




Horse studies for Dakota, oil on canvas, 1883 

the citizens of St. Paul by this time, was called upon to 
assist with the design ofthe commemorative invitations 
and pamphlets. He produced a sketch of the St. Paul 
riverfront with a Northern Pacific train running along 
the shoreline. As an active participant in the festivities, 
Gutherz was also one of the prestigious guests selected 
to attend St. Paul's ceremonial banquet. Henry F. Famy 
(1847-1916) of Cincinnati, a notable illustrator and 
painter, was also there. One of the few artists still doing 
work on Dakota themes, Farny first traveled up the 
Missouri River to Fort Yates in 1881. On that trip he 
collected a substantial amount of material on the 
Dakota people, and he subsequently became absorbed 
with painting Indian subjects. In the fall of 1883 
Century Magazine commissioned Farny to document 
the lands along the Northern Pacific rail line, as a mem­
ber of the party accompanying Henry Villard, the rail­
road's president. Perhaps a conversation with Farny was 
the spur that motivated Gutherz to travel to Dakota 
Territoiy one more time.i** 

Only a few weeks after the 
banquet, in mid-September, Carl 
Gutherz visited the northern 
Dakota farms w h e r ^ e gathered 
ideas and compiled a series of 
preliminary sketches in pencil, 
watercolor, and oil. He closely 
studied the horses and their 
movements in relation to the 
plow, and he drew details of the 
mechanics of tlie plowing-equip­
ment. He also worked up large 
compositional sketches of the 
farmland. When Gutherz 
re turned to Minnesota he 
addressed the St. Paul Art 
League, discussing his plans for 
an elaborate painting that would 
measure ten feet square. 
Although the subject matter of 
diese large farms was not new to 
Americans, Gutherz, who hoped 

to show the finished canvas in Paris, believed 
Europeans would find it fascinating, is 

Gutherz expressed his personal view of western 
expansion in essays recorded in his journals in the early 
1890s. Several sections from the essays elaborate upon 
the establishment of a Utopian society, a topic that 
Gutherz explored at great length in his later years. In 
one passage (reproduced with Gutherz's speUing), the 
impact of his frontier experience is apparent: 

[Tjake the young man instead [of] sending him to 
the battle field you suply him with the nessesary 
means and utensils to help him build a new 
home . . . give him the land to till . . . let your 
armorys insted of turning out engines of distruction 
turn out plowshares—and instruments to produce 
grain for the hungry. . . . This world contains a vast 
amount of most adventagious untilled and desirable 
lands, which could be made to bloom into untold 
richnes by inteligent labor . . . 

1" "The Gala Day! The Invitations, Etc.," Aug. 28, 1883, "Monday's Doings; The Banquet," Sept. 1, 1883, and "The Banquet," 
Sept. 3, 188,3—all in the St. Paul Daily Dispatch. For an overview of Farny's life and work, see Denny Carter, Henry Famy (New York: 
Watson-Guptill in co-operation with the Cincinnati Art Museum, 1978). 

19 "The St. Paul Art League," Sunday Pioneer Press (St. Paul and Minneapolis), Oct. 7, 1883, p. 12. For a discussion of other 
American farming scenes, see Elizabeth Johns, "Settlement and Development," in The West as America, ed. Tniettner, 226-33. 
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1 have seen some very remarkable transforma­

tion of lands, and wonderful results, from what in 

the Northwestem states of America is known as the 

Free claims—and Homestead claims. . . This land 

a few years ago barren, now blooms in lovely homes, 

and prosperious Citys and is blessed by all the most 

advanced thought of the day.20 

Gutherz's notions that it was in the interest of a 

country to have its lands tilled and improved and that 

civilization was measured by the yield of those lands or 

by "commerce" were principles of the western industrial 

age in which he lived. Even his idyllic treatise did not 

elude the influence of the modern scientific advances 

and progressive thought that shaped Victorian society. 

In fact, like most learned people of the per iod, he 

embraced science and technology, declaring that "we 

must march with" the microscope and the telescope. He 

also felt the necessity to "work out a higher Ideal" that 

would "keep pace with the free [unfettered] truths and 

sciences. "21 

^ ^ akota represents one of the only instances where 

• • Gutherz experimented with the duality of the 

J ^ real and the ideal as applied to an American 

theme. In discussing his inspiration for the painting, 

Gutherz drew upon religious passages and revealed his 

attempt to evoke the same spirituality as contained in 

Jean-Frangois Millet's French peasant imager)': 

When I saw the army of plows moving in rythmick 

measured tread over the vast plain, the sulky plow 

with its three and five horses attached to them and 

the plowman seated upon his bright chariot (the 

plow) I thought of the sacred words And the swords 

shall be turned into plowshares, and peace reigns 

upon the earth— 

Here on the vast Dakota plains where the men 

come from all nations . . . to work in peaceful ocupa-

tion whilst in Europe [men were exercising] the 

modes of warfare. . . 

Compare it with the Angelus—insted of the 

church steeple in the distance I have given the 

elevator and [railroad cars] and stacks of grain.22 

Overlooking the racial conflicts that played a central 

role in the sett lement of the West, Gutherz stressed 

rather the nation's heroic principles and philosophical 

ambitions. He chose to characterize the United States 

as a peaceful melting pot—where common men and 

women aspired to noble pursuits—without alluding to 

the negative ramifications of the encroachment into 

western lands. This concern was expressed by a number 

of artists, including Farny, in the second half of the 

nineteenth century as they foresaw the demise of the 

free Indian nat ions and the close of t h e American 

wilderness. Gutherz was not indifferent to social issues; 

indeed, exposure to two wars—including the Franco-

Prussian War, which e r u p t e d dur ing his s tudies in 

Europe—had made him an ardent pacifist. But his ide­

alistic nature compelled him to look beyond the dispirit­

ing conflicts of reality and to promote a more hopeful 

portrayal of humanity.23 

Gutherz composed Dakota on a long, rectangular 

canvas to accentua te the b road horizon line of the 

plains, a line that divides the picture into two nearly 

equal sections of earth and sky. The artist succeeded in 

conveying the enormity of the vdsta, but his plowing fig­

ures did not attain the sublime quality of Millet's genre 

scenes. Nevertheless, the parade of plows toiling upon 

the western expanse with smoke rising from the engine 

of a distant train on the horizon accurately portrays this 

aspect of frontier life.24 

20 Gutherz, Black Book, 1-4. See also Hyland, "Carl Gutherz," 64-67. 
21 Gutherz, Black Book, 3, Green Book, 111. Throughout his life, Gutherz tried to combine science, religion, and art. Hyland 

linked Gutherz's interest in what the writer called "reconciling the soul and science" to the influence of Swedenhorgianism; Hyland, 
"Cari Gutherz," 67. 

22 Gutherz, Green Book, 123. The painting referred to is Millet's The Angelus (1857-59; collection ofthe Musee d'Orsay, Paris), 

23 Carter, Henry Famy, 28. 
24 Dakota hears an uncanny resemblance to the 1898 two-cent, Trans-Mississippi stamp entitled "Farming in the West." Marshall 

Goodheart said that his father designed the stamp, although no information has come to light to support that claim ("The Art Scene," 
Memphis Press Scimitar, Nov. 22, 1979, p. 17). The stamp was based on a photograph taken at the Chaffee Farm in northern Dakota 
Territory by an unknown photographer in about 1888. Perhaps the painting had an indirect influence on the idea for the stamp design. 
See Lester G, Brookman, The United States Postage Stamps of the Wth Century (New York: H, L, Lindquist Pubhcations, 1967), 
3:169-70. 
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Gutherz's monumental oil painting Dakota, 1884; the painting's whereabouts is unknown. 

Gutherz completed the canx'as in his St. Louis stu­

dio ill the spring of 1884. It xx'as one of the last that he 

would paint before he and his family left for Paris in 

June, an event that xvould mark the beginning of the 

second and most prolific phase of his career. After 

exhibiting Dakota at the 1885 Paris Salon (xvhere it 

received little notice and critical review), Gutherz aban­

doned American images entirelv. He began to paint 

large-scale, symbolic xvorks embodying Christian reli­

gious concepts—figural works that were readily accept­

ed by the annual salons in Paris and Munich. Under the 

influence of Jules Lefebvre (1836-1911) and Gustave 

Boulanger (1824-88), Gutherz produced some of his 

grandest xvorks, including Light ofthe Incarnation 

(1888), Arcessita ah Angelis (1889), and The Evening of 

the Sixth Day (1893).2''5 

Gutherz moved back to the United States in 1896 to 

execute a series of murals for the Library of Congress, 

spending the last years of his life in Washington, D.C. 

Before his death in 1907 he completed numerous por­

traits and executed murals for the People's Church in 

St. Paul (1901) and the Circuit Court House in Fort 

Wayne, Indiana (1903). He also re tu rned to his first 

love, the landscape, painting countless scenes of the 

rolling, wooded hills near his vacation home outside the 

nation's capital in Maryland. 

As research continues on this artist, his life and work 

will become more familiar to historians of the middle 

and upper Mississippi River valley. Although Gutherz's 

activities in the Northwest have received little notice, he 

was a prominent member of St. Paul's artistic communi­

ty whose landscapes offer us additional descriptive his­

tory of the region. Moreover, an understanding of the 

aesthetic and social factors that influenced his style can 

deepen our awareness of the relationship of the artist to 

the American landscape. Gutherz's personal commen­

tary on the frontier, contained in his journals, provides 

further insight into the prevailing expansionist ideology 

and the extent of its role in determining the course of 

nineteenth-century American art.26 

25 Palette Scrapings (St. Louis School of Fine Arts), Jan. 1884, p. 20; Lois Marie Fink, American Art at the Nineteenth-Century 
Paris Salons (New York: Cambridge Unixersih^ Press, 1990), 212, For information about Gutherz's relation to symbolist imagery and 
theory, see Charies C. Eldredge, American Imagination and Symbolist Painting (Nexv York; Grey Art Gallery and Study Center, New 
York Unixersitx-, 1979), 100-101, 

•-'•' This issue has been reexamined in such works as Boime, The Magisterial Gaze, and Tmettner, ed., The West as America. 

The McGill portrad is from the MHS collections. All the other illustrations, including Gutherz's photograph 
hy Alfred Zimmerman, are from the Memphis Brooks Museum of Art. 
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