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The Founder of Ox-Bow

Frederick Fursman

• Fredrick Fursman entered the School of the 
Art Institute of Chicago in 1901.

• With his friend and fellow artist, Walter 
Clute, Fursman began teaching summer 
art classes in Saugatuck in 1903 & 1904.

• He studied and traveled France from 1906-
1909 and 1913-1914. Part of this time was 
with his teacher, John Johansen.
 
• In France he joined the impressionist 
rebellion (see panel to right: Impressionism) 
that centered on painting every-day life scenes, 
outdoors, from live models in fresh and often 
emotional color.

• For Fursman, picturesque fi shing villages, 
landscape and coastal scenes were of 
particular interest. 

• A socialist, Fursman also subscribed to new 
realism in literature and art that sympathized 
with the conditions of common people and 
everyday life. He was also attracted to a new 
American interest in regionalist subject matter.

• On returning to America, Fursman and Clute 
looked to start a new art colony in a place that 
combined regionalist subject matter with the 
coloristic effects of impressionism and post-
impressionism.

            Frederick Fursman was the fi rst of a number of 
Chicago art students and teachers who founded the 
Ox-Bow school in Saugatuck soon after adopting the 
revolutionary Impressionist painting style of France. 
(see panel to right)
     
         He was born on a farm in El Paso, Illinois (1874) 
and was interested in nature and the outdoors. At age 
19 an agricultural art display he built for a county fair 
was included in the World Columbian Exposition of 
1893 in Chicago.
     
         From 1910 until his death in 1943 he was the 
inspiration for Ox-Bow, its director, foremost teacher, 
and architect of its educational philosophy. In addition 
to being a master teacher, he was, as well, a master of 
landscape and portraiture.  

+

•Like many Americans, Fursman and Clute and their 
companions were disillusioned with the crowded, 
polluted, and often-dangerous conditions of growing 
cities like Chicago.

• A big interest in “back-to-nature” led city people to 
seek places for good health, outdoor recreation, and 
spiritual harmony with nature. Some sought to do this 
by way of summer communities or art colonies. 

• By the 1890s the tiny villages of Saugatuck and 
Douglas were attracting camps, cottages, resorts, and 
an interest in landscape, gardens, and outdoor sports.

• To city folks, Saugatuck and Douglas were exotic 
and picturesque—with interesting  “local characters.” 
Forest and dune trails led to legends, lost settlements, 
and romantic tales. 

Back to Nature 

          From the later 1800s to the 1920s, Impression-
ist and Post-Impressionist painting went from the most - 
radical to the most popular art of the time. The Ox-Bow 
School under Frederick Fursman was important in pop-
ularizing impressionism with the general public of the 
Great Lakes area and the Midwest. 
          
           Impressionism was a French style of painting 
that began in the 1870s and which rebelled against the 
traditional rules that required painting indoors and old 
teaching techniques such as simply copying famous 
paintings. It advocated individual artistic freedom.
           
           Impressionism emphasized freedom of  brush 
strokes—sometimes broad and thick, sometimes just 
dots—and usually the subject or model is painted out-
doors (plein-air) in an attempt to capture a moment in 
time in its true light. The subject matter was often of 
common scenes and common people.

Timeline  The Impressionist Invasion

1874

1880s

1893 

1895

1890s
1900s 

1910

1913 

Impressionist painters Monet, Renoir, Pissarro, 
and others organize fi rst “impressionist” 
exhibition, in Paris.

Impressionist Paul Cezanne experiments with 
intense light and color in order to paint
nature as one actually sees it, and  Claude 
Monet paints from his famous garden at 
Giverny.

Chicago’s richest woman, Mrs. Potter Palmer 
shows her impressionist collection at the 
Chicago World’s Columbian Exposition—
thus popularizing the style. 

Art Institute of Chicago is fi rst major museum 
to purchase impressionist paintings (Monet and 
Manet).

Many American art students travel to Paris to 
study impressionism—including the future 
Ox-Bow teachers Albert Krehbiel, Frederick 
Fursman, and Walter Clute. Krehbiel wins four 
gold metals for painting at Acadmie Julien, 
Paris; Fursman’s paintings included in the 
Grand Palais des Beaux-arts Exhibition.

Fursman and Clute establish the “Summer 
School of Painting” at the Inn over looking the 
Ox-Bow lagoon, Saugatuck, based, in part on 
impressionist principles.

Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 
purchases its fi rst major impressionist painting 
(Cezanne), making impressionist painting re-
spectable among the art establishment.

The trend-setting New York Armory Show 
accepts “impressionism” as one of the new 
forms of “modern art.”
 
Mrs. Potter Palmer’s gift of her impressionist 
collection to Art Institute of Chicago establishes 
Chicago’s reputation in that fi eld.

Historical Context:
What was Impressionism? The Escape from the Big 

City to Saugatuck
          Beginning in about 1890, the Saugatuck area 
was being transformed by nature lovers, sportspeople, 
artists, fun-lovers and other city-folks looking for 
escape routes from their increasingly crowded, 
polluted and dangerous cities. As Chicago grew from 
55,000 in 1855 to 1.7 million in 1900, Saugatuck and 
Douglas became one of its most important cultural-
recreational outposts. 

Historical Context: 

Timeline: The Summer Invasions Begin

Popularization of “Photographic & 
Stereoscopic Views of Saugatuck and 
Vicinity” encouraged public awareness of 
the area’s beauty.

Saugatuck’s fi rst “vacationer” arrives. 

First known art gallery in Saugatuck. Campers 
and summertime tent communities are 
appearing.

Observation tower overlooking Lake Michigan 
and the villages is built for tourists on top of 
Mt. Baldhead. A stairway to the top was added.
First “resort” hotel for tourists in Saugatuck (the 
Park House). 

First known artists arrive to paint local land-
scape. An art school is proposed for Saugatuck. 
Not undertaken.

Many professional artists and architects build 
cottages in the Saugatuck and Douglas area.

Mrs. Swift of Chicago and others support a 
large new “Chautauqua for the Poor” camp for 
children along the Saugatuck shore.

Walter Clute is among the fi rst Art Institute of 
Chicago students to establish a tent camp in 
Saugatuck. They name their camp: “Camp 
Artist’s Dream.”

Cottage communities established along Doug-
las and Saugatuck shore. 

First art classes by Art Institute of Chicago fac-
ulty conducted in Saugatuck.

Summertime chapel established at Douglas 
lakeshore.

At the “Ox-Bow” area: Riverside Hotel left 
landlocked as Kalamazoo River channel divert-
ed. Old harbor becomes “The Lagoon.” Nearby 
Fishtown abandoned. 

Cheap and fast transport: new harbor results in 
increased passenger ship traffi c into Saugatuck 
from Great Lakes cities.

Huge crowds fl ock to Saugatuck to dance at 
the Big Pavilion, America’s largest dance hall 
east of California. Saugatuck is billed as “The 
Brightest Spot on the Great Lakes.”

1871

1871

1879

1884

1885

1886

1890s
1900s 

1896

1898

1902
and after

1904

1904

1905
1906

1906

1909
-1960

The Beginnings 

 • On a hike in 1910 and with an eye on a place to 
teach in the new French style, Fursman and his fellow 
artist friend, Walter Clute, found the abandoned River-
side Hotel “ideal” for a new artist colony. It was later 
renamed “Ox-Bow Inn.” 

• Ox-Bow soon became the “Summer School of Art” 
of the School of the Art Institute of Chicago. In 1923, 
the “Clute” painting studio became the fi rst purpose-
built studio.

• The Inn and its dining hall and front porch became 
the center of Ox-Bow community life. A gift of a large 
track of land from Thomas Eddy Tallmadge expanded 
the colony.

• Old fi shing shanties at the Lagoon were turned into 
artist studios and artist dormitories.

• Well-known architects and artists like Thomas Eddy 
Tallmadge, John Norton, Edgar Rupprecht, Arthur 
Deam and Elsa Ulbricht joined the faculty. 

• The famous party-loving Cliff Dwellers Club of Chi-
cago was closely connected to Ox-Bow life.

• Many students lived at the Ox-Bow Inn, others in 
cottages. Over time, 43 studios and cottages were 
built—many of the cottages being built by artists. 
Some students stayed at inns and boarding houses in 
the village—others in tents in and around the light-
house, old Fishtown, and near Mt Baldhead dune. 

• The dunes and the beaches were important as sites 
for painting and for pleasure. The Saugatuck chain 
ferry was a much-used mode of transportation and 
the Village of Saugatuck’s Big Pavilion dance hall 
was a major attraction.

• From the beginning the school 
attracted many students.  Some 
were described as “bohemians” 
who challenged the boundaries 
of conventional cultural. Some 
had considerable wealth.

• The abandoned lighthouse 
was rented from the U.S. gov-
ernment and became a popular 
gathering place and a residence 
for Fursman.

Three Oxbow 
Artists Cottages
NORTON’S COTTAGE

John Norton (1876-1934) was a founder of Ox-Bow 
and one of it teachers. He is best known as a painter 
of murals that illustrated stories from the American 
past for large public spaces such as courthouses and 
schools. Applied directly to the interior wall are a 
number of drawings by family members and guests to 
memorialize a particular visit or evening in the Nor-
ton summer life. The cottage was built in 1923 to the 
design of Norton’s friend and fellow canoeist, Thomas 
Eddy Tallmadge. It is still used today by the Norton 
family. 

TALLMADGE’S COTTAGE

This cottage in the Prairie style was designed by 
Thomas Eddy Tallmadge (1876-1940), one of the 
founders of Ox-Bow and one of its teachers. He lived 
here in the summer for 25 years. The interior hand 
painted ceiling and woodwork are based on Native 
American and Arts & Crafts references. Tallmadge is 
regarded the foremost historian of American architec-
ture and in his day was one of the best known practi-
tioners of Prairie style architecture. In Chicago, he and 
Norton were regarded as having radical approaches 
to art and architecture. One of his interests was in the 
provision of good public housing for Chicago. He was 
killed in a railway accident 
in 1940. 

 

HOTCHKISS COTTAGE

Edna Hotchkiss was a Ox-Bow artist-in-residence from 
1919 to 1940. The cottage, built in the 1920s, is one 
of the original cottages built during the Tallmadge 
cottage-building era. It has a main room with a fi re-
place and a little alcove used for a bed. A sleeping 
porch is screened on three sides. 

• The Ox-Bow workday began with a communal break-
fast at the Inn, then a day of outdoor painting. 

• Fursman was the head teacher, the director of the 
school, and developed the school’s educational 
philosophy. 

• Fursman’s dream was a school that was less academ-
ic and more a community of artists living together – in a 
natural environment that included an old coastal village.

• He claimed that “Saugatuck light” was the best—as it 
refl ected off the golden sand and Lake Michigan water. 
This, he believed, allowed the “truths” of nature to be 
revealed.
 
• By the 1930s an Ox-Bow style had evolved. It was 
taught that paint be applied with loose and broad brush 
strokes, with bright colors—all to record the light before it 
changed. 

• Outdoor fi gurative painting was emphasized. Ox-Bow 
artists were interested in village life and village people. 
Fursman’s “Saugatuck Anthology” was a collection of 
portraits of Saugatuck people. Instructor Robert von Neu-
mann popularized the drawing of Michigan fi shermen.

• For models, the school frequently hired local fi shermen, 
youngsters, and farmers, even the ferryman—because 
they were a natural connection with the landscape-
townscape. 

• Fursman also encouraged painting in a “post-impres-
sionist” style with fl at patterns of color in an abstract 
manner. 

 

• The areas surrounding Ox-Bow and the village of Saug-
atuck were important sites for painting. “Painting the 
Town” was a near obsession of many artists. The nearby 
chain ferry was a quick connection to Saugatuck. 

• Every day during the Fursman 
years, armies of students marched, 
with pallett in hand, to beaches, 
woods, and lagoon to paint. In the 
early years, many students were 
women—often unmarried teachers, 
and many were amateur painters.

• At the end of a week 
of painting the students 
came together for a 
‘concour’—an evaluation 
by the teacher. 

The Workday Portrait Subjects

        Painting, drawing and photographing local mod-
els in local landscape settings has been favored at 
Ox-Bow because it connects the artist to natural light, 
the landscape, and sometimes to quaint appearing 
village characters. Modeling also provided employ-
ment for villagers in times when the local economy 
was suffering.

         

       This painting by Frederick Fursman (below) is of 
the ferryman, Jay D. Meyers who was the village ferry-
man for 20 years. Fursman took the ferry on his trips 
back and forth from his home on Mary Street to the 
Ox-Bow. Photo and painting ca. 1915. 

         

 Other paintings and photographs suggest that the 
models ranged from youngsters to cleaning ladies, 
fi shermen, and nude adult females and males. The Life 
magazine photographer Wallace Kirkland popularized 
nude ‘art photography’ at Ox-Bow in the 1950s.

Historic Context:
Studios by woods and waterside

• Early studio workshops were usually converted 
sheds, former fi shing shanties, or seasonal shelters 
built in the woods or at the waterside. Until 1985 
the glass studio was a tent with a dirt fl oor.

• The row of old fi shing shanties that lined the la-
goon was used as both dormitories and studios—
and were added to over the years. Picturesque as 
they were, they we pulled down in the 1970s. 

• From the beginning of the school, a number of 
studios were constructed with rough timbers and 
posts, providing craftspeople protection for a sea-
son—with the “classroom” activity often taking 
place in the open air.

• In 1928 the “Clute” was the fi rst building to be 
added to the original collection of buildings used 
as studios. It served, as well, as a gallery and is 
presently the Paper Studio.

• Beginning in the 1970s with a new and modern 
painting studio, these old structures were slowly 
replaced—resulting in a revitalization of the 
school. Some students, such as Helen Keeler 
Burke, were longtime fi nancial underwriters of 
new buildings.

• By the 1990s Ox-Bow was able to add a number 
of craft disciplines that require expensive facilities 
and production equipment—such as metal sculp-
ture and glass making. Some of these, by nature, 
are still outdoor studios.

• The principal recent studio buildings are:

The Hass Paint Studio (1975)
The Burke Glass Studio (1985)
Padnos Metal and Sculpture Studio (1995)
Krehbiel Ceramics Studio (2000)
Works on Paper Studio (2009)

Elsa Ulbricht 

 

• Ulbricht was a student and a teacher at Ox-Bow 
from 1913 to 1980. She was an important Milwaukee 
art educator and one of the founders of the depres-
sion-era WPA Handicraft Project that was an impor-
tant part of the revival of handicraft all over America. 
She was the Ox-Bow director from 1947-1948, and 
again in 1964.  She had homes in Saugatuck and in 
Milwaukee and in Milwaukee she became known as 
the “grand lady” of the art world of that city. She died 
in 1980 at the age of 95. 

• In her work and her teaching Ulbricht was inclined 
to reject the norm and search for something new—
recognizing new art forms and concepts as they 
emerged.

• Ulbricht brought important artists to teach at Ox-
Bow—including the ceramic artists, Angelo C. Garzio 
and Bruce Breckenridge.

• Ulbricht continued and expanded the Ox-Bow 
philosophy that the social-cultural world of Ox-Bow 
was an integral part of becoming an artist and being 
a part of the ‘colony.’ Planned theatricals, for example, 
were a part of art education at Ox-Bow. see panel #6 

• The artist and teacher Elsa Ulbricht 
introduced many studio craft areas 
such as printing, papermaking, 
ceramics, quilt and rug making into 
the Ox-Bow curriculum. 

Historic Context:
Traditions and rituals

•Life at Ox-Bow is not just about making art in the 
traditional sense. Its two leading founders, 
Fredrick Fursman and Elsa Ulbricht, believed 
that a true art colony is one that links 
artmaking with the school’s social and 
cultural life. As a result, over the past 
century, a number of traditions and 
rituals have been woven in and out 
of Ox-Bow summers. 

• Theatricals, Pageants, Parades were annual events 
popularized by teacher and director, Elsa Ulbricht. 
Venetian Festivals, Native American rituals, and 
other “theatricals” often included costumes, masks 
and headdresses. Today Ox-Bow’s Saugatuck 4th of 
July parade entry is an occasion for artmaking and 
entertainment.

 

• The Saugatuck Art Gallery for exhibitions was 
founded in 1931 by Frederick Fursman and others 
in the upper fl oor of the village hall. This became 
an important venue in bringing public and the art-
ists together.

• The Old Lighthouse, Crow’s Nest, Fire Pit and Ar-
bor were picturesque gathering places favored for 
as well as painting subjects for artists. 

• Native American rituals, history and customs 
were studied, copied and reenacted—sometimes 
performed by canoe on the lagoon.

• The “Temple” is a clearing in the woods sur-
rounded by tall pines and hemlocks where Ox-
Bow founders are memorialized and ceremonies 
are held. Currently needs restoration.

• The Saugatuck water festival called the 
“Venetian Festival” is a community tradition 
begun by the Ox-Bow community in 1925—
and still continues today.

The Burials

         An enduring Ox-Bow ritual is the end-of-summer 
Burial. A site is selected (see map), a hole is dug, and 
then faculty and students fi ll the hole with 
mementos to memorialize the past year. An elaborate 
funeral takes place—one that often includes costumes, 
performances and mock mourning—and then the event 
is concluded with the 
placement of the burial cap.
 
         

          The early caps were simple slabs with a date 
and highlights scribbled in the wet cement. More 
recent caps include elaborate glass and metal ceramics.

An artist…must have confi dence in himself, 
and listen only to his real master. Nature.
                                                       Pierre-Auguste Renoir

Chicago art students revolt 
against tradition.

Rebels with a Cause
Fired up by the new art of France 
         called “impressionism”…
… we set off for school in Paris….
… painted the coastal villages of France…
… stormy coast, grey light, water…camaraderie 
this is a new way of painting and seeing…
… here nature, art, and life come together.
… now to America…
… in search of an idyllic village…

Clockwise from top: 
Frederick Fursman, In the Garden, 1909, oil, courtesy, 
Toledo Art Museum; Claude Monet, Beach, oil; Claude 
Monet, Hotel Des Roches Norires, oil

Paradise
City artists fi nd . . .

Looking for the perfect settings?
… the perfect colors … perfect light.
… giant sand dunes, broad beaches.
… beautiful woodlands …
… quaint villages and local “characters”…
… an old chain ferry… and …

Come to Saugatuck.

Michigan to me is the most paintable state in the union. 
A peculiar atmospheric condition gives the landscape 
a softness not found elsewhere.
                                                           Frederick Fursman

Clockwise from top: Harrison Paul Brown, Sand, Sunlight and 
Shadows, 1910, oil; Harrison Paul Brown, photo: ca 1912; 
Bill Werme, Ox-Bow Lagoon, photo: 2009; boat livery, Saug-
atuck, photo: ca. 1910; Frederick Fursman on pier, Ox-Bow 
lagoon, photo: ca. 1920; Saugatuck Chain Ferry, photo: ca. 
1910; two women on Mt. Baldhead, photo: ca. 1912. 

The Ox-Bow School
Art Colony Founded at Saugatuck

A lucky fi nd.
… a hard-up hotel…retooled…
… now the heart of the new colony… from empty to full.

… The hammers are a’ hammering…. 
… from shanties to studios and cottages…

… old walls for fresh art.
… windows bring the crisp Saugatuck light.

Grab a bunk or a tent…
… stay in the charming old Inn,
… or build a cottage.

The school thrives happily in what is practically its own 
reservation, having within its boundaries stream and 
woodland, lake and sandy dune…    
                                                          Frederick Fursman

Clockwise from top: Margaret McDermott, Ox-Bow Inn, 
ca. 2008, watercolor; the White cottage, Ox-Bow, photo: 
n.d.; Robert Hubbach, Clute Studio in the Evening, n.d., 
watercolor; building Elsa’s studio addition, photo: n.d.; old 
studio shacks at the Lagoon, photos: ca 1930s-1940s. 

All Day Outdoors
Painting at Ox-Bow

Hello, Mr. Fursman! Got room for us in the class?

…The “Ox-Bow way” is simple:
We set up our palettes….
We paint together….
We encourage free expression…  …experimentation…
… and together we connect with the
picturesque landscape.

… grab your sun hat—we’re out to capture the day. 

    

Coming here was the fi rst time I looked at landscape and 
saw something that I could connect with.
                                                                     Susan Kraut 
                                             

Clockwise from top: Arron Bohrod, Art Colony, Saugatuck, 
1948, oil; Dan Lutz’s painting class, photo: ca. 1945; Bill 
Simmons, artist and model, photo: ca. 1950; artist and 
umbrella, photo: n.d.; Fursman’s painting class, photo: 
ca. 1930; artists lineup for class, photo: ca. 1925.

Woods and Waterside 
Artists & Studios by 

New directions. 
… Expanding artistic possibilities.
… inspired by Elsa Ulbricht…
… we are busy making glass, print, paper… 
… sculpture and pottery.
… we fi nd artists crafting in studios 
                       indoors and out. 

Here, animating the woods and the waters…
… suggest the possibility of the ideal                                        
                                           community. 

… and the studio lights are on all night.
 

As a child and young adult, Ox-Bow immersed me in its 
creative infl uence; as an adult, this wonderful environment 
was the setting for …experiences that have matured 
my work.
                                                                Betsy Rupprecht
  

Clockwise from top: photo, ceramics artist, photo: ca 1960; 
metals studio students, photo: 2007; lithography studio and 
artist, photo: ca. 1980; “Pot Shop,” ceramics studio, photo: 
ca. 1950; ceramics studio, photo: ca. 1945; outdoor painting 
class at old studios, photo: ca. 1965.

Traditions and Rituals 
The Other Side of Artmaking 

At days end … we pack our palettes & tools …
… to come together to eat … to sing … dance …
… create costumes for the “Arts Ball”…
… reenact our Native American past … 
… a clothesline exhibition…an art auction…
… We adorn the boats for Venetian water festival
 
Life-becomes-art ….

 

    

The arts ball at the Big Pavilion came as a splendid climax 
to Ox-Bow Art week, the best tribute to Saugatuck as an 
art center….from Elsa Ulbricht to the last art student….  
    
     The [Saugatuck] Commercial Record. August 26, 1955

Clockwise from top: all: festival and theatrical performers, 
photos: 1930s-1950s. Middle photo, second from left is 
Elsa Ulbricht.
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Ox-Bow Life Since 1945
The Same But Different

A new age of modernization…
… new generation of art rebels.
… clothesline art, puppets, parades, volleyball….
… new adventures in artmaking… .
… painted legs...painted trucks and political art.

… mixing with the past….
… keeping the vision of alternatives….
… coming together in an unspoiled landscape.
… making community… party on….

There is something about living with people while you’re 
artmaking. It forges friendships unlike any others.                                                 
                                                                      Judy Gordon  

Clockwise from top: group on porch “Ox-Bow Camp,” White Cottage, 
photo:1950s, courtesy, George Dowler; The Inn, dining porch, photo: 
ca. 2000; painted legs, photo: n.d.; dance party, photo: ca.1965; volley-
ball on the meadow, photo: ca.1960; Bee Hive truck, 4th of July, photo: 
2007; “Love Your Brother” parade truck, parade truck: ca: 1975. 
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Making and 
Teaching Art
Rebelling Again

         Since the 1940s, Ox-Bow artists have experimented 
with new and often rebellious art forms that moved the Ox-
Bow view of nature into inventive and creative directions. 
Ox-Bow became a working laboratory for artists from all 
over America—and Europe. 
         These new “modern” forms of making and teaching art 
include Abstract Impressionism, Abstract Expressionism, Pop 
and Cartoon Art, Imagism, Minimalism, among many oth-
ers. Some of these new directions, such as Abstract Impres-
sionism and Minimalism were well underway at Ox-Bow in 
Fursman’s time.

A SAMPLING OF THE MANY HUNDREDS OF OX-BOW ARTIST WORK 
SINCE 1945 INCLUDES:

                James Brandess                  George Buehr

                   Janet Fish                     Leon Golub              

               Phil Interlandi                    Ellen Lanyon 
                      

              Max Kahn             Joan Mitchell             LeRoy Neiman

               
             Jim Nutt                         Claes Oldenburg                    

                    Bill Olendorf                     Ed Paschke

                

                Ursala Randall                       Ralph Rosenborg                  

                 Edgar Rupprech                      Peter Saul

                 Nancy Spero                    Shel Silverstein 

                 
                 Robert Van Neumann

Historical Context:
The remarkable Ox-Bow legacy

AK STUDIO. Landscape artist and muralist Albert Krehbiel left Ox-Bow 
to open his own school, at the Saugatuck harbor front (1934-1945). 

TAYLOR ART SCHOOL.  Cora Bliss Taylor, a Cincinnati artist trained in 
Paris and the Art Institute of Chicago, conducted her Saugatuck 
school from 1931 to 1980 at two locations.

GREASON SCHOOL OF PAINTING. William Greason, of the Greason 
School of Fine Arts, Detroit, opened a summer school in Douglas, 
with his artist wife, Pearl Greason (1937-ca.1949).

•  ART SCHOOLS: Three new Saugatuck and Douglas art schools 
followed the founding ofthe Ox-Bow school.

  
      

• ARCHITECTURE: The reputation of the Saugatuck area as a gath-
ering place for people interested in the arts led to noteworthy build-
ing and landscaping projects by talented architects—including Thomas 
Eddy Tallmadge, Carl Hoerman, George W. Maher, O. C. Simonds, 
Florence Hunn, George Barnett, George Hellmuth, and Charles Mann.  

• THEATER AND PERFORMANCE ARTS: Elsa Ulbricht  inspired 
the growth of local performance arts—from puppet shows to dance. 
Burr Tillstrum with his marionettes, Kukla and Ollie, Jim Henson with 
Kermit the frog, Jim Webster with his Red Barn Summer Stock Theater 
(1948). The Dance Asylum School of Music and Dance (1995); Saug-
atuck Center for the Arts for the performing/visual arts (2003). Mason 
Street equity theater company (2004).

• SAUGATUCK AND DOUGLAS ART CLUB, 1953, formed to 
continue the tradition of community art exhibitions. 

• ART GALLERIES: Today more than 35 art/craft galleries operate 
in the Saugatuck-Douglas area. Early art galleries included the Ho-
erman’s Chalet Studio-Gallery (Saugatuck, 1921); the River Guild in 
Douglas (later the Artist Guild, Petter-Button. 1943); the Button Gallery 
(Douglas), formerly of  Walton Street, Chicago (1966).

• MUSEUMS: The Keewatin ship museum was established in 1989. 
The Saugatuck-Douglas Historical Society established the Saugatuck-
Douglas History Museum in 1993. 

• MUSIC, FILM AND CINEMATIC ARTS: The Big Pavilion—music, 
dance, fi lm (1910-1960); Music In the Park (1953-ongoing); Saugatuck 
Jazz Festivals (1959 and after);  Saugatuck Chamber Music Festival 
(1988-present); The Saugatuck Waterfront Film Festival (1999-present); 
Venetian Festival (since the 1920s).

       What makes an “arts community”? The founding of the 
Ox-Bow Summer School of Art and Artist Residency a cen-
tury ago was one of the most infl uential events in shaping 
the history of the Saugatuck and Douglas area. As Chicago 
artists adopted Saugatuck as a cultural outpost, something 
remarkable happened to Saugatuck and the surrounding 
villages:  more art schools, more artists, and more art. The 
Fursman and Ulbricht dream of a 
colony of artists living and making art together, close by 
nature and away from city life, had the side effect of trans-
forming these quiet Michigan villages into well-known art 
communities. For many people today the name Saugatuck 
means “art-town.”

       The 1940s signaled an age of “modernization” of 
American life that has continued on into our present 
digital age. 
        Artmaking at the Ox-Bow School took various twists 
and turns, but daily life and work at Ox-Bow continued 
to center on landscape, lake and river—and plenty of 
good fun. 

• The pageants and theatricals theatricals of the Ulbricht’s 
years transformed into performance art and temporary art in-
stallations—and the big 4th of July Parade.

• The “art colony” became more of a 
“campus” for artists and the greatly 
expanded curriculum is more closely 
tied to the challenges of art and 
design education today. 
 
• New studios and student housing were built—designed to 
be in sympathy with the offbeat and quaint original structures.

• The Ox-Bow art sales and exhibits in Saugatuck’s village 
hall, parks and Big Pavilion gave way to clothesline art sales 
and auctions on the meadow.

• A new cafeteria has replaced the old dining hall, but the 
airy front porch of the Inn remained an eating and gathering 
place—complete with a collection of painted chairs.

• Ox-Bow students and faculty continued to challenge many 
of the boundaries of conventional cultural-social life. By the 
1960s, Ox-Bow life increasingly mirrored American youth cul-
ture and protest of the times, including nudity and political art.

• The popular student hangout for the 1950s Ferry Store, later 
being replaced by other Douglas and Saugatuck hangouts such 
as the Red Dock.

• The beaches are more crowded than earlier times, 
but the great sand dunes remain as one of Michigan’s 
greatest assets.

• Happily, Ox-Bow remained the place for many Midwest 
artists and art lovers to fi nd inspiration, instruction, and an 
escape from the fast changing and complicated world we 
live in. 

Traditions:
The same but different

       After 1945, Ox-Bow students and teachers joined 
other artists in attempting to understand the rapidly 
changing world. For artists, the new “atomic age” was all 
about fast moving city life and the new worlds of televi-
sion and print media that pushed a seemingly endless 
stream of commercial messages and images into people’s 
lives. 
       To defi ne and give meaning to all of this, new art 
movements emerged to translate the “now” in society. In 
all of this, New York City called the tune, and faculty and 
students at Ox-Bow were eager to dance. 
       Overall, artmaking at Ox-Bow continues to evolve 
trends and issues in the art world and society.  While this 
exploration is encouraged and nurtured, there is still a 
strong interest in Ox-Bow’s natural setting, its craft based 
techniques, and the integration of the avant-garde with 
the traditional.  It is this synthesis that continues to make 
the Ox-Bow experience a watershed moment for so many 
artists.

• The rebellious Impressionist painting style of Fursman’s 
day evolved into newer styles—Fursman himself had already 
moved in the direction of abstraction and an individual re-
sponse to nature.

• In many schools and museums in America in the 1960s, the 
study of history, nature, and anatomy were de-emphasized in 
favor of non-limiting embrace of diverse art forms.

• Under leadership of architect Arthur Deam and others, the 
school grew in curriculum and facilities in the 1950s and 
1960s.  Artists Rudolph Pen and Francis Chapin, and Betsy 
Rupprecht, among others, served as school director, followed 
by artist Ellen Lanyon in the 1970s. In 1995 the school’s rela-
tionship with the School of the Art Institute was restructured, 
and since 2003 implementation of a major building and infra-
structure Master Plan is being implemented.

• Hundreds of America’s best-known artists worked, studied 
and taught at Ox-Bow.  Some, like Bill Olendorf, specialized 
in landscape and townscape scenes. LeRoy Neiman became 
famous for his paintings of celebrities. Some Abstract Expres-
sionists, such as Joan Mitchell, used nature as an inspiration 
their work.  Others, like the abstract painter Ralph Rosenborg, 
went on to teach a new generation of New York artists, includ-
ing Jackson Pollock—and Saugatuck’s fi rst art “happening” was 
organized by Claes Oldenburg during the 1960s. A small sam-
pling of a few well-known Ox-Bow artists is presented in the 
panel to the right. 

Historical Context:
Looking for Meaning in the Atomic Age

Ox-Bow and the 
American Art Scene

New ways of expressing the old

…traveling new paths off the plein air road.
…the artist as social critic.
…seeking the New York art scene….
…Nature becomes a mirror of inner vision …sometimes disordered….
…hard edges….beyond old forms….
Pop…Abstract Expressionism …Imagism… and more. 
…The new Radical.

    

Men cannot stop growing, nor can they continue making 
new things merely in imitation of what has been done. Each 
age must have its new tempo….
                                                                  Albert Krehbiel

Clockwise from top: Joan Mitchell in studio, New York City, 
photo: n.d.; Katrin Sigurdottir, 2009, installation; Karl Wirsum, 
2009, painting; “Wild Birds,” E. W. Ross, 2009, lithograph; 
James Brandess, Saugatuck in Spring, painting, “Saugatuck in 
Spring,” 2007; Melanie Schiff, painting, 2009. 

The Arts Community Grows 
The remarkable Ox-Bow legacy

Art Schools … 
… Theater … museums … architecture by famous 
architects.
…  Chamber music festival…
…  Center for the Arts….
…  Art Club and painting groups….
Music In the Park …
Art Education … dance …
puppet performance
… Film festival ... Art galleries

All Passes….. Art Alone Endures.                                           
                                               

Clockwise from top: photo, Burr Tillstrum, Kukla & Ollie, ca 
1950; poster, Saugatuck History Museum, Ric Vanderleek, 2009; 
poster, Saugatuck Chamber Music Festival, Anna Lisa Schnieder, 
2010; photo, Jim Webster & Red Barn Theater, 1954; poster, 
Saugatuck and Douglas Art Club, ca. 1950, by Nat Steinberg; 
poster, Japan Festival, Saugatuck Center for the Arts, Ken Carls, 
2010; painting, “Carl Bird Workshop,” Albert Krehbiel, 1943; 
painting, “View of Saugatuck,” Carl Hoerman, ca 1950; painting, 
view of Saugatuck, William Greason, ca. 1943. 
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