




Gag's small sketch New Ulm Scene: Cow in River, about 1880 

of lights and the depths of shadows; and so, inixing 
colors, and paint ing an imaginary scene of great 
beauty, Anton Gag died.3' 

P R E V I O U S W R I T T E N ACCOUNTS of Anton Gag as an artist 

stress his lack of formal training and isolation in New 
Ulm. They suggest that he was a provincial 
Impressionist m a n q u e forced by his family responsibili­
ties to work as an artistic jack-of-all-trades. Yet an under­
s tanding of his background and formative influences 
allows us to see his career in ano the r light: as an artist 
in the venerable European tradition of the j o b b i n g 
painter, the versatile craftsman who works in a variet)' 
of medit ims to provide his pat rons with beautiful and 
h a r m o n i o u s sur roundings . Gag's contemporary, Pierre 
Auguste Renoir, similarly executed decorative con"imis-
sions for his friends and patrons even after becoming 
famous as an Impressionist pa inter and took pr ide in 
the workman tradit ions of his bir thplace, Limoges. 

This same decorative tradition, often l inked to the 
eighteenth-century Rococo style, was a key e lement of 
Art Nouveau, the eclectic style that swept Paris and 
other European cities in the 1890s.32 

Yet, apar t from his inventions in photography. 
Gag's work showed littie concern with fashion or inno­
vation. Rather, he was conce rned with t ruth and a poet­
ic feeling for na ture , interests that l inked h im to nine-
teenth-centuiy Romanticism. This tradit ion and its con­
servative academic me thods were central to German-
Bohemian art. Fellow Bohemian J a n Prousek 
(1857-1914), for example , saw landscape art as a way to 
explore and express cultural ideals; unlike their coun­
terparts in Paris at the time, ne i ther m a n evinced much 
interest in explor ing form.^-^ Nor did Gag live the 
stereotyped, carefree Bohemian life. To Minnesota 's 
deeply tradit ional artist Anton Gag, Bohemianism 
mean t love of na ture , especially the forest, love of art, 
and connect ions with kin that—despi te a lack of mate­
rial success—made h im rich. J 
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N O T E S 

1. The term "Bohemian" was originally applied to gvpsies, 
who were believed to come from Bohemia. V\'anda Gag added 
the diacridcal mark to her last name to indicate the broad pro­
nunciation of the original double "a.' 

For critical assessments of Anton Gag, see Lyndel King, 
Anton Gag: Impressions of an Immigrant, exhibition pamphle t 
(New Ulm: Brown County Historical Museum, J u n e 28-Aug. 2, 
1986); Rena N. Coen, Minnesota Impressionists (Afton: ^Afton 
Historical Societ)' Press, 1996), 45-46; Rena N. Coen, Painting 
and Sculpture in Minnesota (Minneapolis: University of Minne­
sota Press, 1976), 75-76. The most extensive biographical treat­
ment of Anton Gag to date is Lyn Lacy's excellent 20-niinute 
video, "Anton Gag: Immigrant Artist" (Minneapolis: Heritage 
Productions). 

The authors thank Anton Gag's grandson Gary Harm and 
his wife Dolly for information and access to their collection; 
Darla Gebhard, research librarian at the Brown Countv His­
torical Societ)', New Ulm, for her tireless and inv-aluable help; 
and Allan R. Gebhard for his fine research in the Neio Ulm 
Review. 

2. Anton Gag's birthplace was previously thought to be 
Neustadti bei Haid, Haid (Bor) being the main citv' of the area. 
•Wanda Gag named Neustadti (Straz), a larger town near Walk, 
as her father's birthplace. Robert J. Paulson obtained the birth 
records of Anton Gag and other members of his familv from 
the State Archive of Pilsen (Plzen). 

3. Alma Scott, typed manuscript for Wanda Gag: The Stoiy of 
an Artist (Minneapolis: Universitv' of Minnesota Press, 1949), 
37, box 1, Alma Schmidt Scott Papers, Minnesota Historical 
Societv' (MHS), St. Paul. The manuscript 's tide page bears the 
following note: "Since many early incidents were deleted and 
do not appear in pr inted version, this manuscript mav be of 
some future interest." 

See Simon Schama, Landscape and Memoiy (New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf, 1995), especially Chapter 2, for a thoughtful 
examination of the relation of the German forest to ai't, litera­
ture, and myth. 

4. See La Vern J. Rippley and Robert J. Paulson, Gennan-
Bohemians: The Chuet Immigrants (Northfield: St. Olaf College 
Press, 1995), 29-75, on German-Bohemian immigration as an 
example of "chain migration' caused by the desire for greater 
economic opportunitv'. Chain migrants often came in family 
groups and lived in enclaves. O n differences between these 
groups of setders, see p. 143-59. 

5. LLS., Census, 1880, Ramsey Co., St. Paul, Enumerat ion 
District 221, p . 16; St. Paul Pioneer Press. Oct. 25, 1987. p. IC, 
9C. No records connect George Gag with Eagle Street in St. 
Paul, so it is likely that he failed to find work and went looking 
elsewhere. 

6. Scott manuscript, 46; s tenographic notebook, Wanda 
Gag interview notes, Scott papers (hereinafter Scott note­
book). This notebook vrith u n n u m b e r e d pages contains infor­
mation not in Scott's published biography. 

7. George Gag's purchase of Outlot 395, absuact , and 
death record, Nov. 24, 1877, Brown Co. Court House, New 

Ulm; obituaiT, Nnu lUm Post, Nov. 30, 1877. Wanda Gag would 
compare the Immelberg to the foresLs of the Old C o u n t n ; 
Scott, Wanda Gag, 58. 

8. .SY. Paul City Directoiy. 1875-76: obituan' , Xejv L'lm Rii'iitv. 
Aug. 17, 1927; Scott, Wanda Gag (5-7. 

9. Neio Ulm Reineai, Aug. 11, 1880. The Chicago Academy of 
Fine Arts is the forerunner of the school of the Art Institute of 
Chicago. 

10. Frederick 1. Olson, "Commvmitv- and Culture in Fred­
erick Layton's Milwaukee," in 1888, Frederick Lofton and His 
World, exhibition catalog (Milwaukee: Milwaukee .Ai-t Museum, 
Apr. 8-Aug. 28, 1988), 11-29. 

11. Gag reportedly learned photograph\ ' as an appreiuice 
to a pho tographer in New Ulm; Gaiv Harm, i n t e m e w bv Julie 
L'Enfant, Minneapolis, Apr. 26, 1996; Scott notebook. 

12. Remeiv,]2in. 26, 1887; Scott, Wanda Gcig 22-23. 
13. Revieui,]une 22, July 27, 1887; ScoU notebook. 
14. Coen, Minnesota Impressionists. 45-46; Leslie Parris and 

Ian Fleming-Williams, Constable, exhibition catalog (London: 
Tate GalleiT,Jime 13-Sept. 15, 1991), 51-191. Gag's nine small 
landscapes, most about 6 bv- 4 inches, are ii-i the Minnesota 
Histoiical Societv- collections. 

15. Brown Co. Histoiical Societv. The fragment, which may 
be copied from another source, is tided "Notes bv Anton Gag; 
O n the Obser\'ation of Nature for the Education of a Painter"; 
it is wiitten in German with t^vo translations into English, one 
b\- Herman N. Radloff, 1989, ano ther bv Delmar Brick, 1993. 
Quotat ions are adapted from both. 

The "Alt Notes" passage distinctiy echoes the ideas of Jo-
hann Wolfgang von Goethe; "A landscape-painter should pos­
sess vaiious sorts of knovsledge. It is not enough for him to 
ui-iderstand perspective, architecture, and the anatomy of men 
and animals; he must also have some insight into botanv and 
mineralogv, that he may know how to express properh ' the 
characteristics of trees and plants, and the character of the dif­
ferent sorts of mountains"; J o h a n n Peter Eckermann, Conversa­
tions with Goethe, trans. J o h n Oxenfoid (London; Dent, 1970), 
418. Anton Gag owned the illustrated works of Goethe , 
Schiller, and Heine , as well as many German art magazines; 
Scott, Wanda Gag. 21. 

16. Plaintiffs complaint, Anne Ledrach v. Anton Gag. District 
Court, 9th Judicial District, Brown Co., Mar. 10, 1891, and 
defendant 's answer. May 2, 1891, Gag file. Brown C^o. Histori­
cal Societv; Rniiexe.]dn. 13, 1892, p. L 

17. Fritsche affidarit, J u n e 10, 1891, Gag tile. Brown Co. 
Historical SocieU-. That (^ag was geniunelv ill is suppor ted by a 
J tuie 12, 1891, statement b\- Dr. J. H. Kellogg, supeivisor of the 
Battie Cieek sanitarium, that "Mr. ,A.nton Gag is u n d e r treat-
mei-it in this ii-istitution unde r mv care and is necessarilv 
detained from traveling in consequence of illness"; Gag file. 
Brown Co. Historical Societv. 

18. Marriage lecoid . Mav 23, 1892, Gag file, Biown Co. 
Historical Societv; RnnevK Ma\' 18, 1892; Scott, Wanda Gag. 
25-26. According to Flavia Gag, Anton 's daughter , the Biebls 
said, 'W^iat? An artist? He'll never make a living for our girl"; 
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Flavia Gag, unpubl ished tvpesciipt biographv-, 9-10, Gaiy and 
Dolly Harm collection. 

19. Rnneio. Oct. 8, 1890. 

20. Rnnew, Mar. 29, May 10, 1893, May 30. 1894. WH-ien 
Gag applied for a patent , he found that someone had alreadv 
pa ten ted his idea; Scott notebook. 

21 . The first ment ion of a firm is in the Rnnnooi Mar. 6, 
1895; "Heller, Gag and Seiter have foimed a par tnership. This 
is a combinat ion that everv'body knows is able to do the ven' 
finest painting, fiescoing and pape ihanging , for thev' are artists 
all of them." See also Aug. 31, 1898. According to the Rochester 
Post-Bulletin, Oct. 24, 1975, p . 14, "The paintings, completed in 
1898, were bv th iee Austiians—Chiistian Heller, Anton Gag 
ai-id ,Alex Schwendinger [sic]. Thev reportediv- were friends of 
the pastor of the church at that time. The Rev. J. Schwartz. He 
was a native of Austiia. ' 

22. Brown County foumal, Oct. 18, 1902, p . 5; Catholic 
Dioce-se of New Ulm, "The Wav- of the Cioss," n.d. The Scott 
no tebook contains the following notation; "1903—Turner Hall 
curtain, etc. W'ay of Cross Built. 1904—Way of Cross finished." 

23. St. Paul Pioneer Press, Oct. 23, 1955;John L. Mai-sh, 
"Drama and Spectacle by the Yard: The Panorama in Ameiica," 
Journal of Popular Culture 10 (Winter 1976); 588-89; Coen, 
Painting and Sculpture in Minnesota, 75-76; Revieiv, Jan. 18, Feb. 
1, 1893. The panorama is in the MHS collections. 

24. Scott, Wanda Gag, 48-50; Scott notebook. 
25. James Boeck, curator of the Wanda Gag House, inter­

view by Julie L'Enfant, New Ulm, Sept. 18, 1995. Gag's new 
photographic par tnership with Albert Meyer at the Broadway 
Gallerv' was announced in the Revieiu. Nov. 4, 1896. 

26. H e r m a n n E. Rothfuss, "The Eaiiy German Thea te r in 
Minnesota," Minnesota History 212 (Sept. 1951); 164-73; Rexnnv, 
Sept. 7, 14, and 21, 1887; Richard P. Runck, manager , Tui-ner 
Hall, New Ulm, interview by Julie L'Enfant, New Ulm, Aug. 16, 
1996. 

27. Rnnnv, Apr. 8, 1896, Feb. 2, J u n e 5, 1901; Scott, Wanda 
Gag, 50. The exact role of Heller and Gag in the murals, cur­
rently undergo ing restoration, is a matter of conjecture. 

28. Rexnew, Apr. 4, July 4, Aug. 8, 1906; Richard Runck and 
Darla Gebhard, conversation vrith L'Enfant, Aug. 16, 1996. 

29. See Gabriel P. Weisberg, Beyond Impressionism: The 
Naturalist Impulse (New Yov'k: Har r ) 'N. Abrams, 1992). The 
Goose Girl is in a private collection. 

30. Scott manuscript , 35-36; Scott, Wanda Gag, 29. 
31. Darla and Allan Gebhard, conversation with Kurt Bell, 

Dec. 26, 1992, Gag file. Brown Co. Historical Societ)'; Scott, 
Wanda Gag, 65; Scott rnanuscript, 83. 

32. Renoir (1841-1919) began his career paint ing porce­
lain and lampshades in Limoges and later painted decorative 
panels and did other woik for friends and patrons in Paris and 
Normandy; Barbai-a Ehrlich WTiite, Renoir: His Life, Art, and 
Letters (NewYork; Harry N. Abrams, 1984), 92-95 . See also 
Debora L. Silverman, Art Nouveau in Fin-de-Siecle France (Berke­
ley; University of California Press, 1989). 

33. Miroslav Cogan, "Das Isergebirge in den Zeichnungen 
von Jan Prousek," Jahrbuch fiir Sudetendeutsche Museen und 
Archive (Munich, 1991). Prousek, who studied briefly in Vienna 
and Munich, shared Gag's dedication to his Bohemian cultural 
heritage; his work was solitaiT and poorly rewaided until 1899. 
when he was commissioned to illustrate an encvclopedic work 
on North Bohemia. 

The photograph on page 380 and the paintings on pages 387 and 390 
are from the Minnesota Historical .Society collections; the color photo on 
p. 378 is by Robert J. Paulson. The paintings on pages 376-77 and 
388-89 are in the Gaiy and Dolly Hanv collection. Allan R Gebhard 
photographed the Gag house and interior artumrk. The remaining 
images are reproduced wdh permission from the Brown County 
Historical Society, New Ulm. 
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