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Jervis McEntee: Painter-Poet of the 
Hudson River School, the first 
public exhibition of the breadth of 

his work since a memorial exhibition 
in 1891, is now at the Samuel Dorsky 
Museum of Art at State University of 
New York at New Paltz. The museum’s 
director, Sara J. Pasti, describes his 
work as “subdued yet intense.” The 
exhibition’s curator, Lee A. Vedder, 
contrasts his work with Frederic Edwin 
Church’s “penchant for large panoramic 
landscapes and grandiose atmospheric 
spectacle. Rather, quiet meditations on 
the autumn season and the thoughts 
and moods of a landscape interested 
him most as a painter.”

McEntee (1828-1891) heard less 
complimentary comments. In a letter 
to George William Sheldon, author 
of American Painters, he wrote, “Some 
people call my landscapes gloomy and 
disagreeable. They say that I paint the 
sorrowful side of Nature, that I am 
attracted by the shadows more than by 
the sunshine. But this is a mistake.  
I would not reproduce a late 
November scene if it saddened me or 
seemed sad to me. In that season of 
the year Nature is not sad to me, but 
quiet, pensive, restful. She is not dying, 
but resting.”

The exhibition contains several of 

his graphite drawings, typical of the 
finely observed studies of nature that 
are an often overlooked treasure of the 
Hudson River School. In his letter to 

Sheldon, McEntee comments, “What 
I do like to paint is my impression of 
a simple scene in Nature. That which 
has been suggested is more interesting 
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Napoleon Sarony (1821-1896), Jervis McEntee, ca. 1867. Albumen silver print,  
95/16 x 713/16 in. The Century Association, New York.
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Jervis McEntee (1828-1891), Mist Rising Near New Paltz, ca. 1861. Oil on panel, 18 x 23¾ in. Barrie and Deedee Wigmore.

Jervis McEntee (1828-1891), Vermont Sugaring, ca. 1874. Oil on canvas, 20 x 30 in.  
Hawthorne Fine Art, LLC, New York.

than that which has been copied. The 
copying that an artist does should 
appear in a study rather than in a 
picture proper. In all my studies you will 
see servile copying; for example, in my 
tree-drawings I have produced every 
little twig and leaf, and the knowledge 
so obtained is used afterward for the 
purpose of suggesting.”

The title of the exhibition refers 
to him as a “painter-poet.” His poetic 
approach to the landscape is evident 
in a further passage in his letter to 
Sheldon: “I look upon a landscape 
as I look upon a human being—its 
thoughts, its feelings, its moods, are 
what interest me; and to these I try to 
give expression. What it says, and thinks, 
and experiences, this is the matter that 
concerns the landscape-painter. All art 
is based upon a knowledge of Nature 
and a sympathy for her; but in order 
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to represent her, it is not necessary 
to make a thing exactly like a thing. 
Imitation is not what we want, but 
suggestion…”

Typical of his paintings of fleeting 
moments and vignettes rather than 
sweeping, dramatic vistas is Mist Rising 
Near New Paltz, circa 1861.

He was born in the Hudson River 
Valley and went to New York in 1850 

to study with Church, who wrote 
to McEntee’s sister after his death, 
“You have lost a brother and I a 
lifelong friend—a man pure, upright 
and as modest as he was gifted...” 
He exhibited his first painting at 
the National Academy of Design in 
1850 before he began his studies with 
Church. In 1860, he was elected an 
associate of the academy, and in 1861, a 

full academician.
Vedder concludes her catalog 

essay, “In cultivating an ever more 
contemplative, spiritual and poetic vision 
of nature’s landscape, McEntee both 
exemplified and transcended the artistic 
precepts of the Hudson River School, 
creating a singular aesthetic all his own.”

The exhibition continues at the 
museum through December 13. 

Jervis McEntee (1828-1891), Autumn Reverie, 1880. Oil on canvas, 201/8 x 317/8 in. David and Laura Grey Collection.

Jervis McEntee (1828-1891), View Facing the Catskills, 1863. Oil on canvas, 161/8 x 32 in.  
Private collection.

Jervis McEntee (1828-1891), Autumn,  
ca. 1862. Oil on canvas, 18 x 151/8 in.  
The Century Association, New York.
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