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The legacy of European academism found in
the Hudson River School

IZUHA Takashi

Abstract

The Hudson River School is a movement of landscape painting from the nineteenth-century America. The
painters of the school valued the importance of observing the real nature. It was the time of Romanticism when poets
like William Cullen Bryant also encouraged their readers to observe and perceive nature directly through their own
senses and feeling, which made the contemporary landscape painters understood and situated clearly in the same
trend of Romanticism. With their efforts to observe their own natural features and to compose them into impressive
finished oil paintings, the nature of the country became their cultural identity which they thought could overwhelm
the authoritative cultural identity of European Continent derived from the classical antiquity.

On the other hand, the landscape paintings of the Hudson River School also followed the traditional ideas of
academism which can be traced back to European theories and discourses on art. According to the academic idea,
landscape painting should not be a mere description of nature but an elevated composition which represents perfect
state of nature, which they called ‘general nature’. In order to accomplish the general nature, it was necessary for
painters to use their imagination sometimes with the help of historical or cultural associations as historical painters
did, which means landscape painting was thought to be an intelligent art form which could cultivate human mind.

In the works and discourses of the painters of the Hudson River School, we can clearly understand that they
valued the academism in order to establish a new national school of painting for this newly emerging country. We
discuss mainly three figures from the school, Thomas Cole, Asher B. Durand and Frederic E. Church in order to

trace the legacy of academism in their works and discourses.
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