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THOMAS HILL

Pathfinder and trailbreaker, Thomas Hill was one 
of that small group who discovered the beauty and majesty of 
California to the rest of the world. Theirs was a virgin 
field, a heritage untouched by brush or pen until it burst 
in all its reflected glory on the canvases of these pioneers. 
They, Hill, Keith and Yelland, painted what they found and 
left a tradition that has been an inspiration for the artists 
of California who have followed in the paths they opened.

Thomas Hill's grandfather, with the same name, was 
a well known portrait painter in England in the beginning of 
the 18th Century. Both Oxford University and the National 
Portrait Gallery have portraits that he executed. In all 
probability his namesake, the young Thomas, heard of the old 
man and may have even seen his works before he left England. 
He was born at Birmingham, England, September 11, 1829. The 
family emigrated to the New World in 1841 taking young Thomas 
with them. They settled at Taunton, Mass., where the boy 
attended common school until they moved to Boston about 1844. 
At the early age of fifteen he was apprenticed to a coach 
painter of Boston. At this trade he attained quite a reputa
tion for his ability as a grainer and hair scroller, an occu-. 
pation that required careful brush work that was to stand him 
in good stead later. In time his trade took him to Philadel
phia, where for the first time he took an interest in the
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study of art. Prior to this he had experimented with the 
painting of pictures, but as a pastime which he enjoyed and 
had not considered seriously as a profession. In Philadel
phia he attended the life classes at the Philadelphia Academy 
of Fine Arts. He was fortunate in securing Rothermel for a 
teacher, a man who thoroughly grounded the ambitious student 
in the use of color, so that color was always part of the 
beauty found in Hill's later canvases. Hill also joined the 
Graphic Club,an old landmark of artistic life in Philadelphia, 
where he benefited by association with many well known paint
ers. During his years of study in the eastern cities his 
works were well accepted. In 1853, at the age of 24, he won 
a medal for his portrait work at the Maryland Institute, 
Baltimore. It was the first of a long list of medals and 
honors he achieved for portraiture and compositions. His 
hard work and dogged determination to succeed as an artist 
affected his health.

HILL COMES TO CALIFORNIA
If it had not been for his bad health California 

would not have acquired Hill and he might have remained just 
a portrait painter. But in 1860 he suffered a severe illness 
and on the advice of physicians came to the milder climate 
of the Pacific Coast. He reached San Francisco in 1861 and, 
except for a brief period iq the East, this was his home for 
nearly fifty years. It is difficult to reconstruct the
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obstacles In the path of an artist in those very early days 
in the history of San Francisco. Just ten years after the 
hectic days of the Gold Rush, men were still far more inter
ested in the accumulation of their new fortunes than in the 
spending of it, and it was not until the Seventies that the 
tide turned in the favor* of the fine arts. It is easy however 
to imagine the temptation that must have beset the artist to 
forsake his dreams and partake of the feverish quest for 
gold. To his credit, Hill, who had by this time fixed on 
painting for a life work, remained true to his ideals, and 
did not desert his brush and palette for the pick and pan of 
the miner.

Hill opened a studio in the straggling infant city 
of San Francisco and at first specialized in portrait work 
in which he was quite successful, but it was not until 1865 
that he painted the picture which definitely decided his car
eer. At that time a Mr. and Mrs. Charles Kean with their 
troupe were playing Shakespeare before San Francisco's pio
neer audiences. Inspired by one of their performances, 
Hill painted his "Trial Scene from the Merchant of Venice." 
This was favorably received and also awarded the first prize 
at the San Francisco Art Union. More concrete perhaps was 
the fact that it was purchased from Hill by the Union for 
$700.00.



0250 H IL L
70

ART EDUCATION IN PARIS
Encouraged by his success in San Francisco, Thomas 

Hill decided to further his art training by going to Paris. 
He felt that the fact that he was largely self trained was a 
handicap, and his always keen business sense told him that 
the reputation of having studied abroad would aid in the dis
posal of his pictures. Accordingly he made the trip and on 
his arrival in Paris enrolled in the art class of Paul Meyer- 
heim, distinguished genre and figure painter and member of 
the Salon. While Hill was under Meyerheim's tutelage he did 
a forest scene of Fontainebleau,which so impressed Meyerheim 
that he advised Hill to concentrate upon landscape. It was 
due to this advice that Thomas Hill is remembered today, not 
for his abundance of figure work or portraiture, but for his 
prolific paintings of California landscape. The six months 
Hill spent in Paris left a tinge of the French School upon 
his manner and technique.

BOSTON AND THE FIRST "YOSEMITE"
After his return from Paris in 1868, Hill again 

resided in Boston. While there he painted many New England 
scenes, visited his childhood home, and gained much practice 
in landscape as he put into use the technique he learned 
abroad. However what makes this period important is the 
large panoramic Yosemite which he did from sketches made 
earlier in California. This was exhibited at the Tremont
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Gallery in Boston where it excited much attention and praise 
from the critics and the public. This picture, entitled
"Yosemite Valley", was the first to give the art lovers in 
the East an adequate idea of the majestic grandeur of Cali
fornia scenery. At first it was considered incredible that 
such a valley should have been carved out by Nature and hid
den away from the beginning of time. People visited the gal
lery again and again to exclaim over the depths and colors 
Hill had caught on his canvas. The artist then joined the 
Boston Art Club and became the pet of the Hub City. The Bos
ton Commonwealth of 1868 said of the picture:

"...... The principal picture is Thomas Hill's
'Yosemite Valley', which was exhibited in the 
gallery last Summer, when it was universally 
pronounced the best representative of the great 
natural wonder of California ever produced by 
any painter. Among other pictures were Bier- 
stadt's 'Sunset in California'.
"Hill's 'Yosemite Valley' will be ready for 
publication in a few weeks. Thomas Hill is now 
the recognized authority in Yosemite and Sierra 
painting."

The picture was chromoed by Prang, and was subse
quently purchased by Charles Crocker of San Francisco and 
placed in the Crocker Gallehy at Sacramento, California.

HILL RETURNS TO SAN FRANCISCO 
It was 1871 when Thomas Hill returned to California. 

Once again the move was caused by ill health, but this time 
he had the satisfaction of knowing the marvels of nature to 
which he was returning and the artist heart of him rejoiced
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at the thought of the work ahead. In San Francisco he Join
ed the rapidly growing colony of artists which included such 
names as Keith, Yelland, Williams, Tavernier and others whose 
names gave luster to their adopted state. That same year saw 
the foundation of the San Francisco Art Association in which 
Hill took a prominent part, He became one of its early Vice- 
Presidents and gave the Association his whole hearted support. 
In view of the value of this group and the great influence it 
had upon early San Francisco art, it is not amiss to quote 
from the San Francisco News Letter of March 1871:

"....The artists of San Francisco have at last 
bestirred themselves to the formation of a Club 
— The San Francisco Art Association— with the 
difficult object of instructing the common herd 
in the appreciation of Art. A meeting was held 
at the house of one of the Guild, and a commit
tee appointed to lay the foundation of the new 
organization. This movement meets with our most 
hearty approval. It is high time that the 
coarse scum of the camp life which clings to 
the pioneer and his progeny should be washed 
off by some refinement— some taste for Art and 
Letters. We are tired of hearing the wealthy 
members of this thick skulled community descant 
upon the merits of daubs the clever picture 
dealer palms off from Rome or Florence. The 
clumsy finger, graduated from the sod and blis
ters, to the jewel and glove, points out to 
some scribbling toady the gem purchased at a 
high figure--but as worthless as the canvas 
on his hall, and turns up his nose at California 
artists. Now that the latter have come together, we sha.il expect them to be as fraternal as their 
brothers abroad."

Undoubtedly the formation of the Association had 
much to do with the appreciation of the work of local art
ists and in interesting on their behalf wealthy patrons such
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as Parrott, Scott, Crocker, Fair, Hopkins and many others. 
Hill had always an eye out for the commercial aspect of his 
art. In this respect he was different from many of his con
temporaries who, although they could paint, lacked his good 
judgment when it came to the disposal of their work. He was 
accused in later years of quoting high prices on sales of 
his paintings for the sole purpose of increasing their ap
parent value.

THE GREAT CANYON OF THE SIERRAS
Hill brought back a notable canvas from the East, 

"The Great Canyon of the Sierras." This was also purchased 
by Judge Crocker, the price being quoted as $10,000, al
though probably only the artist and the judge knew the actual 
figure. It was exhibited extensively in San Francisco and 
attracted attention, due partly perhaps to the reports of 
Hill's fame in the East. Of it the Overland Magazine made 
the following critical appraisal:

"...'The Great Canyon of the Sierras', however, 
is one of those pictures that are sure to find 
many admirers among the uncritical, while we 
think it comes as near to satisfying the crit
ical mind as any of the great American land
scapes that have been exhibited in San Fran
cisco. To us it seems a very great work of 
art. It is great in the simplicity and single
ness of its purpose and the unity of its effect.
It is one grand picture, not half a dozen small 
ones on the same canvas, not a map or a panora
ma; and in this unity it seems to us to exhibit 
the same artistic perfection that we find in an 
epic poem that is complete,having all its parts 
in due relation. Of the coloring, the manage
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ment and distribution of light and shade, and 
the wonderful depth of the picture— the aerial 
effect of vast distance— it would be hard to 
speak in terms too enthusiastic. The fore
ground impresses us less favorably than any 
other portion of the picture. It seems to us 
convehtional, and has the air of being manufac
tured, of not being homogeneous with the rest 
of the work. Possibly the artist felt it neces
sary to sacrifice his foreground to strengthen 
the effect of the middle distance which was 
manifestly the point upon which he concentrated 
his whole powers. This is a question in regard 
to which we do not feel like speaking dogmatically, especially in commenting upon the great
est work of one who is now acknowledged as a 
great master in his art. But is not a true 
foreground, leading naturally out to the main 
distance, among the artistic possibilities in a 
large canvas like this? There is always such a 
foreground in Nature; and in Nature it does not 
impair the effect of what lies beyond. The 
spectator need not always look into the dist
ance, His eyes may now rest upon the fore- 
grouhd,and then be lifted to the farthest pros
pect, to which it is as the vestibule to the 
temple."
Of this same picture, the critic on the San Fran

cisco News Letter writes:
"'The Great Canyon of the Sierras', this great 
painting by Thomas Hill is on exhibition at 
the Gallery of Snow and Roos, on Kearny Street.
"In company with a gentleman, we called in dur
ing the week to feast our eyes upon this splen
did work. The canvas is ten by six feet, ap
propriately framed. The artist gives us a 
graphic and powerful view of Yosemite Valley 
from a location about one mile below Inspira
tion Point, the scene being towards the North
east. On the right is Bridal Veil Fall Rock, 
and still farther the Cathedrals, Sentinel and 
Sentinel Dome, with the Great South Dome in the 
shadowy distance. On the left are the North Dome, Royal Arches, and El Capitan. The pictur
esque Merced River meanders through the Valley.
A wigwam and Indians in the distance are the 
only evidences of habitation and life.
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"Nature is copied with a masterly hand. The 
granA and sublime scenery depicted looks life
like, as we saw it in the original. Nothing 
in the work is more marked than the warmth and 
vigor of vegetable life and especially the 
grand old pines, which tower towards heaven in 
their majesty.
"'The Great Canyon of the Sierras' has been on 
exhibition in Boston and New York,where it re
ceived the highest praises of the art critics. 
It is now the property of Judge Crocker of Sac
ramento who we are informed, paid $10,000 
for it. All lovers of Art should see this mas
ter work."

ROYAL ARCHES OF THE YOSEMITE 
Hill was prolific. Where other artists of his day 

would sometimes spend a year or two on a single canvas, he 
seemed feverishly hasty in turning out his works, large and 
small. It would be simple to say that he did this from a 
commercial point of view only,but Hill had a real enthusiasm, 
for scenery, although rapid sales may have had their bearing 
too on his method of work. For his large landscapes Hill 
made frequent sketching trips from which he would sometimes 
come back with as many as a hundred oil sketches. These he 
would finish later in his studio,then exhibit them for sale. 
He would no sooner find one view that fired his artistic im
agination than another would thrill him. Often among all 
these hastier paintings there would emerge pictures that at
tracted special note. Subjects and treatments in his smaller 
studies occasionally rose above the bulk of his work, excel
lent though it was. Such a one was his "Royal Archea of the
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Yosemite". Painted in the early part of 1873, it was pecu
liarly characteristic of the Yosemite scenery which is syn
onymous with the name of Hill. For that reason, the follow
ing description of the painting from the Overland Monthly is 
given:

"Visitors to the gallery of the San Francisco 
Art Association have lately had the opportunity 
to study a fine painting of Sierra Nevada scen
ery, 'Royal Arches of the Yosemite', by Thomas 
Hill. We see in the immediate foreground a 
river-curve of still water, reflecting the tree 
fringed banks in green tint on the right side, 
the massive cliffs in gray on the other. The 
river is edged with oaks and alders, and other 
deciduous growths, and describes a half-circle 
in the foreground. From its left bank projects 
a sand pit, where drift wood has collected and 
where a party of mounted tourists are debating 
the chances of fording. The reflections in the 
water are wonderfully illusive; to look at them 
is like looking down into another heaven from 
the edge of the wall. Just behind, rises the 
perpendicular granite cliff, whose surface mark
ings where the rock has peeled off suggest the 
name of 'Royal Arches', the further end of this 
cliff being the well known promontory of 'Wash
ington's Column.' A narrow bit of level valley 
lies at the base of this column, grassy, belted 
with a few pines and oaks, stretching to the 
river; and then, looking across a hazy chasm, 
we see the 'Half Dome' frowning at an altitude 
of several thousand feet, thrown into distance 
by a sharp line of dark rock which comes down 
from the right, the forenoon light pouring in a 
full blaze between; warming up the faces of the 
'Royal Arches', and illuminating the rocky sum
mit of the North Dome beyond,where a few fleecy 
clouds are drifting off into the distance.
"The elements of this picture are comoaratively 
simple, and can be taken in at a glance. It is 
painted with great breadth and boldness; the 
color is laid on thick, and the detail is all 
in the effect at the proper point of view. The 
dominating tone of the color is gray. There is 
a singularly vivid distinctness and relief in
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all the objects. The trees stand out, with the 
light around and through them,and space behind. 
The cliffs are massy, solid and lofty, and 
their structural character is faithfully render
ed. The opal, pink and brown mottlings of col
or on the scarred face of the 'Royal Arches' 
and the haze softened ruggedness of the 'Half 
Dome', are fine effects. A bit of scaling dark 
gray granite on the river's edge is wonderfully 
literal, and the uprooted oak on the sand spit 
is equally so. The management of color and 
light sustained in a high, bright key through 
the whole picture, and the almost stereoscopic 
prominence of cliff and tree, give the impres
sion of openness and airy space. Mr. Hill is 
eminently an out door painter, and if his work 
looks almost bald in its strength, compared 
with the beautiful refinement of Bierstadt's, 
it is no less true to Nature, and probably ex
presses her more usual aspects in the upper 
Sierra."

MORE YOSEMITE
The motif for Hill was now definitely established. 

He was the interpreter of the Yosemite. Although he occa
sionally put on canvas his memories of New England rural 
scenes, and even sometimes drew on his French background, 
more and more he restricted himself to his beloved Valley. 
The size did not seem to matter much; pictures ranged all 
the way from inches to ten and fifteen feet, and there were 
many who preferred the smaller works. Hill's summers were 
now spent on sketching tripd, if he could find scenery that 
had never been captured by brush, so much the better; if he 
could not, there were always the grand vistas of the Canyon 
to be obtained from Inspiration Point and its vicinity. 
This almost inevitably brought the accusation that he was
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recopying his own pictures for sale. The contemporary pa
pers took up the discussion and critics waxed hot on the 
controversy. We can presume that Hill sat back and enjoyed 
the publicity, especially as there was no lack of market for 
his works, his commissions were always ahead of his finished 
work.

In 1875 Hill completed another large canvas, "The 
Heart of the Sierras." The "Yosemite Valley" and the "Great 
Canyon of the Sierras", painted previously, were exhibited 
at the same time* These were done in the "Grand Style" of 
landscape painting and are a magnificent trio of panoramic 
grandeur. When the last one was exhibited^ it was claimed 
that Hill had copied his own "Great Canyon", but a friend of 
his wrote an anonymous letter to the San Francisco News Let
ter, in which he stated that the picture, painted in the 
East, was in reality painted from a photograph. Whether 
this was true or not is a question. It is certain that the 
so-called "anonymous friend" did not help Hill any in the 
controversy.

Of Hill's much discussed enormous painting, "Heart 
of the Sierras", the Overland Monthly Magazine had the fol
lowing to say:

"'The Heart of the Sierras' is a fine harmoni
ous landscape, representing an amphitheatre of 
lofty mountains girding a lake of unknown depth 
— placed there, we may fancy, as a mirror of 
their god-like forms, and to that use sacred 
forever. A vast plateau studded by a strag
gling forest of pines occupies the middle dist



0259 m u . 79

ance, and is very finely rendered. A river 
divides the plateau, and, approaching the fore
ground, throws itself over a ledge of shelving 
rocks and disappears from the eye, bearing the 
cold pure glacial waters to the thirsty lower 
world. The transparency of the water, falling 
over the rocks and revealing its gravelly bed 
and the wave worn boulders, is admirable. On 
the left and beneath some pine trees is an 
Indian encampment.
"The fore and middle ground is solidly treated 
and beautifully finished as to detail, but not 
quite true to the color of the Sierra land
scape, suggesting rather Swiss mountain scen
ery in the prevailing tones. At the extreme 
left a waterfall has chiselled from the rock a 
cup for its sparkling waters, that overflow and 
spread greenness and verdure in their vicinity; 
this, though a beautiful feature by itself, 
Interferes with the effect of the picture, by 
repeating the tones of color in the river.
"The cold green tone of the sky is objection
able; but on the whole it is a picture that we 
can be proud of, and we are glad that a wealthy 
Californian has shown his taste and judgment 
in purchasing it for a liberal sum, and there
by setting an example worthy of imitation by 
the wealthy parvenus who have hitherto been a- 
fraid to purchase any but foreign pictures."

The "Heart of the Sierras" was placed on exhibit 
in the "Art Rooms" of the Institute and drew crowds to view 
the painting of which there was so much printed discussion. 
The San Francisco News Letter, a weekly journal of caustic 
comment, objected to this display on the part of Hill. It 
was considered one of his rather unethical ways of securing 
attention and the News Letter scored the exhibition in the 
following terms:

"...With due respect for the fine qualities of 
Mr. Hill's paintings is it not a little strange 
that the Art Rooms should be open to the public



0260 HtLL

80

during the session of the School of Design, 
only, and for the first time for the exhibi
tion of this painting? We will grant (for ar
gument's sake only), that it is the best pic
ture put out by any local artist; but does 
that entitle it to exclusive privileges over 
the work of any other artist, though he has 
been the most humble? A public Art Associa
tion ought to be a common ground where all 
accepted pictures will be on an equality, and 
where no preferences are shown and no theatri
cal effects permitted— because the artist 
can better afford to make a display than can 
his fellows."

In another anonymous communication to the News 
Letter, the following question is asked, signed, simply, 
"Artist":

"Will Art Jottings (N. L. Art Column) kindly 
enlighten the public with regard to the object 
to be obtained in offering pictures at auctloh 
and reporting them as sold at large prices, 
when in reality they were not sold at all, as 
was the case with the three large pictures by 
Mr. Thomas Hill reported in all the papers as 
having been sold at the late Auction for $800,
$430, and $400, respectively, unless it is 
done to belittle the works of other artists 
whose pictures actually sold for a valuable 
consideration." (signed) Artist.

It was because of such unfavorable situations that 
Hill did not enjoy as much respect from his fellow artists 
as his work entitled him to receive.

THE PHILADELPHIA CENTENNIAL 
Hill was undecided until the very last ich pic

tures to exhibit at the Philadelphia Centennial Exhibition* 
He was also uncertain as to the propriety of exhibiting the 
pictures in San Francisco before they were sent East. How
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ever he finally decided to send the "Yosemite Valley" and a 
view of "Donner Lake" which he had just completed. For 
these two pictures Hill was awarded the First Medal for 
Landscape, a signal honor, and one inhich recognized nation
ally the gift of the California artist.

Professor Weir in his Official Report of the Amer
ican Centennial Exposition of 1876, reports on Hill as fol
lows:

"Mr. Thomas Hill exhibited his 'Yosemite 
Valley', a large picture, and superior to any
thing of the kind in the Exhibition in the way 
of attractive and realistic representation of 
scenery strikingly grand in its own elements.
Such representations have held a place in Am
erican landscape art. They appeal with force 
to the popular taste, and while they are dis
tinct in their aim from the ends sought in 
more mature art, which is less dependent on 
novelty of material, they are not without de
cided power when treated with the ability dis
played by Mr. Hill or as formerly rendered by 
Mr. Bierstadt."

Hill's success at the Centennial served to secure 
him in the position which he had attained, and thenceforth 
held, as "artist in waiting to the Yosemite Valley."

THE "RESCUE OF THE INNOCENTS"
In the early part of 1877 Hill aroused more de

bate with his large canvas "The Rescue of the Innocents." 
It was a departure from his usual type of landscape painting 
and drew liberal criticism from the Ne^s Letter. The follow
ing quotation reveals the pioneer critic's art standards and 
is particularly Interesting as an example of the sometimes
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too outspoken criticiam of the time, dealing not so much 
with the quality of the artist's work as with the accuracy 
of the detail:

"It is some months since Mr. Hill returned 
from the Centennial, where he was awarded high 
honors for pictures there exhibited, and dur
ing this time it has been thought by his many 
friends that he must be engaged upon some im
portant work, which he purposed placing in the 
gallery of the Association of which he is a 
time honored friend.
"In 'The Rescue of the Innocents', however, we 
have a picture which despite its large size, 
does not indicate that any great amount of la
bor, skill or care, was expended in its pro
duction— a picture which evidently none but 
critics— who have advanced to the Corot 
standard of art lore— can possibly appreci
ate or successfully defend. The picture is 
doubtless intended to portray a scene more or 
less tragic in character, although the title 
applies to burlesque quite as well, and whe
ther it does not come nearer the latter than 
the former is something of an open question.
'*A bold eagle haa attacked a flock of sheep, 
and selected for his victim a young and very 
dead lamb. The shepherd's dog comes to the 
rescue, and this, with the supposed fright of 
the flock, forms the subject. The small size 
of the bird would indicate that it was a young 
eagle, were it not for the white head, neck 
and tail, which are only found upon this spe
cies after they are three years old. It is 
drawn tolerably true to nature, except the 
head, which shows an ignorance of ornithology 
surprising in an artist who has before painted 
the bird 'emblematic.' All birds of prey have 
a most Important and distinguishing feature ih 
the formation of the beak called the cere, 
which consists of a dense membrane saddled on 
the upper mandible at the base and extending 
over a good portion of its length— say a 
third— and out of this open the nostrils.
The most careful observer will fail to find 
either of these prominent features. The upper
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mandible is hooked, as it should be, but the 
lower one is of a shape entirely different 
from that of an eagle, which is blunt at the 
apex, enabling it to fit into and against the 
hooked shape of the upper one, instead of 
sharp as is this. The lower bill should be 
heavy and thick and strong, not slender and 
sharp as would be a wood-pecker's. The mouth 
of the bird is open showing plainly the tongue; 
and here again Mr. Hill displays his careless
ness or ignorance, for he represents it as 
being smooth, whereas an eagle's tongue is bi
fid, and has a barb about half way between the 
point and the throat and when enraged the mouth 
is usually open and this barb quite prominent.
"We are to suppose that the eagle has just 
struck the lamb, from the fact that a companion 
is staring at the scene, while the ewe mother 
comes dashing up to protect her young. That 
little lamb was struck very dead, indeed; not 
a struggle is visible, nor the indication of 
one, to say nothing of the wooden appearance 
of it, as well as of the one looking on. Again' 
the ewe must be as tame as 'Mary's little lamb' 
and inured to dangers unusual, that would thus 
face death, and, as it were, fight for her 
young.
"Mr. Hill repreaents the flock of sheep running 
from the right to the left in full view of the 
scene. This is quite improbable, though pos
sible, for sheep will blindly follow a leader 
even into danger; but most of the sheep have 
their mouths open in full bleat. This is quite 
unnatural, for when running from danger they 
are always silent. The dog is represented as 
nosing about the scruff of the neck of the ea—L 
gle, as if in play. This idea is strengthened^ 
too, by his position; he is sitting backward, 
just as a dog will when in play or catching food 
thrown him. Of course his face is buried in 
the bird's feathers, so that we are in the dark 
as to his expression. Mr. Hill has not even 
given us the sight of one of his eyes, though 
the place where the eye ought to be is in plain 
view. This pacific appearance is still further 
confirmed by the mild mannered actions of the 
eagle; his look is tame and kindly, and that 
angry eye is nearly expressionless. Who can
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doubt, that In a real scene, such as Is sought 
to be shown, these talons would in an instant, 
be buried in the breast of the dog?
"The landscape in the picture— the hill, sky 
and vegetation— are all that could be looked 
for, even from Mr. Hill. Of course, these lat
ter are made accessories, but they are beauti
fully rendered, and it is a pity that such 
masterly painting should be marred in the man
ner we have set forth. Even the shepherd is 
painted in the most conventional manner, hold
ing a long stick in the middle and both arms 
uplifted to the full length, just as we have 
been used to seeing women represented as run
ning after tumbled over, or otherwiae embar
rassed, offspring. Of all the sheep in the 
picture, but one gives evidence of any motion - 
and that is the ewe coming to the rescue, and 
even the natural appearance of this one is 
sadly spoiled by the impossible position of 
the right hind leg. Some of the sheep in the 
middle distance have the hind legs stuck as 
straight, even and stiff, as any toy lamb.
"The Jottings, some years ago, took occasion 
to sharply criticise a certain composite bird 
of Hill's, wherein he gave us a fairly good 
eagle's head, with an equally truthful buz
zard's foot, and similarly to the first one, 
this is not even an 'Eagle bird by chance'.
He sterns to have taken our criticism in good 
part, and has now given us an elegant pair of 
talons, but has clearly lost his grip on the 
head. The plot is too thin to capture our 
halting faith. 'Innocence' is dead— we have 
no need of the 'Rescue'. Let us not be under
stood as despairing of this artist achieving 
an eagle yet— in fact we have set our heart 
upon it— and shall not abandon the hope, on 
the principle of 'three time, and out'— un
less he makes another failure."

From all of which it would seem that the critic of 
the News fetter considered himself not only an authority on 
art, but had a budding reputation as a naturalist.
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To show his versatility, at this same time Hill 
exhibited his first marine, or rather partly marine, paint
ing. This waa his large canvas "Purisima Falla*. It was a 
scene which his contemporary, the Bohemian artist, Tavernier, 
was better qualified to paint; a romantic spot on the coast 
between Santa Cruz and San Francisco, where the Purisima 
Creek takes a sudden leap into the ocean. Of it the News 
Letter said, in part:

"...The water is quite ns good, if not better, 
than that found in any marine picture ever 
painted or brought here. It is exactly seh 
water, pure and simple in color and action, 
just as it appears to one standing on the 
beach and looking seaward towards a brilliant 
sunset...."

THE STORY OF THE PAINTING. "DRIVING THE LAST SPIKE"
A locomotive came from the East* only t^o lengths 

of track remained to be Joined and the first transcontinen
tal railroad would, be completed. The meeting of the Union 
Pacific and the Central Pacific Lines was an historical 
event. The eyes of a nation trere upon the group of earnest
builders and pioneers whose final efforts gave deep signifi
cance to the moment. With elaborate ceremony that last 
spike in the line was driven on May 10, 1869. The spike was 
of pure California gold, the hammer that drove it of Nevada 
silver. A clergyman stood by to offer a prayer that prosper
ity might attend the nation so united. Leland Stanford, 
first vice president of the Central Pacific, took a prominent
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part in the celebration and in commemoration of the day he 
commissioned Thomas Hill to paint a picture that would keep 
the event fresh in the memory of future generations. Hill 
said that the price agreed upon for the painting was $50,000, 
a huge sum, even in the days when artists reaped rich re
wards for their large canvases. Four hundred people were in 
the picture; seventy of them were railroad officials and 
other dignitaries, done in excellent likenesses. The artist 
claimed that the picture was the outcome of four years of 
assiduous labor and determined effort to make the common
place yield to the principles of art.

This amazing picture was at once Hill's greatest 
achievement and his most notable failure. When it was com
pleted, Fred Crocker took exception to the prominent position 
accorded to Leland Stanford. A bitter argument ensued be
tween the two gentlemen and finally, to preserve the peace, 
Stanford repudiated the artist and his work and refused the 
picture and the contract that he had made. So Hill was left 
with this colossal "white elephant" on his hands— four 
years labor lost— for it was not until after the artist's 
death that the picture was sold for ten thousand dollars and 
came to a final honored resting place in the Crocker Gallery 
in Sacramento. In settling the artist's estate, his eon, 
Robert, and his son-in-law, John Washburn, advertised the 
picture for sale. For a while it was feared that it would 
be sold in the East, but a group of loyal Californians,
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mostly descendents of the group pictured in the painting, 
came to the rescue, and tardily secured its possession to 
the State where it was painted and where it surely belonged.

In 1881, Hill took "Driving the Last Spike" to 
Boston with him to exhibit it there and in other Eastern 
cities. Four years later he entered it in the World's Fair 
at New Orleans, where, in company with "The Yosemite" and 
"Yellowstone Canyon", it won fresh awards and new laurels 
for its painter. It has since been extensively reproduced 
and used, not only historically, but in advertising by the 
great rail lines that followed the first tracks across the 
prairies.

The San Francisco Bulletin of 1885 not only ex
pressed its own opinion,but quoted an unflattering criticism 
of "Driving the Last Spike" from an Eastern paper, as fol
lows:

"The pictures sent to the New Orleans Exhibi
tion by the artists of California have, for 
the most part, been favorably mentioned by 
such art critica as were in attendance. A 
correspondent of the Boston Transcript writing 
from New Orleans is disposed to sniff at 
Thomas Hill's picture of 'Driving the Last 
Spike'; he indulges in this bit of criticism:
"'Opposite to the Russian scene hangs an Amer
ican picture by Thomas Hill one that should 
never have been painted; the driving of the 
last spike of the railroad which spans this 
Continent. An arid picture without a shade of 
excuse for its being. A straight line of 
tracks, technically correct, a crowd of the 
most aggressively common-place Americah citi
zens that a prosaic mind could conceive, work
men, portly railroad directors, and an engineer
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or two. God help the American people of the 
future if these direful women in gray sacks 
and indescribable gowns, these fat, sleek, 
stolid, nerveless men are real types of the 
present generation. What will the next one 
be? Can it be that this artist has the rare 
faculty of seeing 'Ourselves as others see 
us'? No we will not believe it; rather let 
us accept any of the types which are found 
here as being our own, even this maiden lying 
on her side looking at a strawberry colored 
moon. She has no shoulder, but an expression 
of dreamy contemplation which in a measure 
compensates for the anatomical queerlty
"'Mr. Hill is seen to better advantage in his 
large picture of the Yellowstone and the Yose- 
mite Valleys and the 'Heart of the Sierras'. 
These vast panoramic canvases give an idea of 
these wonderful regions,the one of the Yellow
stone being particularly fortunate in its 
point of view. They are valuable and instruct
ive geologically, but artistically their worth 
is not great. There are subjects in Nature 
which are, and always will be, beyond the 
painter's grasp; the Alps, Niagara Falls, and 
the above mentioned scenes, belong to this 
class. To the poet alone is given the art to 
rehearse their greatest wonder to man. But 
the genuine artist is a poet and his poems on 
canvas may be even more effective than any 
poem ever printed on paper.'"
"It never seemed to us that Hill in painting 
'The Driving of the Last Spiked, quite dia 
himself justice. There was too much canvas, 
too much paint withal. It is of course open 
to the criticism of hardness and crudity. But 
Hill attempted a realistic work. The scene is 
an arid country. There is very little senti
ment or poetry about the meeting of two loco
motives midway on the Contihent. The acces
sories are necessarily prosy, the great number 
of figures are those of hard heads, they have 
no prominence in literature, art, or in kin
dred relations. They have Deen concerned or 
deeply interested in hewing out a pathway 
across the Continent. Bret Harte managed to 
crowd more of poetry and genuine sentiment in 
a few lines than the picture on canvas in
spires. Nevertheless this bold realism has a
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certain historic value. It ia on the whole a 
faithful representation of a great event. The 
significance of the event has been consider
ably lessened by the construction of several 
other Continental railroads, as the Northern 
Pacific, the Southern Pacific and the Atlantic 
and Pacific, and prospectively by the Canadian 
Pacific which will be completed across the 
Continent sometime next Autumn. Yet it may be 
well that the painter has put that pioneer 
event on canvhs. It may not have much poetry 
about it— but,it has a great deal of history."

This picture was the motif of a ballet sequence 
given in Europe and the United Btates in 1935, dramatizing 
in the dance, "The Last Spike", the Railroad Moguls, the 
Chinese laborers, and the Western Plainsmen. As a modern 
ballet it was as peculiarly wooden and quaint as Hill's 
painting— but well appreciated by those who enjoy original 
themes of early American life.

The most recent exhibition of this historic pic
ture was during 1936 when it was borrowed by the Wells Fargo 
Express Company and used as part of their exhibit at the 
San Diego Exposition. The passing of time has served to in
crease interest in this picture, just as Stanford thought it 
would. California has become more conscious of the signifi
cance of events that had so much to do with the building of 
a great State.

A GLIMPSE OF TOM HILL, THE MAN

It was as Tom that he was generally known to his 
host of friends and admirers. We are told that he was jovial
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and hospitable. That while he never lost for n moment his 
shrewd commercial sense, he invariably insisted on being 
host to any party of which he was a member. Hill worked 
best when his studio was filled with a group of laughing and 
joking friends. He smoked constantly and would manipulate 
a cigar with one hand and skillfully wield his brush with 
the other. Although he was notoriously absent minded, he 
had none of the so-called temperament of the artist. Midas, 
the art critic on the old San Franciscan, once complained 
that while he was visiting Tom Hill at work, the latter 
said, "Have a cigar", and handed him the stub of a lead pen
cil and a tooth pick to light it with*

At a period when the artists of San Francisco were 
making history with their art colony parties, when artists 
such as Tavernier and Rix were reputed to mix their paints 
with red wine,Hill showed none of these Bohemian tendencies. 
On the contrary he was devoted to his family and raised sev
eral sons and daughters. One of these, Robert, opened an 
art shop and gallery in 1884 that exhibited and sold many of 
his father's pictures.

Hill went back to New Orleans for the World's Fair 
in 1885, and following his usual custom, combined business 
with pleasure by doing sketches of the surrounding country 
which was new to him. The "San Franciscan" had the follow
ing amusing paragraph regarding his activities while away:
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"Robert Hill is smiling at the wild reports 
recently circulated about his father. He says 
that his respected parent was never known to 
so far forget himself as to squander money in 
real estate, and that there is not a shadow of 
truth in the report that he has purchased a 
plantation on the Mississippi. He also denies 
the rumor that Hill Senior has started a tan
nery for dressing alligator hides and says 
that the announcement of his having accepted a 
position as Captain on a steamboat is prema
ture, and perhaps unfounded."
Although he was keenly interested in making money, 

poor Hill seemed to lack the faculty of keeping it, for 
while he made several small fortunes, he lost them through 
poor investments. He was a hard worker and usually started 
early in the morning and continued until the light began to 
fade; with such intense application it Is not strange that 
he produced such a large quota of pictures.

HILL'S WAWONA STUDIO
Once again Hill was afflicted with ill health; 

this time his life was despaired of, but the healthy outdoor 
life which he had led in the mountains stood him in good 
stead, and he recovered. But his painting hnd been seriously 
affected, and for a long time he was not able to do much 
work. On his recovery it was thought that it would be bet
ter for him to move altogether to his beloved Yosemite. 
There he established a summer studio at Wawona, at the en
trance to the Great Valley, and made his winter headquarters 
at Raymond, California, only about twenty five miles away. 
His Wawona studio soon became a Mecca for tourists, who were



0272 HILL

92

always welcome and learned many interesting legends of the 
Valley from Hill who was well versed in its lore. Hung a- 
round the walls of the studio were the skins of all the ani
mals of the Sierra, including that of a monster grizzly. 
Among the skins and trophies were Hill's collection of Indi
an war implements, a collection that he had been years accu
mulating, and which was considered one of the most complete 
anywhere.

Naturally, situated as he was, Hill got the cream 
of the tourist trade to Yosemite, to the audible chagrin of 
some of the other San Francisco artists. Charles D. Robinson 
in particular considered it was taking an unfair advantage, 
as he too was specializing on mountain scenery. But Hill 
only smiled and stayed where he was, and as he was, with a 
weather eye out for business. It is partly for this reason 
that so many of his Yosemite pictures found their way into 
the far corners of the earth. They were carried home by 
tourists as presenting a much better idea of Sierra beauty 
and grandeur than mere words could convey.

During this time Hill was very little heard of in 
San Francisco art circles. He had ceased to exhibit in the 
galleries and at the Art Association. The man who had at 
one time been the leader of California art had practically 
disappeared. Will Sparks, himself a well known artist, 
writing in the San Francisco Call of 1906, confessed himself 
puzzled by two pictures by Hill that he had seen in Oakland.
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They were characteristic of his work of this period and were 
two that the artist had Just finished. Sparks considered 
one of them as the best painting by Hill that he had ever 
seen and the other, uncompromisingly, as the worst. His ar
ticle continued:

"To judge work from such standards is most dif
ficult, but many people who have been in the 
Valley within the past few months, and they 
are people competent to judge, say that all of 
Hill's work is just like this. He doesn't 
seem able to make any distinction in his work.
It all seems to please him.
"Thomas Hills work in the past was not of what 
would now be called a highly artistic quality.
Its merit lay largely in its subject. All of 
his pictures were of real places. They were 
views. He seldom produced a canvas that was 
intrinsically beautiful; unless you knew the 
spot there was little in the canvas to inter
est. They could never be enjoyed simply as 
beautiful paintings. In fact Hill never seem
ed to have this idea in view. But now there 
is a change.
"In the two pictures that I saw last week, 
there was a clean departure from his old type 
of work. The good was simply a'meadow scene 
such as might be found anywhere, but painted 
with all the charm of Diaz. Under a soft 
pearly sky the simple stretch of land fairly 
glowed with color. The texture of the canvas 
was perfect and the handling that of a master.
I have not seen a better picture of this kind.
But how came the other canvas from the same 
brush? Is Thomas Hill going through a transi
tion or is the greater part of his work, the 
good and the bad, merely the result of what 
might be called accident? The beet of Hill's 
work in the past shows him to be a man of 
training and it may be that all of this will 
concentrate and that he will develop into one 
of our greatest artists.'



0274 HILL

94

Such then was the contradictory work which the 
rapidly aging artist was turning out. He loved his paint
ing, and the years brought to him a serenity that recked 
little of outside opinion. It was almost as if for the
first time he was working for the joy of it and though his 
pictures, as always, found a ready market, that perhaps was 
a secondary consideration.

HILL'S LAST DAYS AND AN APPRECIATION. ........ . ......  -

It was near his beloved Yosemite, in Raymond, on 
June 50, 1908, that Thomas Hill gazed for the last time on 
the high mountains, clearly visible from his little bungalow 
in the foothills. He had been sick for months and this time 
his worn body could not respond to the indomitable spirit 
which had kept it going for nearly ten years of failing 
health.

It was a kindly fate that brought his life to a 
close at the gateway of that great Valley which had so in
terwoven itself in his life. To the best of hie ability he 
strove to capture its beauty and to share it with others.

Gottardo Piazzoni, veteran San Francisco landscape 
artist and mural painter, writing in the Argus of September, 
1926, gave an appreciation of Thomas Hill in which he brack
ets him with Keith and Yelland:

"They came, these three young men", he said,
"guided by the spirit of youth and romance, 
to a virgin land. These three in their way
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touched and painted what we believe to be the 
essence of the California landscape in the 
spirit of their times. For this task they 
came well equipped. They had received a good 
training in other lands; they knew their 
craft.....
"Hill found the beauty he sought in the light 
that played on the stone walls and falling 
waters of the Yosemite Valley. He became a 
painter of those translucent light effects, 
and he clothed in classic splendor the glory
of daylight..... Their lives they gave to art,
to that beauty they so longed to realize and 
to transmit to others. This they did, but in 
reality they did not found a school, and none 
of the three left any followers. What they 
did leave was an inspiration, handing down the 
light which so brightly burned in their own 
souls, for others to carry on."
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The Rescue of the Innocents
Wood Interior
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