the bold
letters, of its locale.
Unlike Krollmann, Hohlwein never came to Yellowstone. He knew,
though, from Haynes’s photographs that the excursionists, wrapped in dusters
and bonneted against the sun, loved the clamor of the coach rides that whirled
them past their preselected views on their prepackaged adventures. Produced
the year before automobiles were allowed to enter the park, Hohlwein’s
stunning image captures a passing era, thus selling nostalgia and novelty with
an art nouveau nudge. It was advertising art at its best, all elements reduced to
the purest form of decorative message.
Although born in Wiesbaden, Hohlwein passed most of his productive
life in Munich. He trained as an architect but ultimately elected to specialize
in interior decoration and exhibition design. In 1906 Hohlwein decided on a
career change to become a Gebrauchsgraphiker, a graphic artist concentrating
on commercial work. By 1910 he was winning international awards, and by the
time of his published biography in 1926 he was “internationally acknowledged
as the most important and significant master of the poster.” 72 It is little
wonder that the Yellowstone National Park Transportation Company would
72 H.K. Frenzel, Ludwig Hohlwein (Berlin: Phönix Illustrationsdruck Verlag, 1926), p. 37.
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seek out such a talent and commission Hohlwein to promote its services. For
its time and its purpose, Hohlwein’s Yellowstone-Park may well rank as the
park’s most compelling image.
Despite its significance, Hohlwein’s contribution to the iconography of
Yellowstone appears to have been a singular one. Perhaps the sole image is
all that the company demanded. Or perhaps World War I interrupted what
could have been a powerful series of graphic depictions. As the war broke out,
there was an American artist who stepped into the Yellowstone picture also
quite briefly, someone equally consumed with the importance of design as the
foundation of art. This was Arthur Wesley Dow (1857 – 1922), an extremely
influential professor of art education at Teachers College of Columbia
University, an early theorist on the precepts of modern painting, and a savant
and aficionado on Oriental, especially Japanese, art.
At the time of Dow’s visit to the park in 1917, he was living in Ipswich,
Massachusetts. He had been invited for the summer to Portland, Oregon,
to offer a five-week course on art appreciation at the Museum of Art and a
public lecture addressing “Art in Relation to Preparedness, Patriotism and
Nationalism.” 73 The course earned great praise and the lecture succeeded
similarly. In the spirit of the day, with America’s involvement in the war less
than six months old, Dow filled his audience with notions of an emerging
73 Discussed in a series of letters between Dow and Anna B. Crocker, curator of the Portland
Museum of Art, March and April 1917, in the Archives of the Portland Art Museum.
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[Plate 100]

Arthur Wesley Dow
(1857 – 1922)

Mammoth Hot Springs, Yellowstone
National Park, 1917
Watercolor; 53/4 x 87/8 in.
Ipswich Historical Society, Ipswich,
Massachusetts
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national aesthetic. This, he declared, was an “awakening.” “A real American
art is coming into being.” In the process of urging American artists to seek
individual means of expression, Dow stressed a reliance on good design
based on a handful of formal elements combined to capture the spirit, rather
than the visage, of place.74
Dow pleaded for public recognition of the “fineness of design” within
pictures, based on the organizing principles of Japanese painting and
printmaking. Regardless of subject, if a picture were sensitive to a few simple
principles of spacing, rhythm, dark and light, and color, then even the most
average of viewers could comprehend and appreciate it as “great art.” 75
Notes and studies in Dow’s Yellowstone sketchbook made at Jupiter
Terrace in early September reveal his consuming focus on light and color
[plates 99 and 100]—aide-mémoire for a studio piece that might be
worked up later at home. Yellowstone National Park [plate 101], a finished
watercolor of the same scene, was probably also completed in situ. Like
many of his late paintings, its quixotic and ethereal understatement confirms
his primary lesson as a teacher, that “the artist does teach us to see facts: he
teaches us to feel harmonies and to recognize supreme quality.” 76 While
Hohlwein had employed his bold design to sell pleasuring amid the marvels
of nature, Dow explored the park’s features for the perfect arrangement of
elements to speak quietly to the unified spirit of modern art and the most
national of its public scenery.

[Plate 101]

Arthur Wesley Dow
(1857 – 1922)

Yellowstone National Park, 1917

74 “Individuality of Expression Said to Be Greatest Need of American Artists,” Sunday Oregonian,
August 19, 1917, p. 4. See also Arthur W. Johnson, Arthur Wesley Dow: Historian, Artist, Teacher
(Ipswich, Massachusetts: Ipswich Historical Society, 1934), p. 99.
75 Arthur Wesley Dow, “Talks on Appreciation of Art,” The Delineator ( January 1915): 15.
76 Ibid.

Watercolor; 173/8 x 233/8 in.
Museum purchase with funds from the
Friends of Art, University of New Mexico
Art Museum, Albuquerque, New Mexico.
78.361
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