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During the opening decades of the nineteenth century American ideals began to push
against the geographic confines of the new country. The young United States’ intellectual and
political maturity required room to grow. When President Thomas Jefferson signed the
Louisiana Purchase he doubled the size of the United States with a vast expanse of a continent
that still remained thoroughly unexplored. In an effort to survey the new acquisition he organized
the Corps of Discovery to travel from St. Louis, Missouri over the Rocky Mountains to the
Pacific Ocean. Unlike other surveys, Meriwether Lewis and William Clark were tasked not only
to keep detailed notes of the land, culture, flora, and fauna they encountered but to send things
back to Jefferson and the American Philosophical Society. The first boxes that Lewis shipped
back to Jefferson from west of the Mississippi River were not only the first of the expedition,
they were the first that had ever been shipped from the unknown frontier. Lewis and Clark led a
scientific collecting expedition as much as a military survey of newly acquired territory and
developed into “a rich, almost uniquely American phenomenon; the military naturalist.”1
Both Lewis and Clark were “carefully trained agents of a civilized and flexible culture,”
and kept detailed journals of the entire expedition, and their extensive notes document the
hardships and excitement of their trek across unknown lands.2 Their records stop just short of
elaborate or even substantial visual representations of what they saw. Their journal sketches offer
a glimpse into things they could not physically send back to Jefferson, but most authenticity was
provided by the artifacts and specimens that they shipped back through St. Louis. Artists were
not on the minds of those organizing such physically demanding surveys. This may be due to the
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lack of well-trained American artists that could survive the trip and/or provide accurate
representations of what the expedition encountered.
The Corps of Discovery “demonstrated to the world at large the great width of western
North America and its potential riches in furs, minerals, fishes, and untold other natural
resources,” and soon other scientific expeditions were organized to survey as much of the North
American continent and its coastlines as possible.3 As American training in art and science
matured individuals began to capitalize on these expeditions as well as on the desire for the
American government to record and collect as much information about the “new West” as
possible. The primary means in which this knowledge was transmitted were journals, notes,
military reports, and physical artifacts. Physical objects were solid connections to the physically
demanding expeditions and they offered a way for the public to connect to the reports they were
hearing—and eventually reading.
When Charles Wilson Peale opened his museum in Philadelphia he provided a single
place for visitors to interact with the physical objects of America. His exhibits, arranged tightly
together, followed the hierarchy of the “Great Chain of Being” that was evident in God’s
creation. His display cases were three-dimensional pages of an enormous book that highlighted
the natural history of America. Artifact collections were the precursor to the artistic
representations from the field. Once artists caught up to the collecting they complimented each
other. The artifacts provided the artist an authoritative voice and gave authenticity to the artists’
visions of the expeditions.
Physical artifacts dominated Peale’s mind and spilled over into his museum. In 1801 he
exhumed the greatest piece of his collection: the fossil remains of a mastodon. Aided by his sons
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and Dr. Caspar Wistar, he mounted the specimen in three dimensions and opened it up to curious
ticket holders in December 1801. Five years later, Peale began his painting Exhumation of the
Mastodon to record the collection of the fossils from the pit. In the interim president Thomas
Jefferson sent Meriwether Lewis to visit Peale and his museum to reconnoiter the possible
aspects that the Corps of Discovery might encounter as they surveyed the Louisiana Purchase
recently obtained from the French. Lewis arrived after Peale’s son, Rembrandt, had taken a
second mastodon skeleton to Europe in 1802, missing the great banquet held under the belly of
the beast to celebrate the trip.
That Peale decided to paint the moment he exhumed the mastodon much later parallels
and oversight by Jefferson regarding the Corps of Discovery: there were no artists assigned to
the expedition. Lewis, his co-leader William Clark, and others sketched what they could in their
journals, but there was no full-time expedition artist documenting the trail to the Pacific Ocean.
Perhaps it was this lamentation that inspired Peale to preserve his instance of fame five years
later. He did, after all, begin painting Exhumation the same year that Lewis and Clark returned.4
In 1819 Charles Wilson Peale’s youngest son, Titian, was one of two artists who served
as part of Major Stephen H. Long’s expedition across the Great Plains. Several prominent
Philadelphia naturalists including Thomas Say, one of the founders of the Philadelphia Academy
of Natural Sciences, completed the party.5 Titian painted the animals the expedition encountered
while crossing the “Great Desert” but the landscapist Samuel Seymour “had little to sketch
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until… July 3, 1820.”6 Seymour’s painting Distant Views of the Rocky Mountains was used as
the frontispiece for the expedition’s final pubished report, while many of Titian’s animal
portraits returned with collected specimens to his father’s museum. His painting American
Buffaloe became (and remains) the quintessential view of hunting bison from horseback, and is
one of the most iconic images of the American West, even though it was actually a combination
of two water-color sketches one of a Native American on horseback and another a portrait of a
bison. In this image Peale was not capturing living action as he saw it, but combining two
stationary sketches into an active final product.7
Seymour and Peale, along with Say and his team of scientists, were part of a military
expedition taking advantage of safety in numbers and all were more or less searching for a
coveted government-sponsored commission, especially the artists. They were the first such
members of this type of expedition, but they set the trend followed for generations. Their work,
especially the physical artifacts and specimens that were shipped to Philadelphia for Charles
Wilson Peale to exhibit in his museum had a profound effect on those who saw it. The artifacts
from the Long expedition as well as others on display in Philadelphia particularly influenced the
artist George Catlin, who would soon mount his own expedition west. Catlin’s sole purpose
would be to document the life and customs of the Indian people before their race disappeared
from the planter. Where Catlin differed from Peale and Seymour was he was going to be
deciding where to go and what to paint, albeit he was limited to traveling along established
trading routes. Catlin’s expedition was an artist’s expedition on its own, not an accompanying
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member of a military enterprise. The artifacts that he saw in Peale’s display cases also inspired
him to make a collection of his own, which proved to be the source of most of his enduring fame.

George Catlin
In 1826 a delegation of Indian chieftains passed through Philadelphia, Pennsylvania on
their way to see the “Great Father” in Washington. Their procession inspired a painter of
miniature portraits to travel west and document “the living manners, customs, and character of an
interesting race of people who are rapidly passing away.”8 George Catlin was born in 1796 long
after the French and Indian Wars and the disappearance of many of the Native American tribes
of the East. He, and others, naturally assumed that this would be the plight of the tribes that
inhabited the western territories of the American frontier.
The plan was to document a vanishing race before they were lost to history or, if
remembered at all, resigned to cabinets and display cases in museums like the one Charles
Wilson Peale owned in Philadelphia. It was in Peale’s museum that artifacts began to temper the
influence of James Fennimore Cooper’s serials into something more than just literature to Catlin.
He painted Red Jacket, an Iroquois chief, overlooking Niagara Falls the same year he saw the
delegation outside Peale’s museum, but it would be four more years before he would venture
west, but not before obtaining letters of introduction from Thomas McKenney the Commissioner
of Indian Affairs. Once in St. Louis Catlin met with Governor William Clark co-leader of the
Corp of Discovery over 20 years before. If St. Louis was the “Gateway to the West” Clark was
the passage to the Indians.
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Catlin stayed in St. Louis for two years raising money for his grand expedition by
painting portraits of Clark and other distinguished residents of the city. In 1832 he boarded the
steamboat Yellow Stone for its maiden voyage up the Missouri River. Also on board the Yellow
Stone was a delegation of Indian chieftains, just as Catlin has seen in Philadelphia, returning to
their homeland. Catlin noted that this particular delegation was as lavishly dressed as those he
had seen in tribal dress, but had replaced their traditional costumes with “the borrowed plumage
of civilization.”9 Even as his journey was beginning Catlin was noticing the clothing and artifacts
of those around him. The Native Americans were as enamored with the white man’s artifacts and
costume as the whites were of theirs.
The 2,000 mile trek up the Missouri River afforded Catlin time to paint “surreal
panoramas” and note the geology of the areas as he disembarked from time to time in order to
paint the striking layers of rock that erosion had laid bare. In 1832 Catlin was a plein air artist
capturing uniformitarianism along the Missouri River before either uniformitarianism or plein air
painting became fashionable. These images, while not considered high, or great, art were “the
first widely distributed visions of the West.” Surreal as they were these color-filled images
transformed Major Long’s Great American Desert into Homer’s edenic Aeneid.10
At Fort Pierre Catlin painted Sioux chief “The One Horn” and the Oglala Indian
“Tobacco.” He worked under the philosophy that if “he got his subjects down on canvas honestly
and correctly, beauty would take care of itself. And if the paintings were not necessarily
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beautiful, then the novelty of them had its compensations.”11 Catlin maintained this philosophy
throughout his time among the Native Peoples of the American West, and may have contributed
more to the subsequent relationships among white travelers and Indians that is currently known
or understood.
When the Yellow Stone arrived at Fort Union Catlin quickly set up his outdoor studio. He
worked there for more than a month painting images of “prominent Indian dignitaries, who
crowded to have their portraits painted.”12 The Assiniboin and the Blackfeet that crowded into
the fort and around Catlin were warring tribes who managed to come together and peacefully
wait their turn to sit for the artist. During his time at Fort Union Catlin produced several of his
noted works including the war chief of the Blackfeet Buffalo Bull’s Back Fat, one of the few
portraits of a woman: Mint, the juxtaposition of cultures in Pigeon’s Egg Head (The Light)
Going to and Returning from Washington, and the spectacular vision of Medicine Man,
Performing His Mysteries over a Dying Man.
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Figure 1 Buffalo Bull's Back Fat¸George Catlin13
13

George Catlin, Stu-mick-o-súcks, Buffalo Bull's Back Fat, Head Chief, Blood Tribe, 1832
oil on canvas 29 x 24 in. (73.7 x 60.9 cm) Smithsonian American Art Museum
Gift of Mrs. Joseph Harrison, Jr. 1985.66.149 Smithsonian American Art Museum
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Figure 2 Mint, George Catlin14
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Figure 3 Pigeon’s Egg Head (The Light) Going to and Returning from Washington
George Catlin15
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Figure 4 Medicine Man, Performing His Mysteries over a Dying Man, George Catlin16
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Catlin was not the only one who noticed the blend of culture. Pigeon’s Egg Head became
so arrogant after his return from Washington in full military dress, an umbrella, fan, and
cigarettes that members of his own tribe murdered him. The Blackfoot Medicine Man was so
impressed with his likeness on canvass that he presented the entire costume from the portrait to
Catlin. This was the first in a long line of Indian artifacts that Catlin used to perfect his art in
painting as well as his art for show that would dominate the latter part of his life and help make
Catlin famous.17
Portraiture was not all that Catlin worked to record and he often left the fort and made his
way down river by canoe to paint elaborate scenes of buffalo hunts and prairie fires. Catlin was
more than a casual observer to these hunts and his most detailed studies of the buffalo were
produced from life, or near-death of a buffalo he had personally wounded. He sketched from his
horse, throwing his hat and all manner of articles at the dying animal so that it would change its
pose and offer him another perspective. His works depicted the various methods of harvesting
the buffalo, from braves hopping from one to another to men stalking the herd wearing wolf
skins. He also documented antelope hunts which were much less grand and involved attracted
the animals with pieces of cloth.18
Catlin’s most controversial work came in the form of the Mandan O-Kee-Pa ceremony.
The secret ceremony went on for days with an evil spirit, the O-ke-hee-dee, taking over and
terrorizing the village. The spirit, captured by Catlin as a figure painted all black with white dots
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and a grotesquely oversized penis, drove the women from the village and attempted to mate with
the buffalo dancers. The “infuriated” women return with yellow dust to chase the evil spirit and
break his “wand” and take it back to the Medicine Lodge. The end of the ceremony was brutal
self-torture that required young men to be skewered through their back and pectoral muscles and
suspended from the lodge ceilings where they had to stare directly at the sun. Once taken down
they had buffalo skulls attached to the skewers which they had to drag around until they passed
out from blood loss or exhaustion. The ceremony finally concluded with a race through the
village.19
When he first described this secret ceremony many accused Catlin of pure fabrication.
The standing theory was that primitive native people governed only by natural laws were the
people closest to God. The O-Kee-Pa ceremony was as far from holy nature and God’s people as
one could get and it forcefully removed the nobility from nature’s noble savage. He later
published, although not for general circulation, a “detailed account” of the ceremony in all its
explicit horrors. Testimony from a variety of sources ranging from fur traders to European
explorers attested to the veracity of the description. Those who spoke out in favor of Catlin’s
account included his fur trapping guide James Kipp, the explorer Alexander von Humboldt and
Prince Maximilian of Wied-Neuwied whose expedition spent the winter of 1833/34 among the
Mandans.20
In just two years Catlin completed more than 150 paintings while constantly moving his
outdoor studio from fort to fort and on rare occasions inside. He left part of the collection with
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Major Benjamin O’Fallon in St. Louis. O’Fallon had been both a good friend to Catlin and an
invaluable guide during his expedition. In 1833 he displayed the remaining images in exhibitions
in Cincinnati, Louisville, and Pittsburgh on his way back home. His first expedition to capture
the vanishing race had been a success and he returned with more than paint on canvas, he had his
own collection of authentic Indian artifacts that could rival that of even Charles Wilson Peale.21
Catlin did not stay in one place long and 1835 he accompanied a troop of Colonel Henry
Leavenworth’ dragoons across the southern plains towards extreme southwestern Oklahoma
“into the unknown lands of the hostile Comanches.” Members of the expedition fell victim to a
cholera epidemic which killed Leavenworth and forced Catlin to teach his assistant, Joe
Chadwick to paint so that if he died the tribes would still be documented. Alive but weak, Catlin
returned to Fort Gibson in the Arkansas territory where he convalesced for weeks before finally
returning to St. Louis on horseback, alone.22
As the 1830s came to a close Catlin was enjoying moderate success exhibiting his images
in the East. In 1839 he left an art show in Buffalo for the plains of Minnesota to capture the
secret pipestone quarry of the Sioux. Stories and legends existed from those who had seen the
quarry, but Catlin was there to paint it. Not only did he record the quarry but, ever the collector,
he returned with a sample of the material which became to be known as Catlinite. Shortly after,
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he raced to Fort Moultrie near Charleston, South Carolina to paint Osceola, the captive chief of
the Seminoles.23
That same year Catlin also organized his first traveling exhibition which he christened
“Catlin’s Indian Gallery.” His collection included not only his paintings but “a very extensive
and curious collection of their costumes and all their other manufactures, form the size of a
wigwam down to the size of a quill or rattle.” Catlin had originally tried to sell his vast collection
to the United States government in 1839 but had little luck then and every subsequent attempt for
the rest of his life. Failing to secure the sale or a government contract Catlin took his collection
of artifacts across the Atlantic and opened his first show on February 1, 1840 in the Egyptian
Hall in Piccadilly, London. His opening show was a success and included such notable guests as
Queen Victoria and the prince consort, as well as “most of the gentry and ‘scientific men’ of
England.”24
The show provided varying success for Catlin through the first half of the 1840s when a
series of unfortunate events landed Catlin in prison for debt in 1851. Just two years later
traveling under a British passport Catlin left England on his first of three voyages South America
initially to mine for silver, but he ended up returning to his art and painted the manners and
customs of the indigenous races in order to complete his own “ethnographic version of
Humboldt’s Cosmos.”25
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Catlin was an aggregator of images of native life. His work encompassed buffalo hunts,
“mining” at the pipe quarry, and literally hundreds of portraits, but “he never quite ties them
together.” While Catlin’s undertaking was the first of its kind in scale, it was that scale that
obscured and intimate details of Indian life. For a beginning ethnological survey Catlin’s “Indian
Gallery” sets the tone for breadth, but the responsibility of providing the same scale of depth to
Indian life fell to others. Modern critics of Catlin sum up his work curtly: “His brush it too broad,
his palette too bold, and his eye for detail too weak to carry us far into the Indian World.”26 The
artifacts, and living Indian members of his gallery when he could afford them, brought the
authenticity to the front of his lectures even if his artwork no longer can. To understand Catlin in
all his complexities it is necessary to look at all the aspects of his works with native life, not just
his paintings. The physical objects he possessed, displayed around his studio, and exhibited on
tour provided much of the detail that many modern art historians lament as lost in his paintings.

Karl Bodmer and Prince Maximilian
Decades before Catlin set out to capture the vanishing races in North America on canvas,
Alexander Philipp Maximilian of Wied-Neuwied was tracing his way through the wilds of South
America. The German prince was following the trail of his mentor Alexander von Humboldt,
intent on studying indigenous people within their natural environment to understand them
completely. Like the Corps of Discovery, Maximilian had no full time artists on this expedition
and relied mainly on his own sketches to recount the expedition in visual form. Maximilian’s
1832 expedition through the Great Plains of the American West remedied that oversight in the
26
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form of an exacting Swiss engraver Karl Bodmer, who was tasked not only with recording the
minute details of Indian life and artifacts, but also the broad expanse of the world they inhabited.
Maximilian’s goal was “to make a close study this species [North American Indians] and
to document the Indians’ appearance and environment as precisely as possible.”27 Bodmer
worked with his uncle Jacob Meier to correct any deficits he had in rendering animals and the
human figure. Maximilian had expected to see wild frontier and native cultures as soon as he
arrived on the North American shore, but his arrival in Boston on July 4, 1832 quickly shattered
that notion. Prince Max, Bodmer, and the expedition’s hunter David Driedoppel traveled along
the coast and even into Philadelphia where they saw neither signs of the savagery of the
wilderness nor any aspects of native life. Even Charles Wilson Peale’s museum in Philadelphia
was lacking the Indians that George Catlin had seen.28 The “splendid juggernaut of civilization”
as Catlin called it had beaten them and required that they move farther west in order to find
unspoiled nature.
Just as Catlin had done Maximilian began his true trip west in St. Louis. The nature of
Maximilian’s expedition dictated a more than casual interest in the city. Their plans required that
they meet with the territorial governor of Missouri and the Superintendent of Indian Affairs in
order to obtain a passport of travel along the river and into the western areas of the frontier. In
addition to his knowledge of the area, William Clark exercised a great deal of power in the
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territory over both Indians and Whites, and provided Maximilian’s expedition with contacts,
information, licenses, and passes.29
In addition to the proper paperwork Clark introduced both Maximilian and Bodmer to
one of his Indian Agents, Benjamin O’Fallon. O’Fallon provided them with their first glimpse at
the Indians they would encounter upriver in the form of paintings by George Catlin. These were
the type of ethnographic images that Prince Max commissioned Bodmer to create and on April
10, 1833 the expedition set out aboard the very same American Fur Trader steamer Yellow Stone
that Catlin had boarded the year before. The expedition was bound for the upper Missouri River
and the wilds that would remind the prince of “savage Brazil” and provide Bodmer with the
native subjects that he would capture in exacting detail.30
From the very first portrait Bodmer’s attention to detail is apparent. His training as an
engraver provided not only a different eye from Catlin, but also a different technique in
rendering those details into art. The authenticity with which Bodmer captured the plains Indians
could not be questioned. The beads, the feathers, even the decorations that adorned
accompanying artifacts such as pipes or tomahawks were all rendered true to life. Any question
to the authority presented in what would come to illustrate Maximilian’s accounts, he only had to
display any of the various artifacts and even costumes that he collected. After such a comparison
all doubts would fall silent.31
29
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Figure 5 Gallant Warrier, Karl Bodmer32
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Karl Bodmer, A Gallant Warrier. Wikipedia Commons. Accessed November 20, 2014.
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The expedition was not all artifacts, portraiture, and pristine landscapes. The last leg of
their journey to Fort McKenzie had to be taken by keelboat and the general discomfort of a small
vessel overcrowded with rude French-Canadian engages paired with the dangers of shallow
waters and bears staking from shore made the trip agonizing for both Maximilian and Bodmer.
The five weeks the party stayed at the fort provided Bodmer with ample time to produce several
of his best known works which depicted the notoriously bad tempered Blackfeet warriors.33
Shortly after their arrival at Fort McKenzie they witnessed an Indian attack. On August
28, 1833 Assiniboin warriors attacked Blackfoot lodges that surrounded the fort killing men,
women, and children and igniting a skirmish that lasted an entire week. In addition to the several
landscape paintings that Bodmer completed during their stay at the fort, he also provided “the
only eyewitness painting of an Indian battle.”34 The “eyewitness” account however, was not
from the point of view as seen in the finished engraving which was provided as the center of the
action, not the safety of the fort where Bodmer would have sketched the scene. The battle proved
a boon to Bodmer’s work when Distant Bear announced that his luck in battle was “surely due to
the magical protection afforded by Bodmer’s having depicted him.” 35 Maximilian capitalized on
Distant Bear’s proclamation and used it to convince formerly reluctant warriors to also sit for
Bodmer, he later noted that “it was striking that all whom we had sketched had neither been
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wounded nor killed.”36 It is likely that members of both sides of the skirmish had recently been
inside the fort together waiting for their turns to sit for George Catlin.
The winter and a persistent Welsh legend found the expedition at Fort Clark in the
Dakota Territory. Maximilian wanted to spend a significant amount of time with the Mandans to
ascertain whether or not they were the descendants of the Welsh prince Madoc who was
supposed to have sailed to the New World centuries before Columbus. Catlin had stayed with
them part of a summer season and was convinced the legends were true, which “nearly destroyed
the credibility of everything else he wrote about the Indians.”37 Neither Bodmer nor Maximilian
were as convinced as Catlin, but there stay at the fort was just as artistically rewarding as Fort
McKenzie.
The severity of the 1833/34 winter froze both the Maximilian’s ink and Bodmer’s paints.
Despite these hardships, Bodmer was able to complete some of his most striking portraits
including the seven-foot-tall Mandan Warrior Flying Eagle, the Hidatsa dog dancer Two Ravens,
and Mato-Tope, the chief of the Mandans who had also posed for Catlin. The two portraits of
Mato-Tope reveal much about the artists’ style, artistic eye, and talent, and both have become
one of the most notable of each of the artists’ works.38 Both works show Mato-Tope in full
regalia with his feathered lance and long flowing headdress. He is recognizable as the same
subject in both images, but the richness of Bodmer’s detail gives a more immediacy and
substantial feel while Catlin’s soft edges make the subject seem from another time and an
36
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already vanished figure of history. Mato-tope and nearly all of his people died of smallpox
within three years of Prince Max’s party leaving Fort Clark.
When spring 1834 finally broke Prince Maximilian was ready to call an end to his tour of
America’s Great Plains. Ironically it was not the wild savagery that the prince could no longer
tolerate but “the crude habits of the white traders.” In March 1834 Prince Max complained of a
“filthy attendant” with “disgusting fists” as well as the manners of the clerk at Fort Kipp and his
family’s horrendous manners and ease and frequency with which their child could “relieve
himself quickly and without formality on the floor of the room” which, the prince noted
happened often during meals.39
Once back in Europe Bodmer’s work went on exhibition in Paris in 1836. This exhibition
was Continental Europe’s first large scale exhibition of paintings of the American Indian.
Notably the exhibit did not highlight or display any of the crudeness or rudeness of the American
Frontier, fur trappers, filthy attendants, frozen ink and paint, or wrecked steamships. Instead,
through Maximilian’s written word and Bodmer’s artwork, they “presented European and
American viewers with stunningly beautiful renditions of America’s noble savages.”40 These
early presentations and exhibits paved the way for other artists of the American West to exhibit
their works across the Atlantic. If Catlin had somehow opened up the upper Missouri to
expeditionary artists, Bodmer and the prince returned the favor in Europe. In 1839 George Catlin
took his Indian Gallery, complete with with artwork and living Indians on a well-received grand

William H. Goetzmann and William N. Goetzmann, The West of the Imagination. 2nd edition
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2009), 46.
39

William H. Goetzmann and William N. Goetzmann, The West of the Imagination. 2nd edition
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2009), 46
40

Burnes 24

tour of European capitals.41 The further expand the corollary Catlin ended his traveling career in
South America in the 1850s where Maximilian had begun his 35 years before.

Figure 6 Mato-tope, Karl Bodmer42
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Figure 7 Hidatsa Dog Dancer, Karl Bodmer43
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Alfred Jacob Miller
The 1830s was a bustling decade for expeditions in the American West. In addition to
Catlin and the Maximilian expeditions, Captain William Drummond Stewart, a Scottish
aristocrat, was conducting a grand adventure tour of the American West. The Waterloo veteran
was the younger brother of the Lord of Grandtully and Murthley Castle in Perthshire, Scotland
which gave him title and means with little responsibility. Stewart spent seven years west of the
Mississippi River where he attended numerous fur trading rendezvouses, met famous mountain
men, and hunted North America’s largest game. He eventually hired an artist to accompany him
to a rendezvous in 1837. Alfred Jacob Miller painted not only this rendezvous but numerous
studies of the mountain man and their customs in addition to scenes of the Rocky Mountains.
Stewart was an adventurer who had little time for ethnography or capturing a vanishing race, but
the paintings that Miller completed and delivered to Murthley Castle in 1839 actually had both.
Miller’s mountain man paintings are the only ones drawn from life, and they were the real
vanishing race of the American West, not the Indians.
Stewart’s approach to depicting his expedition could scarcely have been more different
than Maximilian’s. Instead of hiring an artist for their exacting eye for detail and masterful
technique for capturing the real, Stewart was more drawn to Miller’s flair for the romantic.
Stewart most likely got the idea of hiring an artist from Maximilian himself. The two parties met
in St. Louis around the same time that O’Fallon was showing Bodmer and Maximilian the Catlin
collection. Stewart even urged Maximilian to accompany him directly west into the heart of the
savage Indian country. Their expeditions not only ventured in different physical directions, but
different philosophical ones as well.
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Miller’s art falls somewhere between Bodmer’s exacting realist engravings and Catlin’s
blended soft palettes. This is most evident in Miller’s Louis—Rocky Mountain Trapper which
stylistically, if not topically, resembles Catlin’s heroic portrait of Mato-Tope. This “Romantic
flair” is what Stewart wanted to hang in Murthley Castle to remember the excitement, the
adventure, and the romance of his time in America. Far from using his artwork to educate, or
even make money, Stewart wanted personal snapshots that captured not only the real, but the
emotion of the moment. What Miller’s work does is add another dimension not only to the
subject matter of the American West, but to the portrayal and authenticity of that west in art
which is something he would not have likely done had he stayed in his studio in New Orleans.

Figure 8 Mato-tope, George Catlin (l) Louis--Rocky Mountain Trapper, Alfred Jacob
Miller44
44
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Bodmer and Catlin were working to put the Native American into the public (white)
sphere. Miller was working to put Stewart into the Native sphere. Miller would paint scenes of
mountain man lore and replace the storyteller with Stewart. Such recounts included Stewart “in
[a] dashing escape from the fierce Blackfeet” and “Stewart and Antoine confronted by what
looked like all the Crow Indians in creation, with Stewart heroically unfazed.”45 Not only was
Miller charged with capturing Stewarts exploits, he had the duty to make Stewart the protagonist
in the exploits of others.
Both Bodmer and Catlin worked to present and preserve the Native American in their
natural habitats, as separated as they could from the white man, their culture, and their forts, even
if some were painted inside the forts themselves. Miller was hired specifically to accompany
Stewart to the great 1837 Rendezvous that saw the mix of every nation living in the vicinity and
a carnival of trade and interaction. Stewart and Miller’s proximity to the interracial mix of
European fur-traders and their native wives presented Miller with an unequaled opportunity to
paint Indian women, something the Bodmer and Catlin’s work lacked. In fact Miller’s Fur
Trapper’s Bride (1845) “may be a more authentic image of the mountain man’s life than the
more familiar lone equestrian of Charles Deas’ Long Jakes (1844).”46 While the image may be
more authentic, Miller’s understanding of the roles that women played within mixed marriages,
and more importantly within the native cultures as a whole was much less so. The Native
American division of labor and ownership of the very articles and possessions that Miller painted
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were not distributed through his customary terms of understanding and in the case of lodge
ownership ran directly counter to his own culture.47

Figure 9 Fur Trapper's Bride, Alfred Jacob Miller48
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Stewart and Miller were less interested in collecting artifacts during their expedition,
aside of the exotic trade good or trophy here or there. They, like Catlin and Bodmer, however did
have an object that reinforced the authenticity of their experience and, in turn, the authority of
Miller’s paintings. An important member of their party was a mountain man. Antoine Clement
accompanied Stewart on all his western expeditions and even returned with him to Scotland
where he was introduced as his “valet.” Miller depiction of Clement in portraiture as “The Great
Hunter” is the quintessential mountain man; buckskin clothing, the long rifle, and powder horn
are all visible. Every other mountain man that Miller painted had these same characteristics.
Stewart, in his lighter colored buckskin fringe, is easy to spot in Miller’s work even when he is
not mounted on a white horse. Whereas Catlin and Bodmer’s art was true to life in the field and
back at their studios, Miller’s works became true to living as Clement remained ever-present
with Stewart and the mountain man continued to fill Miller’s palette.
Miller’s sketches became artifacts of the journey themselves. They represented
documentation of the event in real-time and once completed in his studio in New Orleans formed
the basis for numerous oil paintings for not only Stewart but for later patrons as well. As soon as
Miller finished the Stewart commission he shipped the sketches and the paintings to Murthley
Castle for his patron to put on display. The sketches themselves were bound into a single album
and displayed in Stewart’s main hall at Murthley, where it is seen as “a focused collection within
Stewart’s larger collection of Indian material.”49 In this manner Stewart’s bound collection of
Miller’s sketches became a mini “Indian Gallery” akin to Catlin’s traveling exhibitions. The
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sketches performed the same function as Catlin’s physical objects they filled out the detail and
understanding of the daily life of the Indian.
True to the form of art following life, in this case the more active than passive life,
Miller’s finished artwork was “as much hedonistic as documentary…mementos of Stewart’s
adventure for his personal collection and enjoyment.” Snake Girl Swinging has been described as
Miller’s “most openly erotic work” but is noted as being one of only two of his depictions of
Native American women published during his lifetime. The other, Toilet of the Indian Girls also
prominently featured nudity. 50

Figure 10 Snake Girl Swinging, Alfred Jacob Miller51
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Such images not only reflect the interest of his patron, but also his ties to European art which he
studied in Paris in 1833. Miller’s interest in and borrowed styles from Orientalism make him the
perfect artist for Stewart’s purposes. Stewart admired Eugene Delacroix’s work and saw
similarities in Miller and, after all “if Comte de Mornay could take Delacroix into the deserts of
Algeria, he, Sir William Drummond Stewart could take Miller into the Rockies.”52
Miller’s work on the wilds of the mountain man and their relationship with nature—
including Native Americans—remained an integral part of his work after Stewart returned to
Scotland to assume the Baronetcy following his brother’s death in 1838. While Miller was not
part of the move to document the vanishing Indian race, his unique perspective with the
mountain man culture offered a more nuanced look into their lives. More women, erotic or not,
appear in his works than those of his direct western contemporaries. The 1837 Rendezvous
brought together cultures and people from all over the Rocky Mountain area into a single place,
and Miller was there to capture it. He could have traveled for decades up and down the
mountains and never been offered the diversity that he saw during those few days of trading.
Those images remained with Miller throughout his career and he returned to his sketches and
continued to produce paintings of the mountain man the rest of this life.
The “splendid juggernaut” of civilization did engulf many Native American tribes, but
others survived. The one thing that progress and industrialization did manage to extinguish was
the life of the fur trapper. In the end, it was Miller who had captured the memory of a vanishing
race and not Catlin or Bodmer. Hedonistic or not, Miller’s romantic views of the American West
and its inhabitants are no less authentic or authoritative than the works of Catlin or Bodmer. The
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objects that Stewart returned with where trophies not ethnographic artifacts, but those objects—
including the living ones in the case of Antoine Clement—provided the same reinforcement to
Miller’s works that the anthropological collections of Prince Maximilian and Karl Bodmer, and
the artifacts that George Catlin utilized in his studio and his Indian Gallery.

Figure 11 Cavalcade, Alfred Jacob Miller53
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Legacy in Objects and Art
The legacy of these artists and their works has depended largely on the original audiences
that they were painted. Catlin wanted his Indian Gallery to expand Thomas McKenney’s Indian
portrait gallery while Bodmer and Miller produced works for private enterprise; one for science
and the other for sport. Catlin’s repeated failure to sell his works to the government actually
proved fortuitous for posterity when a fire ripped through a large portion of the Smithsonian
Institution in 1865. Charles Bird King and John Mix Stanley’s galleries were part of the
collection damaged in the fire. Mary Henry, daughter of the first Secretary of the Smithsonian
Joseph Henry, noted in her diary that “the Stanley Indian Gallery of portraits have all
perished.”54 Stanley and King may have won the battle for federal patronage in 1852, but
Catlin’s Indian Gallery survived and is currently on display in the very institution where he
lobbied so hard for exhibit space before the fire.55
Karl Bodmer worked on a private commission for a public enterprise. Prince Maximilian
used his exacting images to illustrate his Reise in das Innere Nord-Amerikas in 1840. Even today
Karl Bodmer’s paintings and Prince Maximilian’s collections are used to understand the history
of the American West and the particular inhabitants of the upper Missouri. Not only are scholars
and academics using them, but the descendants of those who met the artist and the prince “are
fascinated to learn about these early documents and hear about authentic objects dating back to
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their ancestors, from a time long past.”56 Bodmer’s paintings of objects, as well as Maximilian’s
collected objects themselves, provide an identity, both historical and contemporary, to the
descendants of the tribes that they encountered.
Miller labored under a private commission for a private collection. The focus of Miller’s
work was first and foremost Stewart. He “is the primary subject of most of the twenty-eight oil
paintings and eighty-seven watercolors and sketches” that Miller completed between 1837 and
1842.57 Working from his watercolor sketches Miller produced large works which were
exhibited in New Orleans in 1838 before taking them to Stewart in 1840. Miller completed more
paintings while staying with Stewart on the Murthley estate before returning to the United States
in 1842. Stewart could not, or would not sever his connection to North America and even had
live American antelope delivered to his estate. Antoine Clement accompanied Stewart back to
Scotland as Sir William’s “valet,” and continued to accompany the baron on tours across Europe
and the Middle East. In addition to other aspects of their relationship Clement was a tangible
connection to Stewart’s time in the Rocky Mountains, a living breathing link to the scenes Miller
had painted. Clement was as much an artifact of Stewarts trip as any of his other hunting trophies
that sat as silent authenticity of Stewart’s adventures and Miller’s paintings.58
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George Catlin, Karl Bodmer, and Alfred Jacob Miller were each part of expeditions into
the American West that sought to document and record aspects of Native American life. Catlin’s
Indian Gallery was filled with portraits and a varied array of collected artifacts that he later fixed
into a traveling exhibition. Bodmer’s detailed representation of the artifacts collected by Prince
Maximilian removed any questions of authenticity from the expedition and its discoveries. Miller
was not as exacting as Bodmer or even as documentary in style as Catlin, but what he painted in
the 1830s revealed much more about live in the American West than either Catlin or Bodmer. As
exacting and detailed as Catlin and Bodmer’s efforts are they focus on the Indians themselves as
if they had little contact with American traders, even though they worked in American owned
and controlled trading posts and forts along the Missouri River. Miller’s work is concerned with
the interactions between the French-Canadian trappers, the American Fur Trade companies, and
the Indians. His paintings portray all together in ways that few other artists had. In the end,
Miller’s paintings may have been a more authentic representation of the life and times in the
American West in the 1830s.
These artists represent a new generation of expeditionary forces that were organized in a
manner similar to both those led by Lewis and Clark in the case of the Americans and Alexander
von Humboldt in the case of Prince Maximilian. As complete as those early expeditionary forces
were the lack of full-time artist limited the results to physical objects that were difficult to ship
and show. Maps and sketches became frontispieces and illustrations in early government reports.
Artists provided more images for those reports as well as the private publications of expeditions
usually arranged by their patrons. Expedition sketches and paintings were first merely
derivatives of the objects, artifacts, and people that the expeditionary artists were representing
for their varied audiences. Each artist worked to record the west as authentically as they could.
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Authenticity and authority were driving forces behind many of the expeditions that sought to
capture the memory of the vanishing races of the Native Americans. Now the paintings and
journals have become objects of authenticity and authority in their own right. The fact that Catlin
and Bodmer were overlapping contemporaries in the field and that Miller followed shortly after
and each had a distinctive style of painting offers a broad analysis of the areas they traveled.
Each collection is important in its own right, but when studied together they provide a
multifaceted perspective of the earliest attempts to document not only Native American tribes
but of the American West in the 1830s.
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