
S
tudents of Philadelphia history have to approach the subject prepared to accept that once 
Dewitt Clinton finished the dream of building the Erie Canal, New York’s ascendance was 
complete, and Philadelphia was relegated to a lesser place in American culture. From the 

start, we had both physical and cultural disadvantages. New York is a saltwater port that never freezes 
over in winter, which means 12 reliable shipping months to our nine or 10. Then, there was the 
culture thing. New York was Dutch, and once the Dutch overcame their insistence upon only a half-
dozen families controlling the colony, they understood better than almost any other European society 
the importance of making a buck. That was true even if it meant sublimating prejudices against other 
religious and ethnic groups.

Philadelphians were more difficult to figure out. Until the 
French and Indian War, the Quakers controlled the government 
in Pennsylvania, and Quakers had highly conflicted views 
about just about everything, including: whether it was okay 
to make money; whether it was okay to display your money; 
and whether other cultures and colors were accepted or merely 
tolerated. This narrowmindedness prevails to this day. Lincoln 
Steffens was not far off, then or now, when he described the 
city circa 1900 as both corrupt and content. 

So how does this tie into the current exhibition grandly 
titled: “From the Schuylkill to the Hudson: Landscapes of the 
Early American Republic” at the Pennsylvania Academy of 
Fine Arts?

I must confess, the title of the PAFA show is a bit of an 
oversell. If you are familiar with any 19th century American 
cultural history, you know about both Romanticism and the 
Hudson River School style of painting. On the literary side, 
New York had Washington Irving and James Fennimore 
Cooper marching us through the valley with “Rip van Winkle,” 
“Sleepy Hollow” and “Last of the Mohicans.” Philly did have 
Poe for a few years, and he wrote some great stuff while living 
on 7th Street, but Baltimore and Richmond claim Poe as well. 
We also have George Lippard, famous in his day, but not many 
of us can claim to have read “The Monks of Monk Hall.” On the 
fine arts side, our competition is a bit more brisk. Hudson River 
is the home of Thomas Cole, Alfred Bierstadt and Frederick 

Landscapes of the Early American
Republic

Edmund Darch Lewis, (1835-1910)
View of the Schuylkill River with Memorial Hall in the Background, 1876
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Thomas Birch, (1779-1851)
Fairmount Water Works, 1821

Thomas Moran, (1837-1926)
Two Women in the Woods, 1870
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David Johnson, (1827-1908)
The Hudson River from Fort Montgomery, 1870

Church. These guys became famous for producing canvases 
large enough to set sail with and intricate enough to require a 
jeweler’s loupe to study. Their works became world famous, 
and while many of those works went far beyond the Hudson 
River Valley, it is there that they cut their romantic/realist teeth.

The PAFA show incorporates a lot of Hudson Valley art 
because PAFA had the good sense to realize how important this 
work was to the history of American painting and to acquire it. 
But, the thrust of the show is to remind us that Thomas Cole 
spent three years in Philadelphia before wandering north to the 
Catskills. While here, he was exposed to an arts community 
that included the vast array of Charles Wilson Peale’s children, 
Thomas Sully, Thomas and William Birch, Jacob Eicholtz and 
John Neagle. They represented the legacy of American art that 
was born in London just as the Revolution under the tutelage 
of a 30-year-old kid from Swarthmore, Delaware County 

named Benjamin West.  West arrived in London and soon 
revolutionized its art community with a battlefield painting 
that realistically showed a British general (James Wolfe) dying 
for his country. Any kid in America who could draw and get a 
letter of recommendation was sent to West’s studios in London 
after the war to learn at his feet. Among those who studied with 
him were John Trumbull, Gilbert Stuart, Ralph Earl, Samuel 
F.B. Morse, Matthew Pratt, Washington Alston and, of course, 
Charles Wilson Peale. West gave American art a European 
finish, and, in 1805, Charles Wilson Peale and George Clymer 
started the second fine arts school in the western world (the 
Louvre dates to 1796). After 1805, if you had talent, you 
came to Philadelphia, and if your talent was amazing, you 
would be sent to London accompanied by the introduction 
letter addressed to Benjamin West. West died in 1820, putting 
an end to that route to success. But the academy survived 
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Any kid in America who could draw and get a letter of recommendation was 
sent to West’s studios in London after the war to learn at [Benjamin West’s] 

feet.
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The paintings in the exhibit display two themes: one is man conquering 
nature, as in the case of bridges and waterworks; the other is man finding 

peace with nature and peace in nature.

William Russell Birch, (1755-1834)
Falls of Niagara, 1827
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and prospered. Meanwhile, New York was still a rough town 
without an art gallery of consequence until 1859 when Cooper 
Union was organized. Until the Civil War, if you needed a 
lawyer to argue before the Supreme Court in Washington or 
wanted your portrait painted, you came to Philadelphia because 
it was the place known as the banking, legal and arts center of 
the early republic.

The PAFA exhibition illustrates that; and while even this 
chauvinist Philadelphian cannot equate the beauty of the 
Schuylkill and Wissahickon Valleys with that of the Hudson, the 
comparison is made by the exhibit in a series of great paintings 
not often seen. Central to the story is the Water Works, built 
first at Centre Square (where City Hall is now located) and then 
Fairmount. Both then and now, if you travel five miles west up 

the Schuylkill, you can be overwhelmed by the vacation homes 
of Philadelphians searching to escape the deadly diseases of 
summer in the city. Many of these homes, owned by prominent 
members of the Philadelphia bar, are still open for inspection 
200 years after they were built. They include Judge Richard 
Peters’ home on Belmont Plateau, William Rawle’s home at 
Laurel Hill, Justice William Coleman’s mansion Woodford 
and its neighbor, Strawberry Mansion, built for Judge William 
Lewis. 

The exhibit includes the genre painting of John Lewis 
Krimmel, the carving of William Rush and classic paintings of 
nature in early Philadelphia done in the style we associate with 
the Hudson Valley. It also includes pieces from the period from 
places such as Newport and Rome, where you see American art 

Albert Bierstadt, (1830-1902)
Niagara, 1869

Both then and now, if you travel five miles west up the Schuylkill, you can be 
overwhelmed by the vacation homes of Philadelphians searching to escape 
the deadly diseases of summer in the city. Many of these homes, owned by 

prominent members of the Philadelphia bar, are still open for inspection 200 
years after they were built.
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evolving. When West painted “The Death of General Wolfe” 
in 1771, it was considered both revolutionary and somewhat 
disrespectful to paint a dying officer not wearing a toga. 
Forty years later, artists were painting scenery that dispensed 
with togas and, often, with humans in favor of the portrayal 
of nature’s inherent beauty. You may know Martin Johnson 
Heade for his familiar floral paintings. But his painting of the 
sunset in Rio de Janiero in 1864 is breathtaking. What makes 
it all the more astonishing is that his first training came from 
a Bucks County sign-painter named Edward Hicks, whom we 
know for his naïve but equally charming versions of “Peaceable 
Kingdom.” 

The paintings in the exhibit display two themes: one is man 
conquering nature, as in the case of bridges and waterworks; the 
other is man finding peace with and in nature. The conflict is as 
real today as it was 180 years ago when rapid industrialization 
and immigration gave birth to a nativist movement in 
Philadelphia and elsewhere on the eastern seaboard.

One other thing struck me as I looked at this handsome 
collection of 19th century art: the history of American art is one 

of unending conflict. Realist painters, such as Copley, West, 
Peale and others, often had little tolerance for those who painted 
“useless scenery.” Many of the painters featured in the PAFA 
exhibit rejected the arrival of impressionism as art lacking 
talent. And, today, as I wandered over into the Furness-Hewitt 
building (next to where this exhibit is found) and compared 
the serene landscapes of Daniel Garber with the often-jarring 
work of say, Robert Motherwell or Jackson Pollack, I realized 
that art is intended to challenge and lead us. It does so in small 
doses, permitting us to come to grips with change we might not 
always favor. We fear change. But the history of art tells us that 
change waits for no one, and in these turbulent political times, 
the march of artistic progress informs us there is no going back.

Mark R. Ashton (mashton@foxrothschild.com) is a partner at Fox 
Rothschild LLP.

The paintings in the exhibit display two themes: one is man conquering 
nature, as in the case of bridges and waterworks; the other is man finding 

peace with nature and peace in nature.

Frederic Edwin Church, (1826-1900)
Valley of Santa Ysabel, New Granada, 1875




