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ON THE COVER  (front)  In 1895, American Impressionist John Henry Twachtman visited Yellowstone National Park 
and produced sixteen known paintings, including Lower Falls, Waterfall in Yellowstone. Impressionists derived their in-
spiration from observations of their contemporary settings, and used vibrant colors and dynamic brush techniques to 
record their spontaneous reactions to their subject matter.  
John Henry Twachtman, artist, 1895. Lower Falls, Waterfall in Yellowstone, oil on canvas, 25 ⅜" × 16 ½", Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Cornelius Vanderbilt Whitney, Buffalo Bill Center of the 
West, Whitney Western Art Museum, Cody, Wyoming   
 
(back) Joe De Yong, a friend and protégé of Charles M. Russell, was fascinated with the West and with the cowboy life-
style. At some point, De Yong sketched a small, untitled drawing of a mounted rider leading a pack string, reflecting an 
ideal of the horse-powered West. After working under Russell, De Yong moved to California and consulted on western 
films, bringing an appreciation of authenticity to the genre.  
Joe De Yong, artist. Pen and ink on paper, 2012.22.09, MTHS Museum Collections
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An American 
Impressionist’s 
    Yellowstone

    John 
Twachtman

By Lisa N. Peters
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John Henry Twachtman was a leading American Impressionist. In 1895, Twachtman traveled to Yellow-
stone National Park and created sixteen paintings of some of the park’s major landmarks.  
Gertrude Käsebier, photographer. Macbeth Gallery records, 1947-1948, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution

Among late nineteenth-century American 
artists, John Twachtman was a leading expo-
nent of Impressionism. Born in Cincinnati in 
1853, Twachtman spent much of the first part 
of his career—from the mid–1870s through the 
mid–1880s—in Europe, where he studied in 
Munich and Paris. In the late 1880s, he was one 
of the first American artists to transition to Im-
pressionism. He had always been a plein-air 
painter, and therefore Impressionism was less 
a dramatic change in his art than a matter of 
brightening his palette. In 1891, an article about 
the spread of Impressionism in the United 
States—covered in newspapers from coast to 
coast—was titled, “These are Blue Days in Art.” 
In it, Twachtman was “the craziest of all blue 
men.” He was often considered to be the closest 
American counterpart to Claude Monet (1840–
1926), especially after an 1893 New York exhi-
bition paired his work with that of Monet, and 
there are many parallels in the 1890s in the con-

centration of the two artists on painting their 
home grounds—Monet in Giverny and Twacht-
man in Greenwich.1  

Twachtman settled in Greenwich, Connect-
icut, in February 1890, with his wife Martha. 
Five of their seven children survived to adult-
hood. While living in Greenwich until De-
cember 1899, Twachtman never tired of 
depicting his home and seventeen acres of 
property through which Horseneck Brook 
wound. Impressionism provided him with a 
flexible and expressive vocabulary with which 
to explore familiarity, considering the ways in 
which a neutral physical and geographical 
space becomes personally meaningful. When 
he was spending the summer in Gloucester, 
Massachusetts, in August 1902, he died from a 
brain aneurism.2  

Twachtman’s interest was in the subtle dis-
tinctions in subject matter he had come to 
know intimately. Depicting the same subjects 

rom its beginning in Paris in the late 1860s,  
Impressionism grew to become a transnational 

movement of artists who felt truth existed not as  
mimesis—consisting of the belief in an underlying objective  
reality—but as appearances and subjective experience. Instead  
of drawing on subject matter from classical antiquity, French  
Impressionists and their international artistic cohort derived  
inspiration from observations of contemporary life, using vibrant 
color and dynamic, gestural brushwork to record their firsthand, 
spontaneous responses to their motifs. 

F
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at different times of day and from slightly different an-
gles, like Monet, he explored how places are a func-
tion of how they are seen, while gaining insight into 
his own subjectivity. It is surprising that in his only 
two major departures during his Greenwich years 
from painting his immediate surroundings, he chose 
to portray famed icons of the American landscape: Ni-
agara Falls, which he depicted in the winter and 
summer of 1894 in thirteen known paintings, and Yel-
lowstone, which he painted in September 1895 in six-
teen known paintings. In the latter, Twachtman 
departed in his images from the message-laden roman-
tic ideologies of sublimity, Transcendentalism, and na-
tionalism in the Yellowstone works of other 
nineteenth-century artists. Thomas Moran (1837–
1936) was the most prominent of these artists, and he 
made the park his special artistic domain after joining 
Ferdinand Hayden’s 1871 expedition that led to Yel-
lowstone’s designation as the world’s first national 
park in the following year. Whereas Moran created his 
Yellowstone paintings in his studio from studies, 
Twachtman rendered his paintings directly from his 
sites, having carried his easel, paints, and canvases 
with him to the park. In dynamic on-site works, he 
brought his Impressionist eye to Yellowstone. He 
translated the materiality of the park with the viscosity 
and coloristic possibilities of oil paint and recorded 
ecological factors that often resulted from natural and 
human interactions in the land. Finding the scenery 
shockingly different from the modest rockbound hills 
of Connecticut, he produced abstract depictions of 
Yellowstone, including images of tranquil geysers 
monumentalized within the picture plane, drawing 
viewers into their jewel-like depths, and views captur-
ing the sunlit patterns in the sheer rock walls in Yel-
lowstone’s Grand Canyon and the canyon’s prismatic 
Lower Falls.3  

Twachtman’s trip occurred one year after the pas-
sage of the landmark 1894 Yellowstone National Park 
Protective Act. This legislation established an enforce-
ment regime in Yellowstone that had not existed pre-
viously. As it turns out, Twachtman’s patron on his 
park journey, William Austin Wadsworth (1847–1918), 
played a key role in the act’s passage. Through this 
connection, Twachtman’s Yellowstone art can be 
linked more closely to historic events than has been 
known in the past.  

There is an intriguing connection between the  
timing of Twachtman’s renderings of Niagara Falls and 
Yellowstone: both had been subject to major  
administrative changes that focused on restoration just 
before he painted them. At Niagara, during the 1870s, 
the land had come into private hands, and swindlers 
and hucksters charged fees to visitors to see the falls. 
A commission—established in 1885—turned Niagara 
into a state park, removing the blight and commercial-
ization that had overtaken it. Twachtman’s images al-
lude to this. Instead of the overhead and expansive 
perspectives of his predecessors, he depicted the falls 
from below, ignoring scale considerations to draw the 
viewer directly into shimmering effects of water, mist, 
spray, foam, and ice (plate 1). An apt critic commented 
that a Niagara work Twachtman showed at the Society 
of American Artists in April 1895 captured “the bril-
liancy of light seen through falling water.”4  

Like Niagara Falls, Yellowstone became compro-
mised by inattentiveness. Under its founding legislation 

William Austin Wadsworth sponsored Twachtman’s trip  
to Yellowstone. Descended from a venerable Connecticut 
family, Wadsworth was the wealthiest individual in Geneseo, 
New York, and a Harvard University alumnus. He was one 
of the founding members of the Boone and Crockett Club 
and served on the club’s executive committee when it  
advocated for the passage of the 1894 Yellowstone  
National Park Protective Act. 
Courtesy of the Boston Atheneum
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in 1872, the park was to be a place free of private  
enterprise where wildlife was protected. However, 
Congress did not establish regulations or funding to 
enforce these commitments, with dire results. The 
Northern Pacific Railroad’s tourism promotion  
resulted in the spread of concessions throughout the 
park’s main areas. The tourist industry along with 
timber harvesting and accidental fires damaged the 
park’s ecosystem. The killing of game animals by 
poachers and to feed park workers and visitors  
decimated the park’s wildlife. Mine owners in nearby 
Cooke City, Montana, were pushing for a railroad 
right-of-way through a corner of the park.5 

Although regulations outlawed hunting in the park 
starting in 1884, poaching continued, even after the 
US Army arrived in August 1886 to take over the 
park’s management. It was the illicit slaughter of  
Yellowstone’s wildlife that most outraged a group of 
men belonging to an elite rifle-hunting club. This was 
the Boone and Crockett Club, initiated in 1888 by 
Theodore Roosevelt (1850–1919), then an up-and-com-
ing politician, and cofounded by zoologist George Bird 
Grinnell (1849–1938). From its earliest days, the club—
dedicated to fair-chase hunting for sport rather than 
for profit—made the protection of Yellowstone its spe-
cial cause, and Forest and Stream magazine regularly 
covered its efforts in support of new park legislation. 
Grinnell was the magazine’s chief editor.6  

Twachtman’s patron, William Austin Wadsworth, 
was one of the club’s original and most ac-
tive members. A descendant of a venerable 
Connecticut colonial family, Wadsworth 
was the wealthiest individual in Geneseo, 
New York, where he was best known for es-
tablishing the Genesee Valley Fox Hunt. An 
1870 Harvard graduate, Wadsworth was a 
friend and confidante of Roosevelt, a fellow 
Harvard alum. By 1893, Wadsworth was on 
the club’s five-man executive committee. In 
the wake of the capture of a notorious bison 
poacher in Yellowstone in March 1894, the 
club used the publicity to make headway in Congress, 
and Wadsworth was one of seven club members who 
lobbied for the legislation that led to the passage of 
the Yellowstone National Park Protective Act on May 7, 
1894. The club claimed credit for the act in its 1895 book 
Hunting in Many Lands, calling it a “final triumph” that 

was “a matter of congratulation to every sportsman in-
terested in the protection of game.” The publication 
stated that for those not conversant with the subject, 
it may seem “astonishing that, from the establishment 
of the Park in 1872 to the passage of the Act in 1894 
no law protecting either the park, the animals, or the 
visitors was operative within the Yellowstone Park—
a region containing about 3,500 square miles.”7  

A watershed in the history of the park, the act pro-
vided the legal and prosecutorial means for the park 
to enforce its original commitment to preserve the 
park’s wildlife and protect it from environmental harm. 
An article in the Sterling Standard reveals the act’s  
effectiveness, reporting that “all the game in the reser-
vation is now being preserved, and any attempt to hunt 
within the boundaries of the Park is met with swift and 
sure punishment.” In Forest and Stream in December 
1895, George Smith Anderson (1849–1915), the park’s 
army superintendent, stated: “The act of May 7, 1894 
seems to have had a most healthy effect upon the 
poachers who surround and prey upon the Park. I  
believe that those of the north, the east, and the south 
sides have nearly or quite ceased troubling it.” The act 
strengthened the prohibitions against the defacement 
by tourists of the park’s thermal features and souvenir 
hunters from chipping off parts of rock formations.8  

The army visibly implemented these rules. An  
article in the Chicago Record in October 1895 re-
ported: “There have been some arrests and convic-

tions for violating the rules regarding 
campfires and there have also been arrests of 
tourists of both sexes for throwing rocks into 
the geysers in violation of park regulations.” 
The Sterling Standard remarked that all 
people “were forbidden to remove or injure 
the sediments around the geysers or hot 
springs or deface the same by writing.”9 

Wadsworth’s pride in his contribution 
to the act’s changes in the park was a pos-
sible factor in his arrangements with 
Twachtman. Although Wadsworth may 

have known of Twachtman by reputation—especially 
after Twachtman showed his work with Monet’s in 
1893—his main introduction to the artist no doubt re-
sulted from his friendship with Dr. Charles Cary 
(1852–1931) and his wife, artist Evelyn Rumsey Cary 
(1855–1924), with whom Twachtman stayed in Buffalo 

# 
Wadsworth’s pride 
in his contribution  

to the act’s 
changes in the 

park was a  
possible factor in  
his arrangements  
with Twachtman. 

#
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while painting Niagara Falls. Wadsworth was clearly 
aware of Twachtman’s work by April 1894, when he 
purchased a landscape depicting reflections in a pond 
that Twachtman sent to the spring annual of the Buf-
falo Society of Artists, in which Evelyn Cary also par-
ticipated. Perhaps Wadsworth knew Twachtman’s 
Niagara works. If so, they may have inspired him to 
wonder how Twachtman would portray Yellowstone 
as it entered its own new era. Relevant to his support 
of Twachtman’s trip, Wadsworth visited Yellowstone 
in September 1894 and hunted game outside of the 
park borders. On September 28, 1894, Forest and 
Stream reported that, pleased with his new .45–70 
rifle and having killed all the game he needed, he had 
returned East.10  

One motivation of the Boone and Crock-
ett Club was that by keeping Yellowstone as 
an undisturbed game preserve and breeding 
ground, animals could overflow from the 
park, providing hunting opportunities for 
years to come. The effectiveness of the new 
restrictions was recognized by Anderson in 
an article in the Youth’s Companion,  
published in October 1895, in which he 
stated: “The thorough protection of the 
game within the park has made it a reservoir 
from which all the surrounding country has 
been fed, so that now this region is the best hunting-
ground in America.”11 

As Wadsworth only ended up owning four of 
Twachtman’s Yellowstone paintings, his patronage was 
more than strictly a commission. He was generous in 
the support he gave Twachtman. This is clear in a 
letter Evelyn Cary sent to him on September 6, 1895. 
In it, she stated that Twachtman was “basking in his 
situation financially,” while noting that he had “glee-
fully left his home—[including] some obstreperous 
boys [for the park]—with considerable equanimity.”12  

On August 24, 1895, an article in the Brooklyn Stan-
dard Union announced that Twachtman would soon 
discontinue his summer art classes in Cos Cob, Con-
necticut, to “start on a trip to Yellowstone Park, to re-
main until October.” He likely traveled on the luxurious 
Northern Pacific Railroad’s Wonderland route from 
New York to St. Paul and on to Cinnabar, Montana. 
After a short stagecoach trip, he reached the park. 
There, Anderson may have greeted Twachtman. As a 

member of the Boone and Crockett Club and a friend 
of Roosevelt and Grinnell, Anderson perhaps received 
foreknowledge of Twachtman’s arrival from Wads-
worth. An ideal liaison between the park and the club, 
Anderson fit well into both the elite men’s clubs of New 
York City and the rough outdoor life of Yellowstone.13  

It is apparent that Twachtman and Anderson were 
in contact with each other in Yellowstone because 
Twachtman inscribed a painting he gave to Anderson 
(plate 2). Dated 1895, it depicts Bunsen Peak, near the 
army barracks. Around it is the vast countryside that 
Anderson oversaw. Anderson and Twachtman would 
have seen eye-to-eye. Anderson was driven to fulfill 
the provisions of the 1894 act, and he perceived  

Yellowstone through a proudly nationalistic 
and aesthetic lens. He described the park’s 
rock formations as “beautiful” and bemoaned 
tourists who chose to visit the Alps over the 
greater attractions of Yellowstone. He forced 
visitors who carved their names into rocks 
to un-carve them before he expelled them 
from the park. Even if Twachtman knew lit-
tle of the act when setting out for Yellow-
stone, Anderson likely informed him of it, 
perhaps touting his own role in the park’s 
recommitment, under his watchful eye, to 
environmental and wildlife protection. In 

addition, the park management made visitors well 
aware of the new regulations.14  

In the park, Twachtman would have followed the 
usual counterclockwise travel circuit. However, he 
only depicted three locations in Yellowstone: the 
northern end near Mammoth Hot Springs, the Upper 
Geyser Basin, and the Grand Canyon of the Yellow-
stone. It is possible that due to Wadsworth’s funding, 
he reached these locales by private coach rather than 
tourist shuttle to accommodate his own timetable.  
Aspects of his itinerary can be pinpointed from a letter 
he wrote on September 22, 1895, to Wadsworth on the 
stationery of the Grand Canyon Hotel. The letter  
reveals that by this time, he had already seen the park’s 
geysers and that he was then focusing his attention on 
the canyon and its Lower Falls.  

He probably stayed first at the Mammoth Hot 
Springs Hotel before traveling south, and he returned 
to Mammoth at the end of the trip. Although there 
was a tent hotel near Old Faithful in the Upper Geyser 

# 
Perhaps Wadsworth 
knew Twachtman’s 

Niagara works. If so, 
they may have inspired 

him to wonder how 
Twachtman would 

portray Yellowstone 
as it entered its 

own new era.  

#
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Plate 1 
John Henry Twachtman 
Niagara Falls, ca. 1894, oil on canvas, 30″ × 25 ⅛″ 
Gift of John Gellatly, Smithsonian American Art Museum, Washington, DC
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Plate 2 
John Henry Twachtman 

Yellowstone View  

(Bunsen Peak), ca. 1895,  
oil on canvas,  

24 ¾″ × 15 ¾″ 
Yellowstone National Park 

Museum, Wyoming
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Plate 3: Above 
John Henry Twachtman 
Morning Glory Pool, ca. 1895,  
oil on canvas, 29 ¾″ × 24 ½″ 
Gift of Hannah L. Henderson in memory of her  
husband J. Wells Henderson, Philadelphia Museum  
of Art, Pennsylvania 

 

Plate 4: Left 
John Henry Twachtman 
Edge of the Emerald Pool, Yellowstone,  
ca. 1895, oil on canvas, 25″ × 30″ 
Stark Museum of Art, Orange, Texas, Purchase of  
the Nelda C. and H. J. Lutcher Stark Foundation,  
2006, 31.266.1 
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Plate 5 
John Henry Twachtman 
Emerald Pool, Yellowstone,  
ca. 1895, oil on canvas,  
25 ¼″ × 30 ¼″ 
Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art, Hartford,  
Connecticut, Bequest of George A. Gay, by exchange,  
and the Ella Gallup Sumner and Mary Catlin Sumner  
Collection, 1979.162
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Plate 6 
John Henry Twachtman 
Yellowstone Park, ca. 1895,  
oil on canvas laid down on board,  
30″ × 25″ 
Private collection
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Plate 7: Top 
John Henry Twachtman 

Canyon in the Yellowstone, 
ca. 1895, oil on canvas, 

30 ¼″ × 25″ 
Courtesy of American Museum of  

Western Art—The Anschutz  
Collection, Denver, Colorado 

 

Plate 8: Bottom 
Thomas Moran 

Grand Canyon of the  

Yellowstone, 1872,  
oil on canvas mounted  

on aluminum,  
84″ × 144 ¼″ 

US Department of the Interior 
Museum, Washington, DC
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Plate 9 
John Henry Twachtman 
Waterfall, Yellowstone, ca. 1895,  
oil on canvas, 30 ⅛″ × 25 ⅛″ 
Private Collection
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Plate 10: Top 
John Henry Twachtman 

The Rapids, Yellowstone, 
ca. 1895, oil on canvas, 

30″ × 30 ⅛″ 
Worcester Art Museum, Massachusetts 

 

Plate 11: Bottom 
John Henry Twachtman 

Emerald Pool, ca. 1895,  
oil on canvas, 25″ × 25″ 

The Phillips Collection, Washington, DC
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Basin, it is more likely that Twachtman stayed at the 
Fountain Hotel in the Lower Geyser Basin. Built in 
1891, the hotel housed 350 guests and had steam heat 
and electric lights. The Fountain Geyser area was a 
half mile from the hotel, but Twachtman presumably 
used the hotel as a base for day trips to the Upper 
Geyser Basin. Once there, he avoided tourist-
thronged gushing geysers such as Old Faithful, which 
other artists had often depicted. Instead, he featured 
only three relatively quiet pools: Morning Glory Pool; 
Artemisia Geyser, north of Old Faithful; and Emerald 
Pool, west of Old Faithful. He probably felt his artistic 
interest in nuances of light and form were better 
served by sites more conducive to contemplation than 
awe, and such locales enabled him to feel absorbed in 
their beauty undisturbed by preening tourists and 
their loud exclamations of astonishment.15  

Despite their lack of dramatic eruptions, these were 
popular Yellowstone sites, recommended to visitors 
for colors and shapes often suggestive of flowers, 
jewels, and chalices. This was especially the case for 
Morning Glory Pool due to its flower-associated name. 
The pool was also accessible because of its closeness 
to a road at the basin’s north end. On seeing this site 
on a visit to the park in 1884, Ashley W. Cole, a Brit-
ish-born New York newspaper editor, wrote: “It is 
about ten feet wide and fifteen feet deep. Its sides taper 
down from the shell-shaped rim to the bottom with the 
beautiful lines of a convolvulus or morning-glory, in 
honor of which graceful flower it was most fitly 
named.” Artemisia Geyser, about half a mile to its 

north, is a large, irregularly shaped crater, and it is 
known to erupt every nineteen to forty hours. True to 
his Impressionist commitment to the transitory, 
Twachtman captured it in a typical tranquil moment 
rather than in one of the sporadic explosions that drew 
tourists. In the painting, only a small amount of steam 
implies the geyser’s restive geothermal activity.16  

In images of both sites, Twachtman created 
abruptly cropped, forward-tilted perspectives, fram-
ing the pools within vertical canvases that emphasize 
upward movement across the canvas surface. The use 
of perspective less for distance than for aesthetic effect, 
a careful consideration of forms in relation to pictorial 
space, and the simplification of motifs to line and 
shape suggest the influence on Twachtman of Japa-
nese woodblock prints, which he studied avidly with 
his friends Theodore Robinson and J. Alden Weir in 
the early 1890s. In his diary in 1894, Theodore Rob-
inson had noted the “extraordinary combination of 
convention and reality” in “Japanese work,” which 
provided the artists with “a new enjoyment.” Twacht-
man’s reductive abstractions distill his subjects to 
vivid color harmonies, decorative sinuous borders, 
and reflective light. It is no wonder that these works 
were much admired by early twentieth-century mod-
ernists. For example, when a Twachtman retrospec-
tive at New York’s Century Club in 1920 exhibited 
Morning Glory Pool (plate 3), a critic stated that the 
work was “exactly the sort of thing that all the young 
artists of the day are trying,” noting that it “rep-
resented the minimum of subject and the maximum 

Photographer F. Jay Haynes 
captured Morning Glory Pool 
from above in this 1885 image.  
F. Jay Haynes, photographer. H-01562.1,  
MTHS Photograph Archives
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of an opportunity to study color values and other 
purely technical considerations.”17  

Despite their abstract qualities, Twachtman’s pool 
paintings reveal that he studied his subjects closely. In 
them, he expressed their dynamic materiality, which was 
due both to natural phenomena as well as anthropogenic 
change. He recorded places impacted by evolutionary 
factors over time as well as more recent human interven-
tions. In Morning Glory Pool—in which other pools in 
the Morning Glory group can be seen suffused in the at-
mospheric distance—he used color layering 
and blending directly on canvas to denote the 
porous density of the ground cover. He cap-
tured how the upraised sinter accumulation 
around the pool’s edge was broken in two 
places, where rivulets are indicative of runoffs 
from a time when the dormant pool was erup-
tive. The breakage in places of this coral fringe 
may have been due to souvenir hunters. With 
touches of yellow and pink-peach tones inter-
mixed with the greens and blues in the pool, Twacht-
man referenced a bacterial life that was both natural and 
altered, due to items thrown into the pool by tourists, 
who often used the pool as a wishing well or a place to 
wash clothing. In fact, the unusual coloristic properties 
in Yellowstone pools have recently been found by scien-
tists to be the result of the human-cast debris over time, 
which made them “happy homes to photosynthetic  
microorganisms that probably did not live there before.” 
With Impressionism’s immediacy and versatile 
methods, Twachtman recorded a much more complex 
ecology than it might seem at first.18  

The Emerald Pool—about two miles west of Old 
Faithful—was a site favored by tourists for its jewel-like, 
glistening blue-greens. On visiting the park in 1894,  
J. Sanford Saltus, a New York philanthropist especially 
active in the American Numismatic Society, wrote of 
this site: “Fill a goblet with Crème de Menthe, on the 
top drop a few ‘beads’ of absinthe, and you will have a 
faint, only a faint idea of the glistening green glory of 
Emerald Pool.” This pool’s colors, too, were impacted 
in part by the buildup of refuse, algae, and their inter-
action, which is suggested in the pink, yellow, and lime 
green accents in Twachtman’s two images of the site. 
Having made his way through the Black Sand Basin to 
the pool, he probably created both works on the same 
day. His perspective is above the level of the pools, but 

it is not completely overhead. Indicating where he 
stood and what he saw, he places the viewer in the land-
scape so that we feel part of these scenes, without the 
artist-narrator as an intermediary. This present-ness is 
a dramatic change from the panoramic perspectives of 
Moran, such as in Great Blue Spring of the Lower 
Geyser Basin, Firehole River, Yellowstone, a studio-de-
rived watercolor, in which Moran reaches beyond the 
scene for a narrative of exploration. Twachtman’s 
views, instead, intensify moments of pleasurable im-

mersion in which the viewer notices more 
upon sustained gazing.19 

Twachtman centered the pool in Emer-
ald Pool (plate 5), absorbing the viewer from 
an almost aerial viewpoint in subtleties of 
light, reflections, rising steam, translucency, 
and sediment. For Edge of the Emerald Pool 
(plate 4), he set his easel at the pool’s right 
edge and angled his view upward, cropping 
the pool so that the steam on its surface and 

the atmosphere blend seamlessly, creating an ethereal 
experience in which land and sky, heaven and earth 
come together. The sequential nature of these works 
conveys a real-time temporality, expressing Twacht-
man’s intense concentration on the pool as it changed 
over the course of a day. Implicitly, the works allude to 
the new regulations, which disallowed park visitors 
from carelessly harming geyser sediments and encour-
aged Yellowstone to be venerated as art, rather than as 
a spectacle for tourists to be entertained and pass by 
quickly. Reflective of the attitude Twachtman captured, 
a writer for the Jersey Journal credited as J.A.D., who 
was on a concurrent trip, remarked on the park’s “in-
describable extravagance of beauty of color” and its 
“most beautiful rock forms that sparkle with hues that 
vie successfully with a rainbow or peacock’s tail,” and 
commented that attention to these qualities would 
“best repay the loiterer who seeks the profit of an inno-
cent and elevating pleasure, which the multitude so un-
wisely neglects.” Twachtman’s paintings convey the 
idea that by linking beauty and care an aesthetic appre-
ciation of nature has environmentalist consequences.20  

On the park’s counterclockwise travel route, stage-
coaches usually took travelers from the Fountain 
Hotel to the Lake Hotel overlooking Yellowstone 
Lake. As Twachtman did not depict the lake, it seems 
likely that he headed east from the Lower Geyser 
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Basin to the Grand Canyon Hotel, also known as the 
Cañon Hotel. The second iteration of the hotel—built 
in 1890 and consisting of 250 rooms—was a three-
story frame building set on the hillside above Yellow-
stone’s Lower Falls. It had a drab, uniform façade but 
offered the amenities and comforts of the other, more 
outwardly elegant, prominent park hotels.21  

Twachtman stayed at the hotel, and on September 
22, 1895, he wrote a letter to Wadsworth on the hotel’s 
stationery. Twachtman conveyed his amazement at 
Yellowstone and his gratitude for the opportunity to 
experience the park. He expressed his incredulity at 
the park’s scenery, which he described as “fine 
enough to shock any mind.” Referring to Greenwich, 
he remarked that the park made him realize that he 
had been too long in one place, and he commented 
that “the trip felt like that of a city boy to the country 
for the first time.” He described the park’s pools as 
“refined in color,” and observed that he found much 
romance in the canyon and its falls.22  

Twachtman featured the canyon in seven paintings, 
the largest number of his Yellowstone works in one lo-

cation. The romance he expressed in these works did 
not consist of Transcendental romanticism, revealing 
the spiritual meanings invested in nature. Instead, in an 
Impressionist awareness that reality lies in experience, 
not in nature itself, he used the “shocking” scenery be-
fore him to explore new chromatic vivacities, juxtapo-
sitions, and spatial complexities, such as in views of 
canyon walls with the blue ribbon of the Yellowstone 
River as a twisting line far below in Yellowstone Park 
(plate 6). In these works, he joined close observation 
and aestheticism, resulting in a tension between depth 
and surface patterning. In Canyon in the Yellowstone 
(plate 7), he used a delicate palette of muted tones and 
treated rock formations as flat, superimposed forms out-
lined by snow on their ridges. His image can be con-
trasted with the lurid hues and dizzying perspectives 
Moran was still using in 1900 as well as purposefully 
steep perspectives, such as in James Everett Stuart’s 
Looking Down Yellowstone Canyon from Point Defiance, 
1887. As in Moran’s and Stuart’s scenes, Twachtman’s 
drops off precipitously, but his feels safer, indicating 
that his vantage point was probably behind a guardrail 

A view of the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone, looking downstream from Inspiration Point. 
F. Jay Haynes, photographer. H-03151.1, MTHS Photograph Archives
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on a well-marked path, intended for tourists to enjoy 
the view for its beauty rather than experience the awe, 
grandeur, and immensity of the sublime.23  

Twachtman did not shy away from the park’s most 
famous view, looking across the soaring walls of the 
canyon to the Lower Falls, which descends twice the 
distance of Niagara Falls. His images are clearly con-
ceived artistically. He emphasized mass—how forms 
coalesced—over detail and unified his compositions 
with flattened shapes and harmonious pastel tonal-
ities. Nonetheless, he did not exceed his visual scope 
in these works, including only the cross-sections of 
the huge canyon visible to him from the North Rim. 

Twachtman’s eye-level gaze, which centers the 
viewer at the same height as the waterfall, can be con-
trasted with the distant, aerial perspective in Moran’s 
1872 Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone (plate 8), which 
Congress acquired a few months after it established 
the park. In it, Moran depicted the light-filled canyon 
and its tower- and pinnacle-like jagged rocks framed 
by dark-shadowed wings in the European picturesque, 
romantic landscape tradition. In this iconic prospect-
view, Moran expressed pride in the land’s conquest, 
conveying the belief—the Manifest Destiny—that it 
was the providential obligation for Euro-Americans to 
control and settle the continent. Moran made this  
evident in the tiny figures on the precipice at the base 
of the canyon. They consist of the geologist, Hayden, 
gesturing toward the vast terrain before him 
and an “Indian” beside him, who is turned 
away from the view. Whereas Hayden’s ges-
ture indicates the handoff of the land to the 
nation and its future as the nation’s posses-
sion, the diverted gaze of the Indian signifies 
the imminent displacement of Native Amer-
icans from the land. By contrast, Twacht-
man’s images are of a place whose 
ownership no longer needs justification. Possessed and 
pacified, Yellowstone has become “a resort,” offering 
pleasure-seekers physical and mental restorative bene-
fits. In ads posted in newspapers nationwide, Charles 
S. Fee, the general passenger agent of the Northern Pac-
ific Railroad, declared: “Shut up your house and take 
your wife and family to the Park. Have the greatest out-
ing you ever will have. Two weeks in that mountain re-
gion with such scenery will do more to re-invigorate 
you than anything else you can do.” A Wonderland 

brochure, produced by the railroad in 1897, advised 
“men and women of wealth and leisure who are sated 
with the monotonous humdrum of the sea shore [and] 
fashionable watering places” to visit a “region, far away 
from artificiality, where one can drink in the inspiration 
and life from the very clouds themselves.”24  

In addition to such enticements, the park had be-
come more appealing after the act’s passage to elite 
East Coast travelers who no longer would have had to 
encounter people bathing in park pools, maligning 
rocks with their signatures, or throwing detritus in 
geysers. The new regulations reinforced the idea that 
the park would be maintained and protected in perpe-
tuity, fulfilling its founding promise to be “a pleasuring 
ground for the benefit and enjoyment of the people.”25  

Two other images, Lower Falls, Waterfall in Yellow-
stone (cover) and Waterfall, Yellowstone (plate 9), appear 
more close-up than Twachtman’s wider canyon views. 
However, to render these images, he was still looking 
down on the falls because the river, above the brink of 
the cascade, is in view. Twachtman seems to have 
created the two works in quick succession, uniting pro-
cess and product, and expressing the energy of the fall-
ing water through the action of loose brushstrokes 
loaded with varied hues and applied with dynamic vigor. 
In his method itself, he expressed the exuberant revital-
ization he found in Yellowstone. He conveyed this as 
well in his letter to Wadsworth, commenting that “he 

was busy from morning until night” and that 
he “had never felt so fine” in all his life. An 
energized communion with nature, expressed 
in these images, would have appealed to 
Boone and Crockett Club members.26  

In addition to the Bunsen Peak painting 
he gave to Anderson, Twachtman rendered 
a few other images near the park’s northern 
entrance. One is a work today titled Emerald 

Pool (plate 11). However, this inaccurate title was given 
to the painting in 1921 when it was acquired by Duncan 
Phillips for the Phillips Collection. The painting does 
not depict the Emerald Pool in the Upper Geyser 
Basin but instead is a view across a pool in the upper 
terraces at Mammoth Hot Springs. Making use of a 
high horizon line, Twachtman emphasized surface pat-
terning. Yet he also captured the site’s specific charac-
teristics, translating the sunlight on the travertine 
limestone ground before him into wet pliant paint 
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brushed into veiny curves. In doing so, he conveyed 
the actual softness and flowing stratum in a terrain 
quite different from the hardened silicon dioxide in the 
park’s southern geyser basins. At the left, he featured 
the flat-topped Mount Everts, created by a downward 
rather than an upward flow of lava. To the right is the 
edge of the funnel-shaped Bunsen Peak. Between the 
mountains is the ridge line of the Washburn Range, 
which Twachtman used to connect the two peaks 
visually. The limited depth in his painting, which 
flattens the image, actually matches this view itself.  

Twachtman only exhibited a few of his Yellowstone 
works in his lifetime, and the painting later titled Em-
erald Pool is probably the work he showed as The Pool 
at the Philadelphia Art Club in 1896. Reviewing the 
exhibition, one unnamed critic stated: “Twachtman 
has recently rediscovered the Yellowstone, and his pic-
ture gives us some idea of how that country looks to 

the eye of a modern painter.” Another anonymous 
critic acknowledged the work’s modernity, stating 
that most artists and laymen would make nothing 
out of the painting without a knowledge of recent 
artistic conventions. What the critic meant was 
that viewers must be able to appreciate a work of 
art purely for its aesthetic qualities rather than for 
its verisimilitude. However, the critic perceptively 

went on to say that those who took the time—such 
time was worth it—would discover “a picture clear, dis-
tinct, accurate, and unmistakable of the fashion in 
which sandstone cliffs in an early stage of erosion . . . 
present themselves in the chill vision of quiet air.” The 
critic remarked that the work spoke for itself without 
the “need for a diagram or explanation.”27  

At the northern end of the park, Twachtman 
sought out another waterfall: Undine Falls, situated a 
few miles east of Mammoth, where it issues from Lava 
Creek and spills over a basalt lava face, dropping sixty 
feet in three plunges. Twachtman’s Waterfall (Undine 
Falls) recorded how the cascade, even as experienced 
today, seems to hang in the air as a distinct and almost 
static ornamental shape against its lush surroundings. 
The flow of the water forms an S-curve through the 
compositional space, expressing the organic beauty 
of nature, as in contemporary Art Nouveau designs.28  

Twachtman reported on his trip in a letter to Wads-
worth, written on the stationary of the Grand Canyon 
Hotel. His letter reads: 
 
My dear Mr. Wadsworth 

I am so overwhelmed with things to do that a year would be 

a short stay. Your reply to my telegram came and I thank 

you for your liberality. This trip is like the outing of a city boy 

to the country for the first time. I was too long in one place. 

This scenery too is fine enough to schock [sic] any mind. We 

have had several snowstorms and the ground is white—the 

canon looks more beautiful than ever. The pools are more 

refined in color but there is much romance in the falls and 

the canon. I never felt so fine in my life and am busy from 

morning until night. One can work so much more in this 

place—never tiring. 

My stay here will last until the first, perhaps I want to go to 

Lower Falls, they are fine. There are many things one wants 

to do in this place. 

         Believe me 

         Sincerely yours 

         J. H. Twachtman 

         Sep 22—1895 
 

John H. Twachtman, Yellowstone National Park, Wyoming, to William A.  
Wadsworth, September 22, 1895, Wadsworth Family Papers, Milne Library, 
State University of New York at Geneseo
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In 2022, I made a trip to Yellowstone in advance  
of participating in the conference “Conversations on 
Collecting Yellowstone” held at Montana State Univer-
sity that June. On the sojourn, which I took along with 
my twenty-three-year-old son, I located the sites of all of 
Twachtman’s Yellowstone paintings, with the exception 
of one: The Rapids, Yellowstone (plate 10). The work fea-
tures snow-covered mountains above river rapids. 
Knowing that Twachtman rarely ventured far in search 
of his painting locations, I looked for and photographed 
rapids on the Yellowstone and Firehole Rivers in areas 
close to his other sites. However, none closely matched 
the painting’s scenery. A few Yellowstone specialists I 
consulted did not recognize the site and wondered if 
Twachtman had taken liberties, perhaps combining as-
pects of two different places. However, Twachtman was 
not a painter of composites, as it went against his artistic 
principles. Then one day, while scrolling through Hiram 
Chittenden’s 1895 The Yellowstone National Park, an 
image caught my eye, captioned “Gardiner [sic] River.” 
Chittenden described it as a view in Montana of “the 
Gardner Cañon,” a “precipitous valley of loose gray 
walls suggestive of danger from falling rocks. . . . The 
most striking feature of the cañon is the river, a typical 
mountain torrent of such rapid fall over its rocky bed 
that it is a continuous succession of foaming cascades.” 
This site seemed close to the view in Twachtman’s 
image, yet the painting did not feature Eagles Nest Rock, 
which can be seen in Chittenden’s image.29  

When I corresponded with Tamsen Emerson Hert, 
a conference organizer, she helped verify that the Gard-
ner River was Twachtman’s site, and she sent me a 
postcard to confirm this. Further searches revealed that 

the locale Twachtman depicted was one-half mile 
south of Eagles Nest Rock, at approximately the 45th 
Parallel of Latitude. Including both sides of the river 
in his image, it is possible that Twachtman set up his 
easel on a bridge spanning it, looking west toward the 
Gallatin Range. Because of the location near the park’s 
entrance, today along US 89, Twachtman could have 
rendered the painting at the beginning of his trip or at 
the end. However, the only snowstorm he encountered 
in Yellowstone—the first of the season—occurred be-
tween September 20 and September 22. It is more 
likely that the painting was among his last Yellowstone 
works. It is his only Montana scene and the only de-
piction of Montana by a prominent late nineteenth-cen-
tury American Impressionist.30  

Twachtman likely exhibited this painting as Grand 
Cañon in Winter at the 1896 spring annual of the Soci-
ety of American Artists. Twachtman was notoriously 
careless in titling his works, hence the inaccuracy in this 
title. Reviewing the show, the New York Times observed: 
“Mr. Twachtman’s agreeable color sense has rarely been 
better demonstrated than in his ‘Grand Cañon in 
Winter’ wherein the artist, keeping his tones very high, 
has, nevertheless, achieved much brilliancy of opales-
cent qualities with his pigment, and produced a delicate 
harmony.” The opalescence he achieved was not just a 
matter of light effects on snow. With forceful vertical 
brush movements, he conveyed the tactility of the snow 
clinging to the striations in the sandstone cliff whose in-
herent light-toned colors were interactive with that of a 
patchy rather than a thick fall snowfall. A harbinger of 
winter, the snow-covered landscape may have made 
Twachtman aware that his time in the park had ended. 

N. A. Forsyth captured this 
stereograph looking down  
the Gardner River toward 
Eagle’s Nest Rock, ca. 1905. 
N. A. Forsyth, photographer. ST 001.528, 
MTHS Photograph Archives 



L I S A  N .  P E T E R S   |  A U T U M N  2 0 2 4 23

As he noted in his letter to Wadsworth, he would be leav-
ing Yellowstone on October 1.31  

Rendered in September 1895, Twachtman’s on-
site Impressionist paintings concur with the new con-
servation ethos of the era—promoted by the Boone 
and Crockett Club and codified by the Yellowstone 
National Park Protective Act—in which there was an 
awakening and reckoning that human effort was re-
quired to reverse and remediate anthropogenic 
change. They convey the spirit of a post-conquest age 
when Yellowstone was well-established, accessible, 
and controlled. With Native Americans forced onto 
reservations, gone were fears of “Indian dangers,” and 
the park was no longer considered a vast wilderness 
space that required expeditionary skills to survey and 
record its features with scientific precision. Instead, 
Twachtman’s images captured the park in the present 
moment, for itself, rather than as a demonstration of 
the ideology of Manifest Destiny to reveal creation still 
in progress and prove American supremacy over Eu-
rope, where history consisted of man-made forms. Yet, 
Twachtman’s vivid, alluring paintings suggest the un-
dimmed pride in the beauty of the American land-

scape. His works concur with the in-
tention of the 1894 act to keep Yel-
lowstone free from “desecration.” 
This word, referencing both de-
struction and sacrilege, was a 
means of acknowledging the na-
tional awareness that such beauty 
would not maintain itself, and 
thus that human effort was re-
quired for its sustenance.32  

Twachtman’s paintings are in 
accord with the act’s reaffirma-
tion of the nation’s responsibil-
ity in forestalling environmental 
damage. They convey the com-
plex matrix of the ecological, 
ideological, and cultural ex-

perience of the park during 
Twachtman’s visit. Capturing immersive moments of 
grounded-in-place present-ness, their materiality 
seems a means of stopping time, as if to suggest that 
the park’s safeguarding, through an act of Congress, 
would be assured in perpetuity. They evoke the idea 
that an aesthetic appreciation of nature can protect 
against its violation and destruction. Nonetheless, as 
the world faces the enormous challenge of escalating 
climate change, it is clearly no longer the case that a 
single legislative act can have such an impact. Twacht-
man’s images of Yellowstone convey an important 
message that remains valid. Drawing us into a close 
connection with the tactility, aesthetic qualities, and 
vulnerability of Yellowstone’s distinctive environ-
ment, they remind us that together we are all part of 
the natural world, as it is part of us.  

 
An independent scholar specializing in American art, 
Lisa N. Peters received her PhD in art history from 
the Graduate Center of the City University of New 
York. She is the author of the John Henry Twachtman 
Catalogue Raisonné ( jhtwachtman.org), published on-
line in 2021 in collaboration with the Greenwich His-
torical Society, where she curated a 2022–23 
Twachtman exhibition. Along with several publica-
tions on Twachtman, since the late 1980s, Peters has 
lectured and written exhibition catalogues, articles, 
and book chapters on numerous American art topics 
from the colonial era to the present.

To help confirm the location of Twachtman’s The Rapids, 
Yellowstone, Tamsen Emerson Hert provided this postcard, 
looking down the Gardner River toward its confluence  
with the Yellowstone River.  
Courtesy of Tamsen Emerson Hert
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Abbreviations used in the notes include 
Montana Historical Society Research 
Center and Archives, Helena (MTHS); 
and Montana The Magazine of  Western 
History (Montana). Unless otherwise noted, 
newspapers were printed in Montana. 
  
John Twachtman (Peters) 

1. For documentation on Twachtman’s 
works and a comprehensive bibliography, 
see Lisa N. Peters,  John Henry 
Twachtman Catalogue Raisonné 
(Greenwich, CT: Greenwich Historical 
Society, 2021), www.jhtwachtman.org 
(hereafter Twachtman Catalogue 
Raisonné). “These are Blue Days in Art, 
in Paint as Well as Market,” (Helena) 
Daily Independent, Mar. 31, 1891, 7. The 
four-artist exhibition also featured the 
work of the French painter Paul-Albert 
Besnard and Twachtman’s close friend, 
the painter J. Alden Weir. Held at the 
American Art Galleries, New York, from 
May through November 1893, the show 
was intended as an attraction for New 
York visitors at the time of the World’s 
Columbian Exposition in Chicago. 
Among reviews comparing Twachtman 
and Monet is “Some Dazzling Pictures,” 
New York Times, May 4, 1893, 9.   

2. On Twachtman’s Greenwich art in 
relation to his home grounds, see Lisa N. 
Peters, Life and Art: The Greenwich 
Paintings of John Henry Twachtman, 
exh. cat. (Greenwich, CT: Greenwich 
Historical Society, 2021).   

3. The second government-led 
expedition to the Yellowstone region was 
the U.S. Geological Survey, headed by 
Hayden (1829–1887). Moran joined the 
expedition as an independent artist, 
funded in part by the Northern Pacific 
Railroad. Many sources on Moran 
document his Yellowstone travels and art. 
Among them are Nancy K. Anderson, 
Thomas Moran, exh. cat. (Washington, 
DC: National Gallery of Art, 1997) and 
Rebecca Bedell, The Anatomy of Nature: 
Geology and American Landscape 
Painting, 1825–1875 (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2001), 123–46. See also 
Peter H. Hassrick, Drawn to Yellowstone: 
Artists in America’s First National Park, 
rev. ed. (Cody, WY: Buffalo Bill Center of 
the West, 2015). I would like to thank Tracy 
L. Baetz, chief curator, US Department of 
the Interior Museum, for clarifying details 
of Moran’s Grand Canyon of the 
Yellowstone, 1872, which belongs to the 
museum. Anne Whelan, “Ahead of His 
Time, Twachtman Comes into His Own,” 
Bridgeport Post, Jun. 9, 1940, B5. 

4. The iconic image of Niagara Falls is 
the monumental overhead, panoramic 
view painted by Frederic E. Church in 
1857, held in the National Gallery of Art, 
Washington, DC. “Society of American 
Artists, Second Notice,” New York 
Evening Post, Apr. 1, 1895, 7. 

5. Among articles on this topic, see 
“The National Park: Threatened Invasion 
by the Clark’s Fork Railroad,” New York 
Herald, May 29, 1886, 2. Yellowstone 
literature is too vast to cite here. Among 
the more recent sources of note are 
publications by Bruce T. Gourley, Aubrey 
L. Haines, and Lee H. Whittlesey. 

6. The slaughter of wildlife in the park 
by visitors in the 1870s and 1880s, the 
eventual curtailment of this killing by the 
army after 1886, and the survival of animal 
species in the park are addressed in Lee 
H. Whittlesey, “Abundance, Slaughter, 
and Resilience of the Greater Yellowstone 
Ecosystem’s Mammal Population: A View 
of the Historical Record,” Montana 70:1 
(Spring 2020): 3–26. On Grinnell’s visits 
to the park and his use of Forest and 
Stream as a platform for its preservation, 
see Whittlesey, “Abundance, Slaughter, 
and Resilience,” 13–25. Many sources 
reference the history of the Boone and 
Crockett Club, which still exists today; see 
Boone and Crockett Club: www.boone-
crockett.org/. Among them are William G. 
Sheldon, “A History of the Boone and 
Crockett Club: Milestones in Wildlife 
Conservation,” 1955, manuscript 
collections, University of Montana, 
https://scholarworks.umt.edu/sheldon/1; 
John F. Reiger, American Sportsmen and 
the Origins of Conservation (New York: 
Winchester, 1975), 114–41; Douglas 
Brinkley, The Wilderness Warrior: 
Theodore Roosevelt and the Crusade for 
America (New York: Harper Collins, 
2009), 201–16; Michael Punke, Last 
Stand: George Bird Grinnell, the Battle to 
Save the Buffalo, and the Birth of the West 
(New York: Harper Collins, 2007). Some 
examples are “The Boone and Crockett 
Club,” Forest and Stream 30 (Mar. 8, 
1888): 124; “Yellowstone Park Petition,” 
Forest and Stream 30 (May 10, 1888): 310; 
“Yellowstone Park Petition,” Forest and 
Stream 30 (Apr. 19, 1888): 224–25; “The 
Press on the Park,” Forest and Stream 30 
(Apr. 26, 1888): 270–71.  

7. “The Boone and Crockett Club,” 
Forest and Stream, 124: Wadsworth is 
mentioned as a member of the club, along 
with Albert Bierstadt, Heber R. Bishop, 
Benjamin F. Bristow, J. Coleman Drayton, 
D.  G. Elliott, George Bird Grinnell, 

Arnold Hague, James H. Jones, Clarence 
King, W. H. Merrill Jr., Thomas Paton, 
Archibald Rogers, John Roosevelt, John 
E. Roosevelt, J. W. Roosevelt, Theodore 
Roosevelt, and Rutherford Stuyvesant. 
On Wadsworth, see Alden Hatch, The 
Wadsworths of the Genesee (New York: 
Coward-McCann, 1959), 100–120; and 
“Funeral of Maj. Wadsworth, Famous 
Genesee Valley Hunter, Held This 
Morning at Geneseo,” Buffalo Enquirer, 
May 6, 1918, 4. Wadsworth’s papers 
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