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Edward Beyer
View of Cumberland, Maryland

Oil on canvas

22 2/4 x 30 ¼ inches

Signed lower right:  E. Beÿer, 1851

Edward Beyer’s View of Cumberland, Maryland, is one of more than forty oil paintings the artist created depicting cities, towns, and plantations throughout the eastern United States.   The artist is best known for the series of Virginia scenes that he lithographed, tinted, and published in The Album of Virginia; Or, Illustrations of the Old Dominion.
   However, he painted numerous other views similar to his Virginia paintings as he traveled through the nation.  In recent decades many of his original oil paintings have been identified—he signed many of his paintings— and entered the collections of distinguished museums and galleries.  Among these works are views of Binghampton, New York (1852), Cincinnati, Ohio (1853), Lewisburg, Virginia (1854), and a View of the Peaks of Otter and the Town of Liberty, Virginia (1855).  Of these works, his View of Cumberland is the earliest known dated work and one of the most detailed and visually sophisticated of them all.  Combining images of canal and railroad travel with depictions of industrial enterprise and bustling social life, Beyer’s View of Cumberland epitomizes the optimism and dynamism of life in antebellum America.  Sadly, within a decade Beyer’s harmonious landscapes gave way to the fratricidal violence and industry-driven carnage of the American Civil War.  Harpers Ferry, Virginia, was, like Cumberland, an important city on the Potomac River.  Artists, including Beyer, often made that city the subject of artistic representation.  But, in October 1859 it was the scene of the radical abolitionist John Brown’s abortive slave uprising.  During the Civil War, Beyer’s peaceful scenes of the Potomac River were replaced by entrenched siege lines, forts, and military camps as Virginia became the chief battleground of the Civil War.
In March 1848, three years before Edward Beyer painted his View of Cumberland, poet and newspaperman Walt Whitman rode the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad from Baltimore to Cumberland and then traveled the National Road by stagecoach westward to Wheeling, Virginia.  He wrote that the places he visited “might, it seems to me, afford first-rate scenes for an American painter—one who, not continually straining to be merely second or third best, in imitation, seizes original and really picturesque occasions for his pieces.”
  Throughout his life, Whitman celebrated the natural beauty of America, the dynamism of its citizens, and the progressive power of the American republic.  It is unlikely that Edward Beyer read Whitman’s comment in the New Orleans Daily Crescent, but the entire artist’s known works—published lithographs and oil paintings—bear witness to the poet’s observation.  The America that Whitman celebrated in poetry and prose was given exemplary depiction by Edward Beyer.  
Despite his birth and artistic training in Germany, Edward Beyer fit comfortably within a vibrant American landscape tradition.  American-born artists Thomas Doughty (1793-1856), George Caleb Bingham (1811-78), and Archer B. Durand (1796-1886) had taken up Whitman’s challenge to create an American art grounded in American scenes even before he wrote his observation in 1848.  These and other painters created a distinguished school of landscape painting that centered upon New York’s Hudson River Valley.   The British-born Thomas Cole (1801-48) inaugurated some of the themes of the Hudson River School and the generation that followed him explored them as the nation moved westward.  Depictions of the distinctive character of the New World environment, a Romantic sense of sublime Nature, and a perceived harmonious link between man and nature in America filled the paintings of Frederic Edwin Church (1826-1900), John Frederick Kensett (1816-72), Albert Bierstadt (1830-1902), and many others.   Hudson River School landscapes were detailed but occasionally idealized portrayals of nature that chronicled a disappearing wilderness.  In fact, Thomas Cole’s 1839 “The Course of Empire” paintings and Asher B. Durand’s “Kindred Spirits” (1849) were as much allegories as they were landscapes.
  

There is some irony in American art history in that decades before the Hudson River School emerged and before Whitman’s called “American artists” to chronicle the nation’s rise to greatness, itinerant European painters and illustrators had anticipated Whitman’s challenge.  Beginning in the late eighteenth and through most of the nineteenth century numerous immigrant painters traveled throughout the nation and created a considerable body of landscape art that depicted the progress and promise of America.   Three men in particular, Englishmen Joshua Shaw (1776-1860) and George Harvey (1800-78) and Edward Beyer toured the eastern United States before the American Civil War specifically to capture the distinctive characteristics of the American landscape.  All three sought to create images of picturesque, representative scenes of America and then publish them as illustrated books or display them in traveling exhibitions throughout their native countries.   

Joshua Shaw traveled the American frontier and painted watercolors to lithograph and publish by subscription a book called Picturesque Views of American Scenery but was unable secure sufficient funds.  Among Shaw’s works were scenes of Jefferson’s Rock at Harpers Ferry, Virginia, the Natural Bridge, and Table Rock and the Reedy River in South Carolina.  He accompanied his images with narratives that highlighted both the natural beauty and economic potential of these locales.   Some of Shaw’s illustrations were published in his United States Directory for the Use of Travellers and Merchants Giving the Account of the Principal Establishments of Business and Pleasure Throughout the Union (Philadelphia, 1822).  A scientist and military inventor as well as an artist, Shaw had a vision of frontier America that encompassed both the Romantic sublime and anticipated Whitman’s paean to progress.
  
Born in Tottenham, England, in 1800, George Harvey was a miniaturist and landscape painter.  He immigrated to the United States in 1820 and traveled through the western regions of New England and the Middle States.  In 1832 Harvey toured the Old Northwest, traveling up the Erie Canal and into Ohio.  A watercolor sketch, “Entrance to a coal mine near Wheeling, Va.,” was likely created at that time.  The artist then settled in Westchester County, New York, where he conceived a plan to paint a series of watercolor landscapes to depict the “atmospheric” character of North America.  Like Shaw in the previous decade, Harvey intended to print the works as aquatints and sell his “Atmospheric Views” to subscribers.  Some writers on Harvey have asserted that his neighbor, Washington Irving (1783-1859), planned to write accompanying texts.  While he, too, failed to secure enough subscribers to publish his book, he completed thirty-one watercolors, many of which are in the collections of the New-York Historical Society.  Several depict Harper’s Ferry and the surrounding countryside.  Some of the works were published as Harvey’s Scenes of the Primitive Forest of America, at the Four Periods of the Year (London, 1841).  After 1838 Harvey was a frequent traveler between the United States and Great Britain.  He transferred many of his watercolor sketches to glass plates to project onto screens as he lectured audiences in England and the United States on America.   One writer on Harvey’s “atmospherical landscapes” described the artist’s vision of America as “optimistic and republican, celebrating progress through settlement, cultivation, development, the rise of technology, and the use of natural resources from Virginia to Canada.”
 

Harvey also created an oil-on-wood painting, Scene of the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad and Chesapeake & Ohio Canal at Harpers Ferry, Virginia, circa 1836, that depicted the city as an important site of contemporary history.   His depiction of busy westward travel on the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad and the Chesapeake & Ohio Canal within a single landscape captured both the enterprise and the restless energy of the youthful American nation. 
 

Edward Beyer was among the most accomplished immigrant painters of the American scene.  Beyer was born in Rhineland Germany in 1800 and studied art at the Dusseldorf Academy.  He settled in Dresden and exhibited paintings at the Dresden Academy of Art during 1846 to 1848.  Some engravings and an etching by Beyer have been identified as the artist’s work before he traveled to the United States.  By the end of the 1840s Beyer was in the United States and working in Philadelphia, where several of his drawings were made into woodcuts by W.B. Gihon and published in the Philadelphia Commercial Intelligencer in January 1851.

In the early 1850s Beyer traveled through the country displaying a massive panoramic painting titled “Wars for Liberty in Italy and Hungary,” which depicted the Hungarian Revolution of 1848 led by Louis Kossuth and simultaneous revolutions in the kingdoms of Italy.  According to R. Lewis Wright, Beyer and the Philadelphia artist Leo Elliott created the immense work, which was reported to contain 90,000 figures.
  He exhibited the panorama, which reportedly contained 90,000 images, in New York City, Philadelphia, and as far west as Cleveland and Cincinnati, Ohio, charging admission to view the work.
  He must have sought to capitalize a short-lived “Kossuth mania” of 1851-52 as the Hungarian revolutionary leader visited the United States.  Beyer also reportedly displayed another panorama of Italian scenes.
  
The panorama fad was strong in Great Britain, Europe, and the United States during the nineteenth century.  Many artists created these elaborate paintings on vast scales and constructed theaters to display them.  Cycloramas were variations on the panorama technique.  Some cycloramas were canvas paintings mounted on spools that revolved to reveal the scenes in motion across a stage.  These works were often as large and elaborate as panoramas but could be displayed in traditional theaters and music halls.  Other cycloramas were a series of images mounted in specific order along the walls of a circular building.
  
When he returned to Germany at the end of the 1850s Beyer created a cyclorama of 135 scenes that depicted his American travels and published a 60-plus page guide to the exhibition.  The contents of his cyclorama are known but his method of exhibiting the work is not, although he described the works as “nach der Natur gemalt”; that is, “painted from Nature.”  He may have hung individual paintings in three series on the walls of a circular building but he may also have created a moving cyclorama.    The visitor to the cyclorama, with guide in hand, followed Beyer’s trip from Bremen, Germany, through New Jersey, New York, Virginia, Pennsylvania, and Ohio, and then back to Germany.  All traces of Beyer’s panoramas and of his German cyclorama are lost except his cyclorama guide.  The list of images in Beyer’s cyclorama guide is a valuable resource in identifying the number of his paintings, the titles he assigned them, and the places he visited in the United States.
  
As he traveled, Beyer accepted commissions to paint vedute paintings or views of towns and plantations and at the same time created the works that were published in his Album of Virginia or exhibited in his German cyclorama.  Among his commissions were Belleview Plantation, Virginia, owned by Colonel William Lewis, and a View of Salem, Virginia.  It is likely that the family of Commodore William Bainbridge commissioned Beyer paint a marine work, the battle between the USS Constitution (Old Ironsides) and HMS Java during the War of 1812.
   Perhaps his View of Cumberland was also a commission.  

The artist likely returned to Germany in 1856 and published The Album of Virginia in 1857.  Response to the book in Europe and in the United States is not known but in the twentieth century it has been reproduced electronically through the Library of Virginia and Virginia Historical Society’s “Shadow of the Valley” database project.  Some Albums have been disassembled and individual prints are available from print dealers and art galleries that specialize in American art.  The return to public appreciation of Beyer’s oil paintings has followed renewed interest in the Album of Virginia lithographs.  The artist’s reputation today is very high as museums and collectors appreciate his verisimilitude and his artistic vision.  Edward Beyer’s America was a land of natural beauty and a place where democracy and free enterprise promised to make the United States a shining example of harmony between nature and human endeavor.  View of Cumberland is one of the finest examples of Edward Beyer’s art.  

For most of the nineteenth century and especially before the Civil War, Cumberland, Maryland, was a nationally-important center of transportation and industry.  The city is situated on a far northern bend of the Potomac River and the mouth of Wills Creek.  The river bend is nearly 180 degrees turning north to south around a sharp point of land now in West Virginia.   Wills Creek enters the Potomac from the north.  When Beyer painted the view, Wills Creek was a considerable stream, navigable into the Alleghany Mountains.  The pass through the Alleghanys at that point is called the Narrows and then offered an easy route westward to Pennsylvania and Ohio.  Called the Queen City of Maryland, Cumberland was the state’s second largest city even into the twentieth century but has, like many early industrial cities, suffered economic decline and a dwindling population.   Despite its present situation, the Cumberland depicted by Beyer was a booming small city, with a fast-growing population and plentiful natural resources essential to driving the Industrial Revolution in America.  The artist included so many visual references to the advantages that made Cumberland important that the painting is a fine emblem of Walt Whitman’s dynamic American Republic.
Even before the American Revolution the Cumberland region had considerable geographical importance.  Fort Cumberland, established on the future town site, was in 1755 the westernmost outpost of the British Empire in North America.   It played an important role in the French and Indian War and the town of Cumberland grew upon the site of the colonial fort.  Marching westward from Fort Cumberland in the summer of 1755, General Edward Braddock intended to travel west and capture the French Fort Duquesne at the fork of the Ohio River.  Among his staff officers were George Washington, Horatio Gates, and Charles Lee.  Ambushed by Indian tribes allied to the French, Braddock’s expedition was badly defeated.  Despite the blow that Braddock’s Defeat gave his military reputation, George Washington knew from experience the value of the Cumberland region.  In 1785 Washington was one of the founders of the Potomac Company, which sought to build canals along the Potomac River to improve navigation westward from Georgetown and the District of Columbia.
 
President Thomas Jefferson also knew the geographical importance of Cumberland.  In 1806 he signed into law “An Act to Regulate the Laying Out and Making of a Road from Cumberland in the State of Maryland, to the State of Ohio.”  This legislation authorized the creation of a “national road,” funded by federal and state governments, westward to Ohio and the Mississippi River.  The project was a considerable, long-term investment by the federal government in internal improvements.  Construction began at Cumberland in 1811 and, after delays of every kind—political, economic, diplomatic, and geographical—the National Road reached Columbus, Ohio, in 1833.  Although Saint Louis, Missouri, was the ultimate goal, construction ceased when the road reached Vandalia, Illinois, in 1839.  By 1840 the National Road had been superseded by railroad and canal transportation.
  


Smaller privately-funded road construction projects built new sections or linked up existing roads to connect the District of Columbia to Cumberland.  By 1823 stagecoach and wagon travel was established from the Atlantic coast to Cumberland, allowing the natural resources and agricultural products of the frontier—coal, iron ore, quarried stone, wheat flour, dried apples, whiskey, and livestock—to supply eastern cities with the material to sustain the American version of the global Industrial Revolution.  
Cumberland, Maryland, not only lived up to its potential as a transportation hub but also, in the first decades of the nineteenth century, rich deposits of coal and iron ore were found just west of the city.  Large-scale mining of these essential elements of modernization increased the city’s importance to the nation.  Mines and manufactories were built in and around the city.   By the time that Edward Beyer painted his View in 1851, the city had a booming population, numerous factories driven by water and coal-fired steam engines, and two other significant forms of transportation: a major canal and a busy railroad depot.  The artist included all of these elements in his remarkable painting but at the same time offered a landscape that still harmonized the bustle of American enterprise and the natural beauty of woods, water, and mountains.  Beyer depicted a modern city but one that still lived on a human scale.  Individuals and groups of people as well as canal boats and a locomotive share equal parts of the scenery. 
In 1828 the Chesapeake & Ohio Canal Company took over the assets and ambitions of the old Potomac Company.  On July 4, 1828, the company broke ground on its project to unite existing small canals built by the Potomac Company and establish a single, continuous canal from Georgetown to Cumberland, Maryland.  The C & O Canal reached Harper’s Ferry Virginia in 1833 and continued westward on the northern bank of the Potomac.  On October 10, 1850, the Chesapeake & Ohio Canal opened at Cumberland.  The event was a day of celebration and relief at the accomplishment of such a feat of engineering and enterprise.   It was noteworthy that the first vessels that started south on October 10 were coal barges that waited upstream in Wills Creek Basin to start their voyages to the Atlantic coast.
   The canal was one of the chief transportation routes that bound the nation together, linking the Midwest to the Atlantic coast and binding the states of Ohio, Illinois, and Kentucky to the national government at Washington.  Those ties were tested but survived the crisis of the Civil War.  Remarkably, the Chesapeake & Ohio Canal remained in commercial operation until 1924.  Cumberland, the canal’s western terminus, was one of the nation’s first industrial cities.  Nearby iron and coal mines provided the raw materials for iron and steel foundries; mountain forests served sawmills and wood-finishing factories; stone quarries and cement plants produced building materials for the buildings of the eastern cities; and, finally, nearly all of the nation’s large canal boats were built in the city’s dockyards.  
By 1851, when Edward Beyer visited the city, Cumberland was already deeply immersed in its role as an industrial and transportation hub.  For, eight years before the C & O Canal reached the city the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad was on the scene.  The B & O Railroad broke ground outside the city of Baltimore on July 4, 1828, the same day as the canal was begun at Georgetown.   The two companies began at the same time but the costs and construction methods of railroading were considerably less than that of canal-building.  Although it took fourteen years, the B & O pushed the 178-mile track westward and celebrated its opening at Cumberland on November 3, 1842.  Passengers, including Walt Whitman in 1848, could board a B & O passenger train at 7:00 AM at Baltimore and by 5:00 PM step out at the Cumberland depot.  Canal boats and barges railroad freight cars carried the raw materials of industry eastward along with the portable foodstuffs that aided the rise of urban civilization on the East Coast.  The materials of that civilization used the same means of transportation westward to help found cities like Cincinnati, Ohio, Detroit, Michigan, and Chicago, Illinois.  While the C & O Canal stopped at Cumberland, the B & O Railroad continued westward to Wheeling, on the Ohio River.
  The two competitors actually settled into a complementary relationship.  Some of the western produce—coal, iron ore, stone, and lumber—traveled less expensively and more efficiently by canal boat while other materials better suited to rail transport or subject to stricter timetables filled the freight cars of the B & O.  The population of Cumberland had been around 1,000 in 1832 but ten years later, when the railroad arrived it was more than 6,000 people.
  The promise of success drew Americans to Cumberland, and enterprises such as the National Road, C & O Canal, and B & O Railroad epitomized and fulfilled that promise.

Edward Beyer saw all of this before him as he stood on a hill line southeast of Cumberland.  Looking northwest across the city, he viewed the mouth of Wills Creek and a B & O locomotive in the far background.  Shifting his gaze to the left, in the near background he saw two horses and a driver on the C & O towpath, pulling a canal boat southward.  The churches, factories, and public buildings that comprised the city lay directly below him.  Nearer to him, a young man raced along in a two-wheeled sulky; a man and woman on horseback were out for a pleasure ride; and another couple in miniature strolled in the new public park with its circular duck pond.  Beyer’s View of Cumberland included all of these elements and many more.  The painting is a plenum, a full universe of human activity—work, enterprise, leisure, faith, and community—each element depicted realistically but all adding up to a remarkable vision of the United States.  
The cyclorama that Beyer created when he returned to Germany contained 135 scenes depicting his departure from Bremen, travels through the United States, and back to Hamburg.  Organized into three sections, each containing two sub-sections, the images in the cyclorama offered a chronology of his time in America and a detailed list of the places he visited.  His printed guide to the cyclorama offered brief descriptions of each of the scenes, keyed to specific images.  Two scenes of Cumberland were exhibited, preceded by a picture of the C & O Canal’s Paw Paw Tunnel south of the city and followed by Granberry Summit on the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad.
  Perhaps one of the cyclorama images of Cumberland corresponded to the View of Cumberland.  Beyer described the cyclorama images of Cumberland (numbers 9 and 10 of the second section) in a single paragraph.
Cumberland, a city in the state of Maryland, 178 miles from Baltimore, is located at the foot of the Alleghany Mountains, in which the Potomac River rises and meanders through Cumberland.  The population is 10,000.  Rarely does one find such a lovely mountain town or healthy mountain atmosphere that opened to us in the distant hilly view.  The city was founded by Germans and even now there are many Germans who, even after 40 years, have not forgotten their mother tongue.  The principal enterprise is labor in the rich iron mines which are situated nearby.  The raw materials are transported to Baltimore by canal and railroad.  Some agriculture and cattle raising are also undertaken.  Across the Canal is the Presbyterian Church, which is above the white tower of the Town Hall.  The large red building is a Catholic seminary along with a church.  The big yellow house along with the garden belongs to a wealthy individual.  On the left side is the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad and Depot, which is connected to the hotel.  Nearby is the locomotive house in which 25 locomotives are maintained because nearly every day 30-40 trains pass through Cumberland.  The grey house is the Old [sic; Odd] Fellows Hall, [gehört einer Berbindung] the Old Fellows, sometimes called Freemasons, have spread throughout the United States.  The big church in the outskirt is a German Lutheran church, the other belonging to a different sect.

Many of Beyer’s oil paintings found in museums and private collections have counterparts in the cyclorama.  For example, Beyer exhibited two views of Cincinnati, Ohio, images of the Peaks of Otter, White Sulphur Springs, Lynchburg, and two views of the Natural Bridge, all in Virginia.  He included at nine images of Niagara Falls and Binghampton, New York; seventeen New York City buildings and locales; and four of Philadelphia.  To compare the cyclorama to Beyer’s Album of Virginia might provide insights about both of them and a systematic comparison of extant oil paintings with the cyclorama list might well aid in identifying unsigned and unattributed by Beyer.


Edward Beyer’s View of Cumberland is a distinguished example of an American landscape tradition that preceded the Hudson River School, a tradition that has strong, continuous roots back to the early nineteenth century.  Beyer and his fellow artists of American vedutes labored to depict not only the sublime American wilderness but also the harmonious place that Americans found in their natural surroundings.  Faith in progress, technological innovation, and democratic values pervade Beyer’s works and make them valuable records of a nation that was determined to make the world anew.
� Beyer published the Album in 1857 in Germany but created a title page that suggested it had been published in Richmond, Virginia. He likely did this to promote sales in the United States.   The Album of Virginia; Or, Illustration of the Old Dominion.  Richmond [Desden and Berlin]: Edward Beyer [Rau & Son of Dresden and W. Loeillot of Berlin], [1857] 1858.   This ruse was perhaps an attempt to secure a United States copyright while in reality printing the work in Germany.


� “Excerpts from a Traveller’s Note-Book,” in Uncollected Poetry and Prose of Walt Whitman, ed. by Emory Holloway, 2 vols. (New York: Doubleday, 1921), 1: 185-6;  first published in the New Orleans Daily Crescent, March 5, 1848.


� The art historical literature on the Hudson River School is extensive.  See, for example, Linda S. Ferber, The Hudson River School: Nature and the American Vision (New York:  Skira Rizzoli International Publications, 2009) for an investigation of the complex relationships of nineteenth-century Americans to their natural environment.  Edward Beyer is not mentioned but George Harvey’s “atmospherical studies” are discussed by Ferber.
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� Sauer, 10: 334.


� For information on panoramas and cycloramas see Stephan Oettermann, The Panorama, History of a Mass Medium (New York: Zone Books, 1997), especially Chapter Seven, “The Panorama in the United States” and John Francis McDermott, The Lost Panoramas of the Mississippi (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958).  Neither of these works mentions Edward Beyer.


� Edward Beyer’s Cyclorama, Malerische Reise von Bremen nach New York und durch die Vereinigten Staatsen von Nordamerika, zuruck nach Hamburg.  Nach der Natur gemalt und erlaütert von Edward Beyer. Dresden: C.C. Meinhold & Solne [186?].  This work is reproduced in the microcard publication series, Travels in the Old South, ed. by Thomas D. Clark (Louisville, Ky.: Lost Cause Press, 1969), Series III, no. 275.  


� The battle scene is signed and dated “Ed. Beÿer,” in the same manner as his View of Cumberland.


� For ties between the Potomac Company and the Chesapeake & Ohio Canal and George Washington’s role, See Robert Kapsch, The Potomac Canal:  George Washington and the Waterway West (Morgantown:  West Virginia University Press, 2007).


� See Karl Raitz, ed., The National Road (Baltimore:  Johns Hopkins university Press, 1996) for the history of this enterprise.


� Most of the information on the history of the C & O Canal is found in Harlan D. Unrau, Historic Resource Study: Chesapeake & Ohio Canal (Hagerstown, Maryland: United States Department of the Interior, National Park service, and the Chesapeake & Ohio Canal National Historical Park, 2007), an in-depth study of the construction, economic, and social history of the canal.  


� See John F. Stover, History of the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad (West Lafayette, IN: Purdue University Press, 1986) and James D. Dilts, The Great Road:  The Building of the Baltimore & Ohio, the Nation’s First Railroad, 1828-1853 (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1993) are the standard histories of the B & O Railroad.  
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