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admirer of William Jennings Bryan and Governor John
Lind. Like all patriotic Norwegian Americans of his day,
he contributed to the country’s war effort, becoming a
member of the first National Guard unit organized in
Minnesota during World War 1.

One of Boeckmann’s successes came in 1914: an hon-
orarium of $3,500 and an award of $300 for painting the
historic Indian fight that took place at Killdeer Mountain
in North Dakota on July 28, 1864. Called the “Eighth
Minnesota Infantry (Mounted) in the Battle of Ta-ha-
kouty,” the picture shows the troops of General Alfred
Sully’s expedition against the Sioux. A nine-by-twelve-
foot wall-size painting, it hangs today in the senate con-
ference room of the state capitol, St. Paul. Another large
historical work, showing Admiral George C. Dewey at
the “Battle of Manila” during the Spanish-American War
of 1898, hung for a time in the old Plankinton Hotel in
Milwaukee. It was recently located in a private collec-
tion in Wisconsin. :

On one occasion, a wealthy steel executive from
Jamestown, New York, paid Boeckmann $10,000 for sev-
eral portraits of his family.2! His son Ralph once said of
his father’s returns for his work: “His usual fee for com-
missioned portraits of notable people was $1,500.” He
added that Boeckmann received $150 for each of many
Norse Pilot Head paintings. It thus appears that he had a
highly successful career. However, during his early
years, he was often beset by financial difficulties and
would sometimes be forced to sell a painting for what-
ever it would bring.?2 A letter from an artist friend, Lars
Haukaness, dated November 14, 1914, says: “Here in
Chicago we're having a terrible time, all art dealers are
selling almost nothing, and say they never had such bad
business.”’23 This was probably also the case in Min-
neapolis, and perhaps one of the reasons why
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Boeckmann turned to the restoration of old works of art
in his later years. This type of work represented the
epitome of artistic skill.

From 1908 until his death in 1923, he managed the
gallery of the lumber magnate, T. B. Walker, earning a
regular salary as he worked on the paintings of the mas-
ters purchased by Walker, who was then assembling one
of the region’s great art collections. While in this posi-
tion, Boeckmann was also credited with discovering the
painting of a famous master concealed under a portrait;
for safety in transportation, the original had been painted
over as a means of avoiding recognition.?4

Boeckmann also did for Walker a series of five Indian
chiefs and their wives from the Piegan branch of the
Blackfoot Confederation; this was done in the style of
H. C. Cross, master Indian portraitist. The five Indian
leaders were Little Chief, Curly Bear, Lazy Boy, Big
Spring, and Bill Shoots. He also completed a group of
three women: Mrs. Curly Bear, Mrs. Little Chief and her
daughter, Little White. These Indians came from their
reservation in Glacier National Park, Montana, to pose
for Boeckmann in Walker’s old gallery at Eighth and
Hennepin. The oil portraits are now hanging at the
Thomas Gilcrease Institute of American History and Art
in Tulsa, Oklahoma. They depict the native Americans
with charm, grace, and dignity 2"

Boeckmann won a gold medal at the Columbian Ex-
position in Chicago, 1893, for a painting of a Norse Pilot
Head, his trademark. He also received a silver medal for
a portrait of Congressman Edmund Rice of St. Paul. After
his death in 1923, his wife Marie sent some of his paint-
ings to the Norse-American Centennial Art Exhibit at the
state fair grounds, 1925. She also had delivered some to
the Fourth Annual Norwegian-American Art Exhibit
held at the Chicago Norwegian Club in November,
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1923.26 She hoped to sell them to help meet living ex-
penses. The pictures did not all sell; as a result, we still
have a number of them in the family today.

In 1968 I assembled twenty-five of Boeckmann’s
paintings from private collections in the Twin Cities and
in the Duluth area, and showed them at the Sons of
Norway headquarters on Lake Street, Minneapolis.27 I
continued to search for my grandfather’s works, found
thirteen more, and showed a total of thirty-eight at the
Hennepin County Government Center, in downtown
Minneapolis, during the American Bicentennial Cele-
bration of 1976.22 My most recent exhibit of
Boeckmann’s work was held in September, 1977, in the
Skyway Arcade of the Northwestern National Bank,
Minneapolis. I have located seventy-nine of his paint-
ings; however, these have not all been exhibited. I now
know that they are only a sampling of the large body of
work that he completed during his lifetime. I would like
to find the others to copy them for our family album,

The two great art themes of the nineteenth century
were Nature and the Individual Man — and Boeckmann
painted them both. His cheerful outlook on life and his
varied interests are reflected in his choice of subject mat-
ter — the lakes, his family, lowers, fellow countrymen,
and public men. His style was naturalism, or realism
(with overtones of romanticism). Naturalism was, as
Christian Krogh said, “simply setting up your easel in
front of your motif, and reproducing it precisely without
embellishment.” 2 Romanticism was the emotional ex-
pression of the simple, the fanciful, the familiar.
Boeckmann borrowed the dark gallery tones from the old
masters, and made liberal use of photographs; to an artist
whose main ability lies in painting, any black and white
model will do.

Boeckmann’s approach was unlike that of Herbjgrn
Gausta (1854-1924), another Norwegian immigrant
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painter, whose artistic contribution to a subject came in
his first sketch or in his rapid recording of it. His style
also differed from that of Edvard Munch (1863-1944), to
whom the matter of supreme importance was the subject
or the pictorial expression of the human mind.
Boeckmann’s expertise seems to have been in his mas-
tery of the medium, the pure pleasure of painting for
painting’s sake. His unerring line and poise were evi-
dent whether he was interpreting nature or man. He
never broke out of his traditional, academic style, even
though impressionism was the goal of many painters
after the 1870s.3° His technique, coupled with the fact
that he was isolated in the Middle West — away from the
artistic centers of New York and Paris — helps explain
why he failed to receive national recognition. With the
exception of a few short-lived exhibits at the Odin Club
and at the Norwegian Art Club, there were no regular
showings of the works of Scandinavian artists in Min-
neapolis.3?

Because Boeckmann’s work held such great charm for
many, I should like to see a return to his style of paint-
ing. Richard Lack, founder of the Atelier Lack School of
Studio Arts on Lake and Hennepin in Minneapolis, says:
“There seems to be a revival of romantic realism, the
true representation of form and color, the traditional
school. And there are allied revivals, too. . . . Look at
the great wave of nostalgia sweeping the country and
the world . . . the restoration of old houses and
neighborhoods, the re-awakening of pleasure in what is
past and traditional and where avant-garde is not all.” 32

My grandmother Marie was often quoted as saying:
“Carl isn’t popular now, but perhaps, like so many paint-
ers, he will be after his death.” So, I think it is appropri-
ate that we rediscover the idyllic charm of the paintings
of Carl Ludwig Boeckmann. In addition to being an out-

321




Marilyn B. Anderson

standing artist, he was also a fine example of the best in
Norwegian Americanism. He assimilated the highest
values of two cultures and gave generously of his talents
to the New World.
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