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Fig. 3.2. Thomas Cole, The Savage State, 1834, oil on canvas, 39.5 x 63.5 in., New-York 
Historical Society, New York. 
 

In the printed description of the paintings that Cole circulated when the series was 

exhibited in 1836, he described this scene as the “Commencement of Empire.” The scene depicts 

“the rudiments of society. Men are banded together for mutual aid in the chase, etc. The useful 

arts have commenced in the construction of canoes, huts, and weapons. Two of the fine arts, 

music and poetry, have their germs, as we may suppose, in the singing which usually 

accompanies the dance of savages.” Cole continued, “The empire is asserted, although to a 

limited degree, over sea, land, and the animal kingdom.”89 The left to right movement of the 

scene was designed to draw the viewers’ eyes into the center of the arrangement of paintings, to 

the fireplace mantle where the third canvas, Consummation of Empire, was to hang (fig. 3.3). 

                                                
89 Thomas Cole, “Cole’s Pictures of the ‘Course of Empire’,” The Knickerbocker 8 (November 
1836): 629. 
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Even as the viewer contemplated nature in its most violent and primitive state, they would have 

understood it as a temporary stage in the history of man; it would, inevitably, be contained.  

 
Fig. 3.3. Thomas Cole, Layout for The Course of Empire, 1833, pen and brown ink over graphite 
pencil on off-white wove paper, 8 7/8 x 13 1/8 in., Detroit Institute of Art. 
 

The second canvas, The Arcadian or Pastoral State (fig. 3.4), features an idealized and 

cultivated landscape. A soft morning sun bathes the scene in a warm glow. Gone are the 

hovering clouds and looming vegetation. Through various visual tropes, Cole indicates the 

development of civilization: agrarianism, navigation, the cultivation of the arts, learning, and 

religion. Classically-garbed figures throughout the scene are engaged in archetypal occupations. 

A man guides a plow across a field in the near distance, while a shepherd tends sheep in a grassy 

pasture. A soldier with helmet and shield rounds a bend in a road in the foreground, coming upon 

a barefoot budding artist sketching a crude drawing of a human figure on a piece of stone, while 

a few feet beyond, a woman spins thread. A few yards farther, a small grouping of figures 

engage in a mid-morning idyll. A pastoral piper plays a tune as people recline about him, some 

engage in conversation, while others dance. On the other side of the canvas, a Pythagorean old 
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man sits at the base of a tree trunk, inscribing a geometric symbol into the dirt at his feet, while 

men on bridled horses turn to gaze back across the scene. A small village now sits at the base of 

the harbor in the near distance. A trail of smoke floats above the diminutive buildings. Sailboats 

flit across the harbor. Where teepees once sat on the cliff in the middle distance a Stonehenge-

like temple dominates the landscape. And above it all is the rock outcropping, the unchanging 

fixture in the painting.  

 
Fig. 3.4. Thomas Cole, The Arcadian or Pastoral State, 1834, oil on canvas, 39.5 x 63.5 in., 
New-York Historical Society, New York. 
 

While The Pastoral State abounds with classical references: men and women dressed in 

the flowing robes of ancient Greece or Rome, allusions to ancient philosophers and Greek myth, 

all evoking a distinctly Mediterranean setting, the temple on the hill, with its striking 

resemblance to England’s Stonehenge suggested alternative antecedents. In the first several 

decades of the nineteenth century, archaeological finds in the North American landscape 
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captured the public imagination. Accounts of mysteriously inscribed rocks in New England and 

Hebraic petroglyphs along the shores of Lake Champlain circulated, particularly through 

published works by members of the New-York Historical Society, feeding fantastic speculations 

that wandering Phoenicians, Tyrians, or Jews had stumbled upon North America three thousand 

years earlier and were the forefathers of contemporary Native Americans.90 However in an 1824 

article in the American Journal of Science and Arts, a visiting Scottish professor of geology, 

John Finch, disputed these theories arguing rather that Native Americas were the descendants of 

ancient Celts. He compiled descriptions of mysterious stone outcroppings, including several in 

upstate New York, as raw evidence of a Celtic past in America. Finch described the siting of a 

rock near West Point which “has long attracted the notice of those who live in its 

vicinity...Although weighing many tons…it stands elevated in different parts, from two to five 

feet above the earth, resting its whole weight upon the apices of seven small conical pillars.” 

Even closer to Cole’s home in Hudson,  Finch described a “Circle of Memorial” that consisted of 

“nine, twelve, or more rude stones, placed so as to form a circle…that is situated upon a high 

hill, one mile from the town of Hudson, in the State of New-York.”91 It may be that Cole was 

referencing this in an attempt to connect North America to a European past, not so much as to 

create a deep history for America in this case as to de-exceptionalize the American experience, 

wanting his audience to recognize the United States as equally prone to the inexorable cycle of 

empires as the ancient world. 

                                                
90 Douglas Hunter, The Place of the Stone: Dighton Rock and the Erasure of America’s 
Indigenous Past (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2017) ,130-31.  
91 John Finch, “On the Celtic Antiquities of America,” American Journal of Science and Arts 7 
(January 1824): 149-162. See also Parry, The Art of Thomas Cole, 158-159. 
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Scholars have tended to understand this painting as a representation of Cole’s own ideal 

“state”—a nostalgic, agrarian landscape. In this romantic landscape, Cole represented an era of 

harmony and tranquility just before the decline of civilization begins. It is suggestively a 

republican era, a scene of a Franklin-esque form of virtue—labor and industry are evident 

throughout, but there is nothing grossly luxurious; rather, a restrained comfort is evidenced. 

However, there is an ambivalence in this piece. Man has tamed nature by destroying it. The 

marks of an axe are clear in the trunks of the trees that towered in the former savage state. For 

Cole, the axe was a weighted symbol. As he worked on the series in August of 1836, Cole wrote 

in his journal: “Last evening I took a walk up the Catskill [Creek] above Austin’s Mill where the 

Rail Road is now making. This was once a favorite walk but now the charm of solitude and 

quietness is gone.” Because most men were “insensible to the beauty of nature,” he added, they 

“desecrate whatever they touch. They cut down the forests with a wantonness for which there is 

no excuse, even gain, & leave the herbless rocks to glimmer in the burning sun.”92 

Cole explored this theme in a more epic manner in a 245-line poem in 1838, “The 

Lament of the Forest.” The narrator of the poem is enjoying a reverie sitting beside a serene lake. 

To his surprise he hears the “voice of the great Forest” lamenting the human impact on nature. 

Before man had entered history, the voice declared,  

All then was harmony and peace—but man 
Arose—he who now vaunts antiquity— 
He the destroyer—amid the shades 
Of oriental realms, destruction’s work began— 

 
Recounting the injury inflicted upon the forest, the voice continued: 

  the axe—the unresting axe 
 Incessant smote our venerable ranks, 
 And crashing branches frequent lash’d the ground 

                                                
92 Cole, Journal, Thomas Cole Papers, Manuscript and Archives Division, NYSL. 
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 Stupendous trunks the pride of many years 
 Roll’d on the groaning earth with all their umbrage. 
  …until the earth 
 Our ancient mother lay, blasted and bare 
 Beneath the burning sun— 
 
Initially the voice of the great Forest expressed some consolation that there remained “one bright 

virgin continent,” separated from the Old World by a vast sea, where the native peoples lived in 

harmony with nature. In word and sentiment, one can discern the opening stanzas of Berkeley’s 

Verses. In Berkeley’s poem, the Muse, disgusted by the decay of Europe, “In distant lands now 

awaits a better time…where nature guides and virtue rules.” Cole describes this New World 

paradise as a “land of beauty and of many climes,” paralleling Berkeley: “In happy climes, 

where from the genial sun And virgin earth such scenes ensue, The force of art by nature seems 

outdone, And fancied beauties by the true.”93 But alas, as Cole writes, even that New World was 

subject to the same forces of destruction: 

 O peace primeval! Would that thou hadst staid! 
 What mov’d thee to unbar thine azure gates 
 O mighty oceans when the destroyer came? 
 …He came! Few were his numbers first, but soon 
 The work of desolation was begun 
 …And thus comes rushing on 
 This human hurricane… 
 …Our doom is near: behold from east to west 
 The skies are darkend by ascending smoke; 
 Each hill and every valley is become 
 An altar unto Mammon, and the gods 
 Of man’s idolatry—the victims we. 
 
In graphic detail now, the voice details the destruction wrought by industry and improvement 

across the United States: 

 We feed ten thousand fires: in our short day 
 The woodland growth of centuries is consumed; 
 Our crackling limbs the ponderous hammer rouse 

                                                
93 Berkeley, The Works, 7:173. 
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 With fervent heat. Tormented by our flame 
 Fierce vapors struggling hiss on every hand. 
 On Erie’s shores, by dusky Arkansas, 
 Our ranks are falling like the heavy grain… 
 A few short years!—these valleys, greenly clad, 
 These slumbering mountains, resting in our arms, 
 Shall naked glare beneath the scorching sun…94 
 
In this apocalyptic vision, progress toward America’s future effectively clear cut its past. In 

chopping away at the forests, Americans were terminating the noble “savage state” that made 

America distinctive.95 It was this vision of an unspoiled America that had first led Berkeley to 

rhapsodize over it; untouched, innocent nature was the very thing that made America 

exceptional. Cole understood the implication in Berkeley’s poem, undergirding his warning that 

America would not escape the same cycle of rise and fall: If America had entered into the same 

artificiality and decay as that of Europe, had corrupted its virgin climes, would its ending be any 

different? If America was no longer exceptional, would the prophecy still hold? Although the 

ravages of man in the Pastoral State are minor, in even this relatively innocent exertion to 

manage the landscape, man has already introduced his destructive power. If there is a tension in 

Cole’s series, it is here, on the verge of The Consummation of empire, as Cole wrestled with the 

question of man’s incursion into the undefiled wilderness. The contradictory nature of this 

canvas embodies Cole’s ambivalence towards progress, and his fear that in cultivating the land 

and making it useful for habitation and industry, Americans had swerved away from constructive 

harmony with God’s will towards the destruction of God’s created order.96 

The Consummation (fig. 3.5), the third painting in the series, is the largest of the five. In 

Cole’s plan for the hanging of the paintings, it was intended to be the focal point of the series, 

                                                
94 Cole, Poetry, 107-112. 
95 Novak, Nature, 136. 
96 Ibid. 
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hanging as a visual apex above Reed’s fireplace, flanked on either side by the other four 

painting. The placement of the canvas suggests that Cole sought to direct how audiences “read” 

his paintings. As the central and most elaborate scene, Cole intended that viewers pause the 

longest before it. If the first two canvases depicted the past, and the final two the future, the 

suggestion is that the third canvas, The Consummation, represented the present, and that Cole 

intended audiences to stand before The Consummation and recognize themselves and their 

contemporary society within it.  

 
Fig. 3.5. Thomas Cole, The Consummation, 1836, oil on canvas, 51 x 76 in., New-York 
Historical Society, New York. 
 

The multiple stories of the scene and the attention to minute detail provided a visual feast 

for viewers to note and dissect. Cole shifts the setting of the scene once again. The viewer now 

looks out from the base of the harbor. The rocky outcrop remains, but now occupies the far-right 
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edge of the painting. It is high noon in the empire. A primitive wilderness has become a city 

thronged with people. A glaring light reflects off of the white marble facades of buildings, 

stacked wedding-cake like along the left side of the canvas. It is a decadent scene, evoking 

ancient Rome or Greece at the height of glory. Classical columned porticoes proliferate along the 

banks of the harbor, now thoroughly engineered. Nature has been eradicated, save for manicured 

planters and flowers strewn about the paths. Gaudy trappings—banners, bunting, gilded statues, 

elaborate boats with gauzy pink sails—speak to the wealth, commerce, and unabashed 

materialism of this empire. The monuments of this city commemorate war: golden warriors stand 

high atop columned bases, their gold spears linked by laurels create an arched gateway into the 

imperial complex, suggesting not only the power of the empire, but its valorizing of militarism. 

The atmosphere of the scene is carnivalesque. Revelers populate every visible space of the 

painting, welcoming the return of the conqueror, whose procession takes up the foreground of 

the painting. The emperor, styled as a Caesar, leads a procession from atop a chariot pulled by a 

garishly bedecked elephant. Enslaved Africans prod the animal forward, as soldiers and figures 

garbed in the manner of ancient Roman senators follow behind. Military trumpeters herald his 

entrance into the city; women throw garlands and wreaths at his feet. In contrast to the two 

earlier scenes, this painting depicts no constructive occupations or pursuits. It is a scene turned 

wholly over to dissipation and enjoyment of the spoils of empire produced by unseen laborers. 

Coming on the heels of The Pastoral State, a landscape suffused with the ideals of 

republican virtue, The Consummation represents the declension of the republic, as wealth and 

vanity overtake public virtue. In his notes, Cole described this scene as “the summit of human 

glory. The architecture, the ornamental embellishments, etc., show that wealth, power, 

knowledge, and taste have worked together, and accomplished the highest…of human 
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achievement and empire. As the triumphal fete would indicate, man has conquered man — 

nations have been subjugated.”97 In this third and pivotal canvas of the series Cole’s commentary 

on contemporary political behavior is most apparent. The central figure of the reclining emperor 

born aloft by slaves and attended by soldiers and citizens of the empire reflected the Whig 

interpretation of Jackson’s administration, evoking their perception of his demagogic political 

style and his credulous followers. In the figure of the emperor, Cole played out the Whigs’ 

explicit fear of Jackson’s presidency—that he not only acted imperiously, but that he in truth saw 

himself as king. “In the eyes of the political opposition, Jackson’s imperious and arbitrary style 

of leadership made him a modern-day Caesar, prepared to manipulate the citizens of the republic 

for his own corrupt and self-serving ends.”98 To an educated American aristocracy familiar with 

classical analogies, Caesar was a figure who symbolized the greatest danger to the Roman 

republic. In depicting Jackson as a type of Caesar, Cole suggested that Jackson threatened the 

delicate balance of republican consensus; like Caesar, he set the stage for the triumph of faction, 

the concentration of power, and the rise of the corrupt imperial state, proving the unexceptional 

nature of America’s imperial trajectory.99  

Destruction (fig. 3.6) follows as the fourth canvas in the series. The view shifts once 

again, and the viewer now sees the opposite side of the harbor rising high on the right side of the 

canvas. In Cole’s original hanging scheme, this canvas would have been at the same eye level to 

the right of Consummation, thus creating a sort of panoramic effect for the viewer as their gaze 

moved from left to right, creating a sense that little time has passed between the two paintings. 

                                                
97 Cole, “Cole’s Pictures,” 629-630. 
98 Miller, “Thomas Cole,” 71. 
99 Edwin A. Miles, “The Whig Party and the Menace of Caesar,” Tennessee Historical Quarterly 
27 (Winter 1968): 362. 


