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ASHER B. DURAND: LETTERS ON LANDSCAPE
PAINTING, 1855

These epistolary articles by the land.sc:':pe pa.ir.uer Asl_ler B. 2urand
(1796-1886) appeared in the Crayon, an _mﬁuent:al veh:cle’ pu llsf‘led
in America for American and English writing on art. Durand’s moralism
is not unlike that of Emerson, Bryant, or Cole, bu{ he s.tr.esses here the
technical proficiency required to record the partu:ulaﬂt:'es of nature.
Although such an attitude was not limited to Americans, it was 'enc.ou;--
aged by the fact that in America nature remamed_ so convincingly
unspoiled that painters could find abundant opportunity for that fusion
of realism and religious idealism which Durand describes.

Letter 11

R: . 1
Dmlil recommending you, in the beginning of your studies, d1rect}y
to Nature, 1 would not deceive you with the expectation, that you w;.lll1
thus most speedily acquire the art of picture-making—that 15 mu
sooner acquired in the studio or the picture gallery. .

I refer you to Nature early, that you may receive your | Tst O{
pressions of beauty and sublimity, unmingled “'rlth the superstmorlls Y
Art—for Art has its superstitions as well as religion—that you maydg;le "
to paint with intelligence and sincerity—that your works shall a e
themselves to intelligent and sympathetic minds, and spare you e
mortification of ever seeing them allotted to swell the lumber of

arret and the auction room. )

; Form is the first subject ta engage your atten.tion. Take pem;:é;?;
papet, not the palette and brushes, and draw with scrupulous o
the outline or contour of such objects as you :v;hall select, and.. s:_)c j
as your judgment goes, choose the most beal{tlful or Cha“fde_mdli ars
its kind. If your subject be a tree, observe particularly whe'rem. it s
from those of other species: in the first place, the u;errnmatmn ° el
foliage, best seen when relieved on the sky, whether pointed or rﬁ:racter
drooping or springing upward, and so fortl:n; next mark the ¢ S om
of its trunk and branches, the manner in which the latter shoot o

1 Thomas Cole, “Essay on American Scenery.” The American M
Magazine, New Sesies, | (January, 18%6), 1-12.
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the parent stem, their direction, curves, and angles. Every kind of tree
has its traits of individuality—some kinds assimilate, others differ widely

with careful attention, these peculiarities are easily learned, and so,
a greater or less degree, with all other objects. By this course you will
obtain the knowledge of that natural variety of form, so essential
protect you against frequent repetition and monotony. A moment’s
fection will convince you of the vital importance of drawing, and the
ntinual demand for its exercise in the practice of outline, before you
in to paint.

1 know you will regard this at first thought as an unnecessary
riction, and become impatient to use the brush, under the persuasion
that you can with it make out your forms, and at the same time preduce
ar, and light, and shade. In this you deceive yourself—as many others
ve done, till the consequent evil has become irremediable, for slovenly
d imperfect drawing finds but a miserable compensation in the pal-
ble efforts to disguise or atone for it, by the blandishments of coler
d effect.

Practice drawing with the pencil till you are sure of your hand,
nd not only that,—till you shall have learned by heart the characteristic
rms of all objects, animals, and the human figure included, so far as
u may require their use in pictures; no matter how long it takes, it
ill be time gained. You will say that I impose on you a difficult and

inful task: difficult it is, but not painful nor ungrateful, and let me
pure you that its faithful performance is accompanied by many en-
fyments that experience only can enable you to appreciate. Every step
- conscious progress that you make, every successful transcript of the
en subject, will send a thrill of pleasure to your heart, that you will
nowledge to give you the full measure of compensation.
~ As a motive to meet with courage and perseverance every difficulty
. the progress of your studies, and patiently to endure the frequent

puragements attending your failures and imperfect efforts, so long
our love for Nature is strong and earnest, keeping steadily in view
high mission of the Art you have chosen, I can promise you that the
2 will come when you will recall the period of these faithful struggles
#th a more vivid enjoyment than that which accompanies the old man's
lections of happy childhood. The humblest scenes of your success-
labors will become hallowed ground to which, in memory at least,
will make many a joyous pilgrimage, and, like Rousseau, in the
ness of your emotions, kiss the very earth that bore the print of
oft-repeated footsteps.
. There is yet another motive for referring you to the study of
tare early—its influence on the mind and heart. The external appear-
of this our dwelling-place, apart from its wondrous structure and
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functions that minister to our well-being, is [rausht with ]essclms‘ of
high and+ holy meaning, only surpass:ed by‘ the light of Pfuev; ation,
1t is impossible to contemplate with nght-mlndec{, reverent fee m%,‘us
inexpressible beauty and grandeur, forever assuming new'form's 0 .m-,-
pressiveness under the varying phases of cloud and sunshine, time and
season, without arriving at the conviction

‘That all which we behold
Is full of blessings

that the Great Designer of these glorious pictures has Placed tl-1em befo}-e
us as types of the Divine attributes, and we insensibly, as it ‘were, in
our daily contemplations,

Fo tbe heautiful order of bis works.
Learn to conlorm the order of our lives.

Thus regarding the objects of your‘study, the' intellect arfd‘ fe.el-
ings become elevated and purified, and in proportion as you.‘acqul;re
executive skill, your productions will, unawares, be |ml?ued m'th td'm
undefinable quality recognized as sentiment or expression .Whl('-h‘ is-
tinguishes the true landscape from the mere sens.ual and striking pmt\.lrei

Thus far 1 have deemed it well to abstain frotr} much practica

detail in the pursuit of our subject, preferring l:"ust to impress you \Erltth
a sense of the elevated character of the Art, which a just estimate odie;
capacity and purposes discloses, and this course may st.lll be f:xtlejnf <
in reference to the wide feld for its exercise, which lies open eqh
you. If it be true—and it appears to be demonstrated, so far as Epgllsd
scenery is concerned—that Constable was correct w!mn hc_s i‘lﬂimfre
that there was yet room for a natural landscape painter, it 15 l:nhas
especially true in reference to our own scenery; for although m}u -
been done, and well done, by the gifted Cole and r_?thers, much m..se
remains to do. Go not abroad then in search of mat'enal for the ex‘elr({:m
of your pencil, while the virgin charms of our native land h;(\l!e (iilds
on your deepest affections. Many are the ﬂOWCl:S n our untro 1 en L
that have blushed too long unseen, and their orlgma:l fresliness g
reward your research with a higher and purer sat:sf:xct:on, thari aﬂmﬂ
tains to the display of the most brilliant exotic. The: lone an.d. ua‘nt}‘im’
lakes embosomed in ancient forests, that abou_nd in our 1_mltl cis -
the unshorn mountains surrounding them with their rlchly-lcxff-lNa_
covering, the ocean prairies of the West, and many other forms ;::--mtcl!
ture yet spared from the pollutions of civilization, afford a gl;e{ o
for a reputation of originality that you may elsewhere long s

find not. ' ‘
I desire not to limit the universality of the Art,

. at
or require th
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the artist shall sacrifice aught to patriotism; but, untrammelled as he
, and free from academic or other restraints by virtue of his position,
hy should not the American landscape painter, in accordance with
the principle of selfgovernment, boldly originate a high and inde-
dent style, based on his native resources? ever cherishing an abiding
ith that the time is not far remote when his beloved Art will stand
gut amid the scenery of his “own green forest land,” wearing as fair a
coronal as ever graced a brow “in that Old World beyond the deep.”

5 Truly yours,
A. B. Duranp

Letter IV

“You had better learn to make shoes,” sai the venerable Colonel
‘rumbull, one day, to a stripling who was consulting him in reference
y his choice of painting as a profession, “better learn to make shoes
dig potatoes than to become a painter in this country.” I [elt that
$ was a harsh repulse to the young man, and most unexpected from

an authority. I was not then a painter, but secretly hoping to
ome one. I felt a strong sympathy for the vicitm, and thought he
38 unkindly treated, but I can now imagine that there might have
ppeared to the mind of the veteran artist sufficient ground for such
ice, and that it may have been an act of kindness rather than
rity. It is better to make shoes, or dig potatoes, or follow any other
t calling to secure a livelihood, than seek the pursuit of Art for
sake of gain. For whoever presumes to embrace her with the pre-
hinant motive of pecuniary reward, or any mere worldly distinction,
assuredly find but a bundle of reeds in his arms. The great law that
wides for the sustenance of the soul through the ministry of spiritual
gs, has fixed an immovable barrier between its own pursuits and
which supply our physical wants. For this reason, we cannot
¢ God and mammon, however specious our garb of hypocrisy; and:
uld sooner look for figs on thistles than for the higher attributes
Art from one whose ruling motive in its pursuit is money. This is
> of the principal causes operating to the degradation of Art, per-
ting it to the servility of a mere trade; and next to this, is its
Btitution by means of excess in color, strong effects and skillful
hipulation, solely for the sensuous gratification of the eye. Through
motives the Art becomes debased, and a picture so painted, be
bject landscape or figure, may well be considered but an empty
Bration. But, fortunately for Art, such is not its true purpose, and
only through the religious integrity of motive by which all real
have ever been actuated, that it still preserves its original purity,
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impressing the mind through the visible forms of material beauty, wiy
a deep'sense of the invisible and immaterial, for which end al]
world’s beauty and significance, beyond the few requirements of gy
animal nature, seems to be expressly given. And such is the ver
which the best judgment of the world, in all ages, has rendered,
awarding the highest rank to the artist who has kept in due subor
tion the more sensuous qualities with which material beauty is investad,
thereby constituting his representation the clear exponent of that ingey
tion by which every earnest spirit enjoys the assurance of our spirituaf
nature, and scorns the subtlety and logic of positive philosophy.

Every experienced artist knows that it is difficult to see naturg’s
truly: that for this end long practice is necessary. We see, yet perceivg
not, and it becomes necessary to cultivate our perception so as to con
prehend the essence of the object seen. The poet sees in nature mog
than mere matter of fact, yet he does not see more than is there,
what another may not see when he points it out. His is only a m
perfect exercise of perception just as the drapery of a fine statue
seen by the common eye, and pronounced beautiful, and the enlig
ened observer also pronounces it beautiful; but the one ascribes it to }
graceful folding, the other to its expression of the figure beneath, bu
neither sees more nor less in quantity than the other, but with uneqms
degrees of completeness, in perception. Now, the highest beaucy of thi
drapery consists in the perfection of its disposition, so as to best indi
cate the beautiful form it clothes, not possessing of itself too much
attractiveness, nor lose its value by too strongly defining the figur
And so should we look on external Nature. ‘

Why have the creations of Raphael conferred on him the title
divine? Because he saw through the sensuous veil, and embodied the:
spiritual beauty with which nature is animate, and in whose presence
the baser “passions shrink and tremble, and are still.” It is a mistake o
suppose that Raphael and other earnest minds have added anything
of their own to the perfection of their common model. They have only
depicted it as they saw it, in its fullness and purity, looking on it with
childlike affection and religious reverence, ever watchful that no careless
or presumptuous touch should mar its fair proportions. And it is the
same with regard to inanimate or animate creation. Childlike affection
and religious reverence for the beauty that nature presents before usy -
form a basis of reliance which the conflicts of opinion can never disturb-
Learn first to perceive with truthfulness, and then aim to embody youf
perceptions; take no thought on the question of genius or of futuré
fame; with these you have nothing to do. Seek not to rival or surpas
a brother artist, and above all, let not the love of money overleap the
love of Art. ‘

Worthinglon Whittredge: Autobiography 115

To appreciate Art, cultivation is necessary, but its power may be
felt without that, and the feeling will educate itself into the desired
ppreciation, and derive [rom it a corresponding degree of pleasure,
qccording to the purity or depravity, the high or low character, of the
srt that awakens it. And, as the true and the beautiful are inseparably
‘nnected and the highest beauty with the highest truth, it follows
that the most truthful picture must be the most beautiful, accord.ing
1o the nature of its subject. Where is the portrait-painter, having a just

. ense of his responsibilities, who has not often thrown down his brush

in despair, after many fruitless attempts to express the soul that beams
at times through the eye of beauty, and so with the yet more mysterious
wer of lofty intellect? And there is to be seen a corresponding soul
and depth of expression in the beauty of landscape nature, which dig-
nifies the Art that embodies it, and improves and elevates the mind that
Joves to contemplate its pictorial image.
But, suppose we look on a fine landscape simply as a thing of

. beauty—a source of innocent enjoyment in our leisure moments—a

sensuous gratification with the least expenditure of thought or effort of
the intellect, how much better is it than many a more expensive toy for
which human skill and industry are tasked, and wealth continually
lavished! How many of our men of fortune, whom nature and circum-
stance have well fitted for such enjoyment, surrender, as it were, their

 birthright, for a mess of pottage, by resorting to costly and needless
“luxuries, which consume, without satisfying—while Art invites to her

feast of beauty, where indulgence never cloys, and entails no penalty
of self-reproachi?



