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WHERE NATURE MET ART



Idea
• Combine a high-adventure hiking trip with a bit 

of early American and art history.
– Expose everyone to the first vernacular form of US 

art and the source of its inspiration.
– Learn about early 19th century culture and stand in 

the same places people motivated just like us stood 
long ago. 

– Explore one on the most interesting regions in the 
northeast – the Kaaterskill Clove in the Catskill 
Mountains.

– Review/put into practice orienteering, hiking, leave 
no trace and photography skills.
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Kaaterskill Clove



Clove Hike
Kaaterskill Falls is one of those rare, glorious, big pay-off 

hikes. The 260 ft. double-tiered waterfall between Haines Falls and 
Palenville in Greene County is an awe-inspiring body of shale and 
rushing creek water. The water drops 175 ft. from the top, past a 
natural amphitheater created by the overhang of the upper falls cap 
rock. The lower falls then drop another 85 ft., spraying mist against the 
sides of rock, wetting the nearby craggy grays and dark browns. At 
the bottom, the massive fountain of water calms as it flattens into a 
rocky Kaaterskill Creek bed that flows alongside the .4 mile trail back 
to the road. 

This spot has a history of being celebrated by painters and poets, as 
well as day hikers. Hudson River School artists and writers of the 19th 
century, like William Cullen Bryant and Thomas Cole, depicted the 
magic of Kaaterskill Falls by calling attention to the quality of sunlight 
that made the surrounding air, rock and water look holy and luminous.



Other Falls in the Clove 

Bastion Falls

Haines Falls

About a dozen other falls

Fawn’s Leap



Early 19th Century America
• In the early 1800’s, America’s search for a  national identity led it to focus on what set the 

United States apart from Europe. Certainty the young country could not compete with the 
monuments, art, and history of hundreds of years of European civilization. Instead, there 
was this huge wilderness that represented America’s potential. 

• Combined with this heightened appreciation for their native land was a new level of 
economic prosperity and security that allowed Americans to begin to enjoy leisure travel. 
Consider also that by 1825, New York City was the financial and commercial center of the 
US. Patrons and promoters of art (and probably many artists) were residents of this city. 

• The Catskills as a destination for viewing and experiencing the American wilderness was 
being promoted by literature and art at that time. William Cullen Bryant’s poetry, William 
Guy Wall’s Hudson River Portfolio (1821-1825), early travel books, nature essays by John 
Burroughs, stories by James Fenimore Cooper extolling the virtues of rural frontier life, 
and Washington Irving’s Legend of Rip Van Winkle (1820, set in the Catskills), were early 
influential works. At the same time, Emerson and Thoreau were writing of an elemental 
human need for wilderness. The Catskills were relatively easy to access from the city by 
boat up the Hudson River or by train. The Kaaterskill Clove thus became an important stop 
on the American Grand Tour for visitors and artists. 

• Leisure travel up the Hudson gave people a connection to this outdoor environment. Since 
no cameras existed, people wanted images of the outdoors and they soon began to prefer 
these paintings and etchings over the other forms of contemporary art - portraits, still-
life’s, and history paintings.  The wilderness of the US was also of interest to Europeans. 
Painting of the US were valued in oversees markets. Patrons also were looking for 
something new,  a new style indigenous to America. 

Place yourself in that time period just after the Revolutionary War and before the Civil War….



The Hudson River School
• In the summer of 1825, the young landscape artist Thomas Cole (1801-1848) journeyed up 

the Hudson from NYC to the town of Catskill in search of dramatic scenery to paint. That 
celebrated trip produced three Catskill Mountain scenes and led to his “discovery” as an 
artist. Coles early works Falls at Kaaterskill (1826) and The Clove, Catskill (1827) illustrate 
the wild and solitary American landscape he treasured. 

• By 1845, Cole had developed a following of artists who sketched in nature and from those 
sketches created landscape paintings in his style. The group of artists is now called The 
Hudson River School and is considered the first American school of painting. 

• The clove became a mecca for aspiring artists. In 1844, the great American painter 
Frederick Church would write in his anticipation of his studies with Cole: “I have frequently 
heard of the beautiful and romantic scenery about Catskill… it would give me the greatest 
pleasure to accompany you in your rambles about the place, observing nature in all her 
varying appearances.”

• Beginning with the works of Thomas Cole (1801-1848) and Asher B. Durand (1796-1886) 
and evolving into the Luminist and late Romantic schools, landscape painting became the 
prevalent genre of 19th century American art. Cole and Durand did much to revolutionize 
not only the styles and themes of American painting, but the methods. Cole sketched from 
nature, frequently dramatic vistas in the Catskills or White Mountains, and then returned to 
his studio to compose his large scale canvasses, alive with tactile brushwork and 
atmospheric lighting that seemed to breathe.



Transcendentalist* Themes 
• Regarding natural landscape as the natural manifestation of God, these men attempted to 

record what they saw as accurately as possible. Unlike European painters who brought to 
their canvases the styles and techniques of centuries, the Hudson River painters sought 
neither to embellish nor to idealize their scenes. They approached nature with reverence 
and portrayed it with the detailed care of a naturalist. Yet the results were more than 
photographically accurate. "The artist as a poet," explained one of their leaders, Asher 
Durand, "will have seen more than the mere matter of fact, but no more than is there that 
another may see if it is pointed out to him.“

• Sharing the philosophy of the American Transcendentalists, the Hudson River painters 
created visual embodiments of the ideals about which Emerson, Thoreau, William Cullen 
Bryant, and Whitman wrote. Concurring with Emerson, who had written in his 1841 essay, 
THOUGHTS ON ART, that painting should become a vehicle through which the universal 
mind could reach the mind of mankind, the Hudson River painters believed art to be an 
agent of moral and spiritual transformation. 

* A literary and philosophical movement asserting the existence of an ideal spiritual reality that 
transcends the empirical and scientific and is knowable through intuition. 



The Hudson River “School”
• Note that there was no formal “school” for painting the Hudson River or in this 

style. ‘School’ really means “school of thought” or ‘movement’. Many of these 
men studied together and art schools of the time may have focused on 
landscape drawing, but there was no formal organization called the Hudson 
River School. 

• The name specifically refers to a group of roughly 50 artist from this time 
period. The term existed in their day and they took great pride in being 
identified with this group. 

• While the early work from this school centered around the Hudson River, the 
movement, searching for newer landscapes, also moved to the Whites, the 
great mountains in the west, and to other areas of the globe.



Thomas Cole, Falls of Kaaterskill  1826
Warner Collection, Tuscaloosa, Alabama 



Thomas Cole’s Kaaterskill’s
• Thomas Cole provided an evocative description of the Kaaterskill Falls in 1843:

“It is a singular, a wonderful scene, whether viewed from above, where the stream leaps 
into the tremendous gulf scooped into the very heart of the huge mountain, or as seen from 
below the second fall; the impending crags, the shadowy depth of the caverns, across 
which darts the cataract, broken into fleecy forms and tossed and swayed hither and thither 
by the wayward wind; the sound of the water, now falling upon the ear in a loud roar, and 
now in fitful lower tones; the lovely voice, the solitary song of the valley.”

• The Kaaterskill Falls were first seen by the twenty-four year old Cole in the 
summer of 1825 during his first trip to the Catskills. Cole was discovered as a 
result of exhibiting his painting of the scene, an event famous in American art 
history.



Topography



Possible Hike



Movement to the Mountains
• Local factors also worked towards turning the clove 

into a destination of travelers. In 1824 the logging 
and tanning industries (who used hemlock barks)  
brought funds for improved roads and lodging. 

• Large hotel facilities were being built such as the 
Catskill Mountain House, Kaaterskill Mountain House, 
and Laurel House.  These no longer exist but the 
history is fascinating. see: http://catskillarchive.com/

• With the advent of the automobile, travel patterns 
(along with what people wanted to do with their time 
and money) changed. These hotels could no longer 
survive. The automobile brought its own share of 
problems – more people impacting the environment. 



“View From The Mountain House", W.H. Bartlett 
1836, engraving by R. Branford, published in 

"American Scenery", London 1838.



Early Postcard Views



The Smile Factor:

Some waterfall enthusiast contend that people who hike to waterfalls smile more 
and seem generally happier during the excursions than those who hike to other 
destinations. This belief is based upon an unproven hypothesis: waterfalls release 
negative ions (just as an electrical storm does) that stimulates the production of 
serotonin in the brain, which promotes a general feeling of well-being and 
happiness. 

Note the size of the people. You can walk this 
ledge all the way behind Kaaterskill Falls.

Haines Falls

Note the stairs and bridges –
now long gone. There once 

also was a viewing platform at 
the top and upstream of this 

was a dam. For a fee, viewers 
below would pay to have the 
dam opened so a spectacular 

flow would occur. This was 
done at both Kaaterskill and 

Haines Falls.



Legend of Rip Van Winkle

Rip Van Winkle House - Sleepy Hollow

Something else to explore is the landscape mentioned in this story. 
When Irving was asked about what part of the Catskills he set the 
story in, his reply was “no particular parts.” The site of Rip’s rock is 
just a a bit of Victorian romanticism – but it might be fun to find it. 
This story was very influencial back in the early 1800’s. We can 
retrace where people headed back then to “see for themselves.”



Famous HRS Works
• A painting which has become a virtual 

emblem for the Hudson River School is 
the dramatic 46" x 36" canvas by Asher 
B. Durand, KINDRED SPIRITS (1849), 
which hangs in New York City's Public 
Library. 

• In it Durand depicts himself, together 
with Cole, on a rocky promontory in 
serene contemplation of the scene before 
them: the gorge with its running stream, 
the gossamer Catskill mists shimmering 
in a palette of subtle colors, framed by 
foliage. 

• In the foreground stands one of the 
school's famous symbols--a broken tree 
stump-- what Cole called a "memento 
mori" or reminder that life is fragile and 
impermanent; only Nature and the Divine 
within the Human Soul are eternal. 

• Tiny as the human beings are in this 
composition, they are nevertheless 
elevated by the grandeur of the 
landscape in which they are in harmony. 



John Frederick Kensett, “View on the Hudson”, 1865 
The Baltimore Museum of Art 



Albert Bierstadt, “Among the Sierra Nevada, California,” 1868
Smithsonian American Art Museum



Frederic Edwin Church, “Niagara”, 1857
The Corcoran Gallery of Art, Washington



John William Casilear, "View on Lake George", 1857
National Gallery of Art



Thomas Cole, “A View of the Mountain Pass Called the Notch of the White Mountains 
(Crawford Notch)", 1839 

The National Gallery of Art



Thomas Cole, “The Clove, Catskills”, 1827
The New Britain Museum of American Art, Connecticut. 



Thomas Cole, “View from Mount Holyoke, Northampton, Massachusetts, after a 
Thunderstorm—The Oxbow”, 1836
Metropolitan Museum of Art, NYC



Sanford Robinson Gifford, “A Gorge in the Mountains (Kauterskill Clove)”, 1862



Seth Eastman, “Hudson River with a Distant View of West Point”, 1834



Thomas Doughty, “New Hampshire Lake” c.1835
Mueseum of Fine Arts, Boston



Fitz Hugh Lane, “Gloucester Harbor at Sunrise”, 1851
Cape Ann Historical Association 



Asher Durand, “Kaaterskill Clove”, 1866
The Century Association, New York City

(note this was the background for this presentation)



How to Get There
Total Est. Time: 2 hours, 54 minutes  

Total Est. Distance: 175 miles
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