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landscape artist George Inness who began his career as a map engraver.70 

Kingsley replicated many of Inness’ paintings throughout the 1880s and 

1890s, and Kingsley’s The Sunset (Cat. 16), featured in this exhibition and 

published   in the 1886 volume of Whittier’s Poems of Nature, is possibly his 

most Inness-like engraving.  Departing from his usual subject matter, 

Kingsley’s The Sunset focuses on two lone figures with their backs to the 

viewer, who overlook a sizable body of water.   Inness’ painting Lake  

Nemi (1872, Museum of Fine Arts Boston) shows a single figure turned away 

from the viewer looking over the grand vista of Lake Nemi.  Though Kingsley 

never replicated Inness’ Lake Nemi the similarities in composition and 

subject of both works are striking and conjure feelings of human 

insignificance in the vast quietude of nature.  It is likely that Kingsley saw 

this painting.  It was popular with European painters and Kingsley had 

 

 

 

replicated Corot’s Lake Nemi, (1843, Österreichische Galerie Belvedere), 

though Corot’s composition is without figures and his approach to the lake is 

8. Elbridge Kingsley, The Sunset, c. 
1886, Wood engraving, The Perry G. 

Vienot Collection 

9. George Inness, Lake Nemi, 1872, 
Oil on canvas, Museum of Fine 

Arts Boston 
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more accessible.  

It is well documented that Kingsley had a relationship with the often-

misunderstood American painter Albert Pinkham Ryder.  Ryder, like 

Kingsley, was seen as being “little influenced by the world around him or the 

art of others.”71 Ryder and Kingsley were natives of Massachusetts and both 

men were praised in The Century Magazine for their creativity.72 An article 

about Ryder, which appeared in The Century Magazine in 1890, was 

illustrated with engravings by Kingsley.73   

While Ryder created some landscapes, he is most famous for his 

allegorical paintings, and was deeply interested in Richard Wagner (1813-

1883), Norse and Greek mythology, and Christian iconography.74   Despite 

the dissimilarity of subject, Kingsley’s original  

works share many of Ryder’s atmospheric  

affects.  While watching Ryder paint, Kingsley  

noted that Ryder would apply a light glaze  

which was heavily over painted, a technique  

known as scumbling.75 The atmospheric  

effects created by scumbling and glaze are  

replicated in line by Kingsley and are  

particularly apparent in Kingsley’s original  

work, The Celestial City (Cat. 5).  The Celestial 

City is a mythic metropolis with Viking 

10. Elbridge Kingsley, The 
Celestial City, C. 1884, Wood 

engraving, The Perry G. 
Vienot Collection 
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proclivities as evidenced by the longboats, in keeping with Ryder’s preference 

for Wagner and Norse legend.  

Although in Kingsley’s engraving human activity is minimal, 

evidenced only by the small Viking boats, figures are the focus of most of  

Ryder’s canvases.  Yet Kingsley’s Celestial City is reminiscent of Ryder’s work 

in its tone and atmospheric effects.  As Kingsley himself noted, “the main 

points of interest (in Ryder’s work) move all over the canvas, according to the 

stimulating influences of color.”76 Kingsley replicated this color in tones of 

black and white.  Ryder’s New York art dealers, Cottier and Williams and 

Everett, also promoted the work of French Barbizon artists including 

Theodore Rousseau (1812-1867), Jean-Baptiste-Camille Corot (1796-1875), 

Jean-Francois Millet (1814-1875), and Jules Dupre (1811-1889). 77 It is likely 

that through Ryder’s dealers Kingsley was exposed to the Barbizon school. 

Kingsley produced engravings after works by Jean-Baptiste-Camille 

Corot, Georges Michel (1763-1843), Charles-Francois Daubigny (1817-1878) 

and other French Barbizon artists.  Decades before Kingsley ventured into 

the New England wilderness in his sketching car, members of the loosely 

affiliated Barbizon school were painting cows and trees and forest glens out           

of doors in France.78 Corot and Millet, like American artists Inness, Church, 

and Bierstadt, often incorporated figures in their landscapes.  Corot and 

Daubigny painted rural scenes that included cow herders and their flocks.  

Though their means of transport differ, the desire to travel in nature spanned 
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decades and crossed continents.   

Kingsley was especially adept at translating the muted browns and  

greens of the work of the Barbizon  

artists in his reproductions by  

compensating with subdued tonal  

effects while retaining minute 

detail.79 When replicating Corot’s  

Forest at Fontainebleau (1846, Museum 

of Fine Arts Boston), a painting which is  

over four by three feet, Kingsley retained all the fine texture and translated 

in black and white the uniform color of the work.  This is a particularly 

astounding feat considering that Kingsley’s Forest at Fontainebleau (Cat. 8) 

is only four by three inches so it could be published in an article about Corot 

in The Century Magazine.80  

In his autobiography Kingsley recalled how much Albert Bierstadt’s 

paintings impressed him when he viewed them at a Broadway gallery in the 

early 1860s.81 It was at this same time that he also saw Frederic Church’s 

Heart of the Andes (1859, The Metropolitan Museum of Art), Church’s 

Niagara Falls (1857, Corcoran Gallery of Art) and Thomas Cole’s Voyage of 

Life (1842, National Gallery of Art), which were all exhibited at various 

Sanitary fairs, charity events held to raise money for the Union cause.82  That 

Kingsley recalled these specific works decades later when writing his memoir 

11. Elbridge Kingsley, Forest at 
Fontainebleau, n.d., after J.B.C. Corot, 
Wood engraving, The Perry G.  Vienot 

Collection 
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indicates their impact.  Kingsley had reproduced famous landscapes during 

his career, on a scale suitable for publishing, including Inness’ Niagara 

(1884, Museum of Fine Arts Boston), a favorite subject with American 

landscape painters (Cat. 2). 

Kingsley preferred the  

wilderness of New England.   

Rarely threatening, Kingsley’s  

landscapes invite the viewer into  

patches of forest and areas of woods,  

much like Barbizon landscapes, but  

Kingsley’s work seldom includes  

signs of human intrusion, whether figural or architectural.   Kingsley’s 

engravings, always executed on a much smaller scale than traditional 

landscape, are a celebration of the simple, rather than an amplification of the 

epic or the sublime.   

As landscape artists, Church, Bierstadt, and Kingsley depicted 

different areas of the United States.  Bierstadt’s paintings glorify the 

Western frontier, while Church’s landscapes exoticize nature. Church’s 

occasional inclusion of small figures is meant to increase the grand scale of 

their natural surroundings, while Bierstadt’s native figures in his Western 

landscapes create an untamed atmosphere combined with ethnographic 

study.  Kingsley’s work, which intended to capture the stillness of the New 

12. Elbridge Kingsley, Blue Niagara, 
c.1885, after George Inness, Wood 

engraving, The Perry G. Vienot Collection 
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England woods rarely included figures.  

 While Church and Bierstadt depicted the specific and the   iconic, 

Kingsley engraved the anonymous.  Kingsley emphasizes quietude rather 

than the majesty of his environment.  Most of Kingsley’s works have vague 

titles such as Morning, The Sunset (Cat. 16), and Springtime (Cat. 15), all of 

which allow the audience to imagine a scene of general rather than definite 

origin.   

Kingsley’s work is as much a product of the contemporary art scene, as 

it is his own artistic inclinations.  Kingsley’s original works show an 

amalgam of stylistic choices found in contemporary landscape tradition, along 

with his own distinctive subjective and compositional choices.  Working in a 

medium that by its very nature prohibits the use of color, Kingsley created 

interest through texture rather than color.  In his The Lakeside (Cat. 12), an 

image illustrating in Whittier’s Poems on Nature (Cat. 26), Kingsley’s 

nuanced shading and definitive line enhance the visual reality of water, 

pines, rocky ground, storm clouds, and delicate birch leaves in the absence of 

color.  The viewer’s eye is drawn out of the heavily shaded areas at the 

bottom left to the lightest areas in the upper right.  The low ground line, 

typical in Kingsley’s compositions, places the viewer in the foreground of the 

work and offers intimacy with the scene while the depth of field creates a 

sense of expansiveness despite the small scale of the image.  Many of Inness’ 

compositions, such as Early Autumn in Montclair (1891, Delaware Art 
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Museum) treat the viewer in the same way, as an integral but unseen part of 

the setting, though Inness’ works usually include human figures. This 

intimacy and contact with the scene is in direct opposition to the work of the 

Hudson River School.  Kingsley was certainly aware of Hudson River School 

artists like Thomas Cole and his student Frederic Church, whose viewers are 

placed omnipitantly out and above sublime scenes of nature; Kingsley 

preferred the Barbizon method of an intimate view of nature. 

Kingsley favored the rustic woodland landscape that visually ignored 

the presence of humans, or hints at their existence with only the subtlest of 

clues: a bridge, a boat, a dwelling, or obscured lights on the horizon possibly 

from a lantern.   

 

Decline  
 

By the 1890s photography displaced wood engraving as the “practical” 

reproductive process for placing images alongside text.  The half-tone 

method, a cheap and easy means of reproducing        photographs along with 

type, came to prominence in the 1880s.83 Patented in 1882, it became widely 

used by 1890 and within ten years, only a few wood engravers had any work 

through publishing firms.  Kingsley was “technologically unemployed by 

1896.”84 Decades earlier the photography-on-the-block technique, embraced 

so enthusiastically by the New School, had replaced the draughtsmen, who 

were responsible for composing and transferring line drawings onto the block 



	
  
	
  

	
  
	
  

23	
  

for engravers.85 Now at the end of the nineteenth century, it was “a 

photographic process had begun the revolution of the New School of 

Engraving and a photographic process ended it.”86   In 1892 some considered 

Kingsley “to be the foremost artist of his day,” and a group of women in the 

Sacramento Valley, led by Ms. Cecelia Crocker Simmons (1842-1923) started 

the Kingsley Art Club, dedicated to the appreciation and collection of his 

work.87 Only one year after receiving another gold medal, at the Columbian 

Exposition of 1893, Kingsley withdrew to Massachusetts.88 His career as an 

engraver was over, though he left behind some three hundred blocks.89 He 

spent his later years experimenting with photography and half-tone 

engraving..90     

Eventually Kingsley resigned himself to creating half-tone process 

blocks from other photographer’s work.91   In a speech given by Kingsley at 

the Grolier club in 1916, he remarked that “if the nightmare of the process 

plate [had held] off ten years longer, and if the whole publishing world in a 

race for supremacy, did not commercialize the whole art in question 

[engraving], …how much might [have been] done in America.”92   Though 

Kingsley’s speech mourns the intrusion of photography, his career would not 

have been possible without it.   Kingsley passed away in Brooklyn on August 

28, 1918.93 

Both wood engraving and photography were media on the periphery of 

“fine” art.  The wood engraver was often referred to as a “craftsmen” more 
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than he was as an “artist.”  The reproductive and repeatable potential of both 

media suggest that Kingsley’s idea to draw from nature was an attempt to 

aesthetically elevate these two commercial “craft media” to those of more 

autonomous art forms.  A master of his craft and a true landscape artist, 

Kingsley’s career occupied an exceptional time in the history of American 

graphic arts.  Kingsley’s obscurity can be attributed both to the 

commerciality of the medium of wood engraving and the sudden decline of 

wood engraving due to technological advances, but his connection to the 

larger tradition of nineteenth-century landscape is obvious.  
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APPENDIX: EXHIBITON CHECKLIST 
 

Prints and Wood Blocks 
All Works by Elbridge Kingsley 
 
1. At Sea, c. 1883 
    Wood engraving on Japan paper 
    8 x 5 1/4  inches 
    The Perry G. Vienot Collection 
  
2. Blue Niagara, c. 1885 
    After George Inness (American, 1825-1894) 
    Wood engraving in color 
    5 1/4  x 7 3/4 inches 
    The Perry G. Vienot Collection 
  
3.  Blue Niagara, c. 1885 
     Wood block 
     5 1/2 x 7 3/4 x 1 inch 
     The Perry G. Vienot Collection  
  
4. The Burial Ground, c. 1886 
     Wood engraving on Japan paper 
     6 x 5 inches 
     The Perry G. Vienot Collection.  
  
5. The Celestial City, c. 1884 
    Wood engraving 
    7 x 4 3/4 inches 
    The Perry G. Vienot Collection 
  
6. Dinner in the Steerage, c. 1877 
    Wood block 
    4 1/2 x 6 1/4 x 1 inch 
    The Perry G. Vienot Collection 
  
 
7. The Flying Dutchman, c. 1889 
     After Albert Pinkham Ryder (American, 1847-1917) 
     Wood engraving 
     8 3/4 x 10 1/2 inches 
     The Perry G. Vienot Collection 
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8. Forest at Fontainebleau, n.d. 
    After Jean-Baptiste-Camille Corot (French, 1796-1875) 
    Wood engraving 
    3 1/2 x 5 3/8 inches  
    The Perry G. Vienot Collection  
  
9. In the Harbor, c. 1889 
    Wood engraving on Japan paper 
    16 7/8 by 11 7/8 inches 
    The Perry G. Vienot Collection 
  
10. In the Pines, c. 1886 
      Wood engraving 
      3 1/2 x 5 inches 
      The Perry G. Vienot Collection 
  
11. Journey Northward, n.d. 
      Wood engraving on Japan paper 
      7 9/16 x 9 3/4 inches 
      The Perry G. Vienot Collection 
  
12. The Lakeside, c. 1886 
       Wood engraving 
       6 x 5 inches 
       The Perry G. Vienot Collection 
  
 13. Moonrise at Sunset, c. 1887 
      After Dwight William Tryon (American, 1849-1925) 
      Wood engraving on Japan paper 
      9 x 14 inches 
      The Perry G. Vienot Collection 
  
 14. Old Hadley Street, c. 1889 
      Wood engraving 
      4 x 5 1/8 inches 
      The Perry G. Vienot Collection 
  
15  Springtime, 1892 
      After Dwight William Tryon (American, 1849-1925)  
      Wood engraving on Japan paper 
      6 5/8 x 14 3/4 inches 
      The Perry G. Vienot Collection 
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16.  The Sunset, c. 1886 
       Wood engraving 
       5 1/2 x 7 5/8 inches 
       The Perry G. Vienot Collection 
  
17. Tragedy of a Nest, c. 1883 
      Wood engraving 
      7 1/4 x 5 1/2 inches 
      The Perry G. Vienot Collection  
  
18. Under the Elms, n.d.  
      Wood engraving on Japan paper 
      8 7/8 x13 inches20. View in New England Woods, c. 1882 
      Wood engraving  
      8 x 5 inches 
      The Perry G. Vienot Collection 
 
19. View in New England Woods, c. 1882 
      Wood engraving  
      8 x 5 inches 
      The Perry G. Vienot Collection 
  

20. White Birches, n.d. 
      Wood engraving 
      4 15/16 x 7 3/8 inches 
      The Perry G. Vienot Collection 
  
 21. Winter Evening, n.d 
       After Dwight William Tryon (American, 1849-1925) 
       Wood engraving on Japan paper 
       7 3/8 x 13 7/8 inches 
       The Perry G. Vienot Collection 
  
Books and Photographs 
  
22. Cart 46, n.d. 
       Elbridge Kingsley (1842-1918) 
       Photograph 
       6 1/2 x 8 1/2 inches 
       The Perry G. Vienot Collection 
  
23. Cart 47, n.d. 
      Elbridge Kingsley (1842-1918) 
      Photograph 
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      6 1/2 x 8 1/2 inches 
      The Perry G. Vienot Collection 
  
24. Hadley West, n.d. 
      Elbridge Kingsley (1842-1918) 
      Photograph 
      4 5/8 x 6 15/16 inches 
      The Perry G. Vienot Collection 
  
25. Poems of Nature, 1886 

      John Greenleaf Whittier (American, 1807-1892) 
      Illustrated by Elbridge Kingsley (1842-1918) 
      Houghton, Mifflin and Co., New York 
      The Perry G. Vienot Collection 
  
26. Dinner in the Steerage 
 Scribner’s Monthly, September 1877 
      Elbridge Kingsley (1842-1918) 
      New York: Scribner’s and Sons  
      Volume 14, Issue 5 
      The Perry G. Vienot Collection 
  
27. The King’s Jester 
       Scribner’s Monthly, April 1881 
       Elbridge Kingsley (1842-1918) 
       New York: Scribners and Sons  
       Volume 21, Issue 5 
       The Siercks Collection 
  
28. Whatley Glen, n.d. 
      Elbridge Kingsley (1842-1918) 
      Photograph 
      6 1/2 inches x 8 1/2 inches 
      The Perry G. Vienot Collection 
 
 
 
 
 


