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ALBERT BIERSTADT

Seldom can it be said that the life of anyone en
compasses and contributes as much to the advancement of the 
art of his period as that of Albert Bierstadt, whose right 
to be named with the immortals may be questioned, who,never
theless, by nobility of character combined with an impelling 
talent for painting the grandiose in Nature,leveled all bar
riers, Including those of nationalities, and carved for him
self a niche in the Hall of Fame.

Therefore, no biography can do him the justice he 
deserves nearly so well as a compilation of data, (in the 
vernacular and thought of his time), from friends and con
temporaries, letters and art journals, of the people whom he 
knew, whose business it was to give credit where it was due, 
or, to withhold it,according to the canons of the fraternity 
of art.

GENEALOGY
While the western part of the United States was be

ing settled, and soon after Napoleon Bonaparte's meteoric 
career, which ended in the battle of Waterloo; in Solingen, 
near Dusseldorf, Germany, Albert Bierstadt was born, Jan
uary 7, 1830, son of Henry and Christine Bierstadt.

Henry Bierstadt,who had been a soldier in the Pen
insular War fighting Napoleonic usurpation of Europe,in 1832,
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(when Albert was about two years old), emigrated with his 
family to the United States, and settled in New Bedford, 
Massachusetts,where they eventually became naturalized Amer
ican citizens.

EARLY EDUCATION
Albert attended the public schools of New Bedford 

where he was a good average atudent. It was also noticed 
that he had a predilection for art in the many clever sketch
es he made during his student days. However, unlike other 
youths who afterward became famous, he was not a prodigy in 
any way. No doubt this.was caused to a very large extent by 
the straitened circumstances of the family,which made it im
possible for him to concentrate on anything so uncertain. 
As it was necessary for him to find employment,he tried dif
ferent occupations at various times. His mother, ambitious 
for her son's success, and knowing some of the vicissitudes 
of the average artist, having had a cousin, Hazenclever, who 
was a German landscape painter,tried to divert his attention 
into some other calling, but without success.

BEGINNING OF ART STUDIES
His fondness for art was too strong— latent ability

too pronounced— to allow him to be influenced to the contrary.
He determined to lay the foundation for a career in art by
studying abroad. His destination was Dusseldorf, the famous
German Art Academy for students, second only in importance 
to Rome at that time.
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Who knows all that went on in his mind? For one 
thing— it was near where he was born; and secondly, that was 
the school of Hazenclever, an exponent of Dusseldorf, whose 
paintings had brought exceptional prices in the United States. 
He may have thought he could do the same thing, or, that 
Hazenclever could give him the benefit of his learning in art.

In his spare time Bierstadt had taught drawing for 
several years in New Bedford, but had never tried painting 
in oils, until his twenty-third year, and that was the year, 
also, when, having saved enough money for the trip, he went 
to Dusseldorf, and put himself under the professors of the 
Academy.

A DISAPPOINTMENT
Upon arriving at the German School young Bierstadt 

received the disappointing news that his mother's cousin, 
Hazenclever, whose protege he had hoped to be, had recently 
passed on— and it would be necessary to adjust himself to 
new conditions.

ART STUDIES BEGIN
Before long he had won the sympathy and friendship 

of such men as Achenbach and Lessing, two of the Instructors 
at the Academy, equally as famous as Hazenclever, under whom 
he arranged to study. Achenbach's landscapes had sold in the 
United States for good prices, and later Lessing was intro
duced into the country through some of his commissions at 
Washington.
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During the winter months Bierstadt studied at the 
Academy, and went on long walking and sketching tours in the 
summer, through Germany, Switzerland and Italy. As he de
parted later from many of the eccentricities of the paint
ing habits of Dusseldorf,it is possible that he learned more 
from his companions and by his own personal study and ob
servation, than was imparted to him at the School.

THE BEGINNING OF HIS TRAVELS
As Achenbach was famous for his"Westphalian Mills", 

so Bierstadt, on his first walking expedition in Germany, 
found the material for his "Old Mill". This he did so well 
in all of its rural, homely beauty, showing the simple, pic
turesque aspects of life and nature in the Old World, that 
he began to acquire the reputation of an artist of ability 
and promise.

At this period of his career Bierstadt seems to 
have had a great desire to paint the ancient and familiar 
scenes of the rural type. For, on another of his walking 
tours, he found an old church with the afternoon sun shining 
on its mossy walls, and low arched door, wide-spreading tree 
beside the wall, and an old woman seated in the door-way. 
The whole scene was full of time-mellowed repose which he 
caught with his brush, and if he had cared to, he could have 
made replicas by the dozens to supply tourists with some
thing typioal of the "Old World".
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After these itinerant, summer-sketching tours, 
stretching over a period of three years, Bierstadt spent a 
year in Rome with Whittredge, an older pupil of Achenbach's 
as a finish to Dusseldorf method, and to absorb directly 
what he could from Rome, the capital of the world in art at 
that time. He sketched through the Apennine Mountains with 
Gifford, and trailed with his easel through Switzerland and 
along the Rhine. This enlarged his observation, and added 
greatly to his portfolio in sketches to be developed later. 
So popular had he become, that when he left Rome, he had or
ders for pictures that would have taken him seven years to 
paint.

OLD WORLD SKETCHES
Among the sketches he accummulated on these ram

bles were the ones for his picture of "The Bay of Sorrento"; 
"The Arch of Octavian"; "Street Scene in Rome"; and "Lake 
Lucerne" each of which, said an admirer: "For accuracy of 
local details, still-life and atmospheric effects, tints of 
earth and water,effectively suggested the environs of Naples, 
the cold, chaste beauty of the Switzerland Mountains, or the 
historical, ancient monuments of the Eternal City."

These, and other pictures of this time, were dis
posed of, and so have been lost to public view, as they were 
absorbed by private collectors.
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BIERSTADT RETURNS TO NEW BEDFORD 
In 1857 Mr. Bierstadt returned to New Bedford aft

er four years' residence abroad, a polished man of the world 
accomplished in Art. He brought back with him many proofs 
of his industry, and a great enthusiasm for landscape paint
ing.

BECOMES FOREMOST PAINTER OF AMERICAN LANDSCAPES
Bierstadt quite suddenly established a reputation 

as a popular painter of American landscapes, for his photo
graphic style(in the sense of being literal),was very much ad
mired. He sought the most sublime scenes in Nature and with 
his master brush-strokes did more to make American scenery 
known and appreciated at home and abroad, than the printed 
page could have done otherwise. Cole in the East, and Keith 
in the West were among his contemporaries in landscape paint
ing, but Blerstadt's work was more for the purpose of recording 
authentic places of grandeur than either of theirs, and there 
is no doubt that he aspired to be such an historian.

He made long, uncomfortable journeys to remote 
places in search of "grand" scenes. By clever perspective he 
could convey the impression in the spectator's mind of whole 
mountain chains, rivers, distant peaks; vast vistas. Most of 
his work was contracted for in advance by private individuals 
and corporations who wanted some particular phase of scenery 
or locality.
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FIRST WESTERN PAINTING EXPEDITION 
In April 1858, Bierstadt left New Bedford for St. 

Louis to join General Lander's Government surveying and ex
ploring expedition, and three months later wrote with enthu
siasm to a friend:

"Rocky Mountains 
July 10, 1858

"The Mountains are very fine as seen from the 
plains. They resemble very much the* Bernese 
Alps. They are of granite formation,the same 
as the Swiss mountains, their jagged summits 
covered with snow and mingling with the clouds? 
cottonwood trees and several species of the fir 
and pine line the river banks,the grouping of 
the rocks is charming; the Indians are ns they 
were hundreds of years ago, and now is the time 
to paint them. The color of the mountains is 
like those of Italy; the rolling prairies are 
covered with wild sage and different shrubs, 
and the streams are lined with willows."
This highest of compliments from the Art Journal

on Bierstadt, must be quoted:
".....with the same genius for picturesque
possibilities which made Bierstadt's Old World 
subjects so much admired also rendered many of 
his studies of American scenery just as effec
tive....Like magic his conception could change 
from one formation of nature to another; his 
imagination could attempt any stupendous feat 
of this kind and bring Nature in its grandest 
aspects into view: Mediterranean, the Tiber,
the Yosemite, or the Rocky Mountains^"
After Bierstadt's return from the "Old World" with 

its decaying monuments and crumbling churches, when he saw 
the scenic grandeur of the "New World" he was like a man en
tranced. When he painted he put all the force of his nature 
into it. Meaningless easel pictures of no particular place
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did not appeal to him. with hla love of adventure and of the 
historical. If he had been of a purely scientific turn of 
mind, he would no doubt have been an explorer. His type of 
study required rigorous travel— in most cases long distances, 
which could only be undertaken by a hardy individual, for he 
sometimes found It necessary to pass months in the wilderness 
far away from the comforts of civilization. He was not in 
any sense a poseur. There is no record of his trying to im
itate the style or paint after the formula of any of the old 
masters. He was content to be original.

After a day3s traveling in a covered wagon on Lan
der's expedition, Blerstadt, his companion, and their ser
vant, would start on Indian ponies and ramble for miles, to 
explore, and to kill game for their supper. Grouse, rabbits, 
wild duck, and sage hens were plentiful, and with coffee and 
cornbread, completed their repast. They slept in blankets 
under the open sky.

One of the first artists to live in the open, and 
paint direct from nature, Blerstadt got his effects in the 
Rocky Mountains, first hand; trees, peaks, canyons, barren 
ridges, atmospheric effects, Indians, and later he included 
wild animals.

From these studies while on this western expedi
tion, he painted historical and geographical pictures .and 
panoramas of the West. He depicted history in the making of 
a new civilized Empire. And it was from the studies made on
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this expedition that he painted several of his beet pictures, 
or at least, those that brought him the most acclaim.

BIERSTADT LEAVES LANDER'S PARTY
After several months of sketching with Lander's 

party, and after crossing the Western side of the Mountains, 
while they were in the Wasatch Range In southern Utah, Bier- 
stadt, his portfolio full of sketches. was anxious to get 
back to his studio to develop them, Wjth two men attendants, 
he left the party and started back East through a dense wil
derness inhabited by Indians. It was a hazardous journey to 
undertake but this did not deter Blerstadt, who seemed to be 
fond of taking risks Again they had to depend, upon the game 
they could kill, and water was scarce at that time of the 
year. However, they finally reached Laramie, Wyoming, in 
safety.

THE BUFFALO INCIDENT
At the winding up of this memorable painting ex

pedition, something with the tang of sage-brush.and in keep
ing with the "times", occurred, which gives an Insight into 
Bierstadt's courage as an artist and wild-animal-life por
trayer.

Blerstadt, who had been away from the camp doing 
some early morning sketching, was expected back when a herd 
of buffalo was encountered by the party. Thinking to please 
the artist by detaining some of the animals for him to make
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studies of, one or two were shot, and then the largest male 
of the herd was merely wounded in some of the un-vital parts 
of his anatomy. He was in a fighting mood, charging at his 
enemies and could keep on his feet. However, he was doomed, 
but the death shot hadn't been given as yet— waiting for 
Bierstadt, who then appeared and took in the situation.

Immediately he fixed his camp-stool, got out his 
charcoal and made rapid sketches of the charging, dying an
imal. A few moments later, one of the buffalo's tormentors 
gave the telling shot which ended Its suffering,and Bierstadt 
had acquired a rare and valuable sketch.

"Fashion in art is a theory for discussion." And 
so it was in Bierstadt's time. In the sixties and seventies 
he was looked upon as some new comet appearing in the artis
tic firmament.

SOME COMMENTS OF THE PRESS ON BIERSTADT
One of the art critics, in making a survey of Bier

stadt 's work, said in this much condensed article:
"No more genuine and grand American work has 
been produced in American art than Bierstadt's 
'Rocky Mountains', representing the sublime 
range which guards the remote West; it is em
inently national. In the breadth, elevation, 
and grandeur of the composition, almost a vir
gin theme, the novelty of the subject would 
attract the student of nature and the lover of art."
The Hudson River School to which Thomas Cole,F. E. 

Church, Thomas Moran, Bierstadt, Keith, and George Innes
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belonged, were noted for their patriotic enthusiasm which 
gave a national spirit to their work, but this was true of 
Bierstadt more than any of the others of that school. There 
were no "abstractions" after the modern trend, in his work. 
Nothing to conjure with. They were plain statements of his
torical truths which were rapidly changing ns the country 
was being settled. For that reason, a great number of his 
pictures have become museum pieces, where they belong, and 
have value,as they are too large for the ordinary wall space.

SOME GOVERNMENT ART
Bierstadt had many admirers in diplomatic circles 

in the United States and abroad. That art patronage by the 
Federal Government was a matter of great moment in 1867, is 
revealed by the price haggling over two paintings Bierstadt 
had entered in to contract for with the Committee on the 
Library, in Washington, D. C.

In 1867, Nathaniel P.Banks,congressman from Massa
chusetts, was speaker of the House of Representatives. He 
was authorized to submit a resolution to the Committee on the 
Library t* purchase two of Bierstadt?s pictures for the walls 
of the House of Representatives.

The paintings were to be "thoroughly American in 
character, representing some prominent feature of scenery or 
important event in the discovery of America."

There was a meeting of the joint Committee held in 
March 1867, at which time a communication was read from Mr.
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Bierstadt,promising his two historical paintings for the pan
els of the House of Representatives at the price of $40,000 
each.

The next heard about the matter was: "No appropri
ation having been made, it was deemed expedient in the pres
ent state of our finances....etc." In other words, the pic
tures were not painted at that time, and for several years 
nothing was done by the Committee. Bierstadt, then at the 
height of his career, was rapidly turning out pictures and 
selling them from five thousand to thirty-five thousand dol
lars each.

On one of Bierstadt's later trips to Europe,he was 
commissioned by the Government to get the material for a 
painting to be called: "Discovery of the Hudson River by 
Hendrik Hudson", and in March 1878, the following action was 
taken:

The Chairman was authorized "to purchase of Mr. A. 
Bierstadt his painting of 'Landing of Hendrik Hudson' at a 
price not exceeding $10,000."

Munsey's Magazine,(1907-08), in an article on "Art 
Treasures of the United States Capitol", says: "Congress paid 
Albert Bierstadt ten thousand dollars each for his pictures—  
'The Landing of Hendrik Hudson at Manhattan Island' and 'En
trance into Monterey'."

It was contended by some that Bterstadt's figure 
was not exorbitant in asking the Government $40,000 for his



0295 BtERSTADT

110

paintings; that he had been duly sponsored;and it might have 
been expected, as the Government had paid $20,000 to Lentz 
(also of Dusseldorf) for his painting "Westward the Course 
of Empire takes Its Way"; and to Powell $25,000 for "The Bat
tle of Lake Erie", and that Bierstadt, who had been selling 
his pictures abroad and hero too, could be expected to put a 
high value on his paintings.

So much for the appraisal of the living Bierstadt 
as a painter. This is an excerpt from an art commentator 
several decades later:

BIERSTADT'S INFLUENCE ON AMERICAN ART
Eugene Neuhaus says in "History of American Land

scape Art":
"To the grandiose subjects and broad treatment 
of what may be called the Bierstadt period in 
America,have succeeded the comparatively small, 
and very Intimate landscapes Forty years ago,
Mr. Bierstadt was perhaps the most popular, and 
most widely known among people at large as a 
representative of American art, more than any 
American painter of the present generation."

"Art in California" accurately places Bierstadt, 
Hill and Keith as California "Grand Stylo" artists of the 
prairie-era, and traces their influence. It attributes to 
Bierstadt the credit of carrying westward the influence of 
the Hudson River School (love-of-nature-and-country) style 
of painting, and says that he probably Inspired and influ
enced the former men as well. However, Keith and Innes, also 
a contemporary,were more under the influence of the Barbizon
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School of painting, and Bierstadt belonged to the panoramic 
style adopted by Hudson River Artists.

The Art Journals and newspapers on which we must 
rely in greatest measure for the details of Bierstadt's life 
and works, are, unfortunately, not chronological in their 
material so that we can only choose, and if some of the de
tails overlap, it is for that reason unavoidable.

Bierstadt with his love of the out-of-doors,people, 
and strange settings of adventure, was always looking for 
new material for his paint kit. Many of his experiences par
allel the short story in these essentials The severest crit
icism that was made of him, usually, was that he was trained 
at Dusseldorf, the hampering habits of which he is said to 
have overcome.

It was said that in some of his panoramic canvases, 
"whole mountain ranges stretched out before you, deep moun
tain lakes and wild masses of shattered cliff,headlong water
falls and silent forests. Only a trapper, a cowboy, or an 
Indian riding on horseback after buffalo,gave occasional an
imation to the desolate wilderness....Mattersof such ethnol
ogical Interest met with the approval in Europe also, and 
quite naturally....Bierstadt put into the market the bound
less American prairies, the herds of buffalo, the gigantic 
forms of mountain cliffs, and the valleys of California.... 
pictures which united geographical accuracy with the effort
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to compass dazzling meteorological effects." A very high 
tribute to pay anyone indeed.

THE TIMES A FACTOR IN HIS CAREER
A chronicler of timely national events traces the

influence of certain periods upon art.
"From the decade of the Forties until the close 
of the Civil War, was a prolific time for the 
American painter as a great development was tak
ing place. The West had opened, the pioneers 
had begun their work ten years earlier, and the 
wilderness had been subdued by the farmer and 
the lumberman. Communication was difficult.
Great fortunes were rare compared to later de
velopments, but still there was money and those 
who could afford to do so bought luxuries lav
ishly. It was the era of big houses, horse- 
racing and diamonds, and everything was on a 
big scale....the bigger it was, the more fash
ionable it was. For their large houses with 
turrets, they bought immense pictures for im
mense prices. It was in those days Bierstadt 
received the prices that would seem incredible 
today."

PRAISE BY AN ARTIST
Louis Tuskerman, who was one of Bierstadt's admir

ers, thought his "North Fork of the Platte" a work of great 
achievement and described it thus: "His breadth of light in 
the background, especially, is Indeed admirable....The aerial 
perspective lures the eye and imagination away into infinite 
depths of space."

Bierstadt, who made three trips to Europe after 
his student days and was always moving about, happened to be 
there in 1868 and had a studio in Rome. The Overland Monthly
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in 1868 ran a series of articles called "Gossip Abroad" and 
says in effect,that while most artists are still to be found 
in their studios, Bierstadt has departed for the summer and 
his absence is felt to be a great loss to the residents that 
are left:

"Mr. Bierstadt has won for himself a name in 
Rome among the Italians. One of his pictures, 
which he was solicited to exhibit in the Piazzi 
dl Spagna.was instantly surrounded by an admir
ing crowd. Californians will be pleased to hear 
that 'The Yosemite Valley' formed the attraction 
in Mr. Bierstadt's studio. It is indeed a won
derful production....to mount a long flight of 
steps to the Vivolo d' Albert in the very heart 
of Rome. The painter seems like one of the 
Genii of the Arabian Nights....and forsooth one 
leaves the Old World and is back again toward 
the setting sun in the midst of the new and glo
rious world of the Pacific. The Sentinel Rock 
is once more our landmark. El Capitan raises 
granite walls above the valley....and we are 
in California again."
Bierstadt was never stationary longer than a few 

months at a time, which may be the reason some enterprising 
biographer has never written more about him. He could not 
stay still long enough!

The San Francisco Bulletin in the issue of Octo
ber 19, 1869, tells its readers, that the lovers of art in 
California will bo glad to know there lean effort being made 
to bring one of Mn Bierstadt's pictures to the Pacific Coast 
for exhibition:

"We have long regarded it a misfortune that no 
opportunity has been offered our people of wit
nessing the work of an artist who has done so 
much to enhance the reputation of our scenery, 
and to awaken an interest in them abroad."
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Bierstadt was in Switzerland at the time making 
sketches from which he painted "Storm on the Matterhorn". ' 
A friend who was with him wrote in a letter to San Francisco 
friends! "Mr. Bierstadt lacks none of hin enthusiasm for 
California scenery by comparison with Alpine. Indeed, he 
does not hesitate to declare that the scenery of the Alps 
cannot compare with that of the Rocky Mountains;the Yosemlte; 
or the Sierra Nevada."

Bierstadt made another tour of the continent after 
leaving Switzerland and returned to Rome for the winter. 
"Storm on the Matterhorn" was put on exhibition, where it im
mediately attracted the attention of the Art World and re
mained in the galleries for quite a time.

BIERSTADT RETURNS TO THE PACIFIC COAST
Two little paragraphs in San Francisco Daily papers 

accept Bierstadt as part of the pioneer art world! The San
-vFrancisco Dally Bulletin announces that Albert Bierstadt, 
"the great artist from New York", arrived at the Grand Hotel* 
The News Letter, a few days later, says, "Bierstadt has re
turned to town, his portfolio stocked with sketches from the 
Yosemlte"....and the San Francisco Wasp, still later,carries 
a paragraph that the world-renouned artist,Albert Bierstadt, 
has returned from a flying trip to the Sierras in company 
with C.P.Huntington, and that the day before he had present
ed himself at the rooms of the San Francisco Art Association
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where he.looked about, admiring very much a picture on exhi
bition in the gallery, called "Samson and Delilah",

BIERSTAfT IN CALIFORNIA
Wherever he went, the news of his arrival and de

parture was broadcast by the daily papers and magazines and 
references made to anything unusual that he was doing, or 
something about the last picture he might be painting and 
where it could be seen. Such men, prominent in the early 
history of California, as Governor Stanford, and Mr. C. P. 
Huntington, were his friends and his patrons.

San Francisco at that time was just becoming art
conscious (1871). This little notice in the San Francisco
Evening Bulletin is self-explanatory:

"The Art Association met last night in Pacific 
Hall, Wandesforde presiding. Twenty-one new 
members were elected. Albert Bierstadt was 
elected the first honorary member of the As
sociation."
The honor done him by the Association was, a short 

time later, acknowledged in a gracefully worded letter of 
thanks and offering them his support.

The next two years were spent by Bierstadt making 
studies and painting on the Pacific Coast, and it is amusing 
that he discovered a new place to paint in California that 
was not quite so populated as some of his earlier haunts, 
like Yosemite Valley. His allies, the press, knew about his 
new paradise in Inyo county, and said that he was the first
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artist with the courage to penetrate the Inyo wilds, as he 
"was indubitably the first artist of America". On this ex
cursion of his to the mountains of Inyo county, the 3tage in 
which he was riding was overturned and the driver was killed, 
but Bierstadt escaped with only a bad shaking up.

He exhibited liberally at the Association in the 
two years he had made San Francisco his headquarters. On 
the opening night of the exhibition of June 1872, one of the 
art critics, who attended the function, could not get near 
Bierstadt's painting "Mount Hood"— it was so surrounded; part 
of the evening by Governor Stanford and his party. When this 
critic finally did see the picture at a little later date, he 
said, that to his mind it was the finest painting in the gal
lery, displaying more artistry and more genius than any of 
them. Another critic from one of the daily papers said "Mount 
Hood" disappointed him,but that the snow scene in Bierstadt's 
"Yosemlte Valley" was a "marvel of the brush,a sense of snow
drift and mountain blast that is magnificent."

Besides the Sierras, Bierstadt made repeated trips 
to Hetch Hetchy Valley, the King's River Country, Mt.Whitney, 
and other historical points.

One authority classes Bierstadt Thomas Moran to
gether as historical painters and says that two of Bierstadt's 
best pictures are: "Settlement of California by Junipero 
Serra" and "Sunset in the Sierras". The former is in the 
Capitol at Washington..
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BIERSTADT RETURNS TO NEW YORK STUDIO 
In August 1873, with studies enough to keep him 

busy for several years at least, Bierstadt departed for his 
studio at Irvington-on-Hudson.

The many old friends he had known on former visits, 
and the newer ones as well, were reluctant to see him go; he 
was as popular personally, as he was socially as an artist.

Still there was speculation as to why he denied 
himself so many comforts as were necessary when traveling, 
and worked as hard as he did. He had made a reputation of 
which anyone could be proud; was still painting vigorously 
with thousands of sketches to work from; had a beautiful home 
in which he could and did entertain his friends, a wife who 
was beautiful and a fine hostess— why, it was wondered— did 
he ga on such long, dangerous journeys when it was not nec
essary? Then the reason was discovered: Of course he liked
his work and the adventure that went with it, but, he also 
had a conviction that he was doing something useful for hu
manity in painting the fast changing grandeur of the West.

DONNER LAKE FROM THE SUMMIT 
Another event in San Francisco's aesthetic devel

opment took place in March 1875, two years after Bierstadt 
had left the Pacific Coast for the Eastern Metropolis. The 
San Francisco Art Association was having another gala night, 
and, showing that Bierstadt had not been idle in those two
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years, his painting of "Donner Lake from the Summit", for 
which he had made sketches while here, had been sent on from 
New York for this occasion by the painter, and was on dis
play. Naturally everyone was all agog.

It was another one of his masterpiece panoramas, 
painted especially at the request of Mr. C. P. Huntington, 
President of the Central Pacific, built not so long before 
that,and which passed near that wonderful bit of High Sierra 
scenery.

The artist's point of view was several hundred feet 
above the line of the Railroad (the artist had to use some 
clever aerial perspective), where it crosses the summit, and 
about 7000 feet above sea level,looking eastward pver Donner 
Lake and down the descending valley of the Truckee to the 
distant Washoe Mountains. The valley is filled with silvery 
vapor, above which rise the mountains of the Sierra Nevada 
plateau. This point was chosen at the request of Mr. Hunt
ington,because here they overcame the greatest physical dif
ficulties while building the road, which he thought would be 
such a boon to travelers that there need never be another 
tragedy at this point, as had occurred before.

The painting when completed had the rosy dawn of 
high altitudes. Bierstadt had arisen morning after morning 
at four o'clock when making his sketches, to get the exact 
coloring and early morning effect with the sun rising over 
mountain peaks. The train runs through the mountain at this
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elevata-^ point. However, the art of the painting is not in 
any way sacrificed by putting it in the picture.

SOME OPINIONS
Bierstadt was sometimes criticized for the extrav

agance of his compositions; or, that he painted two pictures 
in one. The Art Journal, London, s&id that of his "Mountain 
Lake", a National Academy work, 1877,but named several other 
things that were excellent about it. And several times he 
was accused of carelessness. One art critic claimed that was 
the reason that he changed the topography of the Golden Gate 
in a painting so named.

His "Rocky Mountains",which helped to make his rep
utation, was called an unconvincing generalization, and then 
the same reviewer said: "It was one of the most popular pic
tures at the time of its production;it still remains popular.

Two international magazines, one an American and 
one British, give a resume of Bierstadt's work. This is from 
Scribners:

"There are few landscape painters living, whose 
reputations have reached as far as that of Al
bert Bierstadt. His paintings are as well known 
and at least as highly appreciated in Europe as 
they are here. Whilst this is due in a great 
measure, no doubt, to the arcistic merit of his 
work, it is still more due to the fact that he 
is a leader among those who first essayed to 
give expression on canvas to the great and grand 
in Nature, of which the scenery of the West is 
so prolific. Whatever may be the difference of 
opinion upon the merit of his technique, there 
are none as to his genuine love of art...."
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And now from the Art Journal, London:
"One of the first men to represent to us on an 
adequate scale the character of the mountain 
backbone of North America, its gorges,its for
ests, its lakes and waterfalls— was assuredly 
Mr. Bierstadt; and we have much pleasure in 
welcoming him back to this country with his 
pictures of fresh fields and pastures new.
"His two grand works of the 'Sierra Nevada 
Mountains' and the 'Wellingtonia', or Legnoia 
Gigantes, to speak learnedly, are now on view 
at the Gallerie of Messrs. Thomas Agnew and 
Sons, Old Bond Street."
His earlier works showed a vigorous manly style *f 

art that swept people off their feet. His "Yosemite Valley", 
"Mount Hood", "North Fork of the Platte", and his "Rocky 
Mountains", the greatest of them all,put Bierstadt on a ped
estal reached but by few men. He had high, definite inten
tions of what he wished to do and carried them out with a 
boldness not many artists could attempt.

HIS WORK
Mr. Bierstadt was an exponent of the Hudson River 

School of painting and its most widely known member. He car
ried its Influence into the West, because, being founded up
on a landscape painting principle, there the grandest scenery 
was to be found. This work often took him to places which 
were quite inaccessible.

In the early days of the West, while hunting for 
sublime scenery, on one occasion he had gone to Mt. Shasta 
from Sacramento, on horseback, and after staying there for a
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short time, the party left for Portland, Oregon. There were 
no railroads,and the horse was the only means of transporta
tion possible. From there the trip was made up the Columbia 
River to Vancouver Island where he made sketches for one of 
his greatest paintings, "Mount Hood".

After this memorable expedition to Oregon, Bier- 
stadt, who had already quite well covered the United States, 
especially the West, painted in New York for three years, 
after which he left for Europe to make some studies for the 
United States Government. Most of the time there was spent 
in London, but he made several short trips to Italy, where 
he made his studies for another painting, called: "Vesuvius
in Eruption".

Some time after returning to the United States,for 
the third time he visited the Pacific Coast,about 1884. This 
time, Instead of by covered wagons and horseback as he had 
done before,was by railroad at forty miles an hour,which was 
felt to be a great and glorious era in luxurious travel.

SUMMARY OF BIERSTADT'S WORK
Inasmuch as Blerstadt had gone direct to nature 

for his subjects,first in the Alps, known for extreme height 
and grandeur, then the Adlrondacks, Catskills, and White 
Mountains; afterwards to the Rocky Mountains, and the proud,

u
lofty peaks of the Sierra Nevada, he had a trained eye and 
inner faculty for seeing,and a trained brush to portray what
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he saw. For that reason alone he could attempt what a stu
dio or school trained man would shrink from trying.

The landscapists have claimed that his work lacked 
synthesis; in other words was diversified in subject, and 
should have more unity. Bierstadt was not interested in 
painting a one-idea picture, but a panorama of nature, and 
if he copied nature as a model, naturally, it must be diver
sified.

The London Saturday Review said he "has great au
dacity, and the ability to carry out his intentions."

He had the power of representing the constructive 
forces of mountain masses and suggesting vast perspective.

From Art Idea we learn that his figures were pic- 
torially grouped, and prosaically true to actual life, (too 
realistic,no doubt!); therefore he appeared to better advan
tage in "Sunshine and Shadows" a reminiscence of the Rhine.

Another biographer comes forth with:
"'The Big Trees of California', (National Aca
demy, 1874) shows Bierstadt to be an earnest 
student of the boldest form of landscape art, 
and we may remark the effective management of 
the light which throws the great girth of the 
trees into prominence."
This painting belonged to the Royal family of Ger

many. Those who were not in sympathy with the work, said 
Bierstadt "relapsed into sensational and meretricious effects 
of vast illustrations of scenery", but recognition from the
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public and the large prices he received would tend to dis
claim it.

A PARAGRAPH OF HISTORY
Mr. Bierstadt was once a guest at the White House 

in Washington, D. C. while Mr. Chester A Arthur was presi
dent. He noticed an absence of paintings, other than the 
usual portraits in the gallery of all the preceding presi
dents, and, knowing the President's fondness for art and 
beautiful appointments, when he returned to his studio sent 
three of his fine paintings to Washington, "Yellowstone 
Falls"; "Yellowstone Canyon"; and "Giant Geysers", telling 
the President to keep them as long as he cared to do so. 
After living with and seeing these pictures for a whole year, 
the President decided to go out to that part of the country 
whose scenes they depicted and see them for himself, which 
he did.

HI3 MARRIAGE AND FAMILY
Mr. Bierstadt was a bachelor until 1386, when he 

married Miss Rosalie Osborne, who died in 1693; they were 
the parents of a daughter. A year or two later he married 
Mrs. Stewart.

Bierstadt's brother, Charles, was a nationally 
known photographer of Grand Scenery.
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HONORS RECEIVED
Mr. Bicrstadt was once so showered with honors that 

a lofty peak,called Biorstadt's Peak, in the Rocky Mountains, 
was named after him, because he was the first artist to bring 
them into prominence ns paintings;

He received medals from five foreign countries as 
his pictures were known in Europe as well as in the United 
States. Ho held honorary membership in several Art Societies.

HIS DEATH
The World and his many San Francisco friends were 

shocked to hear of his death, on February 19, 1902, in New 
York, at the age of seventy-two.

CONCLUSION
Albert Bierstadt was in the true sense of the word, 

a self-made man. He was by choice an American artist, and a 
loyal American in every way.

It is said of him that he was: "gentle in manner;
open-hearted; active, without show of it, in all little mat
ters tending to help a fellow worker; generous, but not ob- 
trusivo in his charities; and gifted with consummate social 
and business tact."

Here is a man who cannot be summarized by a later 
generation, but only in the words and esteem of his friends 
and contemporaries. He was one of the great men of a speci
fic generation and era; unique and great in a self-appoint
ed way fitting to the time, appreciated and understood.
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ALBERT BTERSTADT 
REPRESENTATIVE 

WORKS

Sunlight and Shadow
The Old Mill
Street Scene in Rome
The Arch of Octavlan
Bay of Sorrento
Lake Lucerne
Vesuvius in Action
Italian Landscape
Storm on the Matterhorn
Valley of Zermatt, Switzerland
The Rocky Mountains
Storm in the Rocky Mountains
Looking Down the Yosemite
Laramie Peak, Sierra Nevada
Lander's Peak
Mount Rosalie
Domes of Yosemite
Emigrants Crossing the Prairie
Estes Park, Colorado
The Overland Mail
Cathedral Rocks
The Golden Gate
North Fork of La Platte
Burning Whalers by Moonlight
Great Trees of California
Mt. Whitney, Sierra Nevada
Giant Geysers
Discovery of the Hudson River 
El Capitan, Merced River 
Valley of the Yosemite
Settlement of California by Junipefo Scrra
Burning Ships
Mountain Lake
Emerald Pool
Valley of Kern River
Mount Corcoran, Sierra Nevada
On the Saco, New Hampshire
California Oaks
Mount Hood, Oregon
Entrance into Monterey
A View on the Sierra Nevada
Donner Lake from the Summit
Puget Sound
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Yosemlte Valley In Winter 
Yellowstone Falls 
Sunset in the Nevadas 
Western Kansas 
California Spring

PERMANENT COLLECTIONS:
Buffalo Academy of Fine Arts, Buffalo, New York: 
Laramie Peak, 1861

Boston Athenaeum, Boston, Massachusetts!
Arch of Octavian

Lennox Library, New York:
El Capitan, Merced River, 1866

New York Public Library, New York:
Valley of the Yosemlte

Capitol at Washington, D. C.:
Settlement of California 
Discovery of Hudson River

Corcoran Gallery, Washington, D. C.:
Mountain Lake, Mount Corcoran

Art Institute, Chicago, Illinois:
San Rafael, California, 1925

University of California, Berkeley, California: 
Yosemlte Valley in Winter

Hermitage, Russia:
View on Kern River
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EXHIBITIONS:
New York City:
National Academy of Design, 1860-1879 
Metropolitan Museum of Art 
Putnam Gallery

San Francisco, California:
Winter Exhibition, 1863-1867
San Francisco Art Association, 1871-1875-1884

International Exhibitions; Rome, Berlin, Paris, 
Switzerland

CATALOG:
Panama-Pacific International Exposition, 

San Francisco, California, 1915
Corcoran Gallery of Arts, Washington, D.C 
Mount Corcoran

HONORS AND AWARDS:
Gold Medals in Austria
Gold. Medals in Germany
Gold Medals in Bavaria
Gold Medals in Belgium
Cross of the Legion of Honor; France
Cross of St. Stanislaus, Russia
Order of Medjidle, Turkey

CLUBS:
Member:

Boston Art Club
National Academy of Design
National Institute of Arts and Letters
San Francisco Art Association
Geographical Society
Union League



0313 BtERSTADT 128

ALBERT BIERSTADT 
BIBLIOGRAPHY

San Francisco Bulletin,
September 15, 1863— October 31, 1867 
October 19, 1869— August 8, 1871 
April 21, 1884— March 1, 1902

The Bock of Artists, 1867
Overland Monthly, 1868 
March 1873— January 1874 
March 1874— March 1875

Art in California
San Francisco Art Association 
June 29, 1872

San Francisco Alta California, July 21, 1371
San Francisco News Letter 
August 2, 1871--May 3, 1873 
August 23, 1873--April 1874

San Francisco Wasp, August 1871
The Outlook Magazine, December 1873 
November 1873— March 1902

Biographical Sketches
Art Journal, London
Professor Wier's Official Report,

Centennial, 1876
Art Idea
International Studio
Department of Artists, 1860-1895
Muther's History of Modern Painting
Arts and Artists of the Capitol



0314 BtERSTADT 129

American Pictures and their Painters 
Appleton's Cyclopedia of American Biography 
History and Ideals of American Artists 
Century Magazine, October 1885 
The Arts, November 1891
San Francisco Chronicle, February 19, 1902 
Current Literature, April 1902 
The Galaxy
Munsey's Magazine, 1907— 1908
Guide to Department of Arts,
Panama-Pacific International Exposition, 1915

Zeitschrlft fur Bildende Kunst, Vol. V.
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San Francisco BULLETIN 
Gregory

Tuckerman, Henry Theodore. BOOK OF THE ARTISTS: AMERICAN ARTIST LIFE, 
COMPRISING BIOGRAPHICAL AND CRITICAL SKETCHES OF AMERICAN ARTISTS, 
PRECEDED BY AN INTERNATIONAL ACCOUNT OF THE RISE AND PROGRESS OF ART 
IN AMERICA. New York: Putnam, 1867.
Arntzen and Rainwater E178

OVERLAND MONTHLY AND OUT WEST MAGAZINE 
ULS

ART IN CALIFORNIA: A SURVEY OF AMERICAN ART WITH SPECIAL REFERENCE 
TO CALIFORNIAN PAINTING, SCULPTURE, AND ARCHITECTURE, PAST AND PRESENT, 
PARTICULARLY AS THOSE ARTS WERE REPRESENTED AT THE PANAMA-PACIFIC 
INTERNATIONAL EXPOSITION ... San Francisco: R. L. Bernier, 1916.

Rocq 16656
[San Francisco Art Association, 1872]
ALTA CALIFORNIA

Gregory (California, San Francisco)
San Francisco NEWS LETTER 
Gregory

NEWSLETTER AND WASP 
ULS

NEW OUTLOOK 
ULS

Michigan, State Library. BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCHES OF AMERICAN ARTISTS. 
Compiled by Helen L. Earle.
Arntzen and Rainwater E176

ART JOURNAL
Arntzen and Rainwater Q70; ULS

[Professor Wier's Official Report, Centennial, 1876]
Possibly a report by John Ferguson Weir (1841-1926) concerning 
the Philadelphia Centennial Exposition, 1876.

INTERNATIONAL STUDIO
Arntzen and Rainwater Q188; ULS

[DEPARTMENT OF ARTISTS, 1860-1895]
Muther, Richard. THE HISTORY OF MODERN PAINTING. 3 vols. London: 
Henry, 1895-1896.

Subsequent editions.
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Fairman, Charles Edwin. ART AND ARTISTS OF THE CAPITOL OF THE 
UNITED STATES OF AMERICA. Washington, D.C.: U. S. Government 
Printing Office, 1927.

Karpel B869
Bryant, Lorinda Munson. AMERICAN PICTURES AND THEIR PAINTERS.
New York: John Lane, 1917.

Karpel Hl7b
Subsequent editions.

APPLETON'S CYCLOPAEDIA OF AMERICAN BIOGRAPHY 
Sheehy AJ40

Neuhaus, Eugen. THE HISTORY & IDEALS OF AMERICAN ART. Stanford 
University, California: Stanford University Press; London: Humphrey 
Milford, Oxford University Press, 1931.

Karpel H36a
CENTURY
ULS

[THE ARTS, 1891]
THE ARTS
Arntzen and Rainwater Q91; Karpel S83; ULS

San Francisco CHRONICLE 
Gregory

CURRENT LITERATURE See CURRENT OPINION 
ULS

GALAXY
Karpel S128; ULS

MUNSEY'S MAGAZINE 
ULS

OFFICIAL CATALOGUE (ILLUSTRATED) OF THE DEPARTMENT OF FINE ARTS, 
PANAMA-PACIFIC INTERNATIONAL EXPOSITION (WITH AWARDS), SAN FRANCISCO, 
CALIFORNIA, 1915. San Francisco: Wahlgreen Company, 1915.
ZEITSCHRIFT FUR BILDENDE KUNST 
Arntzen and Rainwater Q353; ULS
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ALBERT BIERSTADT
b. January 7, 1830 Solingen, West Germany
d. February 18, 1902 New York, New York
MONOGRAPHIC SOURCES
Anderson, Nancy K. ALBERT BIERSTADT: THE PATH TO CALIFORNIA, 1830-1874. 
Ph.D. dissertation, University of Delaware, 1985.
Arkelian, M. THE KAHN COLLECTION.

111.: OX (color); CALIFORNIA INDIAN CAMP: SCENE NEAR MARIPOSA, 1872
CROCKER ART MUSEUM: HANDBOOK OF PAINTINGS.

111.: IN THE YOSEMITE VALLEY
Harmsen 1

111.: WHITE MOUNTAIN (color)
Hendricks, Gordon. ALBERT BIERSTADT: PAINTER OF THE AMERICAN WEST.
New York: Harry N. Abrams, in association with the Amon Carter Museum 
of Art, 1974.

Reviewed by Donald S. Strong in AMERICAN ART REVIEW, Vol. 2, no. 6 
(September-October, 1975), pp. 132-144, and by John Wilmerding in 
ART BULLETIN, Vol. 58, no. 2 (June, 1976), pp. 310-312.

Van Nostrand, J. THE FIRST HUNDRED YEARS.
111.: REDWOOD TREES, ca. 1865 (color)

PERIODICAL SOURCES 
ART BULLETIN

Vol. 46, no. 3 (September, 1964), pp. 333-365, "The First Three 
Western Journeys of Albert Bierstadt," by Gordon Hendricks, 
a detailed account of AB's trips West in 1859, 1863, and 1871-1873.

ART QUARTERLY
Vol. 33, no. 4 (Winter, 1970), pp. 360-378, "Stereoscopic Photography 

and the Western Paintings of Albert Bierstadt," by Elizabeth 
Lindquist-Cock.

EXHIBITION CATALOGUES
Brooklyn, New York. The Brooklyn Museum. [To sponsor a retrospective 

exhibition in 1990 that will travel to San Francisco and Washington, 
D.C.]

Davis, California. FROM FRONTIER TO FIRE.
Oakland, California. TROPICAL.

111.: BANANA TREES, ca. 1867
San Diego, California. Timken Art Gallery. ALBERT BIERSTADT: CHO-LOOKE, 
THE YOSEMITE FALL. May 3-June 15, 1986. [34] pp.; b&w and color ills.
21 exhs.
Catalogue by Dr. Nancy K. Anderson, who organized this exhibition 
focusing on AB's Yosemite paintings.

(continued)
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BIOGRAPHICAL DIRECTORIES
AAA 1900-1901; 1903-1904, obituary
Benezit
Dawdy 1
DICTIONARY OF AMERICAN BIOGRAPHY
Earle
Fielding
Groce and Wallace
Mallett
Samuels

111.: ELK FEEDING AT FIRST LIGHT 
Smith
Thieme-Becker

INDEXES
ART INDEX (Vols. 1, 2, 4, 6-33)
ARTFORUM
ARTWEEK
Chicago Art Institute
Monro and Monro
Monro and Monro SUPPLEMENT
Museum of Modern Art
Schwartz
Smith and Moure

ARCHIVAL SOURCES
Archives of American Art 
Bancroft Library 
California State Library

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Karpel
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