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ABSTRACT 

 During the antebellum period, American audiences became fascinated, even obsessed, 

with celebrity. While celebrity was traditionally associated with fame and its classical ideals of 

virtue and honor, by the mid-nineteenth century these definitions began to shift as American 

audiences became enchanted by public personalities.  The development of the mass media and 

the growth of the public relations industry fostered this new fascination.  The invention of 

photography, and especially the inexpensive carte-de-visite, encouraged this interest as for the 

first time it allowed audiences to collect celebrity portraits cheaply.  This posed a challenge for 

traditional portrait painters who wished to remain competitive in the new market of the celebrity 

image.     

 This dissertation considers how mass media, photography, and celebrity culture affected 

traditional portraitists as exemplified through the career of Thomas Hicks (1816-90).  Primarily 

active in New York City, Hicks integrated himself into artistic, political, and literary circles to 

acquire commissions.  My exploration of Hicksôs portraits provides insight into the ways in 

which Americans understood and fostered changing notions of fame and celebrity at mid-

century.  I argue that these portraits served as calculated constructions to promote and sell both 

the artist and his celebrated subjects.   

 Chapter One introduces historical and theoretical concepts of fame and celebrity.  

Chapter Two examines Hicksôs early training and how he used the popular press to establish his 

reputation.  Chapter Three explores the dual functions of Hicksôs political portraits at mid-

century, specifically those of New York governor Hamilton Fish and presidential candidate 

Abraham Lincoln.  Chapter Four investigates literary celebrity, nationalism, and gender 

constructs as represented by Hicksôs Authors of the United States (1860). Chapter Five examines 
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Hicksôs multiple portraits of Arctic explorer Elisha Kent Kane within the context of Americaôs 

new fascination with the Arctic regions; the creation of an American hero at a time of national 

distress; and the ways in which a celebrity image could be manufactured and manipulated in the 

popular press.  Chapter Six discusses Hicksôs multiple portraits of actor Edwin Booth in the role 

of Othelloôs Iago; the use of the paintings as advertisements; and the reciprocal nature of the 

actor-artist relationship.  To conclude, I consider Hicksôs critical reception and how he fell 

victim to the fickle nature of fame and was forgotten by the end of the century. 
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Auctions, New Orleans.     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                            



1 

 

Prologue 

 In late summer of 2003, I began a fellowship at the Montgomery Museum of Fine Arts in 

Montgomery, Alabama.  Part of my duties as the 2003-2004 Kapelanski-Adkinson Scholar 

included researching the permanent collection of American paintings for the forthcoming 

collection catalogue.
1
 One painting included in my examination was the portrait of George 

Washington (1867) (cat. no. 497) by Thomas Hicks (1816-1890) (fig. 1).
2
  I had never heard of 

Thomas Hicks; like most people, the only Hicks I knew was the artistôs cousin, Peaceable 

Kingdom painter Edward Hicks (1780-1849).   

 As I began investigating Thomas Hicks, I became fascinated with his biography.  Born 

into poverty in Newtown, Pennsylvania, Thomas apprenticed in his cousin Edwardôs sign and 

coach painting shop where he demonstrated a natural talent for painting.  Thomas then studied in 

Philadelphia and New York before spending almost four years abroad.  Thomas developed a 

reputation as a charming raconteur with a daring personality.  American newspapers reported 

that while Hicks was in Rome, he was stabbed in the back during a fight between a group of 

Italians and Americans.  While in Paris, he supposedly housed French insurgents and helped 

them escape the country during the 1848 revolution.
3
  After returning to the United States in 

1849, Hicks became one of the most prominent portraitists in the third quarter of the nineteenth 

century by painting famous Americans.   

 Hicksôs contemporaries held him in high regard from the beginning of his career. For 

instance, on May 7, 1853, the New York Times reported a horrific train accident in Norwalk, 

Connecticut that resulted in approximately forty-six deaths. The articleôs author lamented that ñit 

                                                 
1
 See Margaret Lynne Ausfeld, American Paintings from the Montgomery Museum of Fine Arts (Montgomery: 

Montgomery Museum of Fine Arts, 2006). 
2
 Where ñcat. no.ò appears throughout the text, see the corresponding catalogue no. in the Appendix. 

3
 For instance, see [no first name given] Perley, ñForeign Correspondence of the Atlas,ò The Boston Daily Atlas, 

May 21, 1846 and Henry Tuckerman, Book of the Artists (New York: Putnam, 1867), 465. 
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is not improbable that Art had been deprived, by the common calamity, of one of its most 

talented and enthusiastic devotees, in the loss of Mr. Thomas Hicks, the well known portrait and 

landscape painter of this City.ò While the story was later proven falseˈHicks died in 1890 at the 

age of seventy-threeˈit provides insight into the painterôs reputation at mid-century since he 

was the only individual named in preliminary reports. Twenty-five later, H. W. French remarked 

in Art and Artists in Connecticut (1879) that Hicks ñhonored the State with his presenceéit 

would be impossible, within the limits of the subject, to offer Mr. Hicks so much as a salutation 

from the State in accord with his position in art and society.ò
4
 

 These statements suggest that Hicks was renowned in his own lifetime.  Over a career 

spanning five decades, he created hundreds of paintings whose subject matter included portraits, 

landscapes, still lifes, and genre.  His works can be found in major collections across the country, 

yet little has been published about the artist and his career.  Only one article about him has 

appeared since 1910: David Tathamôs ñThomas Hicks and Trenton Falls.ò
5
  In this study, Tatham 

examined Hicksôs landscapes of Trenton Falls, New York, a nineteenth-century tourist spot that 

rivaled nearby Niagara Falls.  Trenton Falls is located on the former property of New Yorker 

Michael Moore (1803-1888), whom Hicks and his wife knew well.  Moore ran the grand Moore 

Hotel, a popular gathering place for artists and writers.
6
  Hicks and his wife bought property and 

a home nearby, which the artist used as a summer studio until his death. Hicks painted a large 

group portrait (cat. no. 267) and single sitter portraits of the Moore family (cat. nos. 304 and 

313), which Tatham considered in relation to the landscapes.  When Hicks elsewhere appears in 

                                                 
4
 See ñThe Tragedy of Yesterday,ò New York Times, May 7, 1853; H. W. French, Art and Artists in Connecticut, 

unabridged ed. (1879; repr., New York: Kennedy Graphics, Inc., 1970), 121. 
5
 The American Art Journal 25, no. 4 (Autumn 1983): 5-20. 

6
 The hotel was demolished in the early twentieth century.  The property that includes Trenton Falls is now owned 

and regulated by Brookfield Renewable Power.  The Trenton Falls Scenic Trails are selectively open to the public 

each year.  For more on the Moore family and hotel, see Howard Thomas, Trenton Falls, Yesterday and Today 

(Prospect, NY: Prospect Books, 1951). 
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American art scholarship, he is usually mentioned in regard to his early training with his Quaker 

cousin Edward; his student Martin Johnson Heade (1819-1904); or his colleague and close friend 

John Frederick Kensett (1816-1872).
7
   

 The neglect of Hicksôs career by American art scholars may be partly due to his 

reputation for inconsistency in style.  While Hicks painted a number of remarkable images of his 

contemporaries, he also produced what Tatham called ña good deal of dross in a long career.ò
8
 

James Thomas Flexner communicated displeasure with Hicksôs work in That Wilder Image 

(1962). Discussing what he considered to be a decline of mid-century portraiture, Flexner 

expressed distaste towards painters like Hicks.  Flexner wrote about the artistôs portraits of 

explorer Elisha Kent Kane (1820-1857) (cat. no. 310) and Gettysburg victor General George 

Meade (1815-1872) (cat. no. 566) , stating that ñin such elephant-sized portraits, the romantically 

contorted faces top photorealistic bodies, a dichotomy which reveals that no more than his fellow 

portraitists did Hicks have any real strength of vision.ò Two paragraphs later, Flexner ends the 

chapter by stating ñas an art form, American portraiture was dead, awaiting possible 

resurrection.ò
9
  

 Flexnerôs sweeping dismissal of mid-century portraiture is reflective of general trends in 

scholarship on nineteenth-century American art, which also accounts for the neglect of Hicksôs 

career.  Most scholars have focused on landscape, genre, and history painting, with portraiture 

serving largely as illustrations for biographical and contextual essays on the period.  The 1980s 

saw a surge of interest in portraitists who were predominantly active in the first four decades of 

                                                 
7
 For instance, see Carolyn Weekley, The Kingdoms of Edward Hicks (New York: Harry Abrams, Inc., 1999); 

Theodore Stebbins, Jr., Martin Johnson Heade (Boston: Museum of Fine Arts, 1999); and John Paul Driscoll and 

John K. Howat, John Frederick Kensett: An American Master (New York: W. W. Norton and Co., 1985). 
8
 Tatham, 6. 

9
 James Thomas Flexner, That Wilder Image: The Painting of Americaôs Native School from Thomas Cole to 

Winslow Homer (New York: Dover Publications, Inc., 1962), 186. 
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the nineteenth century.  The Smithsonian Institutionôs National Portrait Gallery and the National 

Academy of Design organized exhibitions with accompanying catalogues about Samuel F. B. 

Morse (1791-1872), Chester Harding (1792-1866), Henry Inman (1801-1846), and Thomas Sully 

(1783-1872).  Of these early nineteenth-century portraitists, only Sully has held the attention of 

scholars.  Over his long career, Sully produced hundreds of portraits, including the 1838 portrait 

of Queen Victoria that was the focus of a Metropolitan Museum of Art exhibition in 2000.
10

  By 

contrast, portraitists who were predominantly active between 1840 and 1870 have been neglected 

in favor of landscape artists and history and genre painters.  

 Hicks is far from the only mid-nineteenth-century portraitist whose contributions have 

been overlooked.  The oeuvres of many of his contemporaries, such as Daniel Huntington (1816-

1906), Charles Loring Elliott (1812-1858), and G. P. A. Healy (1813-1894), have yet to be 

thoroughly considered.
11

  Hicks and his peers produced hundreds of portraits during their 

careers, which suggest a consistent demand.  For instance, New York newspapers often reported 

that Hicks had more commissions than he could handle.  As a result, the artistôs popularity may 

                                                 
10

 See  National Academy of Design, Samuel F. B. Morse: Educator and Champion of the Arts in America (New 

York: National Academy of Design, 1982); Monroe Fabian, Mr. Sully, Portrait Painter (Washington, DC: 

Smithsonian Institution Press, 1983); Leah Lipton, A Truthful Likeness: Chester Harding and His Portraits 

(Washington, DC: National Portrait Gallery, 1985); William H. Gerdts, The Art of Henry Inman (Washington,  

DC: National Portrait Gallery, 1987); Paul J. Stiati, Samuel F. B. Morse (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1989); Carrie Rebora Baratt, Queen Victoria and Thomas Sully (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000); and 

Edward Biddle and Mantle Fielding, The Life and Works of Thomas Sully (1738-1872) (Charleston: Garnier and Co., 

1969).  
11

 Within the last half century, Huntington has received the most attention in regard to his history paintings.  For 

instance, see William H. Gerdts, ñDaniel Huntingtonôs óMercyôs Dreamô: A Pilgrimage through Bunyanesque 

Imagery,ò Winterthur Portfolio 14, no. 2 (Summer 1979): 171-194; Nancy Rash, ñHistory and Family: Daniel 

Huntington and the Patronage of Thomas Davis Day,ò Archives of American Art Journal 34, no. 3 (1994): 2-15; or 

Wendy Greenhouse, ñDaniel Huntington and the Ideal of Christian Art,ò Winterthur Portfolio 31, no. 2/3 (Summer-

Autumn 1996): 103-140.  The last publications about Healy came in the 1950s: Virginia Museum of Fine Arts, A 

Souvenir of the Exhibition Entitled Healyôs Sitters (Richmond: Virginia Museum of Fine Arts, 1950) and Marie de 

Mare, G. P. A. Healy American Artist: An Intimate Chronicle of the Nineteenth Century (New York: David McKay 

Co., Inc., 1954).  A modern examination of Elliottôs oeuvre has yet to be undertaken. One of the few mid-century 

artists to receive an exhibition devoted his career is Alonzo Chappel, who was known to his contemporaries for his 

portraits and engravings of nineteenth-century luminaries.  See Barbara J. Mitnick, The Portraits and History 

Paintings of Alonzo Chappel (Chadds Ford, PA: Brandywine River Museum, 1992).  
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also be why his works possesses stylistic inconsistencies, particularly if he was inundated with 

 commissions.
12

 

 Although there are few studies about mid-nineteenth-century portraitists, these artists 

often appear in museum exhibitions and collection catalogues.  For instance, the National 

Portrait Gallery has consistently featured mid-century portraits in exhibitions such as This New 

Man: A Discourse in Portraits (1968); Portraits of the American Stage (1971); Fifty American 

Faces (1978); and more recently, Brushes with History: Paintings from the National Portrait 

Gallery (2001).  The Los Angeles County Museumôs 1981 exhibition, American Portraiture in 

the Grand Manner: 1720-1920, tangentially considered mid-century portraits within the grand 

manner painting tradition.  Despite these efforts, many scholars still regard these paintings as 

static and uninteresting.  

 Regardless of whether one finds mid-century portraits aesthetically pleasing, one must 

consider the wider implications of the increase in their production. Who commissioned these 

images and for what reason?  Are they for private or public consumption?  Did they function as 

didactic images to stir patriotism and inspire exemplary behavior?  Why do such large numbers 

of portraits, particularly those of nineteenth-century luminaries, appear at mid-century?  There 

are many questions that need addressing in regard to those ñelephant-sizedò paintings.  I contend 

that these portraits are more than just records of their sittersô likenesses as Flexner suggests. 

They reflect larger historical, social, and political concerns of the period.  

 This dissertation focuses on Hicksôs portraits of nineteenth-century artists, politicians, 

authors and other luminaries̍the works for which he was best known in his lifetime.  I argue 
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 Sometime stylistic inconsistencies can be the result of different hands at work; for example, if an artist had 

multiple assistants working in his studio.  While Hicks had several students, it does not seem that the artist had 

regular assistants in his studio. 



6 

 

that Hicksôs paintings are signifiers of a larger cultural phenomenon occurring at mid-century: 

the birth of American celebrity culture.  During the antebellum period, American audiences 

became fascinated, even obsessed, with celebrity. The term entered the American lexicon in the 

1840s and referred to individuals whose remarkable leadership and accomplishments gained 

public attention and respect.  While celebrity was traditionally associated with fame and classical 

ideals of virtue and honor, by the mid-nineteenth century the definitions shifted as American 

audiences became enchanted by public personalities.  Development of the mass media and the 

growth of the public relations industry fostered this new fascination.  Daily newspapers and 

magazines informed readers about appearances and even habits of their favorite luminaries.  

Advances in photographic reproduction, such as the inexpensive carte-de-visite in 1850, 

encouraged interest in celebrity culture.  For the first time, audiences could collect inexpensive 

portraits of their favorite celebrities.  This posed a challenge for traditional portrait painters who 

wished to remain competitive in the new market of the celebrity image.   

 I contend that Hicks recognized these trends and carefully constructed his reputation as 

an important American artist prior to opening his studio in New York City in 1850.  After 

establishing himself as a portrait painter, Hicks embraced the new cultural trend by integrating 

himself into celebrity circles.  The artist was active primarily in New York City, the central 

location for publishing houses, photography studios, and social gatherings for mid-century 

luminaries.   As a result, the New York City metropolitan area provided Hicks with an 

opportunity to obtain commissions as he participated in artistic, political, and literary circles.  

The artistôs subjects included local and national politicians such as New York governor, then 

United States senator, and later Secretary of State, Hamilton Fish (1808-1893); President 

Abraham Lincoln (1809-1865); authors Henry Wadsworth Longfellow (1807-1882) and Harriet 
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Beecher Stowe (1811-1896); Arctic explorer Elisha Kent Kane; and actor Edwin Booth (1833-

1893). As I will show, Hicksôs portraits served as calculated constructions to promote and sell 

both his celebrated subjects and the artist himself.  Hicks became a celebrity by painting 

celebrities, then fell victim to the fickle nature of fame and was all but forgotten by the end of the 

century.     

 The dissertation is organized thematically, with separate chapters focusing on artists, 

politicians, authors, an explorer, and an actor.  In Chapter One, I discuss historical and 

theoretical concepts of fame and celebrity and the state of the research in nineteenth-century 

celebrity culture studies.  I define what it meant to be a celebrity in the nineteenth century and 

how this definition differed from traditional notions of fame. I consider how development of the 

mass media, the public relations industry, and photography fostered these changes.  In Chapter 

Two, I examine Hicksôs apprenticeship in his cousin Edwardôs sign and coach painting shop, his 

study in Europe, and how he used the popular press to establish his reputation.   

 Chapter Three explores the dual functions of Hicksôs political portraits at mid-century.  I 

begin by examining the artistôs first major public commission in New York City, the portrait of 

Hamilton Fish for City Hall.  I argue that the portrait exemplifies classical fame and I consider it 

in respect to public perception of the Governor.  I examine the portrait within the context of the 

grand manner portraiture tradition and compare it to other City Hall portraits by John Trumbull 

(1756-1843) and John Vanderlyn (1775-1852).  In contrast to my consideration of the Fish 

portrait as a representation of classical fame, I examine Hicksôs portrait of Abraham Lincoln as 

campaign propaganda.  I compare the portrait to contemporary photographs and prints and 

suggest it be considered as a hybrid of classical fame and celebrity.  This discussion serves as a 

backdrop to explore changing definitions of celebrity as exemplified by portraits in subsequent 
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 chapters.  

Chapter Four examines literary figures as represented by Hicksôs Authors of the United 

States (1860), a group portrait of men and women that survives only in an engraving (1866) by 

Alexander H. Ritchie (1822-1895). Initially believed to have been commissioned by Englishman 

William P. Wright (c. 1815-1880), the original painting was one of four to be assembled in a 

New York gallery of famous men.  Huntington, Thomas Rossiter (1818-1871), and George A. 

Baker, Jr. (1821-1880) were to paint the scientists, merchants, and artists, respectively. First, the 

image is examined within the context of Hicksôs early training and in relation to the artistôs 

individual authorsô portraits.  I suggest that Authors of the United States may have originated 

with Hicks as a result of increasing interest in literary celebrities.  I also consider how the image 

served as a means for the artist to increase his own fame.  Furthermore, I examine Wrightôs 

involvement in the original commission and argue that it provided him an opportunity to 

compete with his fellow patrons.  In addition, I consider the commission in relation to Wrightôs 

patronage and collection practices and how they may have been shaped by his connection to the 

institution of slavery through his cotton brokerage.  I then explore the painting as a 

representation of nationalism and its relationship to group portraits of great men.  Since Authors 

of the United States included women, I also consider the new female celebrity and gender 

constructs in mid-nineteenth-century America.   

 Chapter Five focuses on Hicksôs multiple portraits of Arctic explorer Elisha Kent Kane.  

A participant in the British and American search expeditions for lost British explorer Sir John 

Franklin, Kane published an account of his experiences entitled Arctic Explorations (1856). The 

book became an instant bestseller.  Kaneôs adventures defined him as the great American 

heroˈan exemplar of ideal virtue who helped to fulfill Manifest Destiny.  This chapter considers 
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Hicksôs portraits of Kane within the context of Americaôs new fascination with the Arctic 

regions; the creation of an American hero at a time of national distress; and the ways in which a 

celebrity image could be manufactured and manipulated in the popular press.    

 Chapter Six discusses Hicksôs multiple portraits of actor Edwin Booth in the role of 

Othelloôs Iago.  I examine the Booth portraits in light of those by Hicksôs contemporaries as well 

as in relation to other portrayals of Shakespearean actors.  I am also concerned with the use of 

the portrait as advertisement and its role in nineteenth-century theater.  I explore the Booth 

portraitsô relationship with theatrical photography and the popular pastime of collecting celebrity 

cartes-de-visite. These paintings are also examined in relation to the dissemination of 

Shakespeareôs plays and the ways that the English playwright became a part of American 

popular culture, both in New York City and across the nation.  

  To conclude, I consider Hicksôs critical reception and how his disappearance from the 

public eye was likely the result of his failure to embrace changing styles of portraiture. By the 

mid 1870s, critics saw Hicksôs veristic technique as repetitive and outdated as he was 

uninterested in experimenting with a new style such as Whistlerôs tonalism.  Hicksôs notoriety 

for stylistic inconsistencies may have also contributed to his reputationôs decline.   Hicks 

demonstrated mastery of brush in portraits such as those of Jasper Frances Cropsey (1823-1900, 

National Academy of Design) and poet/artist Christopher Pearce Cranch (1813-1892, National 

Academy of Design).  In addition, his portraits of lesser-known and anonymous sitters frequently 

surpass in quality those of his celebrated subjects.  This may be due to Hicksôs practice of 

painting portraits after photographs, when subjects were unavailable for sittings or when quality 

was sacrificed for speed of execution.  Some critics noted the inconsistencies and remarked that 
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the artist painted well ñwhen he wills,ò
13

 suggesting that quality arose from the artistôs desire to 

achieve it and was not dependent on his ability.  

An appendix of Hicksôs known works appears at the end of the dissertation and is a 

foundation for a future catalogue raisonn®.   The appendix includes prints made after the artistôs 

paintings as well as attributed works.  The appendix is by no means complete, and I anticipate 

additions and corrections as my research continues.  Over half of the works listed are unlocated, 

including important portraits of nineteenth-century luminaries such as Washington Irving (1783-

1859), Horace Greeley (1811-1872), and Henry Ward Beecher (1813-1887).  While I am 

concerned primarily with Hicksôs portraits in this text, I hope the inclusion of Hicksôs other 

subject matter provides the reader with a greater sense of his lifetime production.  In other words, 

while Hicks was certainly cognizant and desiring of fame, he was also an artist who loved to 

paint. 
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Chapter 1: A Brief Overview of Celebrity Culture Studies and Its Development in the 

United States 
  

 Any study of nineteenth-century celebrity culture begins with Leo Braudyôs seminal The 

Frenzy of Renown: Fame and Its History (1986).
14

  Braudy meticulously documents fameôs 

history in western society over the past 2000 years to understand its significance in the twentieth 

century.  Although my dissertation is limited to the nineteenth century, Braudyôs research is a 

foundation for understanding modern concepts of fame and how they differ from contemporary 

definitions of celebrity.  Braudy explains that fame consists of four elements: a person; an 

accomplishment; his or her immediate publicity; and what posterity has thought of him or her.  

Traditional definitions of fame derive from classical ideologies related to public service, civic 

virtue, and national glory.  For centuries, leaders such as Alexander the Great (356-323 BCE) 

and Julius Caesar (100-44 BCE), who exponentially increased their empires and reputations 

through military deeds, served as measures of greatness for future monarchs.  Both men also 

understood the power of the image to promote public identity.  Some 2000 years later, we still 

study these leadersô accomplishments and know their idealized visages from portraits on coins, 

mosaics, and in sculpture.   

 Braudy also defines fame through Judeo-Christian ideals.  This type of fame is  

exemplified through the life and teachings of Jesus Christ who stressed humility, spirituality, and 

                                                 
14

 Leo Braudy, The Frenzy of Renown: Fame and Its History (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986).  
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York: Harper and Row, 1964); Richard Schickel, Intimate Strangers: The Culture of Celebrity (Garden City, NY: 
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inaugural March 2010 issue of Celebrity Studies (London: Routledge); Su Holmes and Sean Redmond, eds., 
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Celebrity Culture Reader (London: Routledge, 2006); and Sean Redmond and Su Holmes, eds., Stardom and 

Celebrity: A Reader (London: Sage Publications Ltd., 2007). 
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 virtue over the authority of a single individual.  In contrast to Alexander and Caesar, Christ did 

not utilize images of himself to spread Christianity throughout the Roman Empire since this 

would have contradicted his message of humility.  Instead, Christ communicated the word of 

God through sermons that the disciples later disseminated to followers.
15

   

 Modern concepts of fame are partly an amalgamation of classical and Judeo-Christian 

definitions. Braudy argues that concepts of fame began to shift during the Renaissance with the 

rise of individualism and humanism.  During the fifteenth century, scholars and philosophers 

began to question the absolute authority of the Church and argued that the individual should take 

pride in his or her humanity instead of feeling shamed by sin.  For example, in ñOration on the 

Dignity of Man,ò humanist scholar Pico della Mirandola (1463-1494) wrote that man was not 

confined to predetermined patterns of behavior but had the ability to control his own destiny.  

This shift in emphasis from authoritative bodies to the individual was essential to changing 

definitions of fame.   

 Individualism was also manifest in art, particularly with the rise of the secular portrait.  

With the advent and dissemination of portraits in print form, one no longer had to be wealthy or 

associated with royalty or the papacy to have his image recorded.
16

  Portraits of artists, scholars, 

clergy, and others proliferated and could be widely circulated.  Thus, printing allowed for wider 

facial recognition and gave individuals the ability to gain renown more quickly than ever before.  

By the end of the eighteenth century, the rate of public recognition had increased exponentially 

with the advent of the Industrial Revolution.  New technologies, the growth of urban 

populations, rising literacy rates, and revolutions against monarchies facilitated the shift in 
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 The image of the bearded Christ, believed to have been invented by the Christian Church, appeared some 500 

years after his death. 
16

 Braudy, 266.   
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classical definitions of fame.  The post-Industrial Revolution world was one of self-promotion  

that provided a foundation for celebrity.    

 As David Giles explains in Illusions of Immortality: A Psychology of Fame and Celebrity 

(2000), fame and celebrity are not necessarily interchangeable terms.  Celebrity suggests 

temporality and contemporaneity, whereas fame connotes longevity and immortality.  A 

celebrity is ñknown for his well-knownnessò as opposed to being recognized for historic 

accomplishment.
17

  Celebrity has been characterized as a modern media construction facilitated 

by capitalist society.  The term implies that a certain type of audience, specifically ñfans,ò is 

required in order to create and sustain ñwell-knownness.ò Yet critics such as Richard Schickel 

argue that celebrity could not exist before the twentieth century.
18

  Theoretically, Schickelôs 

assumptions are true if one considers the development of tabloid magazines or the paparazzi.  

However, Braudy argues that ñthe fan,ò a concept which is integral to modern celebrity and 

fame, appeared as early as the eighteenth century when portraits, books, pamphlets, and 

caricatures were widely disseminated and introduced the famous to the public.   

 Braudy explains that the development of ñthe fanò was partly due to a new phenomenon 

in which audiences begin to shape public figures according to their own desires.  In other words, 

audiences sought to improve themselves or better their situations through interaction with the 

famous.  Fans followed Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1717-1778) into exile in Switzerland and 

puzzled Rousseau with their behavior since some had never read his books, but still wanted to 

see him and be like him.  These fans believed that they would not only learn how to be poets, but 

could also cultivate their true selves and perhaps even gain their own fame by absorbing  
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 See David Giles, Illusions of Immortality: A Psychology of Fame and Celebrity (London: Macmillan Press Ltd.: 

2000), 3-4 and Boorstin, 56.   
18

 Schickel, 23. 
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Rousseauôs aura.
19

   

 More recent scholars, who agree with Braudyôs contentions, demonstrate that by the 

1780s public individuals were beginning to understand concepts of celebrityˈ especially the 

ways in which art and the popular press could be used for self-promotion.  This recognition 

helped fame and celebrity coalesce.  Fame is still achieved through some type of 

accomplishment, but is not defined strictly by classical or Judeo-Christian ideals.  In tandem, 

modes of audience reception and behavioral patterns begin to change and echo the pandemonium 

associated with twentieth- and twenty-first-century fans.   

 British actress Sarah Siddons (1755-1831) dominated the English stage during the late 

Georgian period and experienced situations similar to Rousseauôs.  However, Siddonsôs self-

promotion may have instigated her fansô behavior as described below.  At the time, Siddons was 

known as one of Britainôs great tragic actresses.  Her career began in 1775, but she initially 

failed to gain public acclaim.  Seven years later, Siddons returned to the stageˈthis time 

enthralling audiences with her ñembodiment of domestic woeò in the title role of the tragedy 

Isabella.  After seeing Siddonsôs performance, British diarist Hester Thrale wrote, ñThe town has 

got a new IDOLˈMRS. SIDDONS the actress: a leaden one She seems, but we shall make her a 

Golden one before ôtis long.ò
20

  Thraleôs predictions soon became true when Siddonsôs public 

and private life merged.  In her memoirs Siddons wrote, ñMy door was soon beset by various 

persons quite unknown to me, whose curiosity was on the alert to see the new Actress, some [of] 

whom actually forced their way into my Drawing-room in spite of remonstrance or 
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opposition.ò
21

  This impropriety was virtually unheard of in the eighteenth century.   Part of the 

pandemonium was almost certainly the result of Siddonsôs self-promotion. She constructed her 

public image by carefully manipulating the press and using portraiture as publicity.   

 For example, Sir Joshua Reynoldsô (1723-1792) portrait of Siddons as the Tragic Muse 

(1784) is perhaps the best known image of the actress.  Recalling Michelangeloôs prophets and 

sibyls from the Sistine Chapel ceiling, Siddons sits on a throne dressed in swaths of drapery.  Her 

pale face and skin dramatically contrast her golden brown dress.  She gazes upwards and out of 

the picture plane.  At least eight other artists, including George Romney (1734-1802) and Sir 

Thomas Gainsborough (1727-1788), painted multiple portraits of the actress in various roles.  

One fan visited these artistsô studios to see the portraits and saw the actress perform during a day 

of ñSiddonimania.ò
22

  Such a day of celebrity sight-seeing might end with the purchase of a print 

made after a portrait.  Siddons took an active part in creation of the prints and even instigated the 

production of the print made after Reynoldsôs portrait.  For some fans, owning such a print 

created false intimacy between subject and viewer.  Fans believed that they ñknewò the actress, 

when in reality they only knew her self-fashioned public image.  This may be why some fans felt 

they had the right to appear at the actressôs home uninvited.
23

   

 British poet Lord Byron (1788-1824) experienced a type of pandemonium similar to that 

which surrounded Siddons.  In Byromania and the Birth of Celebrity Culture (2009), Ghislaine 

McDayter investigates parallels between Byromania and modern popular culture.  As McDayter 

explains, Byron was an overnight sensation after the publication of Childe Haroldôs Pilgrimage 

in 1812.  Modern critics describe the poet as a ñRegency Elvisò and compare his popularity to 
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Beatlemania in the 1960s, stating that Bryon wielded sexual power over male and female fans.  

Byronôs contemporary critics believed his popularity lay in his ability to weave self-portraiture 

into his poems.  McDayter states that descriptions of Byronôs public appearances sound like 

something out of a teen magazine: whenever Byron appeared at his publisherôs office, crowds 

gathered outside to catch a glimpse; women fainted whenever they saw him; all of Englandôs 

elite wanted him as a guest at their dinner tables; and he received inordinate amounts of fan 

mail.
24

  Much like Siddons and Rousseau, Byronôs popularity was based as much on looking 

upon his visage as it was on reading his poetry. 

 Similar to Siddons, Byron was painted by a number of artists during his lifetime.  British 

artists Thomas Phillips (1770-1845) and Richard Westall (1765-1836) created some of the best 

known portraits of the poet.
25

  In these images, Byron appears in the ñuniformò for poets and 

authors; a dark cloak with contrasting white collar and cuffs.  The sitter is lit dramatically as he 

gazes longingly into the distance.
26

  Thomas Sullyôs posthumous portrait of Byron did not depart 

from this order and is a quintessential example of Romantic painting in early nineteenth-century 

America (fig. 3).  In contrast to Siddons, Byron was not fond of portraiture, calling it ñthe most 

artificial and unnaturalò of all the arts.
27

  Nevertheless, the portraits increased Byronôs fame 

throughout western Europe and eventually in the United States.  Painting celebrities such as 

Siddons or Byron made the artists themselves famous.  A relatively unknown painter could see 
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his reputation blossom overnight should his celebrity portrait be well received at the Royal 

Academy.  If the artist had the portrait engraved, then his fame could potentially surpass that of 

his celebrated subject.   

 In America, celebrity emerged during the first quarter of the nineteenth century.  In 

Sentiment & Celebrity: Nathaniel Parker Willis and the Trials of Literary Fame (1999), Thomas 

N. Baker investigates N. P. Willisôs pivotal role in establishing modern celebrity culture in the 

United States.  Similar to Thomas Hicks, Willis has all but vanished from the history of 

American literature and is typically a footnote to someone elseôs story.  Today, Willis is known 

primarily as a contemporary champion of Edgar Allan Poe (1809-1849).  Baker explains that 

Willisôs writings are instrumental to the birth of celebrity obsession in the United States.  In 

1835, Willis published Pencillings by the Way, a collection of letters about his European travels 

and his intermingling with high society.  In these letters, which originally appeared in the New-

York Mirror, Willis reported on parties and secret conversations of Englandôs elite.  The subject 

matter of the letters fostered public fascination with the rich and famous.  Willisôs subjects were 

not necessarily known for any particular accomplishment, but rather for their wealth and 

ostentation. Willis had a voracious appetite for turning the private public and was one of the first 

writers to understand the potential of exploiting celebrity.
28

   

 In the same year that Willis published Pencillings by the Way, Poe satirized the obsession 

with this new class of celebrity in his short story ñLionizing.ò Poeôs story comments on the 

publicôs ability to create celebrity based on their inability to distinguish popularity from true 

fame.  The protagonist of ñLionizingò is declared a genius after discovering his nose with both 

hands as a child.  He then goes on to specialize in ñNosology,ò writes a pamphlet of the same 
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title, and becomes famous by exhibiting his nose to admiring crowds.  By titling his story 

ñLionizing,ò Poe referenced a social pastime in which society hostesses (known as lion-

huntresses) competed to bring male literary celebrities (known as lions) to their parties.   The 

interest in having the celebrity present was more about being able to look at the man than about 

actually talking with him.
29

  The term ñlionizingò originated as a description of tourists who 

came to see the lions at the Tower of London.  In its nineteenth-century usage, lionizing connotes 

the emptiness of certain types of fame.  Braudy explains that while Poe sought literary celebrity, 

his satire indicated the type of fame he did not want.
30

  Baker argues that Willisôs ñlionizingò 

facilitated public fascination with figures of renown. 

 Baker notes that the term celebrity initially signified a quality or condition of renown, as 

in a ñcelebrated person,ò and was seen as a descriptor of fame embodied.  In the United States, 

new celebrities were defined as talented men and women from the middle to lower classes.
31

  

These people were not celebrated because they were born into an aristocratic or royal family line, 

but achieved renown through their own accomplishments.  The notion of personal autonomy 

paralleled broader concerns of creating an American identity in the decades immediately after 

the American Revolution.  The Jacksonian era was the time of the self-made man, as white male 

Americans enjoyed unprecedented freedoms to decide who they were and what they wanted to 

be, no matter their station in life.  Ralph Waldo Emerson characterized it best when he wrote in 

his journal in February 1827, ñIt is the age of the first person singular.ò
32

  In other words, people 

 are what they make of themselves.  As David Haven Blake explained, in antebellum America 
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celebrity became a distinct category of democratic identity.
33

 

 The first American celebrities to experience widespread public acclaim in the nineteenth 

century were professional authors such as Washington Irving and James Fenimore Cooper 

(1789-1851).  New technologies such as cheaper and faster printing, rising literacy rates, and 

development of the mass media facilitated their successes.  The exponential increase in 

publication of weekly newspapers and magazines brought information about luminaries to 

audiences faster than ever before.  In addition, audiences could also see and hear their favorite 

public figures lecture in lyceums across the country.  Americans soon became enchanted by 

these public personalities.   

 At their origin, lyceums were sites of public education where attending lectures were an 

important ritual of citizenship.
34

  Subject matter came from a wide range of disciplines: law, 

science, literature, and religion.  Lectures provided an arena for critical thinking and debate 

about historical and current events.  In 1836, the debaters at a Providence, Rhode Island lyceum 

asked whether ñthe destruction of tea in Boston harbor during the Revolution was justifiable?ò  

In 1840, a Davenport, Iowa lyceum asked, ñWhich is the greatest injury to a community, a Thief 

or a Tattler?ò
35

  While these forums initially promised of public education and moral reform, 

they soon became vehicles of self-promotion.  The most popular lecturers included authors and 

preachers such as Henry Ward Beecher, Bayard Taylor (1825-1878), Oliver Wendell Holmes 

(1809-1894), and Emerson.  A critic for Putnamôs lamented that the lyceum had become the 

American theater.  The critic stated that ñit provides weekly amusement in the smallest and 
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remotest towns, and it secures to the insatiable Yankee the chance, an hour long, of seeing any 

notability about whom he was curious.ò
36

 

  The new fascination with celebrity paralleled the beginning of the public relations 

industry as American tastes for sensationalism spread to various forms of entertainment, 

particularly in New York City.  The booming metropolisôs market economy allowed for greater 

variety of entertainments and entrepreneurial individuals took full advantage of the opportunity.  

In the same year that Willis published Pencillings by the Way, P. T. Barnum (1810-1891), who is 

considered the father of the public relations industry, staged his first exhibition in New York 

Cityˈa one hundred-and-sixty-one year old slave named Joice Heth, who claimed to have been 

George Washingtonôs nurse.   

  Barnum became intrigued with Hethôs story in the summer of 1835 when he met Coley 

Bartram, of Reading, Connecticut. Bartram told Barnum that he had sold his ownership shares in 

Heth because her exhibition in Philadelphia was unsuccessful.  The young Barnum, who had yet 

to find his calling in life, recognized the potential in showcasing the woman and purchased her.  

As a biological oddity in extreme old age and as a person who claimed a direct connection to 

Washington, Heth could attract large audiences.  Neil Harris explained that Barnumôs genius lay 

in his publicity techniques.  First, Barnum scheduled Hethôs appearances at Nibloôs Garden, a 

popular New York City theater on Broadway.  Second, he hired attorney Levi Lyman, who 

wrote, illustrated, and sold a biographical pamphlet about Heth. Third, Barnum printed Hethôs 

portraits on flyers and posted them throughout New York City.  The advertisements claimed 

Heth was ñthe first person to put clothes on George Washington, the most ancient specimen of 

mortality Americans were ever likely to encounter.ò  The show was a hit and Barnum took Heth  
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on a tour of New England.
37

 

 One of Barnumôs most successful campaigns was Swedish opera singer Jenny Lindôs 

1850 American tour (fig. 3).  Prior to arriving in New York City, Lind was little known in the 

United States.  Barnum launched an unprecedented publicity campaign so he could recoup 

Lindôs $187,000 fee and make a profit from the tour.  He published and distributed the singerôs 

biography, which emphasized her piety and philanthropic nature.  In letters to newspapers, 

Barnum explained that Lind performed for charities and stressed she was a woman whose sole 

concern was the well-being of others.
38

  Those who attended Lindôs performances would not 

only see a magnificent performer, but would also be graced with the presence of a pious, virtuous 

individual.  Barnumôs publicity campaign surpassed all expectations.  Thousands of people 

gathered to greet Lind when she arrived in New York harbor; crowds mobbed her carriage and 

threw bouquets as she proceeded to her hotel.  Lindôs reception was unprecedented and all of it 

occurred before she sang a single note.  Antebellum New York City proved to be the ideal 

location for Barnum and the rise of celebrity. 

 In the first quarter of the nineteenth century, New York City became the center of North 

American commerce and trade.  Historians estimate that in 1835, more than 1,000 ships from 

150 ports passed through New York harbor.  By the 1840s, New York City managed over half of 

the countryôs imports and nearly a third of its exports.  The city was Americaôs major provider of 

goods, ships, money, and commercial skills.  Merchants like Philip Hone (1780- 1851) and John 

Jacob Astor (1763-1848) helped make New York City a commercial beacon and used part of 

their profits to patronize the arts.  The city became a center for publishing houses and a gathering 

place for American luminaries. 
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 Aspiring artists flocked to New York City not only because of its patrons, but also 

because it was home to one of the few training institutions in the country, the National Academy 

of Design.
39

  Founded in 1825 by Samuel F. B. Morse, Asher B. Durand (1796-1886), and 

Thomas Cole (1801-1848), the Academy sought to ñpromote the fine arts in America through 

institution and exhibition.ò  Artists who came to New York City also found support in the 

American Art-Union (1839-1851).
40

  The AAU was a subscription-based organization and 

sought to promote art through the exhibition and sale of works by American artists.  There were 

also social clubs where artists could meet and socialize with both patrons and celebrities.  One of 

these was the Century Association, founded in 1847 as a club for artists and authors called the 

Sketch Club.  Its ranks soon swelled to include politicians, actors, and other nineteenth-century 

luminaries.   

 When Thomas Hicks arrived in New York City around1839, he witnessed the cityôs 

continuing growth and the frenzy that surrounded public personalities.  The environmentôs 

impact on the young Hicks is obvious.   From the beginning of his career, Hicks carefully self-

promoted and networked among artists, writers, politicians, and others who could introduce him 

to important patrons.  His career became tightly intertwined with the cityôs most prominent 

citizens.  As a result, Hicks established himself as New York Cityôs premier celebrity portraitist. 
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Chapter 2: Becoming a Celebrity Portraitist 

Modest Beginnings 

Thomas Hicks was born to Joseph and Jane Bond Hicks on October 18, 1816 in 

Newtown, Pennsylvania.  The seventh of nine children, the future artist and his family suffered 

financial hardships throughout his childhood.
41

  By the early 1830s, the young Hicks 

demonstrated a talent for painting as exemplified in portraits of his extended family.  One of the 

earliest paintings attributed to the artist by Alice Ford is ñLittle Sallieò Hicks (c. 1833-1836) 

(fig. 4), the artistôs cousin and daughter of Edward Hicks. 

In the quarter-length portrait, ñLittle Sallieò has a round face and stylized curls of long 

hair that cascade down her neck and past her shoulders.  She has high arched brows, wide eyes, a 

long nose, and full lips. Her eyebrows and nose appear to be connected by a single line that can 

be traced from the left eyebrow, down the bridge of the nose, and back up to the right eyebrow.  

Despite the somewhat naïve rendering of the facial features, there is an effort to model the young 

girlôs likeness. For instance, her head turns slightly to the left so that her jaw casts a shadow onto 

her neck.  Hicks also attempted to model the folds of Sallieôs white shirt between her neck and 

shoulders.   

At the same time that Thomas painted ñLittle Sallie,ò he served as an apprentice in his 

cousin Edwardôs sign and coach painting shop in Newtown.  To facilitate Thomasôs training, 
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Edward borrowed portraits for the young artist to study; in 1836 the elder painter borrowed a 

portrait of Reverend Edward Stabler by James Bowman (1793-1842) from Richard Price in 

Philadelphia.
42

  Thomasôs first recorded portrait appears in the shopôs ledger book, kept by 

Edwardôs son, Isaac Worstall Hicks (1809-1898).  Thomas painted approximately fifty portraits 

of Newtown and Philadelphia residents between July 1836 and June 1837.  On average, the shop 

charged six dollars for a portrait of a single sitter.  The prices for double and triple portraits 

ranged from ten to twelve dollars. Isaac typically paid Thomas one to three dollars for his labor 

depending upon the size of the painting.  The shop occasionally accepted goods or services in 

lieu of cash payment: Thomas received a teeth cleaning in exchange for painting a portrait of 

Philadelphia dentist Dr. H. Clagett.
43

  Unfortunately, most of the early shop portraits by Hicks 

have not been located.  However, I suspect that a portrait of an unidentified man may represent 

one of the sitters listed in the ledger.   

The painting is a half-length portrait of a man (1836) (fig. 5) with a prominent widowôs 

peak and bright red hair.  Hicksôs technique still possesses a certain naivet® in its rendering of 

facial features; however, the artistôs modeling is improved over the portrait of his younger 

cousin. The well-to-do man wears a black coat, yellow vest, white shirt, and black cravat.  A 

diamond shaped red and gold pendant can be seen at the center of his shirt. A fob chain hangs 
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around his neck and is tucked into an inside coat pocket.  The man holds a quill pen in his left 

hand and rests his left arm on a chair back.  The writing implement and jewelry indicate his level 

of education, business success, and wealth. He appears in front of a nondescript brown 

background, which becomes lighter in color the closer it gets to the sitterôs head. Diagonal 

strokes of paint form a ñVò shape behind the sitter.   

Other early portraits are similar to the unidentified man as seen in the half-length portrait 

of Charles Satterthwait (June 1836) (fig. 6).  Satterthwait wears similar clothing as the 

unidentified man and also rests his left arm on a chair back.  A ledger book and quill pen appears 

on a table in the lower right corner of the portrait.  Like the unidentified man, the objects suggest 

Satterthwaitôs occupation as a merchant or businessman.  Satterthwait may have also 

commissioned a portrait of his daughter, Hannah (September 16, 1836) (fig. 7).  A rare 

inscription on the back of the portrait indicates that it was painted on Hannahôs fifth birthday 

(fig. 8). In the painting, Hannah appears as a well-behaved little girl from a wealthy family.  She 

wears a blue dress and clutches a black bag in her right hand. A coral necklace and gold pendant 

inscribed with her initials hang around her neck. Hannah holds a book entitled A Pleasing 

Variety for the Youthful Mind in her left hand. Published in 1835, the childrenôs book was a 

compendium of short essays that also included poems, natural history, and lessons on proper 

behavior.  Thus, judging from this painting, the depiction of the childôs proper upbringing and 

education was just as important as the display of the familyôs wealth for the patron. 

 Around the same time that Hicks recorded likenesses of Newtown residents, he also tried 

his hand at self-portraiture (c. 1836-1837).
44

  In this portrait, Hicks painted himself as an 

artistˈhe holds brushes, a maulstick, and a palette in his left hand.  He wears a white shirt with a 
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black vest and cravat. Soft, brown curls of hair frame his face and he gazes past the viewer with 

big, round, blue eyes.  Pentimenti are visible in the background, as two faces can be seen 

underneath the thin layer of brown paint at the right side of the canvas.  On the left side, a mouth 

and disembodied fingers appear to float in the background.  The pentimenti do not seem to be 

organized in any particular fashion, and as a result, it appears that the artist utilized the canvas 

for practice before painting his self-portrait.
45

   

 One of the most remarkable paintings of the artistôs early career is that of his brother,  

Edward L. Hicks (c. 1837) (fig. 9).
46

  Similar to the artistôs self-portrait, Edward L. Hicks looks 

at the viewer with the same big, round, blue eyes. He has light brown hair and wears a light 

brown jacket with a white shirt and black tie.  The painting shows vast improvement in Hicksôs 

technique as the naïve rendering of facial features seen in earlier portraits has given way to subtle 

and delicate modeling.  In the portrait, Hicks built form through color as opposed to the linear 

rendering of facial features as seen in his early self-portrait.  The stylistic changes may be the 

result of professional training; by this time, Hicks may have begun studying at the Pennsylvania 

Academy of the Fine Arts in Philadelphia.  While little is known about this early period in 

Hicksôs career, a short biography by George William Sheldon appeared in Appletonôs Art 

Journal in 1879 and provides some information about the artistôs early training.
47

   

 Sheldon explains that when Hicks was a young man, he mischievously drew unflattering 

caricatures of local Masons.  The Newtown postmaster, Major Joseph O. V. S. Archambault 

(1796-1874), saw the sketches and gave Hicks a copy of Allan Cunninghamôs The Lives of the 
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Most Eminent British Painters (1833).
48

  According to Sheldon, the life of history painter James 

Barry (1741-1806) so impressed the young Hicks that he vowed to become a painter and 

immediately commenced the famous portrait of his cousin Edward.   

The portrait of Edward Hicks painting the Peaceable Kingdom (1839) (fig. 10) is  

Thomasôs best known painting. The first of three extant versions (fig. 11-12), it is the only 

known likeness of the famous folk artist.
49

  In the half-length portrait, Edward sits in a Windsor 

chair and wears a black coat with a tan vest, tan trousers, a white shirt and cravat.  He holds a 

palette with three brushes in his left hand and another brush in his right.  A Peaceable Kingdom 

painting can be seen at the left side of the portrait and an open Bible appears on a table behind 

him.
50

  Edwardôs head tilts slightly to the left and his glasses have been pushed to the top of his 

forehead.  He pauses from painting and gazes sternly at the viewer with piercing blue eyes. 

In the portrait, Hicks modeled Edwardôs chiseled facial features with careful attention to 

color, light, and shadow.  Edward gazes at the viewer with a furrowed brow and stern expression.  

According to family legend, Thomas engaged Edward in a religious discussion that incited anger 

in the Quaker preacher.  The expression represented in the portrait is ostensibly the result of that 
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conversation.
51

  Close examination of the face also reveals that Hicks seems to have made 

preliminary sketches directly on the canvas before painting.  Charcoal lines are visible just below 

the nose and around the mouth.  Hicks sketched and painted in the same manner throughout his 

career, as lines are visible in several of his later portraits. 

Despite vast improvement in rendering facial features, Hicks was still learning to paint  

a naturalistic figure because Edwardôs arms and head are disproportionate to his body.   It  

appears as if his right arm is detached from his torso while his head seems to be a little too small. 

Approximately one year later, Hicks painted a copy of the portrait for a family member, probably 

around the same time he began to study at the NAD (c. 1838-39) (fig. 11).
52

  Similar to the 

AARFAC portrait, the proportions of Edwardôs body are slightly awkward.  However, Thomasôs 

ability to render anatomy had improved substantially.  For instance, Edwardôs right hand 

possesses anatomical structure, whereas in the AARFAC version the hand seems elastic, lacking 

bone and ligament.  In the NPG version, Thomas enlarged Edwardôs head and softened his facial 

features.  The sternness present in the AARFAC portrait has dissipated into a gentler expression.  

Overall, Thomas possesses a better handling of line and tighter control of the brush in the NPG 

portrait as opposed to the slight sketchiness of the AARFAC version.    

 Almost twelve years later, Hicks painted another version of the painting.  The third 

version of Edwardôs portrait seems to be a combination of the AARFAC and NPG versions (fig. 

12).  Created about 1850-1852, the painting suffered severe damage as the result of being tossed 
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into a coal bin and has since been restored.
53

  In contrast to the earlier portraits, the Michener 

version possesses an overall golden hue.  The pre-restoration photograph seemingly suggests that 

the original portrait was richer in color with a tighter handling of line than seen in its current 

state.
54

  Hicks descendents believed that Thomas deliberately emulated his earlier style at the 

request of the family member who commissioned the portrait which probably accounts for the 

overall golden hue.   

According to Sheldon, Hicks hid the AARFAC portrait for two months after completion 

in fear of being ridiculed.  The biographer states that Hicks finally decided to show the portrait to 

Edwardôs brother-in-law, Dr. Edward H. Kennedy (b. 1811), who commended the young artist 

for his efforts. Kennedy then encouraged Hicks to study at the Pennsylvania Academy of the 

Fine Arts.  Upon arriving in Philadelphia during the winter of 1839, Hicks found the Academy 

closed.  As a result, he went to New York City where he attended the NAD.  While Sheldon 

provides a relative timeline of Hicksôs early career, he does omit a few details. 

First, Sheldon does not mention Hicksôs apprenticeship in Edwardôs studio or discuss any 

of the early portraits painted there.  Sheldonôs account suggests that Hicksôs first painting was of 

his cousin, which we know not to be true.  Second, Sheldon states that Hicks first attempted 

study at the PAFA in 1839.  Extant primary documents date the artistôs initial visit to 1837.  
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Sheldon was correct in stating that Kennedy encouraged Hicksôs study at the PAFA and provided 

him with a letter of introduction to gain entry.   

Philadelphia and New York City 

In the summer of 1837, Thomas traveled to Philadelphia with a letter of recommendation 

from Dr. Kennedy, who was Thomasôs second cousin and a practicing physician in the largely 

Quaker city.  Kennedy, whose portrait Thomas painted in August 1836, wrote to Dr. Thomas 

Harris (1784-1861) on June 30, 1837.
55

  Harris was a renowned Naval surgeon who founded the 

first school of Naval medicine and maintained a successful medical practice in Philadelphia.
56

  In 

his letter, Kennedy requested that Harris assist Thomasôs admittance into the PAFA.  Kennedy 

described Thomas as ñan artist of considerable promise, having lately emerged from the coach 

painterôs shop to the dignity of the easelò and that Thomas was ñyoung, modest, and poor, but 

possessed genius.ò
57

 Kennedy suggested that Harris write letters to Judge Joseph Hopkinson 

(1770-1842), the current president of the PAFA, and John Kintzing Kane (1759-1858), a 

Philadelphia attorney.  Both men were ardent supporters of the arts in Philadelphia.  The 

introduction to Kane proved to be fortuitous, as Hicks developed a close relationship with the 

Kane family and painted several of their portraits.  These included multiple images of Kaneôs 

famous Arctic explorer son, Elisha Kent Kane.
58

  Kennedy also recommended that Harris write 

to Thomas Sully, or ñany other artist of your acquaintance,ò to obtain formal training for the 

young Hicks.  On July 5, 1837, Harris followed Kennedyôs recommendations and wrote to Kane, 
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stating that Hicks was ñquite anxious to have the privilege of visiting the academy of Fine 

Arts.ò
59

 

It is not known whether Hicks received proper instruction that summer as formal records 

were not kept at the PAFA until 1856.  In the 1830s, students at the PAFA were largely self-

taught, with artists studying from paintings or casts in the collection.  Hicks would have had 

ample opportunity to study from a variety of works, since the PAFA held annual exhibitions of 

American art. The Artistsô Fund Society also held annual exhibitions at the Academy from 1835-

1845 (with no exhibition occurring in 1839), providing students with the opportunity to copy 

paintings by artists from outside of Philadelphia.
60

   

It is unclear if the PAFA was actually open the first time Hicks attempted to study there 

in the summer of 1837.  The Academy had financial difficulties in the 1830s and was open only 

intermittently.  Hicks did study there at some point prior to August 12, 1839, as his permission 

slip of the same date stated he had previously received admittance to the galleries and was 

thereby granted permission again.
61

  Whether Hicks met Sully the summer of 1837 is unknown, 

but any lengthy study seems unlikely since the elder artist was probably preoccupied with travel 

preparations to paint Queen Victoria in England.   

Although Hicksôs precise movements are not known with certainty during this early 

period, he seems to have traveled back and forth between Newtown, Philadelphia, and New York 
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City from about 1838 until 1841.
62

 This was a fruitful period for the artist; he created several 

portraits and smaller genre scenes.  Hicks began study at the NAD in 1839 and showed paintings 

in the annual exhibition that year.  An anonymous critic at the New-York Spectator described his 

entries as ñcreditable.ò  The artist exhibited either the AARFAC or NPG portrait of Edward 

Hicks, a portrait of a gentleman owned by J. Hicks (unlocated), and a portrait of Captain Josiah 

Macy (1785-1871) (c. 1839) (fig.13).
63

  The portrait of Josiah Macy was one of four 

commissioned by the Macy family.  Hicks also painted Macyôs wife, Lydia Hussey Macy (1786-

1861) (fig. 14); their son, Will iam H. Macy (1805-1887) (fig. 15); and their daughter, Ann Eliza 

Macy (1818-1882) (fig. 16).  The exact circumstances of the commission are unknown.   

However, Hicks and the Macys likely knew one another either through family or business 

connections.
64

   

One local Nantucket resident who attended the 1839 NAD exhibition did not care for 

Hicksôs portrait of Captain Macy.  In May he wrote to the Nantucket Inquirer: 

Here is a portrait of J_ M_ whom you also know, a very good looking man as well as a 

 very good one, but this is a very poor picture; it is wanting in two essentials, good 

 coloring and correct drawing; the artist is a Mr. Hicks; I presume he is a Friend, from the 

 drabish [sic] hue of his pigments, and from his name.
65

 

   

Despite the authorôs critique of color and drawing, the portrait of Captain Macy is remarkable 

because it demonstrates that Hicksôs style and ability to render the human figure improved 

substantially in a relatively short period.  Compared with Hicksôs early paintings, the Macy 
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portrait possesses a greater sense of modeling, a more confident handling of the brush, and a 

closer attention to naturalism.  This lends credence to Hicksôs reputation as a ñchildò prodigy, 

despite the fact that he was nearly twenty-two years old instead of sixteen at the time the 

paintings were created. 

 It was also during this period that Hicks painted the young Martin Johnson Heade (1819-

1904), who served as an apprentice in Edward Hicksôs studio.
66

  In the half-length portrait, 

Heade appears in front of a grey-blue background with a cluster of trees in the lower right corner.  

He wears a black jacket, maroon vest, white shirt and black cravat.  With his torso slightly 

angled to the left, Heade looks to the right side of the picture.  Headeôs face and upper torso are 

awash with light.  Hicks delicately rendered Headeôs facial features, paying careful attention to 

color, light, and shadow; Headeôs flushed cheeks contrast with his pale skin.  Hicks captured a 

sense of animation in the sitterôs eyes, as small white highlights seem to make the eyes glisten.     

On May 13, 1841, the NAD elected Hicks an associate member.  As required by the 

Academyôs by-laws, every associate member had to present the institution with a self-portrait to 

remain in the collection.  In his quarter-length self-portrait, Hicks appears in profile in front of a 

nondescript background.
67

  He turns his head back to the right to meet the viewerôs gaze.  As in 

the Macy and Heade portraits, Hicks demonstrated continued mastery of modeling the figure. 

Here, the hard edge lines seen in the earlier works have softened as the artist has gained 

confidence with his brush.  He is no longer the shy young man in the self-portrait of about 1836.  

Instead, he is a confident twenty-four year-old at the beginning of a career that would span five 

decades. 
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For the next four years, Hicks continued his studies at the NAD.  Extant family letters 

between relatives in New York City and Newtown indicate he was ñwell along a start in New 

York toward a career as a painter.ò
68

  Hicks painted and exhibited prolifically during this period.  

Exhibition records show that Hicksôs portraits, still lifes, landscapes, and genre paintings 

 were exhibited at the NAD, the American Art Union, and the Brooklyn Art Institute.
69

   

While many of these early works are unlocated, one exception can be found in the 

Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.  Hicksôs Calculating (1844) (fig. 17) shares affinities with 

Jacksonian era genre paintings by artists such as William Sydney Mount (1807-1886) and 

Francis Edmonds (1806-1863).  In Calculating, Hicks created his own version of what Elizabeth 

Johns called the ñYankee farmer.ò  As Johns explains, this figure was a rural New Englander 

who rarely farmed, but possessed self-confidence, a calculating nature, and suspicion of the 

new.
70

  In the painting, the ñYankee farmerò appears inside a virtually empty barn.  The only 

objects remaining are from a household: a table, a stool, cloths, and a jug.  The farmerôs dog lies 

at his feet and a woman on a horse is visible through the barn doors, the animal loping into the 

background.  Johns rightly argues that the painting implies the ñYankee farmerò has lost his 

home and most of his possessions due to the Panic of 1837.  Despite having lost nearly 

everything, the ñYankee farmerò retains his defining characteristics and continues to calculate.   
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One of Hicksôs few surviving early genre paintings, Calculating demonstrates that the artist was 

cognizant of contemporary events and popular taste in American art. 

Study in Europe 

 On July 2, 1845, Hicks left New York for France to begin study in Europe.  President 

James K. Polkôs brother, Colonel William Polk, was on board the same ship and provided the 

artist with a letter of introduction that aided his acquisition of a passport at the American 

embassy in London.  Hicks spent the next four years studying and painting in Europe.  Many of 

his pictures from this period are unlocated, but the few extant works demonstrate that Hicksôs 

study was typical of American artists making the Grand Tour.  For example, the artist copied 

from the Old Masters and made sketches of local populations and landscapes. 

 According to Sheldon, Hicks made copies of early modern paintings such as Sir Joshua  

Reynoldsôs Infant Samuel (1776, National Gallery, London), Correggioôs Mystic Marriage  

of St. Catherine (c. 1520, National Gallery, London), landscapes by Constable, and hunts by 

Diaz.  Reportedly, the artistôs copy of Raphaelôs portrait of Pope Julius II was so exact, that he 

was ordered to change details so that it would not be confused with the original.  Hicks later 

stated that he considered Raphaelôs portrait to be one of three pictures for which he had a 

profound respect.  He believed it possessed ñthe embodiment and the vindication of the true 

principles and methods of portraiture.ò
71

   

 Hicks arrived in Rome in October of 1845 and joined a community of American artists 

already established there.  Sculptor Thomas Crawford (1815-1857) was one of the first artists to 

call on Hicks; the two men became close friends.  In his eulogy of Crawford, Hicks recalled 

many enjoyable evenings spent with other American artists and writers in the sculptorôs home in 
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Rome.
72

  Hicks also befriended John Frederick Kensett (1816-1872), who at the time was 

suffering from an arthritic condition that confined him to bed for several weeks.  Hicks helped 

nurse Kensett back to health and the two men became lifelong friends.
73

  After Kensett recovered 

from his ailments, the artists painted and traveled together throughout Italy from July through 

early October in 1846.  By November, Hicks and Kensett had returned to Rome and shared a 

studio on Via Margutta near the Spanish Steps until the following spring.  The Hicks/Kensett 

studio quickly became the meeting place for artists, writers, and other Americans traveling 

abroad.  It was here that Hicks began cultivating relationships that proved beneficial in gaining 

commissions when he returned home.  Among the Hicks/Kensett circle were individuals such as 

journalist George W. Curtis (1824-1892), Benjamin Champney (1817-1907), Jasper Francis 

Cropsey, William Wetmore Story (1819-1895), and art-and-literary critic Margaret Fuller (1810-

1850).  Poet-and-artist Christopher Pearse Cranch and his wife Leonora recalled enjoyable 

gatherings at the artistsô studio.  Leonora Cranch reported that ñone evening in Tom Hicksôs 

room, I truly enjoyed myself in a more social, though less elevated style.  By great luck there 

were four of us who sang Mooreôs óMelodies.ô  We also had glees and solos, and the evening 

passed away delightfully.ò
74

    

 The artists also gathered at an Italian night-school where they painted costumed models. 
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In his reminiscences, Cranch wrote: 

 On the winter evenings for two successive years I attended a costume academy where 

 about 30 or 40 students of different nations drew and painted in watercolors from living 

 models dressed in the festal costumes of various Italian towns.  At the close of the second 

 season I had accumulated nearly 100 watercolor drawings of these models, male & 

 female.  The models posed for two hours every evening.  For each season we paid the 

 trifling sum of $1.50.
75

 

 

 At least thirteen of Hicksôs costumed peasant sketches survive and provide a sense of the artistôs 

draughtsmanship (fig. 18-19 and cat. nos. 193-205).  Hicks incorporated the figure studies into 

paintings he made both in Italy and after his return home.  For example, a variant of the peasant 

figure stands atop large boulders in Italian Landscape (c. 1845-47, National Academy of 

Design).
76

   This painting provides a sense of Hicksôs early use of rich color.  For instance, the 

artist thickly painted the storm clouds in varying shades of gray that change from dark to light as 

they break to reveal a bright blue sky in the upper left corner of the canvas.  The peasant stands 

out against the dark grey sky in his brilliant red cloak and blue pants.  Hicks built the form of the 

rocks through color and gave the stones brilliant white highlights that suggest the sun has not yet 

been blocked by the oncoming storm.  In addition, the artist painted the vegetation with deeps 

greens that contrast the golden and dark brown shades of the soil.  A similar peasant figure also 

appears in Shepherd Boy (1847) (fig. 20).   

 In the painting, Hicks depicted an Italian shepherd standing over the body of a dead lamb.  

A rare extant example of the artistôs early religious themed work, the painting is a poignant 

depiction of a shepherd mourning the loss of Christ, who the lamb symbolizes.  Two more 

shepherds, a sheep herd, and a large cross appear in a mountainous landscape in the background.  
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Hicks also used the shepherd figures in Italian genre paintings he created in New York.  For 

example, a similar peasant as seen in figure 20 and cat. no. 196 appears in Dolce Far Niente 

(1850) (fig. 21) as a reclining shepherd. A shepherdess sits among rams and sheep just behind 

him.  Ancient ruins that recall those in Italian Landscape can be seen atop a cliff in the 

background at the left side of the painting.  Similar ruins appear in the left background in 

Fountain at Palestrina (1850) (fig. 22).  In this painting, two women, who wear costumes similar 

to the one in figure 19, chat at a fountain.  An Italian vista, complete with quaint peasants and 

ancient ruins, appears in the background. 

  In June 1848, Hicks traveled to Paris where he remained for approximately one year.  

While there, he made painting sojourns to Fontainebleau and Barbizon with Cropsey.   Hicks 

entered French academic painter Thomas Coutureôs atelier sometime thereafter.  Couture opened 

his studio to private lessons about 1847, the same time he received critical acclaim for The 

Romans of the Decadence (1847, Mus®e dôOrsay) at the annual Salon.  His classes were popular 

among Americans, and included artists such as George P. A. Healy (1813-1894), Eastman 

Johnson (1824-1906), and William Morris Hunt (1824-1879).  When Couture opened his studio, 

the debate over the importance of drawing versus color was revived in a battle between the 

Classicists and the Romanticists.  Couture did not favor one over the other and did not 

distinguish between the two.  What mattered to the French master was ñthat the value of 

execution is in just accord with its conception.ò
77

  Harmony of composition should not be 

sacrificed for any other formal element. 

 Coutureôs teachings about the use of color were particularly influential in Hicksôs later 

works.  The master taught that color should be pure; the artist should avoid mixing when 
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possible.  He warned that if an artist must mix color, he should never combine more than three, 

as then the ñpicture has no longer any life; it becomes scrofulous, it vegetates and dies.ò
78

 

Coutureôs insistence on the primacy of color is reflected in Hicksôs works throughout his career; 

it became a signature characteristic on which his contemporaries frequently commented.
79

 

 Couture taught his students that they should begin a portrait by sketching the sitter in 

charcoal directly on the canvas, making sure to shake any excess from the surface so it would not 

ruin the effect of the color.  As I explore in the following chapters, Hicks followed this practice 

throughout his career as traces of initial sketches can be seen through thin veils of paint.  The 

next step in Coutureôs process was to trace the outline of the charcoal drawing with a ñsauceò of 

boiled oil and turpentine.  Then, the outline should be traced again with a mixture of bitumen and 

brown red.  After this dried overnight, the artist would then begin to paint light tones in thin 

layers.
80

 

 Coutureôs clearest influence may be seen in Hicksôs portrait of Christopher Pearse Cranch 

(c. 1850, National Academy of Design).
81

  Hicks forgoes the linearity of his early works in favor 

of drawing directly on the canvas with lengthy strokes. While he still rendered some detail as is 

evident in Cranchôs eyes, Hicks mostly favored looser yet bolder strokes to build form in the 

portrait.  Outlines of the figure, as described in Coutureôs technique above, are visible in the 

shoulders and around the top of the head.  Much like Couture in his undated self-portrait (New 

Orleans Museum of Art), Hicks modeled light and shadow in dramatic fashion across Cranchôs 
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face.  The Cranch portrait is one of the most striking of Hicksôs career.  Subsequent chapters 

discuss how Hicksôs later formal paintings unfortunately did not retain the sense of immediacy 

seen in the Cranch portrait.  

 Like many artists and writers studying abroad, Hicks recognized the power of the press 

while he was in Europe.  Authors such as Margaret Fuller sent dispatches to New York detailing 

political, social, and artistic news.  These sometimes gossipy reports were typical of the era, 

attesting to public interest in the comings and goings of American artists.  For example, Hicks 

first appeared in print in May 1846, when the Boston Daily Atlas reported an injury he sustained 

in a fight between Italians and Americans during Carnival in Rome.  Hicks suffered a stab 

wound from which he recovered with Kensettôs help.  Aside from scraps with locals, Hicks was 

also mentioned in reports about Congressôs debate to acquire George Catlinôs Indian paintings 

for a national collection. Hicks was one of eleven artists to sign a petition in support of the 

purchase, which was rejected.  For the rest of his career, Hicks actively encouraged national 

support for the arts in America.
82

   

 Hicks and Fuller worked together to promote his work in America while Hicks was 

abroad.  Fuller began the campaign by singing Hicksôs praises to friends such as Francis G. Shaw 

(1809-1882), a radical abolitionist and reformer who was well known in American intellectual 

circles in New York.
83

  On October 25, 1847, Fuller wrote to Shaw and appealed to his political 

nature.  She explained that Hicks was the only artist deeply interested in social reform, and he 

would paint his ideas if only he had the time and freedom to do so.  Fuller also said if the 
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paintings Hicks sent back to the American Art Union sold, then the artist would have the 

opportunity to paint his ideas on reform.  Fuller then asked Shaw to examine the paintings; and if 

he liked them, he should bring them to the attention of others who might buy them.  The 

paintings Hicks sent to the American Art Union while he was abroad included Italia (c. 1846, 

unlocated), Pifferari (c. 1846, unlocated), The Fountain of Elveto (c. 1847, unlocated), and  A 

Peasant Girl of Ischia (c. 1847, unlocated).
84

  According to Hicks, the paintings ñfound ready 

sale.ò  

 Six month after Fuller wrote Shaw, The Evening Post (New York) published a letter that 

Hicks wrote to an unidentified friend.  The artist first detailed his thoughts about art in America 

and Europe.  His commentary echoed what Lillian B. Miller described as the national apologia, 

meaning that American art had yet to meet the quality standards and expectations for what had 

been and what was being produced in Europe.
85

  Hicks wrote, ñwhen I came here the uncaning of 

Art burst upon me.  I saw how through long ages it had struggled up its meridian, and that what 

we call Art in America was only faint imitations of the dead leaves and decaying branches of a 

goodly tree.ò
86

  Although this is a bit harsh, Hicks goes on to intimate that his hard work and 

study may result in great American art. With dramatic nineteenth-century flair and 

ñhumbleness,ò he states that he can only hope to achieve greatness.  He continues: 

 I have painted some small pieces which have found ready sale in New York, and have 

 planned several works of considerable magnitude which I hope to paint, but am not yet 

 prepared to do so.  I have experienced my full share of hardships and difficulties, and 

 almost turn sick at heart when I recur them and to the obstacles I have met and in some 

 degree overcomeˈHow inch by inch I have fought my way, have struggled, studied, and 

 thus gained a footing for myself, upon which I hope, in days to come, to build. You know 

 how I began my careerˈpoor, illiterate, with no mental development, without friends 
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 other than a few willing to give me óbreadôˈthe last that an ambitious man ever 

 wantsˈyet I started: I saw who were before me, and I felt that years of patient labor and 

 study might enable me to overtake them in the race.  Thus far, indeed, success has 

 attended my exertions, for I have developed my own nature, and attained a degree of skill 

 in my profession which is an omen of better things in time to come.  But for the present, 

 nay for two or three years yet, I must remain here in Rome, humbly but laboriously 

 developing my days and my nights to the study of Arté 
87

 

 

In other words, through hard work and perseverance, the artist hoped to surpass his predecessors 

to become a great artist of original thought and skill.  In later years, Hicks would take that same 

tone of humility when submitting works to the collection at the New-York Historical Society. 

 About one year later, Fuller published an account of American artists in Italy in The New 

York Tribune on March 20, 1849.  Her comments echoed Hicksôs own sentiments concerning his 

status as a struggling artist with potential genius.  As in her letter to Shaw, Fuller explained that 

if only a patron could foster Hicksôs talents, then Hicks might become an artist of immeasurable 

success.  Fuller wrote: 

 Of Hicks I think very highly.  He is a man of ideas, an original observer, and with a 

 poetic heart.  His system of coloring is derived from thoughtful study, not a mere 

 imitation of nature, and shows the fineness of his organization.  Struggling unaided to 

 pursue the expensive studies of his art, he has only a small studio, and received only 

 orders for little cabinet pictures.  Could he carry out adequately his ideas, in him would 

 be found the treasure of genius.  He has made the drawings for a large picture of many 

 figures; the design is original and noble, the grouping highly effective.  Could he paint 

 this picture, I believe would be a real boon to the lovers of Art, the lovers of Truth.  I 

 hope very much that when he returns to the United States, some competent patron of 

 Artˈone of the few who has mind as well as purse, will see the drawings, and order the 

 picture.  Otherwise, he cannot paint it, as the expenses attendant on models for so many 

 figures, &c., are great, and the time demanded could not otherwise be taken from the 

 claims of the day.
88

 

 

Thus, with Fullerôs help, Hicks launched his own publicity campaign.  As a result, when he 

returned to New York, he and his work would be familiar to the American public.   
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 According to her biographers, Fuller instantly fell in love with Hicks upon their first 

meeting in 1847 and this may in part account for her initial support for the artist.  She 

passionately pursued Hicks, yet he rejected her advances.  Nevertheless, the two became and 

remained close friends while the artist was abroad.   Hicks painted Fuller during the siege of 

Rome in 1848 (fig. 23).  In the portrait, Hicks depicted Fuller in Venice as opposed to Rome.  

She sits on a rich, red settee near the Gothic arcade of the Dogeôs Palace.  Fuller wears a purple 

dress and cream shawl.  Her head tilts at a downwards angle to the left as she looks out of the 

picture plane.  A rose garden appears behind the writer at right, while gondolas can be seen in the 

distance at left.  A statue of Eros of Centocelle (Vatican Museums) can also be seen directly 

behind her.  Susan Cragg Ricci argued that the inclusion of Eros suggests Fullerôs romantic 

involvement with Marchese Angelo Ossoli, a young Roman aristocrat.  Although Fuller became 

pregnant with Ossoliôs child, there is no evidence the couple ever married.  Ricci further explains 

that the roses at Fullerôs feet, and the couple in the background, suggest her encounter with 

Ossoli.
 89

  However, Fullerôs morose demeanor counters the romantic theme. It seems unusual 

that the artist would paint her in such a manner if the portrait were to be one that resounded with 

love.  Therefore, it is possible that Fullerôs sullen expression was not intended and is the result of 

the artistôs naivet®.  Fuller, Ossoli, and their child tragically died on their return to America from 

Europe when their ship wrecked off of Fire Island (near Long Island, New York) on July 19, 

1850.  Hicks kept the portrait and Fullerôs letters until his own death in 1890.
90
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*****  

 When Hicks returned to the United States in the late summer of 1849, he was saddened to 

learn that he had missed his cousin Edwardôs death and funeral by five days.  Thomas visited 

with family in New York, who were somewhat dismayed at his bohemian appearance.  His 

cousin Caroline Hicks Seaman wrote to Elizabeth Hicks that ñhe looked much more healthy than 

when he left for Europe but wore a great deal of hair about his face, which we very much 

regreté.ò
91

  Anxious to get to work, Hicks sublet a studio space from Cropsey in the New York 

Dispensary Building at the corner of White and Center Streets and began accepting portrait 

commissions.  The following spring, Hicks exhibited eight paintings at the 1850 NAD annual 

exhibition.  Included were three portraits, two of which were of an unidentified man and woman.  

The third was a portrait of J. H. Johnson, M. D. (unlocated).  The remaining five were genre and 

landscape paintings the artist created in Italy.  Hicksôs positive reception in New York was no 

doubt the result of the artistôs talent while Fullerôs public support prior to his return also aided 

his success.  Hicks soon found himself inundated with portrait commissions.  The Home Journal 

(New York) reported on December 21, 1850 that ñHicks is constantly employed on portraits.  

We spent half an hour in his studio, a few days since, and were much pleased with the fruits of 

his pencil.  Among several recently executed pictures, were a pair of portraits of that straight-

laced sect, the Friends.  What a change since the days of the great Benjamin Westˈthen a 

Quaker portrait would have been a rarity indeed.ò
92

  Approximately one year later, Hicks 

received his first major commission, one that ostensibly launched his career as an important New 
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York portraitistˈthat of former New York governor and newly elected United States Senator 

Hamilton Fish. 
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Chapter 3: Politicians  

 On December 22, 1850, the New York City Board of Aldermen voted unanimously to 

honor outgoing governor Hamilton Fish with a full-length portrait to be hung in the Governorôs 

Room of City Hall.  The Board selected Thomas Hicks to paint the portrait and allotted six 

hundred dollars for the painting and frame.
93

  The Fish portrait was Hicksôs first major 

commission in the city. Once selected, Hicks became a member of an elite brotherhood of artists 

whose works adorned the government building.  The collection also included works by John 

Trumbull, John Vanderlyn, and Samuel F. B. Morse.  The City Hall portrait collection was one 

of the most prestigious public art galleries in nineteenth-century New York and the benefits of 

being featured within the collection were immeasurable.   

 First, the receipt of the commission acknowledged an artistôs ability and the association 

with the renowned sitter brought him fame.  Second, the full-length, life-size format allowed a 

painter to demonstrate his skill on a larger scale, particularly if he usually created smaller 

portraits or treated other subject matter such as landscapes and still lifes.  Third, if the portrait 

were publicly exhibited prior to entering the City Hall collection, an artist might receive critical 

acclaim that could lead to subsequent commissions.   As a result, City Hall portraits were among 

the most highly coveted commissions by nineteenth-century American artists.
94

   

 Hicksôs receipt of the Fish portrait commission marked the beginning of his career as an 

established painter in New York City.  Until 1851, Hicks was known mostly for his  
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European genre paintings and smaller portraits of New Yorkers.  The Fish portrait was his first 

large-scale painting of a famous American whose fame embodied the classical characteristics of 

public service, civic virtue, and national glory.  A member of the Whig party, Fish was one of 

New Yorkôs most respected politicians.  He began his political career in the House of 

Representatives in 1843 and was elected governor in 1849.  After a single gubernatorial term, he 

served in the United States Senate (1851-1857), and as Secretary of State in the Grant 

administration (1869-1877). Fishôs contemporaries characterized him as a man who was firm in 

his convictions, considerate of the rights and opinions of others, and described him as someone 

who ñépossess[ed], in an eminent degree, all the graces of a finished and highly-educated 

gentlemané.ò
95

   

 In painting Governor Fish, Hicks utilized the grand manner portraiture style that 

dominated American art at mid-century.
96

  Grand manner portraiture emphasized the expression 

of the sitterôs character and commemorated his accomplishments.  This style of painting went 

beyond simple representation of the sitterôs likeness and sought to inspire and uplift the viewer.  

Since the seventeenth century, European artists had used the grand manner for state portraits.  

The styleôs adaptation by American artists suited the representation of political fame.  Thus, 

Hicksôs portrait of Hamilton Fish honored the Governor, commemorated his accomplishments, 

and inspired viewers through expression of his noble character.  

 At mid-century, political portraiture also served as campaign propaganda. In 1860, New 

York art publisher W. H. Schaus sent Hicks to Springfield, Illinois to paint Republican 
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presidential candidate Abraham Lincoln (1809-1865).  Schaus wanted an accurate likeness that 

could be lithographed and disseminated to the public. As a result of the commission, Hicks 

claimed to be the first artist to paint Lincoln from life.  While the Lincoln portrait differs from 

that of Fish since the former was intended for reproduction and dissemination, the two portraits 

share a common goal in their successful expression of character. 

 Lincoln was notoriously ridiculed in the press for his unusual height, rural origins, and 

homeliness.  After his nomination at the Republican convention in Chicago, the demand for his 

image increased substantially.  Printmakers and Lincolnôs supporters recognized the necessity for 

a new picture that emphasized his character over the recording of his precise likeness.  This 

image essentially served as Lincolnôs surrogate at political rallies, parades, and political clubs. 

Therefore, Hicksôs commission derived from the desire to create a ñnewò and ñoriginalò image 

of the Republican candidate.  The Lincoln commission also demonstrates the increasing 

importance of images in the publicôs perception of political figures.   

 This chapter explores the dual functions of Hicksôs political portraits at mid-century.  I 

examine the Hamilton Fish portrait as a representation of classical fame and consider it in respect 

to the public perception of the Governor.  I consider the painting within the context of the grand 

manner tradition and compare it to other City Hall portraits such as John Trumbullôs portrait of 

Alexander Hamilton and John Vanderlynôs portrait of James Monroe.  In contrast, I examine the 

Lincoln portrait for its function as campaign propaganda.  I consider the image in relation to 

photography and compare it to those of Hicksôs contemporaries.  I also contrast the 1860 

painting with another portrait Hicks painted of Lincoln in 1862. In conclusion, I suggest that the 

Lincoln portraits can be considered as hybrids of both classical fame and celebrity.  This 

discussion serves as a foil against which changing definitions of celebrity and fame will be 
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explored in subsequent chapters. 

Hamilton Fish 

Hicksôs portrait of Hamilton Fish is a full-length, life-size painting of the governor in his 

office (fig. 24).  He wears a black suit with a white shirt, black cravat, and dark green overcoat.  

His walking cane, top hat, and another overcoat or cape appear on the chair behind him with a 

rolled document on its seat.  Fish has brown hair, a brown chin strap beard, brown eyes, and rosy 

cheeks.  Hicks modeled his features through subtle coloring and the modulation of light and 

shadow.  For example, light enters the painting from the left and illuminates the right side and 

front of Fishôs face.  Hicks highlighted the bridge of the nose and corners of Fishôs collar with 

delicate strokes of white paint.  Fishôs forehead is awash with light, perhaps intended to 

emphasize his intellect.  Close examination of the face reveals a thin line that extends from the 

top right side of Fishôs forehead, down his face and across the upper area of his beard.  The line 

seems to disappear as it extends up the shadowed side of his face.  While Hicks tried to cover the 

line with the beard; it is still visible and is indicative of the artistôs working process.  The 

presence of the underdrawing seemingly suggests that Hicks practiced Coutureôs portraiture 

techniques.      

In the portrait, Hicks suggests fortitude through Fishôs pose.  The Governor stands with 

perfect posture; his body angles to the right while he turns his head slightly to the left and looks 

past the viewer.  Fishôs left arm is akimbo, a traditional arm position for formal portraits.  

However, instead of painting Fishôs hand open and resting on his hip, Hicks painted it in a fist 

within which the governor clutches a pair of gloves.  Because he holds the gloves and is still 

wearing his overcoat, it appears that Fish has just entered his office. 
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Hicks emphasized Fishôs left arm by illuminating the wall behind the left side of the 

governorôs body.  As a result, the viewerôs attention is drawn to the firmly planted left fist.  

Fishôs right hand touches a folded paper and the Homestead Exemption Act of 1850, which 

partially covers the desk in front of him.  Hicks painted Fishôs right hand and fingers at a 

downward angle, so that it appears as if the Governor is pushing the documents towards the 

viewer.  Well worn books and pamphlets are stacked on and around Fishôs desk.  An unidentified 

landscape painting and Houdonôs portrait bust of George Washington appear just behind the desk 

and a sculpture medallion of the 1850 New York State seal hangs on the wall to Fishôs right.
97

   

The painting is a portrait dôapparat where the sitter appears in his daily surroundings 

with objects that symbolize his occupation and status.  Here, all the objects reference Fishôs 

occupation as governor, his education, his status as a gentleman, and his patronage of art.  The 

inclusion of the Homestead Exemption Act, which prevented the seizure of a homestead against 

debt, acknowledges Fishôs signing of the legislation in 1850.
98

 The landscape painting contains a 

homestead, which also alludes to the Act.  The painting and sculptures connote both Fishôs 

knowledge of the fine arts and his role as a collector and patron. The Governor was particularly 

fond of sculpture and owned a copy of Houdonôs portrait bust of Washington.
99

  Hicks was likely 

aware of Fishôs patronage as the governor had commissioned one work from the artistôs friend 
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and colleague, Thomas Crawford.  Furthermore, inclusion of Washington implies a relationship 

between the Founding Father and the Governor.  Audiences probably drew connections between 

Washingtonôs leadership and that of Fishôs.  The bust, placed in the shadows, acknowledges the  

past, while Fish, awash in light, acts in the present to preserve Washingtonôs legacy.   

Like the Homestead Act and the painting and sculptures, the books and pamphlets also 

reference Fishôs occupation and education.  Two volumes from the Natural History of New York 

appear underneath the desk in the lower left corner of the canvas.  While their placement implies 

that they are not used regularly, their inclusion suggests that Fishôs knowledge extends beyond 

the realm of politics and law.  Ebenezer Emmons (1799-1863), author of the agricultural volume 

of the Natural History of New York, dedicated the text to Fish in appreciation of his efforts to 

advance the sciences and agricultural studies while in office.  The Governor further supported 

the disciplines by suggesting in his 1849 message to the legislature that the state appropriate 

funds for the establishment of a state agricultural school.  He argued that if farmers had access to 

higher education in agriculture, New York State could become more self-sufficient and further 

its development of natural resources.
100

  Theoretically, an increase in production and commerce 

would follow.  Fishôs dedication to improving the lives of New Yorkers resulted in tremendous 

public support.   

Fish also encouraged the increase of humanitarian institutions.  He promoted public 

education by signing legislation that permanently established normal schools in Albany and 

urged the legislature to establish free schools throughout the state.  While in office, Fish 

successfully reformed tax and criminal codes.  Contemporary newspapers praised him in 
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particular for his abolitionist viewpoint.  For example, in his message to the legislature in 1850, 

Fish spoke in support of the Wilmot Proviso, which forbade slavery in any territories acquired 

during the Mexican War.  He emphatically stated that the people of New York recognized the 

moral principle driving the opposition to slavery, and argued that this overrode any political or 

territorial gain.  His alignment of New Yorkers with the noble cause of freedom endeared Fish to 

the stateôs citizens.  Fish was a dedicated, hard-working governor who paid meticulous attention 

to detail.  Hicks very subtly depicted these qualities of Fishôs character within the portrait. 

Close examination of the richly colored rose patterned carpet reveals that the artist drew 

horizontal striations in order to imitate the weft of the textile.  Spots within the floor appear to be 

worn, as indicated by the change in color pattern.  In the lower right corner of the canvas, the 

striations become more evident and a cream color is visible underneath the green foliage.  The 

carpet is most obviously threadbare and worn in front of Fishôs desk, by his feet.  Instead of a 

continuation of the rose pattern, Hicks painted in a neutral hue, emphasized the horizontal 

striations, and spotted the area with green weft.  The rendering of the area is a bit unnatural since 

it appears as if Hicks drew out the space and then filled it with color.  Nevertheless, the 

implication is that the Governor spends a tremendous amount of time behind his desk working 

for the people of New York.   

Hicks also painted a half-full wastepaper basket underneath the desk which connotes 

Fishôs work ethic.  The inclusion of a wastepaper basket was novel for mid-century portraiture, 

since it was not yet a common household object.  Paper was still expensive at mid-century and to 

possess a trashcan intimated wealth: one who threw away paper was a person of means.  In fact, 

its presence purportedly marks the first time a wastepaper basket was included in any American 
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portrait.
101

  More importantly, the wastepaper basket and the papers within it indicate that this is 

a working office.  

Throughout the portrait, Hicks paid close attention to detail and rendered objects with  

careful precision.  The artist layered paint to create the furled pages and textured surface of the  

book bindings to create the appearance of frequent use.  In painting the Natural History of New 

York volumes, Hicks copied the spines from the actual books to ensure accuracy.
102

  He utilized 

pure color to build form and as a result, the materials within the painting possess a tactile quality.  

For example, the wood on the chair and desk are colored in a rich brown and appear to be 

smooth to the touch.  Hicks created this effect through careful modeling of the decorative details, 

light, shadow, and color.  Likewise, the rich red color of the chair cushion coupled with 

modeling of light and shadow intimate the materialôs softness.   

Overall, the portrait demonstrates that the artistôs study in Europe served him well.  The 

awkward representation of the body present in the AARFAC and NPG Edward Hicks portraits 

has given way to the careful rendering of human form.  Hicks gained a tighter control of his 

brush, as the painting lacks the sketchiness of the Edward Hicks portraits.  Contemporary critics 

especially lauded the artist for his efforts in coloring and his attention to detail.  However, Hicks 

was criticized for his rendering of Fishôs clothing.   

 Before the Fish portrait officially entered the City Hall collection, Hicks submitted the  

painting to the National Academy of Designôs 1852 annual exhibition.  A critic from the New 
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York newspaper The Evening Post stated that:    

 Hicksôs portrait of Governor Fish is a splendid picture.  Nothing can be finer than the 

 accessories, which are admirably disposed, and painted with a Venetian richness of 

 coloring.  We do not quite like the face as a likeness, and to the drapery, we have the 

 objection to make, that it is too real, that it reminds one too forcibly of the essential 

 deformity of modern costume.  The sleek over-coat and pantaloons are very good as 

 exact and faithful representations of an overcoat and a pair of pantaloons just from the 

 tailorôs, but their fault is that they force the spectator to look at them.
103

   

 

While the critic clearly had problems with contemporary fashion, one supposes that Fishôs  

clothing could have fallen more naturally on the body and appeared softer.  However, the 

formality of the clothing is appropriate for an official government portrait.
104

  While it is not 

entirely clear as to why this particular critic found fault with the depiction of Fishôs likeness, The 

American Whig Review provides insight into the issue.  

 In its review of the NAD exhibition, The American Whig Review lauded Hicksôs portrait 

of their partyôs governor.  The critic stated that the Fish portrait elevated Hicksôs rank as a 

portraitist among New York artists.  In regard to Fishôs likeness, he further stated that:  

 it is no impropriety to say that [Fishôs] upright and manly face and person do not 

 altogether fill the ideal that an artist might desire for the hero of his pencil.  We cannot 

 say of our own knowledge how far Mr. Hicks meets the requirements of a faithful 

 likeness, though in this respect the report of others who know Gov. Fish well is altogether 

 satisfactory; but the far more difficult requirement of an artistic and powerful picture he 

 has certainly met with originality, beauty, and character, that give the work a very high 

 value independent of its merely personal interest.
105

 

 

In other words, the critic explains that while the portrait is a faithful likeness of Fish, Hicks 

might have imbued the Governor with a greater sense of heroism.  More importantly, the critique 
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indicates that part of the portraitôs success came from Hicksôs originality and rendering of 

character. Both The Evening Post and The American Whig Review critiques were echoed in 

another review that appeared in The Home Journal (New York), whose critic called the Fish 

portrait ñthe most impressive of all the full-length portraits in the present Exhibition.ò  Although 

the critic agreed with the Post regarding to the rendering of the clothing, The Home Journal 

argued that Hicksôs present work demonstrated that he had no artistic rival, and that his  

technique had improved substantially over the last year.  The critic further stated:  

 The earliest specimens of [Hicksôs] genius were painted in obedience to principles which 

 he must have arrived at by intuition,  and from which he ought never to depart.  In the 

 picture we are noticing, there is a prodigious display of contempt for the littleness of 

 manner which marks the full-lengths  in the Governorôs room in the City Hall.  The 

 massive character of the accessoriesˈthe abandon with which the few masterly strokes 

 of the pencil seemed to have reveled in, indicate a great capacity for the highest branch of 

 art.
106

 

  

This critique makes two important points: it acknowledges Hicksôs improvement and asserts that 

he possessed the ability to surpass his contemporaries in terms of style.  It also distinguishes the 

Fish portrait from others within the City Hall collection.  The Home Journal critic was likely 

referencing Henry Peters Grayôs portrait of Governor John Young (1849) and James A. 

Whitehorneôs portrait of Governor Silas Wright (1848).
107

    

 All three governorsô portraits are full-length, life size paintings and include various 

objects.  For example, Whitehorneôs portrait of Wright contains a table, chair, papers, and 

writing implements.  By contrast, Grayôs portrait of Young has two pieces of paper oddly placed 

in the lower right corner, which are almost swallowed by a billowing red curtain. Gray 

awkwardly organized his composition, since the classical columns and drapery seem to 
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overpower the subject.  Whitehorne balanced his composition, yet the drapery appears stiff and 

unrealistic.  The American Whig Review complimented Hicksôs omission of such a curtain, 

explaining that its inclusion was unsuited for the subject and would have ruined the composition.  

In addition, both Gray and Whitehorne seemed to have had difficulties rendering the figure.  For 

example, Governor Youngôs pose is difficult to read because Gray created little contrast between 

Youngôs black suit and the dark red curtain behind him.  It also appears as if he is unnaturally 

thrusting his hip to the left.  The figure of Governor Wright is stiff, unnatural, and 

disproportionate.  For example, Whitehorne rendered Wrightôs features and hands in a somewhat 

naïve manner.  Instead of modeling form, he painted the Governor in a linear fashion. Overall, 

the portraits of Governors Young and Wright lack the immediacy and character present in the 

Fish portrait.  Hicks also isolated Fish within a larger space, resulting in the figure standing out 

more impressively from the environment.  Fishôs confident stance implies that he is a force to be 

reckoned with, while those of Young and Wright suggest a weaker disposition.   

 All of Hicksôs critics lauded the artist for his use of color.  Throughout the portrait, Hicks 

utilized pure, bold color to render Fishôs clothing and the objects.  With the exception of the cool 

blue pamphlet, the white of the papers, and the grey wall, the rest of the portrait is painted in 

rich, warm hues of red, green, and brown.  The American Whig Review complimented Hicksôs 

coloring, stating that ñthe absolute purity and cleanness of the separate hues is remarkable.  They 

are the unadulterated pigments, and once lain on, have evidently not been touched again.  This, 

with the great freshness and elasticity of Mr. Hicksôs touch, is one secret of the uncommon 

power of his coloring.ò
108

   

 

                                                 
108

 ñThe American School of Art,ò145. 



57 

 

The Tradition of Grand Manner Portraiture    

 Hicksôs painting of Hamilton Fish follows the European tradition of grand manner 

portraiture.  The term ñgrand mannerò originated with Sir Joshua Reynoldsôs Discourses on Art, 

a series of lectures he delivered at the Royal Academy in London from 1771 to 1790.
109

   

Reynolds explained that if an artist wished to paint effectively in the grand manner style, then he 

must study examples from the antique, the Renaissance, and nature.  However, nature should not 

be slavishly copied.  Painters should seek to improve their composition through invention and  

Imagination.
110

   

 In his Discourses, Reynolds taught the hierarchy of subject matter in painting, whereby 

history painting occupied the highest level in the hierarchy and was followed by portraiture, 

genre painting, landscape, animal painting, and still life.  Reynolds explained that a portrait 

painter could elevate his subject by applying elements of history painting.
111

  For example, 

Reynolds utilized the grand manner style in his allegorical portrait Sarah Siddons as the Tragic 

Muse.  In depicting Siddons in the guise of a muse, Reynolds believed that he raised the portrait 

beyond mere likeness by drawing from Renaissance precedents and elevating his sitter through 

the depiction of her tragic nobility.   

 Hicks likely became familiar with Reynoldsôs theories and the hierarchy of painting 

during his study at the NAD in the early 1840s.  In a review of the NADôs second annual 
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exhibition, Daniel Fanshaw named the hierarchy with examples of corresponding types of 

paintings.  Fanshaw listed Reynoldsôs Sarah Siddons as the Tragic Muse as an example of the 

historical portrait.
112

 Hicks also became familiar with Reynoldsôs work when he visited 

Londonôs National Gallery in 1846.  However, Hicksôs portrait of Fish does not possess the 

grand manner style that Reynolds applied to portraits of European royalty, such as in the painting 

of William Augustus, Duke of Cumberland (c. 1765, The Duke of Devonshire and the 

Chatsworth Settlement Trustees), which exemplifies the eighteenth-century state portrait.  In the 

painting, Augustus appears in the robes of the Order of the Garter, an award that acknowledged 

service to the United Kingdom. He wears an extravagant costume and stands in front of a 

billowing Baroque curtain that is drawn to reveal a landscape in the background. A British 

adaptation of Hyacinthe Rigaudôs French Baroque portrait of King Louis XIV (1701, Louvre), 

the image possesses the grandeur associated with royal portraits, and establishes Augustusôs 

legitimacy as a member of the royal family.   

 One difficulty American artists faced when applying the grand manner style was how to 

depict American dignitaries without alluding to aristocracy.  As Deborah Bershad Addeo 

explains, the fear was that a portrait laced with trappings of power might suggest monarchial 

ambition as opposed to republican values.
113

  The patrons wanted to honor national heroes, not 

create American kings.  The New York City Hall portrait commissions gave American artists an 

opportunity to address this challenge and establish an art that represented the new nation.  In the 

first quarter of the nineteenth century, John Trumbull and John Vanderlyn were able to 

successfully fuse the European grand manner style with American pragmatism in their portraits 
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of Alexander Hamilton and James Monroe for City Hall.  Hicks was certainly familiar with and 

was likely inspired by paintings such as these when he began his portrait of Fish.   

 In the fall of 1804, City Hall commissioned Trumbull to paint a portrait of Hamilton  

(fig. 25) shortly after the statesman was killed by Aaron Burr.
114

   In the portrait, Hamilton, who 

was considered to be a national martyr by the American public, makes an oratorical gesture and 

stands in front of classical columns and a curtain backdrop.  The composition not only recalls 

Reynoldsôs portraits of English royalty, but also Gilbert Stuartôs renowned ñLansdowneò portrait 

of George Washington (1783) (fig. 26).  In Stuartôs painting, Washington appears in an oratorical 

pose and stands among accoutrements that refer to his role as Father of the Country.  The 

ornately gilded chair and table coupled with the rich red curtains and chair cushion suggest the 

lavishness associated with European state portraits. Trumbull likely knew the ñLansdowneò 

portrait, since he was a student of Stuartôs.  The compositions are similar in that Hamilton stands 

next to objects that represent his authorship of the Federalist papers and acknowledge his role as 

statesman.
115

  However, Trumbullôs portrait contrasts the European grand manner tradition 
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because it lacks the ostentation of royal portraits.  This is due partly to Trumbullôs use of 

subdued color and his emphasis on Hamiltonôs intellectual qualities, which successfully depicted 

the grandeur associated with grand manner portraiture while avoiding an association with 

monarchy.   

 Similar to Trumbull, John Vanderlyn depicted President James Monroe as a working 

politician in his contribution to the City Hall portrait collection (1822) (fig. 27).  In the painting, 

Vanderlyn used the same compositional formula as in the Reynolds, Stuart, and Trumbull 

portraits.  Monroe appears with a gold and red chair on his left; documents, books, and writing 

implements appear on a table to his right.  The portrait recognizes Monroeôs accomplishments as 

President, especially his acquisition of Florida in 1819.  For instance, Monroe places his right 

hand on an unrolled map of Florida that appears on the table next to him.  Although Trumbull 

incorporates the red and gold in the chair and curtain sliver on the left, he subdues their effect by 

balancing the warm colors with the cool green tablecloth and blue carpet.  As a result, the 

painting possesses the formality of a state portrait without evoking notions of royalty. 

  Like his predecessors, Hicks successfully conveyed the dignity of his sitter without 

alluding to aristocracy.  The placement of Fish in his office implies a specific work ethic absent 

from European grand manner portraits.  Here was an individual who earned fame through hard 

work and virtue.  The grand manner portrait style was ideal for depicting American dignitaries 

because it allowed viewers to become familiar with both the individualôs likeness and his noble 

accomplishments.  The New York City Hall portraits epitomized classical fame as defined by 

Braudy because they depicted men who were famous for their public service and their virtue in 

the quest for national glory.  As the seat of political power in New York, City Hall was the ideal  

                                                                                                                                                             
 



61 

 

location for a collection of portraits of famous politicians. 

The City Hall Portrait Collection and Political Fame  

 New York City Hall housed one of the first public art collections in the United States. 

Established in 1790, the portrait collection commemorated ñthose great and good men who have 

done honor and service to our Country.ò
116

  The Board of Aldermen selected both local and 

national heroes whose deeds affected the community and the nation positively. Sitters include 

New York State governors, New York City mayors, generals, military heroes, presidents, and 

foreign dignitaries painted by renowned American artists such as Trumbull, Vanderlyn, Sully, 

and Morse.   

 One of the most significant aspects of the New York City Hall portrait collection was its  

conscious effort to establish the city as the leader of the arts in the United States.  Addeo  

explains that the collection began the same year the nationôs capital moved from New York City 

to Philadelphia.  This was a devastating loss to New Yorkers who counted on the political and 

financial benefits of being the nationôs capital.  The city leaders recognized that since New York 

City would no longer be a political center, their national importance must come from other 

sources.
117

  Thus, the municipal government began to create an art collection that demonstrated 

the cityôs wealth and honored famous Americans.   

 Certainly, other cities started portrait collections at approximately the same time as New 

York.  The best known is Charles Willson Pealeôs public gallery of Revolutionary heroes in 
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Philadelphia.  As David C. Ward demonstrated, Pealeôs gallery aided in establishing a national 

culture by providing audiences with a history lesson on the early Republic.  The portraits enabled 

visitors to recognize virtuous and moral men who placed their country before themselves: John 

Adams (c. 1791-1794, Independence National Historic Park Collection), Benjamin Franklin 

(1785, Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts), and Alexander Hamilton (1790-1795, 

Independence National Historic Park).
118

   

 Pealeôs portrait collection contrasted with New York City Hallôs in two important ways.  

First, the Philadelphia portraits were bust-length paintings rather than New Yorkôs full-length 

works.  Painted in the grand manner style, the portraits gave City Hall a grandeur not associated 

with Independence Hall in Philadelphia where Peale exhibited his paintings.  Second, the gallery 

of Revolutionary heroes was the result of a private individual making his collection public, 

whereas the New York City Hall collection originated from a municipal body that commissioned  

portraits for the public.
119

   

 More importantly, as Addeo explains, New York City Hallôs portrait collection was 

unique because was generated by politicians who used public funds on behalf of the 

community.
120

  The collection also represented what the city council believed to be appropriate 

public art.  The portraits were displayed in the Governorôs Room, which was open to the public 

and was also a reception room for national and foreign leaders who visited City Hall (fig. 28).  

Upon entering the Governorôs Room and seeing the grand manner portraits of Americaôs heroes, 
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audiences became familiar with the luminariesô likenesses and received history lessons about the 

sittersô deeds that benefited nation and community.  Therefore, when Hicksôs Fish portrait was 

added to the collection, it joined a group of paintings that related the history of the nation 

through its most important and most famous politicians. 

 The positive reception of Hicksôs Fish portrait established the artistôs preeminence as a 

portrait painter in New York City and led to several more large scale portrait commissions.  For 

example, City Hall commissioned three more portraits from Hicks over the course of the next 

twenty years: Governor John Alsop King (1860) (fig. 29), Mayor Daniel F. Tiemann (1860)  

(fig. 30), and Mayor Charles G. Gunther (1872) (fig. 31).  While the paintings are of the same 

general type as the Fish portrait, the Tiemann and Gunther portraits are smaller than those of 

Fish and King because the full-length format was reserved for governors, while mayors were 

allotted the half-length size.  At about the same time that Hicks received the Fish commission, he 

also painted a full-length portrait of James A. Van Dyke, former president of the Detroit Fire 

Department and former mayor of Detroit, Michigan (cat. no. 253).  At present, it is unclear how 

the City of Detroit selected Hicks, but it is suggestive of the artistôs renown in the early 1850s 

and further demonstrates the artistôs self-promotion prior to his return from European study was 

successful.
121

  Hicksôs most significant political portrait commission came in 1860, when he 

painted Republican presidential candidate Abraham Lincoln.  This political portrait contrasts 

with the Fish commission because it served as propaganda for the presidential campaign instead 

of commemorating Lincoln and his accomplishments.   
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The Lincoln Portraits  

 In the summer of 1860, New York publisher W. H. Schaus and Company sent Hicks to 

Springfield, Illinois to paint Lincoln from life (June 13, 1860) (fig. 32) so that a lithograph could 

be made after the portrait.  The day after Hicks received the commission, he visited the offices of 

the New York Tribune to meet with Horace Greeley, who had just returned from the Chicago 

Republican convention.  While at the Tribune, Hicks acquired a letter of introduction to present 

to Lincolnôs law partner, William H. Herndon (1818-1891), from his friend and Herald 

journalist, Charles A. Dana (1819-1897).  On June 8, 1860, the artist left New York and reached 

Springfield three days later.
122

  Sittings lasted from eight until nine in the morning with Hicks 

working throughout the day when Lincoln was not otherwise engaged.  Lincoln told Hicks that 

this was the first time he had ever sat for a portrait.
123

 During the sittings, the future president 

took great interest in Hicksôs process and the two men occasionally discussed the art of  
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painting.
124

  Hicks completed the portrait within two days. 

  Hicksôs painting of Lincoln is unique because it depicts the president before he grew his 

beard.  Here, the viewer is presented with a youthful Lincoln whose face has not yet been 

ravaged by the emotional toll of the Civil War.  The painting is a bust length, three-quarter 

profile portrait of the candidate.  Lincoln wears a black suit with a white shirt and black cravat.  

He appears in front of a blue-green background and looks to the right.  Light enters the painting 

from the left side, illuminating Lincolnôs face and the wall behind him.  His forehead is 

especially bright in comparison to the rest of his face.  For example, Hicks painted Lincolnôs 

forehead in light shades of cream while building the form of his cheekbone and nose with darker 

shades of pink.  Lincolnôs congenial expression gives him the appearance of a likeable 

individual.  His tousled and unkempt hair suggests the future president is not overly concerned 

about outward appearance. 

 As Harold Holzer noted, Hicksôs portrait bears a striking resemblance to Alexander 

Heslerôs (1823-1895) photograph of Lincoln taken on June 3, 1860 (fig. 33).  Hicksôs portrait 

also recalls Heslerôs 1857 photograph of Lincoln (fig. 34), which Holzer does not mention.  

Holzer argues that Hicksôs portrait ñwas not solely the product of skill and inspirationˈnot 

truthfully an example of óthe fine artsôò since he believes it depended largely on Heslerôs 

                                                 
124

 Upon the completion of an initial charcoal sketch, Lincoln noted that he recognized his likeness.  As Hicks 

painted, Lincoln stated ñit interests me to see how, by adding a touch here and a touch there, you make it look more 

like me.  I do not understand it, but I see it is a vocation in which the work is very fine.ò  Hicks replied, ñthat is the 

reason why painting is called one of the fine arts.ò  Lincoln responded, ñI once read a book which gave an account 

of some Italian painters and their work in the fifteenth century, and taking the authorôs statement for it, they must 

have had a great talent for the work they had to do.ò See Hicks, 599.  Harold Holzer was the first Lincoln scholar to 

describe Hicksôs reminiscences in relation to the portrait in That Lincoln Image: Abraham Lincoln and the Popular 

Print (New York: Charles Scribnerôs Sons, 1984), 43-50.  On page 43, Holzer published a photograph of a man he 

identified as Hicks.  The man is actually Charles A. Dana.  The cropped photograph derived from a larger image in 

which Hicks appears to Danaôs right with journalist George W. Curtis to Danaôs left.  The cropped photo of Dana is 

located in the Illinois State Historical Library.  Mathew Bradyôs Studio photographed Hicks, Dana, and Curtis, and 

the original has yet to surface. 



66 

 

photograph.   Holzer also states that Hicks defied the purpose of the commission since the 

publisher wanted a new image of Lincoln that was not taken from a photograph.
125

  However, 

Holzer fails to acknowledge that Hicksôs portrait is not a copy of either Hesler photograph. A 

comparison of the two images reveals that Hicks idealized the presidential candidate in his 

portrait.  

 For example, Hicks reduced the size of Lincolnôs nose and smoothed the texture of his 

skin to give it a more youthful appearance.  The slightly unkempt hair in the Hicks portrait 

contrasts with Lincolnôs combed hair in the 1860 photograph.  Hicks accurately captured the 

presidential candidateôs square jaw line, but deemphasized his sunken cheeks.  Lincolnôs tie is 

also slightly altered in the portrait, as the ends stick out from the knot, whereas they are neatly 

tucked away in the 1860 photograph.  Furthermore, the portrait does not possess Hicksôs tell-tale 

signs of copying a painting from a photograph, a talent for which the artist was known since 

about 1855.  In these images, such as his portrait of Elisha Kent Kane (1857) (fig. 94), the 

likeness of the sitter is a careful copy of the photograph, which is not the case here.
126

   

 Primary documents also record Hicks painting the portrait. Lincolnôs close friend, Orville 

H. Browning (1806-1881), was present at the sittings and on June 12, 1860 wrote: 

 Fine day. After breakfast called to see Hon. Abraham Lincoln at his room in the State 

 House.  He was very glad to see me, and received me with great cordiality.  I found Mr. 

 Hicks, an artist of New York, painting a portrait to be lithographed in Boston, and at the 

 request of himself and Mr. Lincoln, I remained and talked to Lincoln whilst Mr. Hicks 

 worked upon the picture. In the afternoon I called and did the same thing, and promised 

 to call again to-morrow, as Mr. Hicks says he greatly prefers to have some friend present  

 whilst he is at work.  The picture promises to be a very fine one.
127
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Holzer also fails to consider the possibility that Hicks did not work from Heslerôs photograph.  

Hicks and Hesler met Lincoln within eleven days of one another, and it does not seem unusual 

that Lincoln looked about the same when he met with the respective artists. Regardless of 

whether Hicks utilized the Hesler photograph, the larger error in Holzerôs argument is that the 

artist in fact did fulfill the publisherôs wishes in creating an ñaccurateò image of the presidential 

candidate.  

 Pictures of Lincoln flooded the marketplace as soon as he accepted the Republican 

nomination on May 2, 1860.  The first woodcuts appeared in illustrated newspapers and 

campaign posters.  These were made after Heslerôs 1857 photograph (fig. 35) and Mathew 

Bradyôs photograph taken on February 27, 1860, just hours before Lincoln gave his speech at the 

Cooper Union in New York City (fig. 36-37).  Typical of the period, Lincoln did little personal 

campaigning after his nomination; images therefore served as surrogates at rallies, parades, and 

political clubs.
128

  As a result, the demand for Lincolnôs likeness increased substantially.  

Printmakers, photographers, and painters responded accordingly.
129

   

 The press frequently lampooned Lincoln for his unusual height, his ugliness, and his 

frontier roots.  For example, J. Sage & Sons of Buffalo, New York published a print in which 

Lincoln appears in a foot race with Stephen Douglas (fig. 38).  In the print, Lincolnôs height is 

triple that of his opponentôs and he towers over Douglasôs dwarfish figure.  The men race 

towards the U. S. Capitol building and approach a rail fence.  The fence, as well as the rail-
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splitter maul in Lincolnôs hand, refers to Lincolnôs image as a rail-splitter.  The presence of an 

African-American man stuck in the fence asking for Douglasôs help references the slavery 

question raised during the campaign. 

 Regarding looks, the future president did not deny that he was ñhomely,ò as one  

photographer described him.  According to his biographers, Lincoln liked to pull a jackknife  

from his pocket and tell the following story: 

 I was once accostedéby a stranger who said, ñExcuse me sir, but I have an article in my 

 possession which belongs to you.ò ñHow is thatò I asked, considerably astonished.  The 

 stranger took a jackknife from his pocket. ñThis knife,ò said he, ñwas placed in my hands 

 some years ago, with the injunction that I was to keep it until I found a man uglier than 

 myself.  Allow me now to say, sir, that I think you are fairly entitled to the property.ò
130

  

 

Printmakers and Lincoln supporters realized it was necessary to produce an image of the 

candidate that was appealing to American audiences.  After all, it was unlikely that Americans 

would want to hang a print of an ugly, freakishly tall backwoodsman in their parlors.  Thus, after 

his nomination, printmakers sent artists and photographers by the droves to Springfield to 

capture an ñaccurateò likeness of Lincoln. 

 When Hicks completed the portrait, Lincoln was reportedly pleased with the results.  He 

said ñit will give the people of the East a correct idea how I look at home, and, in fact, how I 

look in my office.  I think that picture has a somewhat pleasanter expression than I usually have, 

but that, perhaps, is not an objection.ò  Mary Todd Lincoln agreed, stating ñYes, that is Mr. 

Lincoln.  It is exactly like him, and his friends in New York will see him as he looks here at 

home.  How I wish I could keep it, or have a copy of it.ò
131

  Hicks makes no other reference to 

creating a copy for Mrs. Lincoln; however, he may have painted a miniature after the portrait 
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(fig. 39).  Created with a flurry of tiny brushstrokes, the portrait is perhaps the sole extant 

example of a Hicks miniature.  Close examination suggests that the artist made a preliminary 

sketch before applying paint.  For example, dark, sketchy lines are visible beneath the cream and 

pink colors of the face.
132

  While it is not certain when or for whom the miniature was created, 

the portrait suggests an intimacy between the sitter and owner because it was an object that could 

be held in the hand or pinned to a lapel.  

 Before Hicks left for New York, O. H. Browning provided the artist with a letter that 

testified to the larger portraitôs accuracy.  Browning wrote: 

 I have carefully examined the portrait of Hon. A. Lincoln painted by Thomas Hicks Esq. 

 and do not hesitate to pronounce it a great success.  I have known Mr. Lincoln intimately 

 for many years, and was present and in conversation with him much of the time whilst it 

 was being painted, and cannot adequately express my admiration of the fidelity of the 

 picture, and the perfect and satisfactory idea which it gives of the original, and his 

 physical, mental, and moral characteristics.  I doubt whether art is capable of transferring 

 to canvass [sic] a more exact, and life like representation of the ñhuman face divine.ò
133

 

 

Browningôs testimony implies that Hicksôs idealized representation was an accurate depiction of 

the future president, which contrasted with contemporary depictions of Lincoln.  It is unknown if 

Browning wrote the letter of his own accord or if Hicks requested it from him.  If the artist did 

request the letter, then this demonstrates Hicksôs tenacity in giving himself an edge over the 

competition through self-promotion.   

 When Hicks returned to New York City with the portrait, he immediately sent it to 
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 Boston so it could be engraved by French artist Leopold Grozelier (1860) (fig. 40).  In the 

lithograph, Grozelier idealized Lincoln moreso than in the original portrait by giving him a 

pleasanter expression.  The idealization is especially evident when comparing the image to 

Charles A. Barryôs lithograph of Lincoln which was also made in June 1860 (fig. 41).  The print 

is quite similar to Grozelierôs as it is a bust-length image with Lincoln in the same clothes.  In 

contrast to Hicks and Grozelier, Barry drew Lincolnôs sunken cheeks, the long lines in his face, 

and circles under his eyes.  Lincoln has a stern expression and uncombed hair.  Barryôs 

lithograph possesses an intense, wild quality.  Lincoln, who tirelessly posed for numerous artists 

and photographers who came to see him, told Barry ñeven my enemies must declare that to be a 

true likeness of Old Abe.ò
134

  Thus, it seems that in true political style, Lincoln was diplomatic in 

his responses to the artists who depicted him. 

 After Hicks sent his portrait to be lithographed, he visited friends at the Tribune and 

showed them Browningôs letter.   On June 27, 1860, the Tribune reported to its readers that while 

they had not seen the portrait, they had seen testimony from Lincolnôs neighbors, ñwho speak of 

it in the highest terms as a spirited and truthful likeness of óHonest Old Abe.ôò
135

  Three weeks 

later, the Tribune lauded Hicks for the Lincoln portrait in a review that is worth quoting at 

length.  Their critic wrote: 

 If in the multitude of portraits, there is knowledge, the public will, by and by, learn what 

 manner of man the Republican candidate for the Presidency is.  Busts, photographs, and 

 engravings, have multiplied, and have all deepened the impression that Mr. Lincoln 

 was̍ well, not handsome.  Mr. Hicks has put another face upon the question.  In the 

 lithograph of his picture, published by Schaus, we have a portrait of evidently the same 

 man, with the same general characteristics, but one which, nevertheless, conveys a totally 

 different impression of the personal appearance of Mr. Lincoln.  Hicks has the faculty, so 

 valuable to the portrait painter, but one, which, unfortunately, every painter of portraits 

 does not possess, of finding the exact pose of the head and the exact view of the face, in 
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 which the best features, and the best expression of his subject, show to the most 

 advantage, and those which are not best may be softened.  He has evidently succeeded in 

 doing this with Mr. Lincoln.  Having had the advantage of several long sittings, and a 

 careful study, therefore, of the head and face before him, he has produced a portrait 

 which the friends who know the subject best will recognize as most true, and giving that 

 best look which is also the most familiar.   There are subtle expressions and fine lines 

 about this face which can hardly be otherwise than true to nature.  Of other portraits, it 

 would no doubt be said, by those who know Mr. Lincoln well, that óthey are like.ô And 

 the same persons, when shown this of Hicks, would wonder that they did not detect the 

 absence of those traits which give to this its real character, but without which it would be 

 nevertheless a likeness.  We think we have here a semblance of the outward man which 

 answers to what we know to be true of his real character.
136

 

 

Certainly the positive response in the Tribune helped to sell Grozelierôs print after Hicksôs  

portrait.  More importantly, the criticôs emphasis on character demonstrated that ñaccuracyò 

depended on the artistôs ability to render character as opposed to an exact likeness of the sitter.   

Knowing Lincolnôs character through pictures was critical to Americans who could not see him 

in person.  Thus, Hicksôs depiction of the future president provided audiences with a sense of the 

man who would govern the country.   

 Two years later, the artist painted Lincoln againˈbut this time he created a much 

different image of the President.  In 1862, Hicks traveled to Washington, D. C. to paint Lincoln 

in the White House.  At present it is unknown if the portrait was a commission or if the artist 

created it of his own volition.
137

  This portrait more closely resembles the image of the President 

with which we are most familiar, as the emotional toll of the Civil War can clearly be read in his 

face (1862) (fig. 42).
138

  In contrast to the idealization of the 1860 portrait, Hicks painted 

Lincolnôs sunken cheeks and the President appears gaunt. Lincoln no longer has the congenial 
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expression seen in the earlier portrait, but instead he looks past the viewer with gravity.  Here 

Hicks depicts a president facing the uncertain future of the country as opposed to the hopeful 

candidate trying to win voters. In his reminiscences, Hicks noted the changes he observed in the 

President:  

 Seeing Mr. Lincoln [in 1860] under a variety of circumstances and in the intimate 

 relation of the sitter and the painter, I observed the leading traits of his character.  But 

 when I saw him in Washington three years later, the elements which I had  studied in our 

 intercourse at Springfield, and other, newly developed, were so broadened  and sharpened 

 by the great events of the time, both of success and disaster, that he seemed almost 

 transfigured by the change.
139

 

   

 Hicksôs portraits of Lincoln and Fish demonstrate that nineteenth-century viewers 

expected portraits of public figures to depict more than the sitterôs likeness.  Audiences and 

critics wanted to learn what the subject looked like and know something of his moral character.  

As Hicksôs first public commission, the Hamilton Fish portrait allowed the artist an opportunity 

to demonstrate his talents in depicting one of New Yorkôs most respected and well-known 

politicians.  The artist adapted Reynoldsian principles and applied them in a manner that did not 

suggest European royalty, but instead pictorialized the American work ethic by depicting the 

Governor in his office surrounded by objects that symbolized his accomplishments and his 

efforts in improving New York State.  Hicks honored the Governor and elevated him by 

depicting Fishôs fortitude and dedication to the office.  When seen within the context of his 

predecessorsô work in City Hall, the portrait effectively demonstrated Fishôs success as a 

politician whose actions affected New York City in a positive manner.  The portraitôs public 

display within City Hall reinforced Fishôs embodiment of classical fame as visitors connected his 
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 virtuous accomplishments with civic pride and by extension, national glory. 

 Similarly, Hicksôs portrait of Lincoln familiarized Americans with aspects of his 

character.  Whereas the Fish portrait commemorated the governor as he left office, the Lincoln 

portrait aimed to improve public perception of the candidate before he entered the office of the 

presidency.  By idealizing Lincoln and emphasizing his noble qualities through gentle 

expression, Hicks elevated the portraitôs purpose above that of a mere likeness.  In contrast to the 

Fish portrait, the Lincoln image was specifically commissioned so that it could be reproduced 

and sold to the public.  For the patron, W. H. Schaus and Company, it was a commodity from 

which they expected to make a profit.  Therefore, the Lincoln portrait can be understood as a 

result of the public relations industry and as a response to the increasing demand for images of 

public figures at mid-century that is more closely associated with celebrity.  Lincolnôs fame was 

an amalgamation of both classical fame and celebrity because his image was so frequently 

reproduced before, during, and after his presidency.   

 The political paintings are significant because they mark Hicksôs own fame at different 

points in his career and demonstrate the circuitous nature of celebrity in the nineteenth century.  

The Fish portrait commission acknowledged the faith that patrons had in Hicksôs ability and the 

paintingôs success established him as one of the leading portraitists in New York City.  As a 

result of the portraitôs positive reception, the artist increasingly painted luminaries that were 

known both locally and nationally, such as the Authors of the United States, actor Edwin Booth, 

and explorer Elisha Kent Kane.  These portraits, along with that of Fish, arguably influenced 

Schaus to select Hicks for the Lincoln commission, thereby solidifying Hicksôs own fame. 
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Chapter 4: Authors of the United States 

In its April 1857 issue, the art journal The Crayon announced the commission of a 

portrait gallery of famous Americans: 

Four artists of this city have been commissioned by Wm. P. Wright, Esq. to paint each a 

picture to form a series representing respectively the Artists, Men of Science, Literary 

Men, and Merchants of our country.  Mr. Baker will paint the Artists; Mr. Huntington, 

the Savans [sic]; Mr. Hicks, the literary characters; and Mr. Rossiter, the Merchants.  The 

paintings, when finished, will be exhibited and engraved.  The size of each we believe is 

to be 9 by 14 feet. The commission is a very liberal one, and certainly a very creditable 

one to Mr. Wright.
140

 

 

Upon completion, the portraits were to be placed in a gallery Wright intended to build at an 

undisclosed location.
141
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 ñSketchings: Domestic Art Gossip,ò The Crayon 4, no. 4 (April 1857):123.  A large amount of erroneous 
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 Unfortunately, the project never reached fruition.  The patron, English cotton broker 

William Parkinson Wright (c. 1815-1880), likely cancelled it due to financial difficulties 

involving a pending lawsuit over lost bales of cotton.
142

  By the time contemporary newspapers 

announced rumors of the commissionôs retraction in 1859, the artistsô work was well underway.  

Hicks had begun a study of the Authors of the United States (fig. 43-44); Thomas Rossiter (1818-

1871) finished his nine-by-sixteen foot canvas of Merchants of the United States (1859) (fig. 45).  

Daniel Huntington (1816-1906) completed a series of compositional drawings and several oil 

                                                                                                                                                             
American Wright in his Huntington essays.  See I: 334-337.  Sally Mills was the first to distinguish correctly 

between the English and American Wright. See ñôRight Feeling and Sound Techniqueô: French Art and the 

Development of Eastman Johnsonôs Outdoor Genre Paintings,ò in Eastman Johnson: The Cranberry Harvest, Island 

of Nantucket (San Diego: Timken Art Gallery, 1990), 74n74.  Kathleen W. Dorman was the first to identify 

correctly the English Wright as the patron of the group portraits in The Papers of Joseph Henry, Vol. 9: January 

1854-December 1857-The Smithsonian Years (Washington DC: Smithsonian Institution, 2008) 4n450-51. Also see 

William Parkinson Wrightôs obituary in The New York Times, 8 July 1880.   
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The 1850 United States Federal Census indicates that Wright lived in Hoboken as of July 11, 1850.  The 1860 and 
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United States Federal Census lists Wright as ñWilliam B. Wrightò which also may account for some of the 

confusion regarding his name.  Misspellings are not uncommon within the Census records.  See U. S. Bureau of the 

Census. Seventh Census of the United States, 1850. Washington, DC: National Archives and Records 

Administration, 1850; U.S. Bureau of the Census. Eighth Census of the United States, 1860. Washington, DC: 

National Archives and Records Administration, 1860; and U.S. Bureau of the Census. Ninth Census of the United 

States, 1870. Washington, DC: National Archives and Records Administration, 1870, http://www.ancestry.com. 

(accessed January 30, 2009).   
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cancelled does not appear until November 1860.  See ñPolitics and Art in New York,ò Boston Transcript, November 

20, 1860 and ñSketchings: Domestic Art Gossip,ò The Crayon 7, no. 2 (February 1860): 57.   
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sketches of his sitters.
143

  Reportedly, George A. Baker, Jr. (1821-1880) began the  

artistsô group portrait; however, no extant sketches are known.
144

   

 Despite the commissionôs cancellation, Hicks completed his oil sketch of Authors of the 

United States and sold the painting to engraver Alexander H. Ritchie (1822-1895) in November 

1860 (fig. 43-44).  On May 24, 1866, The New York Times advertised that the print was available 

for purchase from publisher I. G. Hubbs.  Ritchie then sold the plate to the New York newspaper 

The Independent, which offered the print as a premium to subscribers by 1869.
145

  The 

dissemination of Hicksôs work in the form of a popular print enhanced the artistôs reputation and 

increased his fame as the painter of the American literati.   

 While William P. Wright is recognized as the patron of the commission, it is possible that 

the idea for the group portrait originated during Hicksôs training in Europe.  As mentioned in 

Chapter Two, Margaret Fuller reported to The New York Tribune in 1849 that Hicks ñhad made 

drawings for a large picture of many figures.ò
146

  In addition, Hicks began painting individual 

sketches and finished portraits of American authors as early as 1855, two years before he 
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Theodore Bolton, Dictionary of American Biography, I:519. 
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received the official commission from Wright.  Regardless of whether these early author portraits 

were made specifically as preliminary sketches for Authors of the United States, their existence 

demonstrates that the artist was cognizant of the publicôs interest in the literary celebrity.  By the 

mid-nineteenth-century, Americans considered literature an established and successful art.  

Audiences read books by their favorite authors, attended their lectures, collected their portraits, 

and displayed their images in the home.   

 This chapter first examines Authors of the United States in relation to Hicksôs early 

training and as a response to the increasing demand for images of literary celebrities.  I consider 

Hicksôs individual portraits of American authors and demonstrate that they established a pattern 

in the artistôs oeuvre in terms of creating portraits that were disseminated in the form of prints.  

Since the exact circumstances surrounding the original commission are unknown, I also consider 

Wrightôs role as patron.  I argue that the commission served as a way in which Wright could 

compete with fellow patrons and present himself as a philanthropist.  The publicôs perception of 

Wright as a benevolent patron was of special importance since his livelihood relied on the 

institution of slavery.  Authors of the United States is also considered in relation to nationalism 

and group portraiture at mid-century.  I also argue that Hicksôs print is exceptional because it 

included women in a field where men traditionally dominated.   

The Image 

Authors of the United States is a group portrait of forty-four living and deceased male and 

female American authors.  Hicks organized the imaginary gathering of writers in a stage-like 

setting composed of classicizing architecture.  The writers stand and sit in various poses at and 

around three tables located in the right, center, and left foreground.  Authors also line the stairs 

that lead to a landing above the central figures.  Three statues of European writersˈJohann 
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Wolfgang Goethe (1749-1832), William Shakespeare (1564-1616), and Dante Alighieri (1265-

1321)ˈappear between Ionic columns in the middle of the landing.  Classical-style buildings 

behind the colonnades recede into the background.   

 Throughout the engraving, a series of lines leads to the center of the composition.  

Geometric tile panels in the foreground, the diagonal lines of the banister below the statue of 

Shakespeare, and the entablature between the stories of the buildings direct the viewerôs attention 

to the man standing at center, James Fenimore Cooper.  Cooper, who wears a double-breasted 

coat with a white vest, shirt, and cravat, turns slightly to the left as he gazes out of the picture 

plane.  He rests his right hand on the table in front of him and holds a document in his left.  

Cooper forms the apex of a triangle completed by Washington Irving on his left and William 

Cullen Bryant (1794-1878) on his right (fig. 46).  Bryant wears a dark suit with embroidered 

detail.  He sits tall in a large chair with a cloak draped over its arm that terminates in an 

elaborately carved eagleôs head.  With his lower body angled towards Cooper, Bryantôs torso 

turns slightly to the right as he gazes past the viewer.  In contrast to Bryant, Irving slumps in a 

smaller and plainer chair that may symbolize the younger authorôs place in the literary hierarchy 

beneath the elder Romantic poet.  Irving wears a fur-lined overcoat, dark suit, and white shirt 

with a dark cravat.  He leans on the table with his right elbow and his left arm hangs at his side.  

Like Cooper and Bryant, he also gazes out of the picture plane, past the viewer.  

 Two tables with ten figures around them appear to the right and left sides of the central 

group.  Catharine Maria Sedgwick (1789-1867), Lydia Huntley Sigourney (1791-1865), and 

E.D.E.N Southworth (1819-1899) sit at an elaborately carved library table on the left side of 

Cooper, Bryant, and Irving (fig. 47).  A single book rests on the table and forms a diagonal that 

directs the viewerôs attention to Henry Wadsworth Longfellow (1807-1822), who sits in a short-
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backed chair.  With his lower body angled to the right, Longfellow looks to his left and directs 

the viewerôs eye back to Bryant.  Edgar Allan Poe (1809-1849) stands just behind Longfellow 

and gazes toward Donald Grant Mitchell (1822-1908), who leans between Longfellow and the 

women. Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804-1864) stands with his back to Poe, forming his mirror 

image as he looks down towards Fitz Green-Halleck (1790-1867), who sits at the central table 

between Bryant and Cooper. 

 At the right side of the engraving, a small stack of books appears in front of another table 

around which Harriet Beecher Stowe (1811-1896), Caroline Kirkland (1801-1864), and John 

Greenleaf Whittier (1807-1892) gather (fig. 48).  Whittier looks towards Stowe, who sits on the 

opposite side of the table.  Stowe, her body in profile, gazes up and out of the picture plane.  To 

her right, William Ellery Channing (1818-1901), Margaret Fuller, and Richard H. Dana (1815-

1882) sit in a diagonal formation that leads the viewerôs eye back to the central group of Cooper, 

Bryant, and Irving.  Bayard Taylor stands behind Whittier with his left hand resting on the chair 

back.  Taylor both directs the viewerôs attention to the seated group and serves as a connector to 

the figures standing in the background. 

 Behind Cooper and the seated authors stand nineteen men about whom some general 

observations can be made (fig. 44).  First, to convey a sense of depth, figures that are intended to 

be perceived as farther back in space appear smaller than those closer to Cooper.  Second, they 

stand in a variety of poses and gaze in a number of directions that generally lead the viewerôs eye 

back to the central group.  George Bancroft (1800-1891), John Lothrop Motley (1814-1877), and 

George W. Curtis (1824-1892) look towards Taylor, who gazes in the direction of Cooper.  Only 

three of the forty-four authors engage the viewer: William Hickling Prescott (1796-1859), James 

Russell Lowell (1819-1891), and John Godfrey Saxe (1816-1877).  Saxe, who stands at the far 
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right of the engraving, is the first of five figures lining the stairs at right.  Hicks placed another 

five figures on the stairs at the left side of the print to make the composition symmetrical.  The 

statues on the landing above the authors serve to direct the viewerôs attention to the central 

group. 

 Hicks placed the sculptures of the European authors on raised pedestals at the center of 

the landing.  The statues appear in front of a large curved niche decorated with architectural 

elements and carved swags of foliage that visually connect the statues (fig. 49).  The sculpture of 

Shakespeare has the largest pedestal, which includes a relief carving of a man and his muse.  

Both the elaborate pedestal and the architectural forms of the banister and space below separate 

the Bard from his German and Italian counterparts.  The banister that runs parallel to 

Shakespeareôs pedestal protrudes forward just before it reaches those of Goethe and Dante.  The 

indentation formed by the architectural elements frames Cooper, connecting him to Shakespeare 

above.  Light and shadow also return the viewerôs gaze to Cooper, Bryant, and Irving.   

 Light enters the image from the left side, as indicated by the diagonals that echo Poeôs 

position and the banister just below the statue of Goethe.  The diagonals formed by the left 

shadow and Poe lead to Bryant, while the shadow beneath Goethe leads to Cooper.  That 

diagonal is continued by Prescottôs left arm, thereby connecting Irving to his predecessors.  Light 

also illuminates the oversized books in the foreground.  The curving form of one of the books 

echoes the light and shadow of the cloth on the central table, the patterns formed by the menôs 

coats and vests, and the swags that visually connect the statues. 

While the American literati are visually connected to their Old World predecessors, it is 

 unclear what their separation means, if anything.  Has this American school achieved the fame 

and respect accorded to those above?  Will they ever stand on equal ground or will the 
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Americans forever be placed below the European greats?  Their inclusion certainly 

acknowledges past literary traditions.
147

  Moreover, since Goethe, Shakespeare, and Dante 

appear as sculptures, Hicks seems to relegate them to the past in contrast to the living American 

authors who are part of a vital present.
148

   

Origins 

On March 20, 1858, The Home Journal reported ñwe have taken a coup-dôoeil of Hicksôs 

great cartoon of a few of the poets and authors of our country.  It promises to have those qualities 

which remind of one of Paul Veronese.  We shall see.ò  The Veronese comparison was apt as the 

Italian masterôs work influenced Hicks throughout his career.  Hicks first saw Veroneseôs 

paintings while studying in Venice and their impact was reinforced by Couture, with whom 

Hicks studied in 1848.  Couture worshipped Veronese and taught his methods of coloring to 

students.
149

  Veroneseôs The Marriage at Cana (1563), which entered the Louvreôs collection in 

1798, inspired Coutureôs The Romans of the Decadence (1847, Louvre). When Hicks entered 

Coutureôs atelier, he witnessed the success the French master enjoyed after the paintingôs 

positive reception at the Salon of 1847.  Consequently, Hicks was made aware of the fame such a 

painting could bring an artist and may have been inspired to create his own. 

When Margaret Fuller wrote to The New York Tribune in 1849 about Hicksôs cartoons for 

a group portrait, she stated that Hicks could not execute the painting because of the expenses 

involved.  However, if he were able to acquire a patron, then Fuller was certain the painting 

would meet with great success.
150

  It is unknown if these drawings were early sketches for 
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Authors of the United States or for a different subject.  Nevertheless, their existence demonstrates 

that Hicks wanted to create a large, multi-figure canvas long before he received the Authors of 

the United States commission.  The cartoons are also indicative of Hicksôs ambitions and 

demonstrate that the artist desired fame from the beginning of his career.   

While in Paris in 1848, Hicks probably studied directly from Coutureôs The Romans of  

the Decadence and Veroneseôs The Marriage at Cana.  Hicks also saw Raphaelôs School of 

Athens (1509-1510, Vatican) while studying in Rome.  These European paintings served as 

sources for his American version of the group portraits.  A comparison of the images 

demonstrates that Couture, Veronese, and Raphael inspired the final version of Authors of the 

United States.   

In Hicksôs and the European mastersô paintings, the figures appear within a stage-like 

setting surrounded by classical statuary and architecture.  In Authors of the United States, the 

sculptures at the top of the landing resemble the classical sculptures of Apollo and Athena in 

School of Athens.  Just as the god and goddess stand above the heads of the great pre-Christian 

philosophers, so do the ñgodsò of European literature stand above the American authors in 

Hicksôs composition.  As mentioned above, Hicks relegates Goethe, Shakespeare, and Dante to 

the past and presents the American authors as the living present, just as Raphael depicts science, 

reason, and philosophy as represented by Pythagoras, Aristotle, and Plato surpassing the ancient 

polytheism of Apollo and Athena.  

All four paintings utilize architecture to frame the central figure groups.  For example, the 

staircases, balustrades and central landing in Authors of the United States recall those in The 

Marriage at Cana.  The receding classical architecture in the background, the U-shaped 

formation of the tables, and the square tiles in the foreground of Hicksôs image are similar to  
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those in Veroneseôs, Raphaelôs, and Coutureôs paintings.   

More figural affinities can be found with Coutureôs The Romans of the Decadence.  In 

this painting, Couture placed a group of five reclining figures at the center of the composition 

with two other groups of figures on either side.  Couture filled the far sides of the canvas and 

background with reveling Romans. Hicks organized the authors in a manner similar to Coutureôs 

Romans by including three core groups who are surrounded by figures at the sides and in the 

middle ground of the print.  Just as Couture placed attributes of decadenceˈwine and fruitˈin 

the foreground of his painting, Hicks includes attributes of the authorsˈbooksˈin the 

foreground of the image.  The books, wine and fruit effectively serve to distance the viewer from 

the figures. 

In Authors of the United States, the oversized books on the floor in the foreground 

sufficiently block access to Cooper and Bryant.  The space in front of Irving allows entry, yet he 

appears lost in reverie.  It would be almost impossible to penetrate the mass of figures to ascend 

the stairs to admire the sculptures of Goethe, Shakespeare, and Dante.  In Coutureôs painting, 

wine and fruit block access to the central group.  Open spaces appear to their right and left; 

however, one could not maneuver past the reclining figures.  Some of the Romansôs 

debaucheries and unconscious states do not encourage participation, just as the stillness and 

rigidity of the authors do not promote congeniality.  The gazes of the three authors who engage 

the viewer in Authors of the United States also support this sentiment because they do not invite 

us in, but rather ward us off.  Thus, Hicksôs Authors of the United States and Coutureôs The 

Romans of the Decadence were not necessarily scenes the viewer was intended to join, but 

instead provided moral instruction to their respective audiences.  One should be forewarned of 

the results of drunken revelry and lascivious behavior while gazing upon Coutureôs The Romans 
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of the Decadence.  In observing Hicksôs pantheon of American literati, one should admire their 

virtuous behavior and contemplate their accomplishments.  Just as Raphaelôs School of Athens 

honored the greatest thinkers of Western civilization, Hicksôs Authors of the United States 

celebrated Americaôs literary geniuses and exemplified the public interest in the literary 

celebrity. 

Individual Author Portraits and Literary Celebrity  

Two crucial factors in the American publicôs fascination with literary celebrities were 

rising literacy rates and the development of the mass media.  Scholars estimate that by the first 

quarter of the nineteenth century, approximately ninety percent of the adult white male 

population was literate.
151

  Technological advances in printing made publishing cheaper and 

faster, thereby providing writers with more places to publish than at any previous time in 

American history.  Approximately 1,200 newspapers and 1,500 magazines were in publication 

across the country by 1844.
152

  As a result, sale became highly competitive and publishers 

developed clever ways to win customer loyalty.  One method to attract subscribers was by hiring 

well-known authors to create serials for weekly journals. 

 In 1846, entrepreneur and publisher Robert Bonner recruited famous writers such as 

Bryant, Longfellow, Beecher, and Stowe to write for his family story paper, Merchantôs Ledger.  

Bonner paid them exorbitant advances; the most went to Beecher, who received $30,000 for his 

novel Norwood, while Longfellow received $3,000 for a single poem.  Magazine publishers also 

began using authorsô names as advertisements.  In the early 1840s, Grahamôs Magazine put  
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Cooperôs, Longfellowôs, and Poeôs names on the cover to sell more issues.
153

      

 Newspapers and magazines also utilized images to increase circulation numbers by 

offering prints as gifts for subscriptions.  As mentioned above, The Independent offered Hicksôs 

Authors of the United States as a premium beginning in 1869.  The dissemination of Authors of 

the United States in the form of a print allowed audiences to bring the ñgalleryò of American 

luminaries into their parlors.  Therefore, audiences could both read their favorite authors and 

display their images in the home. 

As Louise L. Stevenson explained, the parlor was the center of intellectual life in the 

Victorian home.  Aside from functioning as a receiving room, it also served as the central locale 

for reading in the home.
154

  While men, women, and children utilized the space, the parlor can be 

considered a gendered room in that the ñnew womanò was responsible for its d®cor as a 

representation of the cultured and cultivated family.  As defined by literary historian James H. 

Hart, the ñnew womanò directed social and cultural enlightenment in the home with her delicate 

nature and charm.  These proper codes of behavior required guidance, which came in the form of 

etiquette books.
155

  Some of these publications were written by the women who appeared in 

Hicksôs print. 

For example, in Letters to Mothers (1838), Lydia H. Sigourney advised readers that 

ñsimplicity of taste, extending both to dress, and manner of living, is peculiarly fitting in the 

daughters of the republic.ò  Sigourney further explained that ñthe home and its virtues were 

considered the great conservative influence to which especially our country is to look for its 
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security against anarchical disorder.ò
156

  According to Sigourney, in properly designing the 

parlor, women were not only creating a cultured space but also providing a place of refuge from 

the dangers of the outside world.  In The American Womanôs Home, or, Principles of Domestic 

Science (1869), Catharine Beecher and Harriet Beecher Stowe advised women how to decorate 

the parlor with chromolithographs and engravings.  In regard to the selection of artworks to be 

 displayed, Beecher and Stowe explained that: 

The educating influence of these works of art can hardly be over-estimated.  Surrounded 

 by such suggestions of the beautiful, and such reminders of history and art, children are 

 constantly trained to correctness of taste and refinement of thought, and stimulatedð

 sometimes to efforts at artistic imitation, always to the eager and intelligent inquiry about 

 the scenes, the places, the incidents represented.
157

 

 

In other words, one should be mindful in her selection as these images were not only 

aesthetically pleasing, but also should provide some type of moral instruction.  Hicksôs Authors 

of the United States was a logical choice for the ñnew woman.ò 

 As seen in an anonymous stereograph of a Boston, Massachusetts home, Hicksôs Authors 

of the United States was prominently displayed in the parlor (fig. 50).  In this image, a proper 

Victorian couple sits among fine furnishings and objects dôartðtheir seated positions echoing 

those of the authors in the print.  Perhaps inspired by the virtue and accomplishments of the 

authors that appear above them, the couple betters themselves by reading.  Books appear 

everywhere within the stereographðin Hicksôs print, in the coupleôs hand, and prominently 

displayed on the table in the foreground.  As Stevenson explains, when Americans displayed 

portraits of famous men and women in their homes, they were in effect bringing the influence of 
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public figures into the private realm.
158

  Here the luminaries served as exemplars of moral virtue, 

particularly for children.   

 Perhaps the most significant female author included in Authors of the United States in 

terms of the changing status of women was Margaret Fuller.  In addition to serving as a 

correspondent for The New York Tribune, Fuller is best known for Woman in the Nineteenth 

Century (1845), which is today recognized as one of the foundational texts of feminism.  In the 

book, Fuller called for equality between men and women, encouraged women to do more than 

their traditional roles allowed, and encouraged women to take pride in their accomplishments.  

Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony stated that Fuller ñpossessed more influence upon 

the thought of American women than any women previous to her time.ò
159

  Thus, Fuller and the 

other women writers included in Authors of the United States reminded women that they 

possessed the capability to extend their gendered roles outside of the home and influence others, 

even perhaps on a national scale.   

As Hart explains, women writers began dominating American literary tastes in the 1850s 

due to the rise of the middle class and ñthe new woman.ò  Because women turned to popular 

periodicals and fiction as a means of bringing culture into the home, publishers saw an increase 

in female readers and women writers soon began to outsell their male counterparts.  In 1853, 

Fanny Fern (Sarah Willis Parton) sold 70,000 copies of Fern Leaves from Fannyôs Portfolio, 

while only 7,440 copies of Nathaniel Hawthorneôs The Blithedale Romance sold in 1852.
160

  It is 

no wonder that Hawthorne bitterly remarked that:  
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America is now wholly given over to a damned mob of scribbling women, and I should 

have no chance of success while the public taste is occupied with their trashˈand should 

be ashamed of myself if I did succeed.  What is the mystery of these innumerable editions 

of the óLamplighter,ô and other books neither better nor worse?ˈworse they could not 

be, and better they need not be, when they sell by the 100,000.
161

 

 

One wonders if Hawthorneôs attitude is the reason Hicks posed him with his back turned to 

women writers Catharine Maria Sedgwick, Lydia Huntley Sigourney, and E.D.E.N. Southworth 

in the Authors of the United States.   

 Audiences were not entirely satisfied by text alone as they wanted to see firsthand how 

their favorite authors carried themselves in their daily lives.  One of the most popular sites for 

public appearances was the lyceum, where audiences could attend lectures by favorite authors.  

Many writers were in such high demand that they eventually began charging for lectures, and the 

lyceum became a site for celebrity promotion.
162

  Audiences especially favored speakers such as 

Beecher, Stowe, Emerson, Holmes, and Taylor.  Richard Henry Dana, Horace Greeley, John G. 

Saxe, Park Godwin, and George W. Curtis also regularly made the lyceum circuit.  Incidentally, 

all of these writers are included in Hicksôs print.  As a result of the increasing fame of Americaôs 

best known authors, it is not surprising that artists like Hicks recognized the potential publicity 

they might receive in creating images for lyceum audiences.   

For example, Hicks painted Beecherôs portrait about the same time the reverend became 

one of the most popular lyceum speakers.  Hicks sold the portrait to John C. McRae (c. 1853) 

(fig. 51), who engraved the painting and made it available for purchase.  Advertisements for the 

print appeared in Bostonôs Daily Evening Transcript, The Home Journal, The Literary World, 
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and the Liberator.
163

  The Home Journal remarked that the print image looked just like Beecher 

in likeness and in pose whenever he spoke.  Over the next several years, Hicks continued to sell 

portraits of speakers and other illustrious Americans to engravers.  For example, McCrae also 

engraved a portrait of Bishop Wainwright (cat. nos. 354 and 2a) and Hezekiah Wright Smith 

engraved Hicksôs full-length portraits of George Washington (c. 1859, original unlocated) (cat. 

no. 3a) and Edward Everett (c. 1875, original unlocated) (cat. no. 6a).
164

  If audiences could not 

afford to collect individual author portraits (or if they did not possess the space to display them), 

then Hicksôs pantheon of celebrity writers in Authors of the United States was an attractive 

alternative.  Thus, by the 1860s, audiences could read works by their favorite authors, see them 

speak at lyceums, and purchase their portraits in the form of prints.  This increased publicity 

meant that American authors began seeing public recognition that paralleled the acclaim for 

contemporary singers and entertainers. 

As previously mentioned, singer Jenny Lind received an unprecedented welcome in New 

York City when she arrived for her 1850 tour thanks to P. T. Barnumôs publicity efforts.  Lind 

was mobbed on the streets and obtaining tickets for her shows became newsworthy events.  

Harriet Beecher Stowe secured tickets to a Lind performance based on her own literary fame 

after publishing Uncle Tomôs Cabin in 1852.  Not to be outdone, Stowe drew her own crowds, 

had her travel plans publicly announced, and packed lecture halls on her own.  Stoweôs most 

frightening experiences with fame came when she toured England.  Hundreds turned out to gaze 

at her when she arrived in London.  According to Stoweôs biographer Forrest Wilson, crowds 

stampeded at one lecture hall and one woman was almost trampled to death.  Stoweôs husband 
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Calvin quickly grew exasperated over the English mobôs intrusive behavior.  He stated ñI am 

tired to death of the life I lead here.  All that was anticipated by the newspapers, and ten times 

more, had befallen us.  From the lowest peasant to the highest noble, [my] wife is constantly 

 beset, and I for her sake, so that we have not a momentôs quiet.ò
165

  As literary historian Richard 

 Broadhead notes, Stowe ñfound a career as a famous object of public attention.ò
166

   

 Much like Stowe, Bayard Taylor also experienced the pandemonium of frenzied crowds 

 at speaking engagements.  Taylor became well known to American audiences through his travel 

letters, which were published in magazines and newspapers such as the Saturday Evening Post, 

Putnamôs Monthly, and the New York Tribune.  When Taylor returned to New York in January 

1854 after two years of worldwide travel, he was astonished at how famous he had become.  He 

accepted numerous invitations to speak about his adventures and delighted audiences by wearing 

native costumes he acquired while abroad.  However, Taylor quickly found himself 

overwhelmed by fame.   

In March of 1854, Taylor wrote to poet Richard H. Stoddard, ñI have lectured nine times  

since I saw you, and have had great success everywhere. Crammed houses; women carried out 

fainting; young ladies stretching their necks on all sides, and crying in breathless whispers, 

óThere he is! Thatôs him!ô etc.  Believe me, Stoddard, it is a miserable business, this 

lecturing.ò
167

  Considered one of the most handsome literary celebrities, Taylor was described by 

Stoddard as ñtall, erect, active-looking, and manly, with an aquiline nose, bright, loving eyes, 
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and the dark ringleted hair with which we endow in ideal, the head of poets.ò
168

  

 Hicks painted the handsome Taylor in an exotic costume he purchased overseas (fig. 52).  

In the painting, Taylor wears Turkish clothing and sits on an oriental rug.  He holds the end of a 

hookah pipe in his right hand while his left rests on a stack of red and gold-striped pillows.  At 

the left side of the painting, his servant Achmet, carrying a tray of dishes, prepares to exit the 

scene.  Damascus appears in the background at the right side of the painting, a view based upon 

Taylorôs own sketches.   

 As Ellen Miles has noted, the portrait is unusually well documented by primary sources.  

While traveling in Upper Egypt, Taylor wrote about Achmet to his mother and described his 

clothing as seen in the portrait. On December 11, 1851, he wrote: 

My dragoman is a man who makes himself respected everywhere, and makes the Arabs 

respect me.  He always speaks of me to them as óHis Excellency.ô  I am now wearing one 

of his dresses: a green embroidered jacket, with slashed sleeves; a sort of striped vest, 

with a row of about thirty buttons from the neck to the waist; a large plaid silk shawl as 

belt; white baggy trousers, gathered at the knee, with long, tight-fitting stockings and red 

morocco shoes.
169

   

 

We also learn from Taylorôs letters that the inclusion of Achmet came after Hicks began the 

portrait.  In another letter to his mother, Taylor wrote from New York on November 16, 1855:  

Hicks has nearly finished the Oriental portrait.  It is one of the most charming things you 

ever saw.  I found at Taunton, Mass., a daguerreotype of Achmet in the hands of a 

gentleman who traveled with him a year ago, and borrowed it to get a copy made.  I shall 

get Hicks to put Achmet into my picture.
170

 

 

Aside from securely documenting the portrait, Taylorôs letter also provides insight into Hicksôs 

working process in that the artist utilized photography to aid his painting.   
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 A comparison of the portrait and the daguerreotype demonstrates that Hicks slightly 

altered the servantôs pose so that it was pleasing to the composition.  In the daguerreotype 

(1850s) (fig. 53), Achmet wears baggy trousers with a shirt, long-sleeved jacket and hat.  He 

stands with his body angled towards the right while his right hand rests on the back of a chair.  In 

contrast to his appearance in the photograph, Hicks painted Achmet with his back to the viewer 

and face in profile.  The artist also richly colored Achmetôs clothes in green and red as opposed 

to painting them white or beige as they appear in the daguerreotype.  As a result, Hicks unified 

the composition through color and connoted the exoticism of non-Western costume without 

deflecting attention from Taylor.   

 Hicks derived the setting in the portrait from Taylorôs new travelogue, The Lands of the 

Saracen, or, Pictures of Palestine, Asia Minor, Sicily, and Spain.  Published in 1855, The Lands 

of the Saracen was the second of three volumes detailing Taylorôs two-year world tour.  Taylor 

wrote of his hotel in Damascus: 

The walls of the house are painted in horizontal bars of blue, white, orange and 

whiteéBeyond this is a raised floor covered with matting, and along the farther end of a 

divan, whose piled cushions are the most tempting trap ever set to catch a lazy 

manéLeaning back, cross-legged, against the cushions, with the inseparable pipe in 

oneôs hand, the view of the court, the water basin, the flowers and the lemon trees, the 

servants and dragomen going back and forth, or smoking their narghilehs in the 

shadeˈall framed in the beautiful arched entrance is so perfectly Orientaléthat one is 

surprised to find how many hours have slipped away while he has been silently enjoying 

it.
171

 

 

 Taylor probably commissioned the portrait as part of an elaborate campaign to market 

The Lands of the Saracen. Prior to the bookôs publication, a teaser article entitled ñThe Vision of 

Hasheeshò [sic] appeared in the April 1854 issue of Putnamôs Magazine.  ñThe Vision of 

                                                 
171

 Bayard Taylor, The Lands of the Saracen, or, Pictures of Palestine, Asia Minor, Sicily, and Spain (New York: G. 

P. Putnamôs and Sons, 1855), 123. Quoted in Holly Edwards, Noble Dreams Wicked Pleasures: Orientalism in 

America, 1870-1930 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000), 122. 



93 

 

Hasheeshò was a somewhat controversial essay about Taylorôs experimentation with hashish in 

Egypt and later appeared in revised form as a chapter in The Land of the Saracen.  In June of 

1854, Taylor wrote again to his mother, explaining that he had been ñdaguerreotyped in Arab 

dress, to be engraved for Putnamôs Magazine.ò
172

 Mathew Bradyôs studio made the 

daguerreotype and it appeared as an engraving in the August 1854 issue.  At about the same 

time, Taylor toured the lyceum circuit and lectured in his Turkish costume about his travels.  

Taylorôs campaign culminated in the publication of The Land of the Saracen and with the 

completion of Hicksôs portrait in 1855.  The portrait was then exhibited at the NAD annual 

exhibition in 1856 as A Morning in Damascus. Hicksôs portrait of Taylor exemplifies the way in 

which painters, printmakers, photographers, and authors worked together as part of a larger 

marketing campaign that benefited everyone involved.  Furthermore, the images demonstrate 

how Taylor catered to multiple audiences in having his image made in print, paint, and 

photographs.   

 Due to Taylorôs intensive lecturing schedule, Hicks may have utilized one of the 

photographs to depict the authorôs likeness in the singular portrait and in Authors of the United 

States. Taylorôs portrait in both images also recalls another Brady daguerreotype taken of the 

writer sometime in the 1840s (fig. 54-56).  Certainly utilizing photographs was not unusual, 

particularly for a portrait like Authors of the United States where some of the authors were 

deceased.  When a photograph was necessary, Hicks most commonly utilized Bradyôs images. 

For instance, Hicksôs representation of William Cullen Bryant shares affinities with 
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Bradyôs c. 1860 daguerreotype of the author (fig. 57-58).
173

  In February 1860, The Crayon  

stated that Hicks copied his portrait of Washington Irving after Gilbert Stuart Newtonôs portrait 

of the writer: 

Hicks has nearly completed the finished study for his large picture of ñThe Literary Men 

of America,ò begun some months ago. The nature of the subject, as well as its treatment, 

renders this one of the most important historical pictures of the day. One of the most 

interesting figures in the group is that of Washington Irving, who occupies a place in the 

center; Mr. Hicks has chosen Newtownôs portrait as the best one of Irving.
174

   

 

Hicksôs depiction of Irving has obvious similarities with Newtonôs portrait in regard to pose  

(fig. 59-60). However, Hicksôs Irving appears older than Newtonôs depiction and bears a striking 

 resemblance to Bradyôs daguerreotype of the author (c. 1850) (fig. 61).  Thus, Hicks combined 

 elements from both images to create his portrait of Irving.
175

   

 While Hicks used photographs for some portraits of the writers in Authors of the United 

States, he also painted some of the figures from life.  For example, Margaret Fullerôs portrait was 

based on Hicksôs 1848 portrait of the author.   Hicks derived his portrait of Harriet Beecher 

Stowe from an earlier study he painted when she sat for him in 1855.
176

  In the portrait, Hicks 

depicts Stowe with a severity and sadness not typically seen in other portraits of her.  In Alvan 

Fisherôs portrait of Stowe (1853, National Portrait Gallery), she gazes out of the picture plane 

with a slight smile.  Her hair neatly and perfectly curled, she sits with her hands crossed in front 

of her body and wears a black dress with a lace collar and cuffs.  In contrast, Hicks painted 

Stowe with her hair loose around her shoulders and with bags under her eyes.  Hicksôs Stowe has 
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the appearance of an individual under stress, which stands in opposition to Fisherôs idealized 

portrait. 

Like Stowe, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow also sat for Hicks in 1855 (Longfellow 

National Historic Site).  Longfellow first mentions the portrait in a letter to James Thomas Fields 

from August 25, 1855. The author initially expressed surprise that Hicks was to paint him.  

Longfellow asked: ñWhat do you mean of Hicksôs portrait of me?  I have never heard of it.ò
177

  

Three days later, the author sat for the artist.  Longfellow, somewhat irritated, recorded the 

sittings in his journal:  

Tuesday 28 [Aug 1855] Hicks begins a portrait of me. 

Wed. 29   Hicks works away all the morning at my portrait. 

Thurs. 30   Portrait again, all the morning. 

Friday 31 Still working away at the Portrait.  It has consumed a week 

of my time.
178

 

 

 The early author portraits first suggest that Hicks recognized the rising market for the 

literary celebrity image.  The print of Beecher, as well as those of non-authors, publicized the 

artistôs name and made him increasingly well-known.  Additionally, since some of the singular 

author portraits were created before Hicks received the Authors of the United States commission, 

this suggests he may have been planning the ambitious picture before he had a patron.  If Hicks 

shopped for a patron as Fullerôs 1849 dispatch to the New York Tribune suggested, then it is 

possible that the artist had a larger part in initiating the Wright commission.  Hicks had the 

opportunity to meet wealthy patrons through social clubs such as the Century Association, where 

both he and Wright were members.  A commission such as the Authors of the United States and 

its companion portraits likely appealed to Wright as a way for him to compete with fellow 
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patrons and shape the public perception by mitigating his connections to slavery as a cotton 

broker. 

The Patron and His Commission 

 William Parkinson Wright was born about 1815 in England.  He arrived in New York 

City in 1832 and began his career as a clerk with the cotton brokerage of Ogden, Waddington, & 

Co.  Wright later established his own cotton brokerage firm, William P. Wright & Co.  In 1853, 

Wright began publishing a business report entitled Cotton Circular.  As the leading print 

authority on cotton, the weekly circular kept readers apprised of crop conditions and financials  

such as costs of imports and exports.   

By the end of the 1850s, cotton production in the South accounted for ninety percent of 

 the worldôs cotton market.  Plantation owners sold their cotton to brokers in the North, who sold 

it to Northern textile industries, then exported it to the milling industries in England.  As a result, 

cotton brokers like Wright earned enormous profits in the years just before the Civil War.  Since 

the cotton shipments were produced through slave labor, Wright had a vested interest in the 

debate over slavery.  It was therefore crucial that the merchant appeared as a philanthropist in the 

eyes of Northerners.
179

   

No different from a number of other wealthy New Yorkers at mid-century, Wright spent 

most of his profits on art.  Like fellow patrons Robert M. Olyphant (1825-1918), Marshall O. 

Roberts (1814-1880), and Alexander T. Stewart (1803-1876), Wright assembled a large 

collection of European and American art.  As Lillian B. Miller explained, collections such as 
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these were fashionable, patriotic, and exemplified the collectorôs desire to demonstrate his 

refined taste to a larger public.  Contemporary critics frequently compared merchants such as 

Wright to Renaissance princes since their patronage of native artists was perceived as an 

expression of national culture.  Hoping that the encouragement of native artists and the fine arts 

would lead to greater public appreciation, critics argued that the American mercantile economy 

and republicanism would lead to an artistic renaissance.  The underlying belief was that the 

development of a national art and literature led to the establishment of a refined civilization.
180

  

Critics explained that this national art ñmust be of a purely popular character and originˈits 

individuals must come from the people, and be renowned for those qualities which captivate the 

hearts of a free, enthusiastic, and high spirited nation.ò
181

   

 Authors of the United States fulfilled this call for a national art as the selection of sitters 

was not limited to one region.  For example, Bryant, Cooper, and Irving, who are associated with 

the North, appear with their southern counterparts: William Gilmore Simms (1806-1870), John 

Pendleton Kennedy (1795-1870) and P. Pendleton Cooke (1816-1850).   Simms and Kennedy 

were best known for their sentimental novels of plantation life, while P. Pendleton Cookeôs 

poems romanticized the Virginian gentleman.  Other writers associated with the South included 

New Orleans Picayune newspaper correspondent George W. Kendall (1809-1913) and Louisville 

Daily Journal editor George Dennison Prentice (1802-1870).  While the northern dominance 

may initially suggest regional favoritism, the selection of authors was more likely due to popular 

taste in literature.  Confirmation about the selection of sitters is difficult since the exact 

circumstances of the commission are unknown.   

 A letter written by Daniel Huntington to one of the sitters in Men of Science provides  
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insight into this issue.  On May 13, 1857, Huntington responded to chemist John William 

Draperôs inquiry about who was responsible for the selection of sitters.  Huntington wrote: ñI am 

not responsible for the names selected ï neither is Wm. Wright ï but several have been 

consulted.ò
182

  Considering the number of sitters to be included in the commission as a whole, it 

is not unusual that Wright sought the assistance of others.  It is also possible that Wright simply 

provided the funds while someone else oversaw the planning of the portraits.  If Authors of the 

United States originated with Hicks, it is plausible that he primarily selected the authors, perhaps 

with the assistance of his many literary friends.  Regardless who selected the sitters, Authors of 

the United States exemplified the desire for an art ñof a purely popular character and originò 

through its depiction of American literary figures and provided Wright with an opportunity to 

compete with his fellow patrons. 

In order to make the public aware of his collections and patronage, Wright frequently 

opened his New Jersey home for public viewings.  Visitors saw European works such as Rosa 

Bonheurôs Horse Fair (1853-1855, Metropolitan Museum of Art) and Eugene Delacroixôs sketch 

for The Barque of Dante (c. 1822) in Wrightôs collection.  They also viewed American landscapes 

by Albert Bierstadt, John F. Kensett, and George Inness, as well as genre paintings such as 

Eastman Johnsonôs Negro Life in the South (1859, New-York Historical Society).  As John Davis 

has demonstrated, Wrightôs collecting and exhibition practicesˈparticularly in regards to Negro 

Life in the South̍ were intimately related to his cotton business.
183

   

As someone who depended upon slave labor for financial survival, Wright surely felt the 

burgeoning pressure of civil strife as the debate over slavery intensified during the 1850s.  

Contemporary literature such as Stoweôs Uncle Tomôs Cabin (1852) raised public awareness of 

                                                 
182

 See Huntington to John W. Draper (chemist), 13 May 1857, John William Draper Papers, Library of Congress. 
183

 Davis 1998, esp. 84-88.  



99 

 

slavery and strengthened antislavery sentiments.  Five years later, North Carolina author Hinton 

Rowan Helper published The Impending Crisis of the South (1857), arguing that slavery was not 

compatible with industrialization and therefore impeded the Southôs economic and cultural 

development.  A shocking attack by a Southerner on his home region, The Impending Crisis of 

the South initially saw paltry sales, but soon became well-known and controversial.  Authorities 

burned ten copies publicly in a North Carolina town and officials in Alexandria, Virginia 

 arrested a man for owning a copy.
184

   

Wright and other northern cotton manufacturers often attempted to counter abolitionist 

 accusations of cruelty and inhumane treatment of slaves.  In response to publications like 

Helperôs, New York merchants developed a proslavery defense as published in The Five Cotton 

States and New York; or, Remarks upon the Social and Economical Aspects of the Southern 

Political Crisis (1860).  The pamphlet argued that slavery was ñjustifiable upon sound, social, 

humane, and Christian considerationò and that it was harmless so long as owners refrained from 

and prevented abuse.
185

 As Davis explains, paintings such as Negro Life in the South that 

depicted idyllic slave life supported such mercantile viewpoints.  Wright frequently loaned 

Negro Life in the South for exhibition, thus demonstrating that he realized how his collection 

could influence public opinion.
186

  One might argue that the Wright Commission served a similar 

purpose.  If Wrightôs gallery of famous American men and women had been completed, then the 

public might have seen the patron as a philanthropic individual who utilized his profits from a 

slave-related industry to benefit the American public by honoring native genius.  In fact, 

contemporary journals such as The Crayon and the Cosmopolitan Art Journal praised Wright for  
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his generosity.   

However, not everyone was so impressed with Wrightôs ambitious commission.  After 

Wright initiated it in the spring of 1857, The New York Times expressed skepticism about his 

possibility of finding thirty sitters for each portrait.  The newspaper stated: 

This is certainly a very liberal commission, and we are glad to know we have so 

magnificent a Maecenas among us.  But where are all the distinguished persons to be 

found who are to fill up these monster canvases.  Thirty distinguished living personages 

in one frame, and four pictures of that magnitude will require no less than one hundred 

and twenty subjects.  We shall expect to see an advertisement in the morning papers, 

headed thus: ñWantedˈA few living personages to sit for their pictures.  Good 

references required.ò  We might suggest the names of a few, but it might be deemed 

officious.
187

 

 

One week later, the newspaper continued to mock the commission, particularly in regards to 

Rossiterôs Merchants of the United States: 

It will be no very difficult matter to get together thirty men of science, of literature, and 

of art, though there may be some difficulty in grouping them; but where are the thirty 

eminent merchants to be found, and what is to be the standard of greatness with merchant 

princes? How many millions must a merchant have accumulated to entitle him to 

pictorial honors? Every man should be painted with his bank book in his hand, in which 

his wealth should be inscribed.  Of all human greatness there is none so brittle as that of a 

merchant; he may be the greatest man in Wall-street to-day, and a nobody to-morrow.  

We have a few eminent men who have amassed fortunes by trade, but they have achieved 

greatness by other deeds than those connected with their calling.
188

 

 

The criticôs ridicule of the merchants portrait is not surprising, especially considering that when 

The New York Times commentary was published in the spring of 1857, the United States was on 

the cusp of its worst financial decline in several decades.  A general recession began in the fall of 

1856; however, it was not until the following summer that the bottom fell out.  On August 24, 

1857, the New York branch of the Ohio Life Insurance and Trust Company failed.  Mass bank 
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failures followed and businesses closed at an alarming rate. Soon thereafter, the British began 

removing funds from U.S. banks, grain exports decreased due to the end of the Crimean War, 

and railroads failed after land speculation programs collapsed.  Known as the Panic of 1857, this 

financial crisis devastated many Americans.
189

  In addition, violence over the intensifying slave 

debate erupted along the Kansas-Missouri border and only made matters worse.  The uncertainty 

over current domestic events might lead one to conclude that Wrightôs commission was ill- 

advised.  Yet the cotton market remained relatively stable during the economic crisis and as a  

result, Wright was initially capable of financing the commission.    

Despite The New York Timesôs skepticism over the merchants portrait, audiences were 

 increasingly receptive to group portraits as forms of national expression.  In 1860, after Rossiter 

completed Merchants of the United States, the Boston Transcript expressed the hope that such a 

ñnational pictureò could find a home in a public institution such as a Mercantile Library or 

Chamber of Commerce.  The article further stated that ñthis class of pictorial works is growing in 

public estimation.ò
190

  Thus, when Wright hired the four artists to paint the large group portraits, 

he was contributing to a tradition of group portraiture and the galleries of great men. 

Nationalism and Group Portraiture at Mid -Century  

In commissioning a gallery of famous men and women, Wright participated in a long-

standing tradition in the history of art.
191

  Since at least the fifteenth century, wealthy patrons had 
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commissioned artists to paint galleries of famous men to honor their accomplishments.  As 

previously mentioned, this tradition originated in the United States in the late eighteenth century 

with Pealeôs portrait gallery of Revolutionary heroes in Philadelphia and the collection at New 

York City Hall. The representation of great American men continued throughout the first half of 

the nineteenth century in the form of biographical books.
192

    

For instance, Joseph Delaplaine published Delaplaineôs Repository of the Living  

Portraits of Distinguished American Characters (1815), which included portrait engravings after 

Peale, Stuart, Trumbull, and John Singleton Copley (1738-1815).  John B. Longacre and James 

Herringôs The National Portrait Gallery of Distinguished Americans (1824), William H. 

Brownôs Portrait Gallery of Distinguished American Citizens (1845), Benson J. Lossingôs 

Biographic Sketch of the Signers (1848), and Abner Dumont Jonesôs Illustrated American 

Biography (1853), soon followed.  In 1854, Samuel Hueston published The Knickerbocker 

Gallery, a compendium of articles by contributors to the Knickerbocker magazine.  Engraved 

portraits of the authors accompanied their essays.  The volume included seventeen of the forty-

four writers in Authors of the United States and testifies to their popularity.  Therefore, it is  

possible that books like The Knickerbocker Gallery served as a reference for the selection of 

sitters. 

Around the same time, Mathew Brady established his National Gallery of 

Daguerreotypes in Washington, DC and published The Gallery of Illustrious Americans (1850) 

with Charles Lester. Brady and Lesterôs book was similar to its predecessors in that portrait 

engravings accompanied biographical essays.   It differed from the others only because the prints 
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were engraved after daguerreotypes as opposed to oil portraits.
193

 In theory, the purchase of these 

books provided an opportunity for the public to own their own gallery of famous Americans.  

However, most of these publications failed to sell because of high production costs coupled with 

low demand.  

A more affordable alternative appeared in the form of the group portrait print.  For 

example, the National Miniature Gallery of Anthony, Clark & Co., published Thomas Doneyôs 

United States Senate Chamber (after James Whitehorne, after daguerreotypes by Victor Piard 

and Edward Anthony) (fig. 62) in 1846.  The American Review described the image as ñvery 

nearly what took place in the Senate Chamber upon Henry Clayôs public retirement from 

legislative life, in 1842.ò
194

 The print included ninety-seven portraits of politicians in the gallery 

and balcony of the Senate chamber.  In 1854, Doney created another group portrait of American 

luminaries, Distinguished Americans at a Meeting of the New York Historical Society [sic] (after 

Julius Gollman).  With only forty-nine portraits, Distinguished Americans ñrepresents an interior 

view of the large Chapel of University with the New York Historical Society [sic] in session. 

The heads with one or two exceptions were painted from lifeé.ò
195

  The best known of these 

group portrait types is Robert Whitechurchôs United States Senate Chamber A.D. 1850 (after 

Peter Rothermel, after daguerreotypes by Victor Piard) (1855) (fig. 63).  In this image, Henry 

Clay introduces the Compromise of 1850 to the Senate.  

In a sale advertisement of Whitechurchôs United States Senate Chamber, publishers 

Butler & Long described it as  
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a work of art, it as far transcends anything hitherto produced in this country, as the period 

chosen for illustration surpasses, in interest, any since the memorable July of 1776. It is 

not our intention to dwell on the political events of the time, or on the danger when they 

seemed to threaten our beloved Union; it is sufficient for us to know that they were 

averted by the strong good sense of the People of America, aided by the brilliant talents 

and intense patriotism of her chosen Statesmen and Orators.  Many of these have since 

passed away from us, but they óstill liveô in the consecrated memory of a great nation.
196

 

 

The publisherôs commentary first suggests that Clayôs Compromise of 1850 was more important 

than independence because it averted secession and civil war.  The publisher also suggests that 

crisis could be averted once again through remembrance of patriotic actions as pictured by the 

individuals in the print.  Thus, the print functioned as both a political and didactic image.  A 

commentary published in The Crayon echoed this sentiment in December 1860, just one month 

after Hicks completed the sketch of Authors of the United States.  An unidentified critic wrote: 

Notwithstanding political commotion, the art world pursues the even tenor of its way.  

Artists are busy in their studios with the harmonies of nature, not its discords.  We cannot 

help but think that the general cultivation of artistic feeling and perception would be of 

great political advantage.  If it is not calculated to cure, it might prevent social 

disturbances that now seem to be due more to exaggerated cerebral action than anything 

else.  We have too many patriots like Peter the Hermit, and Praise-God Barebones, men 

who are dominated by one idea, who are enthusiastic through conceit rather than through 

judgment; a slight infusion of artistic sensibility would render them judicious as well as 

enthusiastic.  But we have to chronicle the patriotic efforts of artists, and accordingly turn 

to themé.
197

 

 

In other words, a national culture could succeed where politics failed.
198

  Art should remain 

unaffected by political strife and perhaps even had the ability to restore harmony and prevent 

discord through depiction of ñnationalò subjects.  Group portraits appeared with increasing 

frequency as a result of this call. 

 Christian Schusseleôs Men of Progress (1862) (fig. 64) celebrated American scientists 

and inventors whose discoveries and products advanced the sciences and mechanical arts.  The 
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portrait included men such as Samuel Colt, inventor of the revolving pistol; Dr. William Morton, 

discoverer of anesthesia; Samuel F. B. Morse, artist and inventor of the telegraph; and Jordan 

Lawrence Mott, who developed the coal-burning cook stove.
199

  Much like Hicksôs Authors of the 

United States and Rossiterôs Merchants of the United States, Schussele organized the men of 

progress around a table at the center of the canvas.  Schussele selectively placed their drawings 

and mechanical inventions throughout the image. Benjamin Franklin presides over the scene in 

the form of a portrait located in the upper left corner.  His inclusion connects the modern men of 

progress to their historical past and connotes the continuation of Franklinôs legacy.  Before 

Schussele completed the portrait, John Sartain began engraving it in 1861 (fig. 65).  Once the 

engraving was finished, the painting was exhibited in New York in 1862.  A flyer that 

accompanied the portrait at exhibition celebrated the contributions of the sitters: ñit is to such men 

as constitute this group that modern civilization owes its chief triumphs....ò
200

  Thus, the men of 

progress were exemplars of individuals whose personal labor was for the betterment of American 

society.   

F. O. C. Darley and Christian Schusseleôs Washington Irving and his Literary Friends at 

Sunnyside (1864) (fig. 66) also exemplifies the group portrait as a form of national expression.
201

  

Inspired by Thomas Faedôs Sir Walter Scott and His Literary Friends at Abbotsford (1854, 

Sleepy Hollow Restoration, Tarrytown), Darley depicted Irving surrounded by his colleagues in 

the comforts of his home.  A bust of Shakespeare appears above the authors in the background 

and serves a function similar to the statue of the Bard in Authors of the United States, suggesting 

that the American authors carry on the legacy of the English playwright.  Like the other group 
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portraits, Washington Irving and his Friends at Sunnyside was also engraved and made available 

to the public (Sleepy Hollow Restoration, Tarrytown). When the portrait was exhibited in 1864, 

an accompanying pamphlet explained its national significance: 

The production of this charming picture will be universally regarded as a National event.  

It is, in the truest and completest sense, a National picture, and has an interest to the 

cultivators and lovers of American art, and American literature, which no work of the 

kind heretofore presented to the American public can rival.  For whatsoever point of view 

it may be regarded, artistic, literary, or personal, it challenges with a peculiar force the 

national acceptance, and the national admiration; presenting as it does the very 

embodiment and central unity of native genius.
202

 

 

Darley and Schusseleôs Washington Irving and his Friends at Sunnyside, like Hicksôs Authors of 

the United States, embodied the national expression for which the critics called as a celebration 

of both art and literature.  While Hicksôs Authors of the United States shares affinities with the 

group portraits mentioned above, its significance also lies in the inclusion and placement of 

women within the image. Women had been previously included in group portrait prints.  For 

example, women appear in Doneyôs United States Senate Chamber and Whitechurchôs United 

States Senate Chamber A.D. 1850 where they are marginalized to the background and balconies 

and serve as spectators to historic events.
203

  By contrast, the women in Authors of the United 

States appear in the foreground of the image, where, one might argue, they appear as equals to 

their male counterparts.  Authors of the United States not only serves as an example of 

nationalism and literary celebrity, but also as a representation of the changing status of women at 

mid-century.  Moreover, Hicksôs singular portraits of American authors and Authors of the 

United States are by-products of the larger ñmachineò of the mass media and the public relations 

industry, and are also demonstrative of the circuitous nature of celebrity promotion. 
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Chapter 5: Elisha Kent Kane  

On January 4, 1859, an anonymous group of donors, known only as a ñGroup of Ladies 

of New York,ò presented Hicksôs portrait of Dr. Elisha Kent Kane (fig. 67) to the New-York 

Historical Society.  The portrait was covered with a map and unveiled as Reverend Dr. Frances 

L. Hawks eulogized the Arctic explorer.  Reportedly, the presentation was so moving that many 

were brought to tears.
204

  The portrait is one of four painted by Hicks over the course of eight 

years.  The artist created a second version (1859) (fig. 68) and a small copy (c. 1859) (fig. 69) for 

the Kane family.  In 1866, Hicks made another portrait of the explorer for the Kane Masonic 

Lodge in New York City (fig. 70).
205

  Initially it may seem curious that Hicks painted four 

portraits of an individual who has disappeared from public attention and memory in our era.   

However, in the nineteenth century, Americans revered Kane as one of the greatest heroes who 

ever lived. 

Over the course of his short life, Elisha Kent Kane built a reputation as a world traveler, 

naval surgeon, and explorer.  He is best known for his participation in the 1850 and 1853 search 

expeditions for lost British explorer Sir John Franklin (1786-1847).  Franklin disappeared while 

trying to find the Northwest Passage and the mystery of his fate captured both British and 

American popular imaginations.  Contemporary newspapers and journals such as the New York 

Tribune and Harperôs Weekly kept readers apprised of the latest information about the 

expeditions.  As a result, Americans became enchanted with Kaneôs courageous behavior in 

searching and exploring the unknown far North.  Kane published two accounts of his 
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experiences: The U. S. Grinnell Expedition in Search of Sir John Franklin (1854) and Arctic 

Explorations in the Years 1853, ô54, ô55 (1856).  Both books became immediate bestsellers 

because they provided readers with firsthand accounts of the expeditions.  As a result, Kane and 

the Franklin expeditions launched Americaôs obsession with the Arctic. 

In the mid-nineteenth century, the unknown Arctic regions exemplified natureôs sublime 

grandeur.  Men like Kane, who were willing to sacrifice themselves in pursuit of scientific 

knowledge for the betterment of humankind, were seen as heroes.  Nineteenth-century 

Americans identified the conquest of the Arctic with virtue and honor.   In other words, the 

exploration of the Arctic exemplified the good character of man under extreme conditions.
206

  

Arctic exploration also fulfilled Manifest Destiny and offered the United States a chance to 

enhance its reputation on the world stage and was thus promoted through nationalism at mid-

century.  

 Despite the fact that Kaneôs expeditions failed to find Franklin, the American public still 

revered him as a national hero.  This was largely due to Kaneôs willingness to sacrifice himself in 

pursuit of knowledge, a factor which contributed to his untimely death at the age of thirty-seven.  

In addition, Kane and his family manipulated the popular press to construct his heroic public 

persona through text, image, and speech both before and after his returns from the Arctic 

expeditions.  This chapter considers Hicksôs portraits of the explorer within the context of 

Americaôs new fascination with the Arctic regions; the creation of an American hero at a time of 

national distress; and the ways in which a celebrity image could be created and manipulated in 

the popular press.  I compare Hicksôs portraits of Kane to those produced by the artistôs 

contemporaries such as Mathew Brady, Alonzo Chappel, and J. B. Wandesforde.  I also examine 
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the ways in which Hicks utilized the Kane portraits to increase his own fame.  A close technical 

examination of the portraits provides insight into the artistôs working process as he was required 

to work from photographs. In conclusion, I demonstrate that Hicksôs canvases were part of the 

larger cultural phenomenon of celebrity and a new interest in the Arctic at mid-century.   

Elisha Kent Kane as Arctic Hero 

 Elisha Kent Kane was born into a prominent Philadelphia family on February 3, 1820.  

His father, attorney John Kintzing Kane (1796-1866), eventually became the U. S. District Court 

Judge of Eastern Pennsylvania.  Kaneôs mother, Jane Duval Leiper (1795-1858), was the 

daughter of Thomas Leiper (1745-1825), a Revolutionary War hero and powerful Philadelphia 

tobacco merchant. As a prominent Philadelphia family, the Kanes were attuned to the importance 

of social status and public perception.  They took special care to ensure that their childrenôs 

occupations reflected well upon the family.  This vested interest was particularly important to the 

way in which the American public came to know and love the eldest Kane son, Elisha.
207

 

As a young man, Kane enrolled at the University of Virginia, where he pursued interests 

in engineering and the natural sciences.  It was there that he suffered his first attack of rheumatic 

fever. The illness plagued Kane throughout adulthood, often leaving him bedridden for weeks at 

a time.  In an era where strength, bravery, and aggressiveness were deemed necessary 

characteristics in order to maneuver successfully through society, the weak man plagued by 
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frequent illness would be quickly left behind.  Kaneôs father encouraged him to become 

vigorously active, believing it would not only heal his sonôs illness but also make him more 

masculine.  From that point forward, Elisha Kent Kane ignored all medical advice against 

strenuous activity.   

After graduating from the University of Virginia, Elisha returned to Philadelphia where 

he studied medicine for three years at the University of Pennsylvania.  Upon his 1842 

graduation, Kaneôs family hoped he would open a medical practice and settle down in 

Philadelphia.  However, the routine life of a city physician was unappealing to the ambitious 

young Kane.  Instead, he joined Caleb Cushingôs diplomatic mission to China as a civilian in 

May 1843.  This diplomatic trip was the first of many adventures that took the explorer to the 

farthest reaches of the globe.  Two months into the journey, he was appointed naval surgeon.   

Over the next two and a half years, Kane visited Asia, Egypt, South America, and 

Europe.  Throughout his adventures, the inquisitive Kane continued to investigate the natural 

sciences.  Reportedly, he routinely placed himself in harmôs way to make scientific observations.  

For example, while in the Philippines, he had himself lowered into the Taal volcano to collect 

samples of minerals and water that he believed contained sulphuric acid.  In Egypt he climbed 

the colossus of Amenophis III to read hieroglyphs inscribed on the Egyptian pharaohôs tablets.  

As historian Mark Metzler Sawin noted, exploits such as these had less to do with knowledge 

and more with bravado: the Egyptian tablets were only twenty feet above the ground and could 

easily be read from below.
208

  Regardless of their veracity, these stories later formed the 

foundation for Kaneôs heroic public persona. 

When Kane returned to Philadelphia in the late summer of 1845, he was one of the most 
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 well-traveled Americans of his time.  He had crossed the Atlantic four times, visited five 

continents, and traveled some forty thousand miles.  Throughout his journeys, Kane wrote letters 

to his family in Philadelphia and kept detailed journals. His father and younger brother, Thomas 

Leiper Kane (1822-1883), encouraged him to publish his writings as a travel narrative.
209

  Kane 

left Philadelphia in May 1846, sailing to Africa with the Navy.  A year later, he entered the 

Mexican-American War where he was wounded in battle.  He convalesced in Mexico and again 

wrote to his family.  Elisha emphasized which parts of his letters he wanted his father to play up 

in the newspapers and where he wanted the stories published.  Philadelphians soon became 

enamored with their hometown hero.
210

  However, Kane was not the only man whose courageous 

actions drew the attention of the American public in the late 1840s.  By 1848, American 

audiences were enthralled with the story of another adventurer, the British naval officer and 

explorer Sir John Franklin.  

 In 1845, the British Navy sent Franklin with two ships and 129 crewmembers to the 

Arctic to complete the Northwest Passage.  When nothing had been heard from the men by 1848, 

the British Admiralty sent search expeditions to the northern coast of North America.  American 

newspapers and magazines picked up the story from the British press and American audiences 

became fascinated by the mystery.  Soon after the story hit American presses, Franklinôs wife, 

Lady Jane Franklin (1791-1875), made direct appeals to President Zachary Taylor (1784-1850) 

for Americaôs assistance in the search.  The press also gained the attention of Henry Grinnell 

(1799-1874), a wealthy New York shipping merchant who offered to donate two ships to aid the 

search.  In January 1850, with the support of the President, Congress debated the benefits of 
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 American involvement in the expedition.   

As Arctic historian Michael Robinson has explained, at mid-century there were no 

immediate justifications for spending time and resources to search for Franklin.  The benefits 

associated with the expedition were less material than symbolic: participation would increase 

Americaôs reputation on the world stage.  Deploying men to the Arctic also gave the United 

States the opportunity to demonstrate its own scientific prowess.  The prospect of being the first 

to discover the Northwest Passage as well as the first to discover the Open Polar Sea spurred 

national support.
211

  Americaôs involvement also offered a positive distraction from domestic 

disputes over new territories acquired during the Mexican-American war and the escalating slave 

debate.  If the country could not unify politically, then it could rally behind courageous 

American men who sought to conquer the Arctic.  It was in this period and climate that Kane 

decided to devote his life to science and exploration.  In March 1850, he wrote to the Secretary 

of the Navy, William Alexander Graham (1804-1875), requesting attachment to the newly 

approved Arctic expedition.  Two months later, on May 22, Kane shipped out with the U. S. 

Grinnell Expedition and crew aboard the Advance and Rescue.   

 Although Kaneôs family still wanted him to settle down in Philadelphia, they recognized 

the attention and respect his adventures could bring to the family name.  Each time Kane wrote 

home, his father and brother immediately published excerpts from the letters in The New York 

Daily Tribune in efforts to attract national attention to their sonôs exploits.
212

 These articles were 

also peppered with accounts of Kaneôs past exploits in the Philippines, Mexico, and Egypt.  
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While on board the rescue ship, Kane kept the official record of the search because the crewôs 

captain, Edwin J. De Haven (1816-1865), did not want the task traditionally performed by the 

senior officer.  This decision led to Kaneôs first book, The U. S. Grinnell Expedition in Search of 

Sir John Franklin (1854).
213

  Due to his familyôs promotional efforts, Kane was a national 

celebrity by the time he returned home in 1851. 

 Almost immediately upon his arrival in New York City, Kane campaigned to lead a 

second expedition in search of Franklin.  He theorized that Franklin made it to the Open Polar 

Sea and was stranded there.  If a search team could discover the location, then Kane was certain 

Franklin would be rescued.  Although Kane used the search for the British explorer to justify his 

second trip to the Arctic, the real reason was his passion for adventure and scientific discovery.  

He wanted to continue collecting specimens and the scientific observation of the Arctic 

landscape, flora, and fauna he began on the first expedition.  This combination of science and 

humanitarian action turned Kane into a media darling and virtuous hero.  For nineteenth-century 

Americans, a hero was no longer defined by actions alone, as he had been in the past.  A writer 

for The Knickerbocker magazine explained that heroism involved more than courage and bravery 

on the battlefield and included those who pursued science in order to advance humanity.  The 

author ñAyraultò wrote: 

 Heroism in the nineteenth century has assumed a type of things grander and more 

 beautiful to come.  It is rolling back the waves of ignorance to their source.  It finds 

 ample room for the exercise of its prowess in the pursuits of science and of song, in the 

 elevation of human propensities, and in the propagation of those words of truest import  

 the WORLDôS GREATEST HERO uttered eighteen centuries ago.
214

 

 

In other words, the mid-century hero was a man of good moral character, both courageous and 

intelligent, seeking to enlighten humankind through scientific discovery and knowledge.  This 
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was precisely the kind of hero Kane epitomized and was publicized as by himself and his family 

upon his return.   

One day after the Grinnell expedition returned to New York harbor, a detailed narrative  

appeared in The New York Times and Harperôs soon agreed to publish Kaneôs first book about 

his ordeals in the Arctic.  Joseph Henry (1797-1878), the Secretary of the Smithsonian 

Institution, requested that Kane give lectures to both Congress and the public about his scientific 

observations of the Arcticôs flora and fauna.  Kane readily agreed and the lecture series drew 

fiscal support for the second expedition.  During his speeches, Kane won audiences and his 

financial backers by peppering his scientific discussions with tales of Arctic life.  The explorer 

made an indelible impression upon attendees.  After hearing him speak in Boston, one woman 

wrote ñI am with the party in all their weary journeys and when I turn to gaze on the dark 

magnificent landscape, I can almost realize the solemn, the dreadful stillness of the Arctic night 

as [Kane] so vividly and pathetically describes.ò
215

  Kaneôs success was partly due to his ability 

to tell a good story about the dangers of the unknown Arctic.   

Since the first quarter of the nineteenth century, the Arctic had captured American 

imagination.  Information about the region first came in the form of newspaper and magazine 

reports about early British expeditions.  Bostonôs Athenaeum and Philadelphiaôs Saturday 

Magazine published stories about the latest exploits of British explorers such as John Ross 

(1777-1856) and William Parry (1790-1855), who, like Franklin, also searched for the Northwest 

Passage.  These reports, coupled with romantic notions of the sublime, established the polar 

region as a place of awe and wonder.  Only individuals with a scientific mind and manly 

character dared risk their lives for the pursuit of knowledge and empire. Arctic exploration was 
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 also readily identified with Humboldtean science.   

Nineteenth-century Americans revered the German scientist and explorer, Alexander von 

Humboldt (1769-1859).  They saw him as a hero who documented scientific and physical 

phenomena in his efforts to demonstrate global interconnectedness.  His dedication to furthering 

knowledge and unraveling lifeôs mysteries for the betterment of humankind was demonstrative 

of his good moral character.  Kane was a follower of Humboldtean science.  In his search for 

Franklin, he poised himself as a global humanitarian and as a seeker of scientific knowledge.  

Despite his noble efforts, Congress denied Kane funding for his second expedition.  Franklin had 

been missing for five years and no one believed that he would be found alive. For Congress, 

another search was simply not worth the risk nor expense.  Nevertheless, Kaneôs popular appeal 

and scientific ambition gained him the support of the Smithsonian Institution, the American 

Philosophical Society, the Naval Observatory, the Philadelphia Academy of Natural Science, and 

the American Geographical Society.  These institutions provided both financial support and 

supplies for the second expedition.
216

 

  Despite his noble intentions, Kaneôs second expedition also failed and is now considered  

                                                 
216

 See Robinson, 22-25 and David Chapin, ñóScience Weeps, Humanity Weeps, the World Weepsô: America 

Mourns Elisha Kent Kane,ò The Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography 123, no. 4 (October 1999): 286-

288.  During the time between expeditions, Kane met and fell in love with one the most controversial women of the 

nineteenth century, ñspirit rapperò Margaret Fox (1836-1893).  Fox, along with her sister Kate, claimed to have the 

ability to communicate with the dead via knocking noises. For instance, they would ask questions of the spirits who 

would then respond through a series of raps.  Many luminaries, such as William Cullen Bryant, Nathaniel Parker 

Willis, and James Fenimore Cooper, attended their séances and were impressed by the women.  Although the sisters 

were proven frauds by the end of the century, they are now considered an important aspect of the spiritualist 

movement in the nineteenth century.  An association with a woman of such dubious nature could only result in 

disaster in the eyes of Kaneôs family.  From the time of their first meeting to the years after Kaneôs death, his family 

worked to hide any connection between the two lovers.  Nevertheless, Kane loved Fox deeply and their relationship 

continued sporadically for the remaining three years of his life. The battle between Fox and the Kane family is 

legendary in the Kane literature.  A ghost written book entitled The Love-Life of Dr. Kane (New York: Carleton, 

1866) contained much of the correspondence between Kane and Fox that  has since been lost.  In addition, Kane 

commissioned Italian artist Giuseppe Fagnani to paint a small portrait of Fox to take on the second expedition.  The 

portrait has since been lost.  See Sawin, 113-161; Corner, 102-146; and Anne Braude, Radical Spirits: Spiritualism 

and Womenôs Rights in Nineteenth-Century America (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2001).   

 



116 

 

to be one of the most ill-prepared in history.  When the Advance left New York harbor on May 

31, 1853, it had a crew of eighteen men and a sickly, thirty-three-year-old celebrity at its helm.  

Although Kane and a few other crew members were part of the first Grinnell expedition, the 

particularly harsh Arctic winter nearly overtook them.  The Advance froze into the ice the first 

winter, and the crew suffered from scurvy and other maladies as the result of living in dark, 

damp, and cold quarters.  Although the crew lined the interior of the cabin with moss and mud in 

an effort to stay warm, temperatures were often well below zero.  Several crewmembers lost 

appendages due to frost bite.   

 Kane also had difficulty maintaining discipline.  In summer 1854, when it became clear 

they would have to endure a second polar winter because the Advance was still not free from the 

ice, the crew mutinied.  Eight men left in an effort to escape to the Danish colonies in Greenland, 

only to return after realizing they would never make it there alive.  Five months later, in May 

1855, Kane finally accepted the fact that they would have to abandon the Advance and head 

south.  With two small boats and the remaining provisions, they arrived in the small town of 

Upernavik on the western coast of Greenland three months later.  In the end, the expedition lost 

three men and the remaining crew would not have survived without the help of Inuit peoples.   

When Kane and his crew had not returned by the fall of 1854, Kaneôs family lobbied 

Congress to send a search party.  The rescue team left New York on the second anniversary of 

the Advanceôs departure, May 31, 1855, on two ships, the Release and the Arctic.  The crew 

included Elishaôs youngest brother, John Kintzing Kane, Jr.  Three and half months later, the 

American ships met the Danish ship Marianne leaving Godhavn, a small town south of 

Upernavik. The Americans noticed much excitement on board the Marianne as two small boats 

were lowered from the brig and headed towards the Release.  John K. Kane, Jr. wrote, ñthe men 
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in the boats were long-bearded and weather-beaten; they had strange, wild costumes; there was 

no possibility of recognition.  Dr. Kane, standing upright in the stern of the first boat, with his 

spy-glass hung around his neck, was the first identified; then the big frame of Mr. Brooks; in 

another moment all hands of them were on board of us.ò
217

  It was this image of Kane as heroic 

Arctic explorer that was propagated by his family upon his return. 

Although Kaneôs health began deteriorating shortly after his arrival, he did not let it deter 

him from beginning the narrative of the second expedition.  Kane signed with publisher George 

W. Childs (1829-1894), who immediately began promoting the book through his new company, 

Childs & Peterson.  Childs made press releases to newspapers and magazines such as the 

Philadelphia Ledger and the American Publishersô Circular & Literary Gazette.  Like The U. S. 

Grinnell Expedition, Arctic Explorations also contained engravings, maps, and scientific 

notations.  The promos explained that the publisher was ñsparing no expense to make the book 

worthy of the subject, and judging from the fact that the estimated cost of its production is 

upward of $20,000, we have every reason to believe that it will be one of the most magnificent 

and elaborate works ever issued from the American press.ò
218

  Childs also commissioned a 

biography of Kane that played upon his role as noble American hero.  As Sawin notes, since 

Kane was seen as a national hero, purchasing the book was equated to an act of patriotism.    

Despite receiving numerous lecture invitations, Kane rarely appeared in public due to his 

failing health.  Lady Jane Franklin refused to give up the search for her husband despite the fact 

that Scottish explorer Dr. John Rae (1813-1893) discovered Franklinôs fate through Inuit 

testimony in 1854.  The Inuits told Rae that after the ship became stuck in the ice, Franklin and 

his crew attempted to escape on foot, eventually succumbing to the extreme conditions.  
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Nevertheless, Lady Jane Franklin wanted to know her husbandôs exact fate and appealed to both 

Kane and the U. S. government once again.   Kane declined to lead a third expedition and instead 

agreed to promote a new search.  Kane left for England in October 1856 and upon arriving was 

struck with another bout of rheumatic fever and collapsed after meeting with the British 

admiralty.  In November, Kane left Europe for Havana, Cuba, hoping the warmer climate would 

cure his illness.  While en route, he suffered an apoplectic stroke that rendered him partially 

paralyzed and unable to speak.  He gradually regained some mobility, but suffered another stroke 

and died on February 16, 1857.   

Kaneôs demise prompted an unprecedented outpouring of public grief.  To date, the only 

public funeral that surpassed Kaneôs in size and scope was that of Lincoln in 1865.  Over the 

course of the month-long journey that brought Kaneôs body from Havana to Philadelphia, 

thousands of Americans turned out to pay their respects to the great explorer.  The procession 

passed through major cities such as New Orleans, Louisville, Cincinnati, and Baltimore.  Kane 

lay in state in each city and major ceremonies were staged to honor the national hero.  When 

people could not attend public events, they lined the rivers and railroad tracks as Kaneôs body 

passed through the countryside.  As David Chapin explains, Kane was worthy of this enormous 

outpouring of public mourning because he was understood as a martyr of science who had 

sacrificed himself for the betterment of mankind.
219

   

 Furthermore, Kane died when the division between the North and South had reached a  

critical point and many Americans saw him as a symbol of national unity.  Kaneôs heroism 

appealed to all classes in all regions; he signified a cohesion that could not be achieved by 

contemporary American politicians.  In other words, Kane was a man who sacrificed himself for 
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the advancement of America when national leaders would not do the same.
220

  Reports of the 

funeral procession provide evidence of Kaneôs symbolic role as national unifier.  The Baltimore 

American reported that ñon no occasion have our citizens united more generally, or with a 

greater earnestness of purpose, in manifesting their appreciation of distinguished worth and 

eminent services.ò  When Kaneôs body arrived in Philadelphia, a building on Chestnut Street 

displayed a flag that read ñPhiladelphia mourns an illustrious son, and the world a martyr to 

science and humanity.ò  Another buildingôs banner read ñScience Weeps, Humanity Weeps, the 

World Weeps.ò
221

  In the four short years between Kaneôs death and the start of the American 

Civil War, Kane became an iconic symbol of cultural unity for the American people.  This would 

not have been possible without the efforts of Kaneôs family, and of artists like Hicks who strove 

to immortalize the fallen Arctic hero through visual images. 

The Portraits 

 The N-YHS painting is a half-length portrait of Kane in profile (fig. 95).  He sits at a 

table filled with objects that signify his occupation as a writer and scientific explorer.  

Momentarily pausing from his academic pursuits, Kane gazes expressionless out of the picture 

plane and appears unaware of the viewerôs presence.  A window behind the table opens to a calm 

seascape.  Confronted with a slightly larger than life image of the heroic explorer, the viewer is 

encouraged to contemplate and be inspired by the virtuous deeds of a man who placed the pursuit  

of scientific advancement and his country ahead of his own well-being. 

Hicks organized the composition horizontally with the sitter and objects pressed to the 

picture plane.  The painting is divided into two parts by a green and blue striped curtain that 
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frames the window on its right side.   Kane appears to the right of the curtain while books and 

objects appear to its left.  Kane sits tall in his chair in front of a nondescript gray wall.  He wears 

a white shirt and black cravat with a black coat.   His black dress coat with red lining is draped 

over his chair.  A distorted black rectangle on the lining represents an armhole or interior pocket.  

The chairôs armrest, similar to William Cullen Bryantôs in Authors of the United States, ends in 

an elaborately carved eagleôs head.  Kaneôs dark brown hair curls up and out around his ear and 

down the back of his neck.  His moustache curves down around his mouth and his flushed cheeks 

contrast with his pale skin.   

Kane rests his left hand on the table and holds a pen in his right.  Illegible manuscript 

pages, intended to reference his writings about the Arctic, appear beneath his right hand.  The 

table is covered with a green and gold striped tablecloth.  Books (one of which is labeled 

ñARCTICò), miscellaneous pamphlets and papers, a rolled map, a globe and a compass are 

arranged on the table.  Hicks did not organize the items neatly, but instead shuffled and scattered 

them across the table.  The pamphletsô furled pages and soft curling covers, the worn condition 

of the books, and their slight disorganization suggest they are actively used, as opposed to being 

mere references to Kaneôs education and knowledge. 

 Just behind the objects on the table, an open window reveals a seascape with serene 

waters and a setting sun.  A tall ship, which references Kaneôs sea voyages to the Arctic, sits on 

calm waters underneath white and pink tinged clouds.  Blue sky with a barely visible waning 

crescent moon can be seen in the upper left corner of the window.
222

  The green and blue striped 

curtain partially falls on the inside of the room and drops behind Kaneôs right hand, visually 
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 connecting him to the sea.   

Aside from the curtain, Kane is the only form that crosses into the top half of the canvas.  

In combination with the artistôs use of light and color, this organization serves to direct the 

viewerôs attention to Kane and create a sense of three-dimensionality.  For example, Hicks 

predominantly used cool colors in the upper half of the painting.  The light gray of the wall and 

the soft pinks and blues of the sunset recede into the background.  In contrast, warm reds, 

browns, and green colors of the objects project forward, making it appear as if the objects are 

closer to the viewer.  In combination with color, light also serves to direct the viewerôs attention 

to Kane.  Light enters the painting from the left side, illuminating the sitter and part of the wall 

behind him.  Kaneôs forehead is awash with light, as if to draw focus to the sitterôs scientific 

mind.  As a result, Kaneôs dark brown hair and black suit contrast with the pale background and 

draw the viewerôs attention to the upper portion of the canvas.   

Line also serves to return the viewerôs gaze to the sitter.  For instance, when the viewer 

looks at the portrait, the eye is immediately drawn to Kane.  The arc formed by the curls of his 

hair lead the sightline downward, past Kaneôs shoulder to the chair beneath him.  The curving 

chair back directs the eye to the table.  The diagonal position of the compass is paralleled by the 

upward diagonal created by the furled page of the book on which it lies.  This upward motion is 

continued in the pink book that leans against an unknown object at the left side of the canvas. 

The arching line is echoed in the curving form of the globe and thereby directs the viewerôs 

attention to the ship on the horizon.  The contrast in scale between the ship and Kane then directs 

the eye back to the explorer.    

 The overall effect of the N-YHS portrait of Kane is similar to that of Authors of the 

United States, which the artist was painting at about the same time.  Viewers are meant to 
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observe and contemplate Kaneôs scientific mind, just as they were meant to admire the American 

literati.  Even though Hicks suggested intimacy by arranging the sitter and objects close to the 

picture plane, we are not intended to interact with the explorer.  Kane frustrates the connection 

by his lack of engagement with the viewer.  He does not acknowledge our presence, but instead 

seems oblivious to it.  Furthermore, the serene waters, Kaneôs perfect posture, and his isolation 

against the cold, gray wall imply a hushed stillness appropriate for a posthumous portrait.  Thus, 

one was meant to gaze upon the intrepid explorer with quiet reverence and admiration.   

 Eight years later, Hicks painted another portrait of Kane in a similar pose.  The Kane 

Lodge version is a full-length portrait of Kane in profile (fig. 70).  As in the N-YHS portrait, 

Kane sits at a table covered with books, rolled maps, a globe, manuscript pages, and a pen.  In 

contrast to the sparsely decorated room of the N-YHS version, here Kane appears in the richly 

decorated library of his family home in Fern Rock, Pennsylvania.  As a result, the Kane Lodge 

portrait seems less formal and more personal despite the fact that the sitter still does not engage 

the viewer.  Kaneôs dress and pose reinforce the relaxed atmosphere of the portrait. 

In the painting, Kane leans back slightly in his chair with his left leg crossed over his 

right.  His right forearm rests on the corner of the table, while his left arm hangs loosely at his 

side.  He is not actively writing, but instead appears to be reflecting about his work or looking to 

someone outside of the picture plane.  He wears a white shirt, red cravat, yellow vest, gray pants, 

red socks, and black shoes.  He also wears a long black coat that falls open at the waist.  The 

ends of the coat fold into a pile in the foreground of the painting.  The coat appears unusually 

longˈif Kane were to stand, the coat tails might drag on the floor behind him.  The coat has a 

luxurious silver silk quilted lining, which can be seen beneath Kaneôs left hip and behind his 

right leg.  The large amount of space given over to the lining afforded Hicks the opportunity to 
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demonstrate his skill in painting fabrics.  Hicks built up the form of the lining by applying color 

in fluid brushstrokes.  He varied tones of gray with light and shadow to enhance the materialôs 

tactile quality.  As a result, the lining almost shimmers as light is reflected across its surface.   

 Hicks positioned Kane at the center of the canvas, framed by the open door of the library.  

Similar to the N-YHS portrait, a light background frames the explorerôs head.  Kane is 

undoubtedly intended to be the focus of the viewerôs attention; however, the carpet and the 

abundance of objects in the room compete with the sitter as the focal point.  For example, Hicks 

painted the carpet in saturated shades of red, orange, turquoise, and lime green.  While the garish 

color and design may have suited contemporary tastes, to modern viewers it might prove a 

distraction.  Shelves filled with books, an impossibly suspended telescope, a flag, large folio 

books, maps, manuscript pages, and a globe appear behind and in front of Kane.  Certainly these 

objects are intended to reference Kaneôs education and occupation; however, here they deflect 

attention away from the sitter.  In contrast, Hicks was more successful in balancing the explorer 

and his tools in the NAM and NPG portraits. 

 In the NAM and NPG portraits, Hicks presents the viewer with a completely different 

image of Kane (fig. 68-69).  Here Kane does not appear as the refined, academic gentleman of 

the N-YHS and Kane Lodge portraits, but rather as a weary, anxious explorer.  Depicted within 

the cramped confines of his Arctic ship, the Advance, Kane sits at a makeshift desk and writes in 

his journal.  He wears a red shirt with a black fur-lined coat and covers his lap and legs with a 

large fur blanket. Kane momentarily pauses from writing and gazes out of the picture plane.  His 

worried, anxious expression contrasts his blank stare in the N-YHS and Kane Lodge portraits.  

Large gray bags beneath his eyes suggest he has gone several days without rest and his watery 

eyes intimate frustration.  His long hair and full beard make him seem almost primitive.  Hicks 
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brilliantly illuminated Kaneôs face in comparison to the other figures in the cabin, thereby 

drawing the viewerôs attention to the explorer before anything or anyone else within the painting.   

William Morton, Kaneôs loyal shipmate, appears bundled in fur and sleeps behind the 

explorer at the right side of the canvas.  Another unidentified shipmate can be seen sleeping in 

the berth in the background.  Their slumber contrasts with Kaneôs alertness, emphasizing his 

strength as he appears on watch.  As in the N-YHS and Kane Lodge portraits, Hicks included 

several accoutrements that reference Arctic exploration.  A rifle and powder bag hang behind 

Kaneôs head and a knife hangs over a blurry portrait print of Sir John Franklin, the lost British 

explorer for whom Kane and his crew search, at the right side of the canvas.  Two more rifles 

lean in the corner of the room at the right side of the painting.  A small handgun can be seen 

underneath Kaneôs desk atop a trunk partially labeled ñANCE.ò  The inclusion of multiple guns 

serves to emphasize the danger of the expedition and enhances Kaneôs courage.   

 To emphasize the cramped nature of the cabin, Hicks organized the figures and objects 

close to the picture plane.  Almost every area of the portrait is occupied by a figure or object; the 

crew barely seems to have enough room to stand up and move about.  Hicks enhanced the 

claustrophobic feeling by using warm colors and omitting a natural light source.
223

  In the 

painting, light derives from the oil lamp above Kaneôs desk.  Furthermore, the absence of an exit 

enhances the roomôs claustrophobic atmosphere.  Although a door can be seen behind Kane, it is 

unclear if it is an exit or closet.  In contrast to the N-YHS and Kane Lodge portraits, the viewer 

identifies with Kane on a psychological level here because of the explorerôs weary and worried 
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expression.  Just as Kane was unsure of his survival in the Arctic in 1855, so were American 

audiences who faced an uncertain future as political and social tensions increased in 1859. 

Creating the Image of ñDr. Kaneò 

 When Kane returned from his second trip to the Arctic in 1855, he arrived to discover he 

was both a hero and a celebrity.  His book about the first Grinnell expedition was published 

during his absence in 1854 and immediately became a best seller.  The first printing of a few 

thousand copies sold out and publishers scrambled to meet demand.  Over 130,000 copies were 

produced and sold in a little over a year.
224

  The U.S. Grinnell Expedition appealed to audiences 

not only because it was a travel narrative, but also because it relayed scientific information.  The 

book included maps, scientific notations, observations about the Arctic and its peoples, and 

several engravings of the previously unknown Far North.  Engraved by John Sartain after James 

Hamiltonôs drawings, which in turn were based on Kaneôs sketches, the images dramatically 

depicted the crew battling the awe and terror of the Arctic sublime (fig. 71-72).  These images 

stimulated the imagination of the public and artists alike.  The U. S. Grinnell Expedition and 

subsequent Arctic Exploration inspired Frederic Edwin Church to paint his behemoth landscape,  

The Icebergs (1862, Dallas Museum of Art).
225

  

 In addition to reading about Kane and his Arctic adventures, Americans were entertained 

by panorama shows that dramatically told his story.  One month prior to Kaneôs arrival, 

audiences saw the first American moving panorama of the Arctic at Odd Fellows Hall in 

Washington, DC. The show debuted at the height of public concern for Kaneôs well-being and 
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was based on engraved plates from The U.S. Grinnell Expedition.  The showôs manager, Edmund 

Beale, was one of many who quickly capitalized on Kaneôs increasing fame.
226

  With this rapidly 

rising interest in Arctic exploration and in Kane himself, the explorer and his family realized 

they needed to move quickly to control his public image.
227

 

Before Kaneôs return, the only circulated image of the explorer was a daguerreotype 

taken around the time of the Mexican-American War (fig. 73).  In the photograph, Kane appears 

as a dashing young military officer.  Because of his small frame and his persistent illnesses, the 

new image needed to be one that also depicted him as the paragon of health and manliness.  

When Kane stepped off the ship at New York harbor, he appeared as if he had just left the Arctic 

tundra.  He wore a long beard and the same furs that protected him while in sub-zero 

temperatures.  As Sawin explained, the month-long journey from Greenland to New York gave 

the explorer ample time to shave and dress as a gentleman. However, his appearance provided 

the American public with exactly what they expected to seeˈan Arctic hero.   

Kaneôs brother Thomas began constructing Kaneôs visual image as Arctic hero within a  

few days of his return.  In a letter to their young brother John, Thomas described how Elisha 

should look.  First, Thomas wanted the crew to be photographed in their Arctic furs.  Second, he 

thought they should be arranged so that Elisha appeared to be the tallest member of the crew 

despite his small frame.  Thomas also felt that certain symbols should be included, such as a 

Masonic sign to indicate Elishaôs membership in the brotherhood, an American flag, and one of 

the sled dogs brought back from the trip.  Furthermore, Thomas thought that the photograph 
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should depict some type of event from the expedition.  Thomas hired the Mathew Brady studio 

to take the photographs of Kane and his crew (fig. 74).
228

  While the photograph does not exactly 

mirror Thomasôs conception, it did match the man the public saw at New York harbor and met 

their expectations of what their Arctic hero should look like.   

In the daguerreotype, Kane holds a telescope and is at the center of the image with his 

crew crowded around him.  The explorerôs heavy fur clothing makes him appear to be the 

largest.  In another photograph attributed to Brady, Kane appears by himself and wears a heavy 

cloak with a hood (fig. 75).  He still wears a beard and bundles himself in the coat, making it 

seem as if he is still in frigid temperatures. These photographs were subsequently copied, 

engraved, and published (fig. 76).  They also served as the basis for Hicksôs NAM and NPG 

portraits and for those by other artists in the years following Kaneôs death.   

A contemporary journal entitled The Albion, A Journal of News, Politics, and Literature, 

commissioned James B. Wandesforde (1817-1902) to paint a portrait of the explorer discovering 

the graves of Franklinôs men on Beechy Island.
229

  D. G. Thompson engraved the painting, and 

the print was offered as a gift to new subscribers in January of 1858 (fig. 77).  In the engraving, 

Kane holds his telescope and stands in front of the three graves of Franklinôs crew members.  

One of the expedition ships is visible in the background.  The advertisement from The Albion 

explained that the likeness was taken from Bradyôs photograph, and the scene from Kaneôs own 

words in The U. S. Grinnell Expedition.  Kane wrote: 

I was still talking over our projects with Captain Penny, when a messenger was reported, 

making all speed to us over the ice.  The news he brought was thrilling. ñGraves, Captain 

Penny! Graves! Franklinôs winter quarters!ò We were instantly in motion.  Captain De 
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Haven, Captain Penny, Commander Phillips, and myself, joined by a party from the 

Rescue, hurried on over the ice, and scrambling along the loose and rugged slope that 

extends from Beechy to the shore, came, after a weary walk, to the crest of the isthmus.  

Here, amid the sterile uniformity of snow and slate, were the head boards of three graves,  

made after the old orthodox fashion of grave-stones at home.
230

  

 

Kaneôs fellow crewmembers are conspicuously absent from the image.  As a result, the 

implication is that the heroic Kane was alone in the discovery.
231

 

Three years later, illustrator and portraitist Alonzo Chappel (1828-1887) also created a 

full -length portrait of the explorer for E. A. Duyckinckôs National Portrait Gallery of Eminent 

Americans (1861) (fig. 78).  In this version of the discovery of Franklinôs graves, Kane holds his 

telescope in his left hand and rests his right on the tombstone of one of Franklinôs crew members.  

A sled dog appears in the foreground with the expedition ships and crew members appearing in 

the background.  According to Sawin, this image may have been sold as a souvenir at Arctic 

panorama shows.  Images such as these epitomized and idealized Kaneôs heroic and manly 

character.  Here he appears healthy and unaffected by the extreme conditions, which stood in 

stark contrast to the reality of Kaneôs constant battle with his health.  In any case, this was not 

the only type of Kane image made familiar to the American public, as Brady also photographed  

the explorer in a very different manner.  

In another series of ambrotypes, Kane appears clean shaven and in formal dress (fig. 79-

80).  In one image, Kane faces the viewer, while in the other he appears in right profile.  Here 

Kane appears as the noble, refined, and educated hero of scientific mind.  The profile photograph 

was also engraved and published. It was this photograph that Hicks copied for his N-YHS and 

Kane Lodge portraits.  In addition, these photographs or others like them may have served as 
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models for Hicksôs colleagues, James Reid Lambdin (1807-1889) (1857) (fig. 81) and Giuseppe 

Fagnani (1819-1873) (1857) (fig. 82).   

Painting from Photographs 

By the time Hicks began the N-YHS portrait in 1858, he had earned a reputation as an 

artist adept at copying photographs.  In 1854, a short commentary published in the Christian 

Inquirer noted the artistôs ability.  The author wrote that having ñwitnessed [Hicksôs] great 

success in that most difficult tasks, that of painting a life-size portrait of a little girl from a small 

daguerreotype, we may perhaps be instrumental in giving to other bereaved parents the same 

great satisfaction which two of this class have recently enjoyed.ò
232

  Posthumous portraits such 

as the one mentioned in the Christian Inquirer served as a public form of commemoration.  This 

was certainly the case with the Kane portraits.   

 In painting portraits from photographs, Hicks may have had help from new technologies.  

By the 1850s, it was possible to project daguerreotypes onto a canvas or screen through the use 

of a magic lantern and lantern slides.
233

   While no primary sources document Hicksôs use of a 

magic lantern, a close examination of the Kane portraits provide visual clues to the artistôs 

working process.     

 The N-YHS and Kane Lodge portrait heads are virtually identical to the Brady carte-de-

visite of Kane in profile except for the orientation.  In the portraits, Kaneôs profile is reversed 

from that in the photograph and suggests that the image may have been projected onto the 

canvas.  Tracing lines present in the Kane Lodge portrait provide further information about the 

artistôs technique.  For instance, a thin black line is visible along the explorerôs profile in the 
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Kane Lodge portrait.  The line begins at the crown of his head and extends down his forehead 

and nose.  It disappears underneath his moustache and reappears at his chin.  The line seems to 

have been traced onto the canvas, and then color applied within the silhouette.
234

  This is 

particularly evident at Kaneôs widowôs peak, where brown stokes of paint are meticulously kept 

within the lines.  The tracing line cannot be seen at the back of Kaneôs head, where the artist 

painted more freely.  While the lines suggest that Hicks traced the profile, they are also 

indicative of the artistôs technique as underdrawings are present throughout the entire portrait.   

For example, underdrawings are readily visible in the shelves and books underneath the 

table next to Kaneôs feet.  Two orthogonals begin at the top shelf and extend at an upward 

diagonal to the middle of the table.  A series of vertical lines appear along the side of the book 

that lies on the bottom of the shelf.  In addition, horizontal lines of the bottom shelf and of the 

books can be seen through the large green portfolio that leans against the table.  Contour lines are 

also visible around Kaneôs legs, socks, and shoes.  The presence of the lines suggests that Hicks 

planned out his compositions precisely with preliminary sketches, and then applied the color in 

thin layers.  Comparisons with other portraits made about the same time reveal similar  

characteristics. 

 The same year that Hicks completed the N-YHS version, the American Philosophical 

Society commissioned the artist to paint a portrait of their late president and Kaneôs father, John 

Kintzing Kane (fig. 83).  In this half-length portrait, John K. Kane appears in front of a green 

cloth backdrop and sits next to a table stacked with books.  Kane touches his right index finger to 

his right temple while resting his right elbow on the corner of the table.  A bookshelf can be seen 

in the background at the left side of the canvas.  The John K. Kane portrait was also posthumous,  

                                                 
234

 Slight shadowing around Kaneôs head suggests that Hicks may have altered the location of the profile.     



131 

 

and it is believed to have been copied from an unlocated daguerreotype or painting.   

When examining the head and hands closely, one can see Hicksôs underdrawings as in 

the Kane Lodge portrait.  There are visible sketch lines down the bridge of the nose, around the 

nostrils, in the cheeks, around the lips, and in the sitterôs hand, but the visibility of preliminary 

sketches is not consistent throughout the painting.  For example, Hicks took great care to paint 

the books on the table next to Kane.  One can see where the artist attempted to create texture by 

varying the thickness of the paint in the bindings.  Impasto is also evident in Kaneôs shirt and 

cravat. 

A 1996 conservation report revealed that the surface of the John K. Kane portrait suffered 

abrasions and overcleaning during a previous restoration.
235

  The conservator also noted that the 

lower facial area appeared to be painted using a thin watercolor-like technique.  It is unclear how 

much of the paint surface of the John K. Kane portrait was removed, and as a result, how much 

of the underdrawing visibility is the result of the overcleaning.  In any case, it seems that Hicks 

painted the Kane Lodge and N-YHS portraits in a similar manner, utilizing a thin watercolor-like 

technique.   

Hicks did not consistently paint in this manner.  His portrait of family friend Archibald 

Moore (1859) (fig. ) is exemplary of his polished and finished style.
236

  The painting is a half-

length portrait in which Moore appears in front of a nondescript background.  He looks out of the 
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picture plane to the left.  Moore wears a white shirt, black cravat, and vest with a grey coat.  In 

examining the face closely, underdrawing cannot be seen as in the Kane portraits.  Here, Hicks 

masterfully modeled the face by layering and blending paint brushstrokes of varying thickness. 

For instance, the brushstrokes in the face are thicker than the delicate wisps that make up 

Mooreôs hair.  One can also see where the artist built form from color, particularly in the body.  

Hicks utilized brushstrokes of varying lengths and colors to build form.  It does not seem that the 

artist drew a sketch or traced Mooreôs form before painting the portrait.  If he did, he disguised it 

through the layering of paint.  The Moore portrait was likely painted from life when Hicks was at 

his summer studio in Trenton Falls, New York.  One might conclude that Hicksôs technique 

differed depending on whether or not he worked from a photograph.  However, close 

examination of the NAM and NPG portraits leads to a different conclusion. 

 As with the N-YHS and Kane Lodge paintings, Hicks also relied on Bradyôs photographs 

to create the NAM and NPG portraits.  Hicksôs technique in the NAM and NPG portraits differs 

from that in the N-YHS and Kane Lodge paintings: the artist delicately modeled Kaneôs features 

in a similar manner to those of Archibald Moore.  No underdrawings are visible in Kaneôs face 

as Hicks built form through color and subtle modeling of light and shadow.  The objects also 

exemplify Hicksôs ability in rendering three-dimensional form through careful modeling and 

application of paint.  However, Hicksôs style does not remain consistent in the NAM portrait, as 

underdrawing is visible through the scarf and signage at the right side of the painting.  The NPG 

portrait exemplifies the artistôs mastery in creating a finished and cohesive portrait and his talent 

as a miniaturist (fig. 69) as the artist took great care in rendering detail and modeling form. The 

portrait also bears a rare preliminary sketch of a man in the margins of the canvas.  
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If the visibility of the underdrawings is not the result of over cleaning, it remains unclear 

as to why the artist would allow his canvases to have unfinished appearances.  The most likely 

explanation is that it was a matter of time and convenience.  Hicks was working on at least 

twenty other canvases around the same time he painted the N-YHS and NAM portraits.  This 

includes the Authors of the United States, since the commission had not yet been cancelled.  

Therefore, quality seems to have been sacrificed for speed of execution.  As demonstrated above, 

when Hicks painted his multiple portraits of Elisha Kent Kane, he utilized iconography 

established by Kane and his family.  An examination of the patronage of these images is 

illustrative of the impact the explorer had on the American consciousness. 

Commemorating Kane  

 Within a year of Kaneôs death, Hicks received the commission for the N-YHS portrait.  

The patrons are known to us today only as a group of ñseveral ladies of New York.ò  The 

commission is remarkable because it serves as an early example of female group patronage in the 

United States.  During the antebellum period, women were considered arbiters of cultural taste 

within the confines of the home.  Contemporary journals such as Godeyôs Ladyôs Book 

established guidelines for women decorating the home.  For instance, editor Catharine Beecher 

advised women to set aside twenty percent of their household budgets for prints and engravings 

that served to enlighten and educate families and guests.  At mid-century, women did not have a 

public sphere in which they could demonstrate their refined tastes.  The majority of public 

philanthropy was limited to service to others through religious societies and nursing care.
237

   

In commissioning the portrait of Kane, these women stepped outside of prescribed 

cultural roles.  One might argue it was acceptable in this case because the subject of their 
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admiration was Kane.  He was a hero for the agesˈone whose self-sacrifice was not only an 

expression of patriotism but also humanitarian gain.  His virtue and moral dedication to the 

advancement of knowledge were exemplary for men, women, and children of all ages and 

classes.  Furthermore, his heroism was defined by an ability to appeal to both men and women.  

He demonstrated his masculinity through his courageous effort to brave the unknown North 

particularly by overcoming his physical limitations.  Through caring for his sick crew during the 

expeditions, he also exemplified qualities associated with femininity.  The Daily Telegraph 

(Harrisburg, Pennsylvania) reported that in restoring the health of his men, he epitomized ñthe 

sterner qualities of manò with ñthe gentle qualities of woman.ò
238

  Thus, both men and women 

could honor Kane as an exemplar of ideal virtue.  The New York Times recognized this in a 

commentary on the portraitôs dedication, stating that Dr. Hawks completed his eulogy by 

thanking ñthe fair donors for their gift, which shall remain in those halls as a witness to those 

who should come after them that the women of the present age could appreciate and reward 

noble daring and manly worth.ò
239

  In other words, Kaneôs humanitarian and scientific 

contributions were so great that they transcended gendered associations of virtue.  For Hicks, the 

commission provided not only an opportunity to honor a fallen hero, but also the chance to 

enhance his own reputation by association, particularly within the N-YHS.   

 As historian Kathleen D. McCarthy explained, institutions like the NYHS helped male 

artists develop relationships with patrons and fellow artists alike.
240

  Founded in 1804, the NYHS 

was New York Cityôs first museum and originally held collections in both American and ancient 

art.  It also sponsored lectures and elaborate dinners for members.  In addition to the collections, 

                                                 
238

 Quoted in Chapin, 298. 
239

 ñThe Historical Society,ò The New York Times, January 5, 1859. 
240

 McCarthy, 24-25. 



135 

 

members had access to an extensive library.  Thus, the Society was an important cultural 

institution for New York City.  If an artist had paintings in the collections, then he was 

guaranteed exposure to some of the cityôs most powerful politicians, writers, merchants, and 

patrons.  Members included men such as Philip Hone, Hamilton Fish, William Cullen Bryant, 

and Guilian C. Verplanck, most of whom Hicks painted at one time or another.   

  Hicks was well aware of the importance in being included in the Societyôs collection. 

In 1856, he painted and donated a portrait of the Societyôs president, Luther Bradish (cat. no. 

291).
241

  Bradishôs greatest achievement as N-YHS president was securing a new home for the 

Society.  Hicksôs letter to Rev. Samuel Osgood, the corresponding secretary of the Society, 

demonstrated the artistôs clever self-promotion through honoring a respected individual such as 

Bradish.  On March 4, 1856, Hicks wrote:  

The accompanying portrait of the Hon. Luther Bradish was painted for the Historical 

Society, and I now desire to offer it, through you, for the acceptance of the members.  It 

is perhaps not improper for me to say, that it has at least one quality which may give it 

some claim to their favorˈit was executed con amore.  I shall be proud if it is not 

deemed unworthy a place among portraits of the other distinguished men who in their 

time have filled the office of President of your Society, for whose continued prosperity 

and usefulness I beg to express those cordial good wishes which should be cherished by 

every American who loves his country and feels an interest in her history.
242

 

 

The letter also demonstrates that Hicks was not above playing on nationalistic pride in order to 

achieve his promotional ends.   

Since the New-York Historical Society was a cultural and learned institution, the image 

of Kane at his desk surrounded by books and scientific tools might be considered more 

appropriate imagery than that of Kane as explorer.  Visitors to the Society who saw the portrait 
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 Thomas Hicks, to Rev. Samuel Osgood, New York, March 4, 1856, Manuscript Collections, New-York 
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were to be inspired by the academic side of Kaneôs nature and to contemplate his pursuit of 

scientific knowledge.  In a similar manner, the Kane Lodge portrait was also appropriate for its 

location. 

The Kane Lodge portrait was painted specifically for the Masons.  Kane Lodge #454 

received its charter on June 9, 1859, and was dedicated to Kaneôs memory.  When the Kane 

Lodge portrait was installed above the fireplace at the Lodge, it seemed the explorer was relaxing 

among his Masonic brothers, which may also account for his housecoat and house shoes.  This 

informality caused the portrait to receive mixed reviews after Hicks exhibited it at the National 

Academy of Design in 1867.  The Evening Post (New York) critic remarked that too much of the 

room had been shown and he doubted Kane was in the habit of wearing such a luxurious 

dressing gown.  Nevertheless, the critic stated that it was ña good likeness of a most important 

personage, and is a valuable acquisition to the Kane Lodge, to which it belongs.ò
243

  By contrast, 

the magazine The Round Table described the work as ña tolerable likenessébut, as a work of art, 

it is utterly destitute of any right or titled to the place occupied by it.ò  The critic seemed furious 

about the placement of the portrait within the exhibition, believing that the Kane portrait did not 

deserve to be hung ñon the line.ò
244

 The Albion magazine echoed these sentiments, stating that 

ñthe large full-length portrait of the late Dr. Kaneépainted by Mr. Thomas Hicks, has a very 

prominent place accorded to it on the line, to the exclusion of pictures that might have figured 

much better there.ò
245

  Despite the somewhat negative reception, the portrait fulfilled its semi-

private function as a memorial to Kane within the Kane Lodge.   
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 ñNational Academy of Design,ò The Evening Post (New York), April 30, 1867. 
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 Two months after the N-YHS portrait was unveiled, Hicks completed the NAM portrait 

of Kane for his family.  The NAM portrait and the smaller NPG copy matched Thomas Kaneôs 

initial visualization of his brotherôs public image.  Here, Kane appeared in his Arctic gear and the 

portrait represented a scene from the expedition.  The portrait also provided a visual image of the 

gendered duality of Kaneôs heroic character. He appears as both the masculine hero and feminine 

nurturer keeping watch over his sleeping crew.  When viewers gazed upon this image of Kane, 

they were to identify with the explorer, sympathize with his plight, and contemplate his virtuous, 

short life.   Hicksôs wife Angie recorded her reaction to the portrait in her journal.  Her entry also 

records the Kane familyôs visits to Hicksôs studio to check the progress of the painting.  On 

January 31, 1859, Angie wrote: 

Mr. Kane came to the studio to see the picture for the family, thought the head too large, 

but that the picture itself was fine.  So Tom [Hicks] reduced the head and we think 

improved it somewhat.  The picture is I think one of the most striking ones I ever saw. 

Dr. Kane sits in the cabin of his ship ñAdvanceòéand the dreary sense of darkness; 

loneliness, peril; and disease is touchingly portrayed. A sick man lays sleeping in a berth 

beside him; and Morton sits curled up in his furs, in a sound sleep behind him; while he 

of all the anxious kind, is up and at work, conscientiously noting down the detail of that 

fearful winter night, but he pauses a moment, thinking no doubt, how useless his luck 

may be ï how uncertain their life is. Could he have known then, that he should reach 

home, with his crew, re-write that log; and under the sunniest of sunny skies, die!  Could 

he have known then that his life, his virtues, and his trials, in that cramped moss lined 

cabin could become as familiar to the millions at home as to him; that his death should 

cause a common sorrow, and universal mourning from one end of the country to the 

other; and his memory held so pure and sacred in the hearts of all, as it is! What then?  

There is an expression of far seeing in the picture, which is suggestive, and perhaps he 

knew the end. Huge masses of ice filing round his ship ï pure snow falling gently over 

his tomb. Kane left today and will send his brother to see the picture.
246

 

 

The power of the image for the nineteenth-century viewer was in sympathizing with the 
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 explorerôs plight in the knowledge his ultimate fate.
247

  

 Upon completion, Hicks exhibited the portrait at the National Academy of Designôs 

annual exhibition in the early summer of 1859.  On July 1, a lengthy and detailed review 

describing the portrait appeared in The Evening Post (New York), noting the specific moment 

from the expedition that Hicks portrayed.  The author, identified only by the initials ñA.E.C.ò 

wrote: 

When Doctor Kane was asked what was the most awful scene he had witnessed in his 

Arctic explorations, he answered, ñThe silence of the Arctic night.ò  This painting 

represents that hour, in connection with himself, in those very seas.  He was on watch on 

Friday night, December 1
st
, 1853, from eight to two oôclock.  It was day in the moonlight 

on deck, with the thermometer at 36 degrees below zero, when about midnight he went 

into his little moss igloe [sic] or cabin, while all on board were wrapped in profound 

slumber. He is sitting in his chair, having taken his pen, as though suddenly called to the 

discovery of some fresh truth which gives veneration and glory to the intellect of the 

manéBut what most elicits our admiration in this picture is the great American explorer.  

We look upon him here with his grasp of mind, its inspiration, the enthronement of 

genius and virtuous disinterestedness and worthé.Here he sits, in these trackless seas, 

the comprehensive thinker, the lawgiver and founder of knowledge, opening a new vein 

of thought and creating fresh science and power.  Steadfast integrity, incorruptible 

courage, and heavenly benevolence are written upon his brow; but with all his exalted 

humanity, we see in his face what Kent loved in Lear̍ ñAuthority.ò Superior in morals, 

superior in intellect and in knowledge, it only needed his natural reticence to observe all 

circumstance and to bring to bear at the right time all the faculties which he possessed, 

and which gave him what mankind concedes to himˈgreatness!
248

 

 

 With its florid language and almost overbearing praise, the article is somewhat reminiscent of 

those published by the Kane family while the explorer was in the Arctic.  Knowing the Kane 

familyôs penchant for promotion, it would not be surprising to learn that Thomas Kane had a 

hand in the review.  The difference in prose is made more evident when one considers another 

discussion of the portrait that appeared in The Crayon shortly before its completion.   
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In this review, the critic simply remarked how different the portrait was from the N-YHS 

version, gave a brief description, and reported that ñthe general effect of the picture is pleasing, 

owing to warmth of color and a feeling of repose suggested by the skillful employment of 

accessories.  The picture is painted for the Kane family.ò
249

  The Crayon review is perhaps more 

typical of art critiques, thus making the authorship of The Evening Post review all the more 

suspicious.  Furthermore, The Evening Post only mentions Hicks briefly and the praise is almost 

comical.  The author wrote, ñthe accurate delineation of nature is so manifest to one who has 

carefully examined this picture, as to increase admiration for the constructive imagination which 

has so graphically thrown it upon the canvas.  In conception and in execution it is eminently 

worthy of the distinguished artist, Thomas Hicks, of this city.ò
250

 Overall, The Evening Post 

review was less a critique of Hicksôs portrait and more a deification of Kane.  One wonders if the 

portraitôs commission was part of the continuing promotion of Arctic Explorations after Kaneôs 

death.  His family and publisher, George W. Childs, continued to promote his books and image 

well into the 1860s.  While the Kane familyôs role cannot be known in creating the review, they 

 must have recognized the potential attention such a portrait could bring.
251

   

In painting Elisha Kent Kane, Hicks memorialized one of the greatest American heroes of 

the nineteenth century.  The N-YHS, NAM, and Kane Lodge portraits commemorated the fallen 

explorer.  The smaller and more intimate NPG portrait likely functioned as a private memorial 

for the Kane family.  However, Hicks was not yet finished depicting Kane.  In the summer of 

1859, Hicks was appointed a member of the arts and design committee of the Kane Monument 

Association.  Along with John F. Kensett, Charles Loring Elliott, and Erastus Dow Palmer, 
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Hicks was to help design a life-size bronze statue of the explorer to be placed in Central Park.  

According to the stipulation of the Association, Kane would appear in civilian dress.  The sides 

of the base would contain busts of Henry Grinnell, George Peabody, and Sir John Franklin.  

Unfortunately, the sculpture was never realized, but its planning further demonstrates the high 

regard in which Kane was held. 

For Hicks, painting Kane was yet another method by which the artist enhanced his own 

renown.  Since the explorer was such a beloved public figure and national hero, Hicks received 

widespread attention by depicting him and probably received other commissions as a result.  

Hicksôs portraits of Kane are integral to the almost mythic stature of the explorerôs adventures 

after his death.  In the years before the Civil War, Kane was the great American hero and a 

symbol of national unity.  He demonstrated courage by willingly sacrificing himself in the 

pursuit of scientific knowledge and the humanitarian search for Franklin.  He put himself before 

his country by exploring the Arctic, especially at a time when other national figures were not 

willing to do so.  Hicksôs portraits epitomized the multiple layers of the explorerôs public  

image as refined gentleman and courageous yet sensitive Arctic explorer.   

The hope for national unity embodied in Kaneôs exploits quickly dissipated as Americans 

realized civil war was inevitable.  Newspapers regularly reported increasing tension and once 

violence erupted between the North and the South, Americans faced an uncertain future.  In an 

effort to escape the reality of seeing their sons march off to war, fearful Americans turned to the 

theater as a source of respite.  One theater-goer remarked that ñin that first year of the war, when 

we were profoundly miserable and frightened, what a relief it was to go and see Edwin Booth in 
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Hamlet.ò
252

  Booth quickly became New York Cityôs favorite Shakespearean actor and Hicks 

responded by creating a portrait that became as famous as the actor himself. 
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Chapter 6: Edwin Booth as Iago 

 

 On December 15, 1860, Edwin Booth (1833-1893) appeared as Iago in Shakespeareôs 

Othello at the Winter Garden Theater in New York City.  Contemporary critics praised the 

performance as one of Boothôs finest.
253

  Approximately five months later, Hicks completed a 

portrait of Booth as Iago (fig. 85), which art critics described as a faithful depiction of the actorôs 

theatrical genius.
254

  They heralded the portrait as one of the finest paintings to come from 

Hicksôs easel because the artist successfully captured Boothôs psychological intensity.  Over the 

next several years, Hicks frequently exhibited the portrait in Philadelphia and New York City.  

Boothôs popularity and the paintingôs success resulted in Hicks painting at least three smaller 

copies (fig. 86-88) of the full-length, life-size original.
255

   

While the exact circumstances surrounding the Century portraitôs creation are unknown, 

it seems that Hicks either made the painting of his own accord or it was a joint effort by the actor 

and the artist.  First, Booth and Hicks shared the same circle of friends and became close in the 

early 1860s.  Reciprocity existed between the men in that Hicksôs portrait advertised Boothôs 

performances and the artistôs skills.  Second, Hicks kept the portrait until his death in 1890.
256

  

The artistôs long-term possession of the 7İ x 4ô painting is unusual because his large-scale 
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 ñAmusements,ò New York Times, December 17, 1860. 
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 Henceforth, I will refer to the painting as the Century portrait since it is owned by the Century Association in 

New York City.  A New York conservator cut four feet off the height and one and a half feet off the width of the 

original 1861 portrait in 1969 while it was on loan to the Players Club from the Century Association. Therefore, 
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commissions were typically for specific locales.  For example, his portraits of New York 

governors were made for the Governorôs Room in City Hall.  Third, instead of selling the 

original, Hicks made copies for patrons.
257

    Fourth, despite suggestions that the portrait be 

donated to a public collection, Hicks still kept the painting.  The success of the Iago portrait led 

Hicks to paint Booth in the Shakespearean roles of Hamlet, Shylock, and Richelieu.
258

   

It is plausible that the Booth portrait served the same purpose as the artistôs ñOrientalò 

portrait of Bayard Taylor.  As an artist striving to increase his own fame, it seems logical that 

Hicks would select a sitter of equal or greater status than his own.  Hicksôs close friendship with 

Booth enabled the artist to create the portrait quickly, after positive reviews of the actorôs 

performances appeared in contemporary newspapers. Therefore, the series of Booth portraits 

seemed a calculated measure by the artist to bolster his own fame, while also celebrating his 

talented friend. 

This chapter considers Hicksôs portraits of Edwin Booth as part of the artistôs continued 

efforts to promote himself and increase his own fame.  I examine the portraits in regard to the 

Shakespearean tradition in American popular culture and the visual arts.  I also consider Boothôs 

career as it pertains to his performances of Iago and explore the portraitsô relationship with 

theatrical photography and the popular pastime of collecting celebrity cartes-de-visite.  To 

conclude, I demonstrate how Hicksôs Edwin Booth as Iago not only exemplified mid-century 

theatrical portraiture, but also testified to the nineteenth-century cult of celebrity. 

The Portraits 

 In Edwin Booth as Iago, Hicks painted a scene from Othello (V, ii) in which Iago 
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believes his scheming has come to a successful end after murdering Roderigo and wounding  

Cassio (fig. 86).  As onlookers disperse and men carry Roderigoôs body away, Iago mutters 

This is the night 

That either makes me, or forgoes me quite.
259

   

 

Through his use of color, light and shadow, composition, and attention to detail, Hicks 

successfully depicted the sinister nature of one of Shakespeareôs most complex characters as 

performed by Booth.  

In the portrait, Booth stands in the doorway of a building, glaring at the viewer with a 

furrowed brow and sinister scowl.  He wears a thin black moustache that curves downward along 

his mouth.  His pointed goatee echoes the diagonal line of his nose, which emphasizes the 

angularity of his face and enhances his sinister appearance. A single lock of curly black hair falls 

across his forehead.  His left hand rests on the hilt of his sword as he leans against the left side of 

the large stone doorframe.  Booth places his weight on his right leg and holds the large, wooden 

door open with his right hand.  A brass door pull appears to be too low for anyone to use.  

Boothôs left knee is bent, while his foot rests on the bottom of the frame.  The inside floor is 

slightly lower than the outside step, so Boothôs right foot is partially hidden.  The background is 

nondescript, with red walls and large areas of dark shadow.  On the exterior of the building, grey 

plaster has deteriorated and been chipped away, revealing red brick underneath.  The simplicity 

of the buildingôs interior and exterior contrasts Booth and his costume.    

Booth wears a grey doublet that extends the length of his torso and stops  
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just short of his mid-thigh.  Round pearl buttons run the length of the doublet and reflect light,  

casting shadows onto the fabric below.
260

   Booth wears a red belt that fastens his rapier to his 

waist.  The sword is of a relatively simple design and hangs at Boothôs left side at a slight 

diagonal.  With his left hand on the hilt, Booth does not appear to draw, but rather intimates that 

the viewer should notice his weapon.   

Underneath his doublet and jacket, Booth wears a white, long-sleeved shirt.  A white 

collar and lacy cuffs can be seen at the neck and wrists.  The actor also wears a red jacket with 

silver trim and round pearl ballsˈhowever, they are accessories, not buttons.  These hang 

loosely from the jacket by silver threads.  Although impractical for a character like Iago, who 

attacked his enemies under cover of night and silence, the pearl ball decoration is typical of the 

lavish detail of Boothôs costumes.
261

  It is also characteristic of the delight Hicks took in 

rendering detail in his portraits.  This attention to detail is also evident in the gold and blue 

brocade that runs the length of Boothôs left leg.  While certainly beautiful in design, the brocade 

enlivens the drab brown pants and emphasizes the actorôs bent knee.  Booth also wears gold 

boots that lace in the front with gold tassels.   

Light enters the scene from the left side and illuminates Booth and the wall to his left.  

The actor and his rapier cast shadows onto the doorframe and into the room behind him.  A 

square shadow from an unknown source appears in the lower left corner of the painting.  Hicksôs 

treatment of light is important to the overall effect of the work because it emphasizes Iagoôs 

sinister nature.  First, the light emulates a stage setting, which is obviously appropriate for a 
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 The doublet appears to be malformed at the chest, giving the appearance of a breastplate hidden beneath clothing.  

However, this can be explained as Hicksôs efforts to depict accurate period costume. In the Elizabethan era, doublets 
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theatrical portrait.  Second, light and shadow effectively enhance the drama of the scene: Iago 

has just slinked from the dark recesses of the building to pause and watch the action unfold 

before him.  The treatment of light and shadow, coupled with the buildingôs plain design, directs 

attention to Booth and focuses the viewer on his characterôs sinister nature.   

In comparing the Hampden-Booth Library portrait (fig. 87) and the unlocated version 

(fig. 88) with the NPG version (fig. 86), the paintings seem virtually the same except for the 

location of the signature.  The NPG and Hampden-Booth Library versions are signed on the side 

of the step that is perpendicular to the picture plane.  The unlocated version is signed on the side 

of the step that is parallel to the picture plane.  A few minor differences are evident when 

comparing the Century portrait (fig. 85) to the subsequent versions.
262

   

In all four portraits, Booth wears the same doublet, red jacket, and white shirt and appears 

in the same pose.  However, in the Century portrait, Hicks painted decorative detail on the door: 

a vertical line with a series of dots.  This detail does not appear in the other portraits.  Thus, the 

Century portrait may have been more lavish in its design.  Another striking aspect in the Century 

portrait is that Booth appears to possess a sinister expression, in contrast to his frowns in the 

National Portrait Gallery, Hampden-Booth Library, and unlocated versions.  Nineteenth-century 

theater critic Edmund C. Stedman wrote of Boothôs expressive facial qualities when discussing 

the actorôs performance of Iago in 1866: 

We have described the beauty of Boothôs countenance in repose. But it is equally 

remarkable for mobility, and his most expressive results are produced by liftings of the 

high-arched brows and the play of passions about the flexible mouth.  The natural line of 

his lip, not scornful in itself, is on that straight border-ground where a hairôs breadth can 

raise it into sardonic curves, transforming all its good to sneering evil.  In his rendering, 

Iago must become a shining, central incarnation of tempting deceit, with Othelloôs  
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generous nature a mere puppet in his hands.
263

 

 

It was Hicksôs ability to capture Boothôs sinister expression that critics so admired.  For instance,  

 

a critic wrote in 1861: 

 

Hicks has now on his easel: a work very nearly completed which is destined to add 

materially to his reputation. It is a full length, life size, portrait of Edwin Booth as 

IagoéThis moment affords the painter an opportunity to embody more the character of 

Iago than almost any other in the play, and of the opportunity Mr. Hicks has very fully 

availed himself. His success in representing the lithe and nervous form of Booth, all 

tingling with fires as it is in every limb; in rendering the profound and diabolical 

intellectuality of Iagoôs hate, and at the same time indicating the subtle character of his 

genius, is complete. The likeness to the actor is also very remakable [sic]. His handsome 

features and well shaped head, and especially the magnificently expressive eyes he 

carries in that head, have never before been so cleverly portrayed.  To one who has 

witnessed the performance of Iago, the picture is absolutely startling in its faithfulness; to 

any student of Shakespeare it presents a remarkable embodiment of one of the most 

wonderful of Shakespeareôs creations; to any mere amateur of art, it is an admirable 

instance of that skill which puts upon canvas, life and character and intellectuality and 

even motion, and does it all in the guise of beauty of color, and grace of drawing, and 

harmony of tone.
264

 

 

Another critic wrote that the portrait was ñan admirable production, and too much cannot be said 

of the fidelity to nature with which the artist has invested in every respect.  The face is one to be 

studied for hours by the thoughtful.ò
265

  Clearly, the criticsô admiration of Booth bordered on 

hero-worship.  ñGeniusò became a common descriptor for the actorôs performancesˈwhether 

referring to Iago, Hamlet, or Richard III.  The word even appeared in a lithograph made after a 

photograph of the actor in 1864.
266

  

 Not every contemporary critic was so enchanted with the artist or the portrait.  One of the 

four versions exhibited at the Metropolitan Sanitary Fair in April of 1864 received a scathing 

review from Clarence Cook.  Cook began by stating that he did not understand why the public 
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believed Hicks to be a great artist.  He wrote that he supposed ñcrownsò were harder to remove 

once strongly affixed by ñmake-believe critics.ò  About the Booth portrait, he complained:   

It is painted in the coarsest, crudest way: without any technical skill; in raw, harsh colors,  

without gradation, and with neither delicacy nor richness of tone; with mistakes in 

drawing, and with a carelessness which argues either a blind reliance on a supposed 

established reputation, or else in an indifference to the truth.  Thus, let anyone attempt to 

account for the shadow on the right.  If he examines the figure carefully he will find that 

it could cast no such shadow, and the buttons, which seem to be added in the very spirit 

of pains-taking fidelity, with no bodies to keep them in countenance. Look again, at the 

ring on the door; it is either a knocker or a ring to pull the door toˈin either case, would 

it not have seemed the natural thing to put it where it could be used without going down 

on the knees to get at it? Or, look at the door-sill. Did anyone ever see a door-sill high 

enough to hide the whole foot; and even if there were such a thing, could anyone stand on 

it as Iago is standing?  But passing by these minor details, let us ask whether this clay-

colored face, all awry with a weak scowl, is fit to stand for Iago, or for any hero out of 

Ledger romance?
267

  

 

Initially, the review seems to express disdain for Hicks.  However, the critic goes on to denounce 

several more American artists.  Emanuel Leutzeôs Washington Crossing the Delaware (1851, 

Metropolitan Museum of Art) was deemed vulgar and commonplace; Albert Bierstadtôs 

landscapes were painted in a worn-out style; and, looking upon Frederic Edwin Churchôs Heart 

of the Andes (1859, Metropolitan Museum of Art) caused ñever decreasing pleasure.ò  The critic 

apparently did not despise all American art; he praised Eastman Johnsonôs The Savoyard Boy 

(1853, Brooklyn Museum of Art) since it ñneutralized the evil influence of 20 men who neither 

care what they paint nor how.ò  What is most fascinating is how the two critics have polar 

opposite reactions.  Regardless of whether these critics had their own agendas, they brought 

attention to Hicksôs portrait and to Boothôs performances as Iago.   

 

 

                                                 
267

 Clarence Cook, ñThe Exhibition of Pictures at the Metropolitan Fair,ò New-York Daily Tribune, April 9, 1864.  I 
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Shakespeare in America 

By the time Edwin Booth first appeared onstage as Iago in 1860, Shakespearean plays 

had been performed in the Unites States for almost one hundred years.  The Bard appeared on 

colonial bookshelves as early as 1699, while the first documented performance of one of his 

plays was the 1750 production of Richard III by the Murray-Kean Company in New York.
268

  

Artisans also made decorative objects such as porcelains, busts, medallions, and various other 

collectibles related to the Bard and his plays.  Called ñShakespeareana,ò these trinkets and knick-

knacks were voraciously collected by theater-going audiences. Possessing such objects 

frequently connoted the ownerôs education, prestige, and in some cases, loyalty to the British 

crown.
269

  

Shakespeareôs plays were performed with increasing frequency, especially as British 

actors came to the colonies to escape the English Theatre Licensing Act of 1737, which restricted 

the number of playhouses in England.  The actors regularly performed in metropolitan areas such 

as Philadelphia, New York City, and Charleston.  Although English law no longer monitored 

them, the actors discovered that discretion was necessary to avoid disagreements with religious 

authorities.  For instance, the Hallam-Douglass Company met with minor opposition in 

Philadelphia when the General Assembly forbade performances inside the city.  The Company, 

run by English actors Lewis Hallam, Jr. and David Douglass, avoided controversy by building a 

theater outside the city limits and presenting ñrevisedò versions of Shakespeare so as not to 
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offend delicate Quaker sensibilities.  To please the religious majority and to continue 

performing, actors transformed Shakespeare into a tool for moral instruction.  When the Hallam-

Douglass Company performed Othello, they advertised it as a depiction of ñthe Evil Effects of 

Jealousy and other Bad Passions, Proving that Happiness can only Spring from the Pursuit of 

Virtue.ò
270

  Shakespeareôs lines were also utilized for the colonistsô political ideologies.  As 

tensions with the British began increasing in the 1770s, colonists increasingly appropriated 

Shakespeare for pro-revolutionary arguments.  One of the best known parodies of Hamlet asks 

Be taxt or not be taxt ï that is the question. 

Whether ótis nobler in our minds to suffer 

The sleights and cunning of deceitful statesmen 

Or to petition ógainst illegal taxes 

And by opposing, end them?
271

 

 

Founding fathers such as John Adams and Thomas Jefferson also found Shakespeare useful in 

asserting their political views.  Theater historian Frances N. Teague explains that Jefferson was 

particularly drawn to passages that supported political violence.
272

   

By the mid-nineteenth century, Shakespearean plays could be seen in almost every region 

of the United States.  The Forty-Niners in California were especially fond of the Bard.  When 

Shakespeare was performed in theaters in San Francisco, ñminerséswarmed from the gambling 

saloons and cheap fandango houses to see Hamlet and Lear.ò
273

  On the East Coast, especially 

during the Civil War, Shakespearean theater served as a respite for fearful Americans and the 

President alike.  Near the end of his first term, Lincoln stated that ñI have not come for the play, 

but for the rest.  I am being hounded to death by office-seekers, who pursue me early  
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and late, and itôs simply to get two or three hoursô relief that I am here.ò
274

     

As Shakespeare continued to be performed well into the nineteenth century, American 

actors and theater managers still revised the plays to suit audiences.  Singing, dancing, and other 

entertainments were added to enliven performances.  As Lawrence Levine explained, some 

nineteenth-century performances were ñmutilatedò through the combination of famous 

Shakespearean lines and American popular song.  In New York City, ña stuttering, lisping 

Othello danced while Desdemona played the banjo and Iago, complete with Irish brogue, ended 

their revelries with a fire hose.ò
275

  Even Booth himself was guilty of altering Shakespeare.  

When he performed Othello in the 1880s, he frequently cut and rearranged scenes so that every 

act began and ended with Iago.
276

  However, this is not to say that faithful versions of the plays 

did not continue.  One could easily find performances that were true to the original 

formˈespecially as British actors continued to cross the Atlantic. 

  George Frederick Cooke (1756-1812), known in England for his performances of villains 

such as Richard III and Iago, made an American tour commemorated by  Thomas Sullyôs portrait 

of the actor as Richard III (fig. 89).
277

  Other English actors, such as Edmund Kean (1787-1833), 

William Charles Macready (1793-1873), and Edwinôs father Junius Brutus Booth (1796-1852) 

(fig. 90), soon followed.  Upon their arrival, the English actors not only found suitable theaters, 

but also talented American actors such as Edwin Forrest (1806-1872), most of whom were 

pleased to share the stage with their British counterparts.
278

  These actors toured the United 

States extensively.  It was this type of travel that introduced young Booth to the stage. 
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Edwin Booth was born into an acting family.
279

  His father, Junius Brutus, was already a 

well-known Shakespearean actor in England when he came to the United States in 1821.  Over 

the course of the next thirty years, Junius Brutus established his reputation as one of the most 

gifted Shakespearean actors in America.  Audiences adored his portrayal of Richard III and 

critics claimed that no one could rival his performance of Iago.  Regrettably, Junius Brutus was 

plagued with mental illness and alcoholism.  He became just as well known for his eccentricities 

and bizarre behavior as for his acting.  Junius Brutus once perplexed his audience by performing 

Julius Caesar while standing on tiptoe.  On another occasion, Junius Brutus performed The 

Merchant of Venice in a whisper.  When he did not appear for the second act, theater 

management found Junius Brutus several blocks away ñheaving the hand pumps of a fire 

engine,ò in the costume of Shylock.
280

  By 1847, Junius Brutusôs alcoholism was so severe that 

he required a chaperone to keep him from drinking and losing work.  His wife, Mary Anne, sent 

their young son Edwin to monitor Junius Brutus during out-of-town performances.  Only 

fourteen when he became his fatherôs keeper, Edwin learned Shakespeare by watching his father 

perform and first charmed American audiences in 1851 at the National Theater in New York 
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City.
281

  On that particular evening, Junius Brutus refused to go onstage in the title role of 

Richard III simply because he did not ñfeel like acting.ò Edwin replaced his father and struggled 

through his first performance as Richard.   Although he possessed a weak voice, was insecure 

and slightly clumsy, Edwin was not faulted for his mediocre performance as audiences were 

delighted to see another Booth on stage.
282

   

In the summer of 1852, Edwin traveled to California with Junius Brutus for performances 

in San Francisco, a town that had recently experienced a population boom due to the gold rush. 

Tens of thousands of people flocked to the West Coast, hoping either to strike it rich in gold or 

by performing services for others.
283

  San Francisco was the center of a western theater circuit 

that also included cities such as Sacramento and Stockton, along with smaller mining towns.  

Edwinôs older brother, Junius Brutus, Jr. was already there, working as actor-manager at the 

Jenny Lind Theater in San Francisco.  

Believing they were arriving during an economic boom, Edwin and Junius Brutus, Sr. 

were sorely disappointed.  Instead, they were greeted by a financial depression; the theater in San 

Francisco had yet to be finished.  Nevertheless, they stayed and performed at other nearby 

theaters.  By fall, Junius Brutus, Sr. decided to return East, but encouraged Edwin to remain in 

California and continue acting.  Unfortunately, Junius Brutus, Sr. did not survive his return trip 

to Maryland and died on an Ohio riverboat.  After his fatherôs death, Edwin stayed in California 

at his motherôs advice so he could gain acting experience.  He traveled as far as Australia and 

Hawaii with other actors, performing every Shakespearean play in his fatherôs repertoire.  While 

touring the mining camps in California, Edwin played Iago for the first time.   
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When Edwin began performing regularly in New York City in the late 1850s, critics had 

high expectations because he was a member of a famous acting family that all but dominated 

America.  Aside from his father, Edwin had two brothers who were also actors: his older brother 

Junius Brutus, Jr. was said to ñruleò the stage in the West and his younger brother John Wilkes 

ñreignedò in the South. Edwin would dominate the East.
284

 The three brothers appeared together 

onstage only once.  In November 1864, they performed Julius Caesar at the Winter Garden in 

New York City.  The show benefited an effort to raise a statue of Shakespeare in Central Park. 

Little did Junius Brutus, Jr. and Edwin know what tragic events would unfold a short six months 

later at the hand of their brother John Wilkes.
285

   

When Edwin began his performances as Iago in New York, critics made it clear that the 

actor showed promise onstage, but noted that his balance of Iagoôs villainy and sincerity needed 

work.  In 1859, a critic wrote that Booth was ñwith abundant evidences of great geniuséyet, 

immature, but promising great things in the future.ò
286

    By the end of 1860, a few months 

before Hicks debuted the Booth portrait, the actorôs performance had improved immensely. On 

December 22, 1860, a critic for the New York Dispatch called Boothôs performance ñthe greatest 

rendering of Iago we have ever seenò and claimed that the actor gave ña respectable 

appearanceˈpolished and insinuatingˈa genteel scoundrel.ò
287

  It was also at this time that 

Boothôs performance of Iago began changing.  As theater historian Daniel J. Watermeier 

suggested, Hicksôs portrait may document that shiftˈ one that garnered the actor even better 
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 reviews.   

In the fall of 1861, Booth, now married to actress Mary Devlin, traveled to London to 

perform at the Haymarket Theater.  After the birth of their daughter and several months of 

performances, the Booths visited Paris before returning to the United States in August 1862.  As 

Watermeier explained, Boothôs performance of Iago changed upon his return. The actor 

heightened the characterôs ñdiabolical aspects,ò and critics began describing his performance as 

displaying ñMephistophelean malevolence.ò
288

 Watermeier argues that this reaction was 

probably due to the popularity of Goetheôs Faust in the nineteenth century.  A revival of 

Gounodôs opera Faust played in Paris in 1862, where Booth and his wife may have attended a 

performance. Although Gounodôs opera would not be performed in America until the 1880s, 

audiences were familiar with the original play as it was first performed in 1845 at the Chatham 

Theater in New York City.  Edwinôs brother, Junius Brutus, Jr. performed as Mephistopheles.
289

  

It was not just Boothôs performance that recalled Mephistopheles, but also his costume.  In Act 

IV, Mephistopheles, conversing with Faust in his study, states:  

 I come, a squire of high degree, 

 In scarlet coat with golden trimming, 

 A cloak in silken lustre swimming, 

 A tall cockôs ˈ feather in my hat, 

 A long sharp, sword for show or quarrel, ˈ
290

 

 

 As Watermeier rightly notes, the costume in Hicksôs portrait corresponds to that of Faust 

and apparently resembled what Booth wore onstage.   In 1876, an anonymous author wrote that 

in Hicksôs portrait, Booth ñwears that beautiful dress, bright scarlet with pearl buttons, which we 
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remember who saw him first.ò
291

  Hicks probably saw the costume during a performance or 

Booth might even have lent it to him when he painted the portrait.  On January 5, 1864, Booth 

wrote to Hicks: 

I send you the brown dress I wear on Friday in Othello; the cap to be worn with the 

[blanks space in typescript letter] up in front; a cord and tassels for the waist (I have no 

belt) and the chain as I prize it) [sic] ï I send also an over-cloak with arm-holes. I think 

something of the sort will add weight to the make-up, give it tone you know, if you think 

the cloak not good enough for the rest of the costume donôt wear it.  Please let me have 

the things on Thursday again ï as I use most of óem in Othelloé.P.S. I see my boy has 

found a belt- I like the cord better.
292

  

 

Although it post-dates the portrait, the letter suggests that if Booth were lending Hicks costumes 

to wear, he likely would have lent the artist costumes to paint.  Unfortunately, the costume no 

longer exists.
293

 However, in a series of photographs taken by Napoleon Sarony in 1875, Booth 

wears the Iago costume that bears some resemblance to the costume in the Hicks portrait  

(fig. 91-92).  Booth also possesses the same sinister expression seen in the Hicks portraits. 

Hicksôs decision to create the Iago portrait also seemed quite calculated, for it was 

something that could benefit both men substantially.  Now receiving good reviews and earning a 

respectable reputation, Booth saw the portrait as a way to draw people to his shows.  At the same 

time, the painting increased Hicksôs own fame and reputation as the artist who accurately 
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depicted ñthe greatest rendering of Iagoò on canvas.  Viewers of means who saw Hicksôs portrait 

might then seek to commission the artist to paint their own.  At the very least, theater managers 

were aware of the additional publicity a well-received portrait could bring.  In an undated letter 

to Hicks from Booth, the actor asked to borrow the portrait for an upcoming performance in 

Philadelphia: 

On the 17
th
 of August I resume my labors ï at the Academy of Philadelphia for one or 

two weeks. My brother-in-law, Clarke, the manager desires to ask if you will allow your 

Iago to be placed on exhibition in Earleôs gallery. He thinks, if you donôt object, it had 

better be there about the first of the month. Be good enough to drop me a line in reference 

to it. He will, of course, do all he can to draw attention to it before and during my 

engagement. Do not hesitate to ñnoò if does not suit your notions.
294

 

 

This demonstrates a certain reciprocity between the actor and the artist because each understood 

how their respective talents could benefit one another.  

Theatrical Portraiture in the United States 

When Hicks painted Booth as Iago in 1861, theatrical portraiture was an established 

genre in American art.  Paintings like Hicksôs appeared as early as the 1770s, indicating the 

existence of a market for images of famous actors.  Theatrical portraiture was unique because it 

was a bridge between history painting and portraiture.  With theatrical portraits, artists could 

combine the nobility and morality of history painting with the rendering of their sitterôs likeness.  

Theatrical portraits of Shakespearean plays in particular allowed artists to create a sense of 

drama not typically associated with traditional portraiture.  Furthermore, there was an 

implication that the painting should be held in higher regard because of its literary and historical 

associations.  

One of the first American theatrical portraits was Charles Willson Pealeôs Nancy Hallam 
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 as Fidèle in Shakespeareôs Cymbeline (Abby Aldrich Rockefeller Folk Art Center, Colonial 

Willi amsburg). Painted in 1771, Pealeôs portrait of Hallam documents the actressôs 1770 

performance at the New Theatre in Annapolis, Maryland.  Like Othello, Cymbeline is concerned 

with jealousy and marital fidelity.  Hallamôs character Imogen (the daughter of King Cymbeline) 

becomes the victim of a jealous conspiracy. In an attempt to expose her pursuers and escape 

assassination, Imogen disguises herself as the boy Fidele.  Critics and audiences praised 

Hallamôs performance for her ability to enact human emotion.  The Maryland Gazette published 

poems by adoring fans, one of which ended with the suggestion that Peale paint the actress.
295

    

 In Hallamôs portrait, Peale depicts the moment in the play when Imogen, disguised as 

Fidele, wanders through the wilderness and discovers the cave of the exiled noble Belisarius.  In 

the painting, Hallam is awash with light that originates from outside of the picture plane. A 

barely visible Belisarius and his sons appear in the background at the right side of the canvas.  

Hallam stands in the foreground, in front of the cave with her left palm held forward.  She holds 

a sword in her right hand and looks towards the light with a slightly wistful expression.  Hallam 

wears an ornate pink doublet with pantaloons and a blue overcoat and turban.  The pastel colors 

and rejection of a male suitor recall rococo painting traditions.  Although quite different from 

Hicksôs dark, brooding portrait of Booth as Iago, the Peale portrait set the precedent for theatrical 

portraiture in America.  The portrait also represents early American interest in paintings of 

luminaries and the desire to possess those images.    

In the first quarter of the nineteenth century, artists such as Thomas Sully and John 

Neagle (1796-1865) followed Pealeôs example by painting several popular English and 

American actors.  Sullyôs portrait of George Frederick Cooke as Richard III epitomizes the 
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desire to elevate portraiture to the status of history painting (fig. 89). As art historian Christopher 

M. S. Johns argues, Sully broke with general portrait practices in the United States and brought 

his work closer to British traditions when he created the portrait in 1811.  Johns explains that the 

drive to elevate the respectability of portraiture and academic acceptance was the result of John 

Boydellôs Shakespeare Gallery in Pall Mall in 1786.  Boydell wanted to create a national school 

of history painting based on Shakespeare, a testament to the poetôs popularity.
296

  At about the 

same time, theatrical portraiture experienced a surge in popularity when portraits were made into 

prints and widely disseminated.  Paintings by artists like Sir Joshua Reynolds aided acceptance 

of theatrical portraiture as well.  Reynoldsôs highly successful Sarah Siddons as the Tragic Muse 

(1784) legitimately established the genre in England.  As John explains, the portrait is less about 

Siddons and her actual performance than it is about associating the portrait with grand manner 

history painting.
297

  By applying Reynoldsôs lessons to his portrait of Cooke, Sully created a 

work that is considered one of his masterpieces. 

In the full-length portrait, Cooke stands between a doorway to his left and a niche with a 

sculpture to his right.  The actor looks above the viewer with a calculating expression and 

slightly sarcastic grin.  The portrait represents a moment from Henry VI when Richard is 

preparing to woo Henryôs widow, Lady Ann, in an effort to gain the throne.  In this scene, 

Richard contemplates his deformities and celebrates his ability to overcome them in order to win 

Annôs heart.  The portrait represents the delivery of four lines Cooke added to the scene: 
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Why I can smile, and murther whiles I smile,  

And cry ñContentò to that which grieves my heart, 

And wet my cheeks with artificial tears, 

And frame my face to all occasions.
298

 

 

In a manner similar to Booth in Hicksôs portrait, Cooke appears as if he has just slinked from the 

recesses of the church as his plan comes to fruition.  Bathed in light, the handsome Cooke is a far 

cry from the deformed, hump-backed Richard III.  Sully was not idealizing the actor, but simply 

representing Cooke as he played Richard; the actor forwent any extraneous costumes that could 

have impeded his performance. In any case, Sullyôs portrait of Cooke was a product of its era 

because it represents the artistôs efforts to raise American portraiture to the status of history 

painting.  This was particularly significant in the early nineteenth century, when American artists 

struggled to prove that the fine arts were crucial to the development of a national culture.  If 

artists could elevate the status of portraiture to that of history painting, the door to larger and 

more substantial commissions might open.  What makes Hicksôs Booth portraits significant is 

that they were also a product of two burgeoning cultural phenomenaˈthe cult of celebrity and 

collecting cartes-de-visite. 

Consuming Celebrity: Hicks, Booth, and ñCartomaniaò
299

 

In the early 1860s, Americans became obsessed with the latest product of 

photographyˈthe carte-de-visite (fig. 93).  Considered ñdemocraticò because they were cheap 

and widely available, cartes-de-visite replaced the more expensive daguerreotype.  Americans 

not only rushed to photographers to have their own pictures made, but also to collect images of 

national and local celebrities.  Collectors kept the celebrity visages alongside those of family and 
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friends in personal photograph albums.  Displayed in the parlor, the luminaries mixed among 

favorite aunts and uncles implied that the owner aspired to elite status and perhaps even knew the 

celebrities themselves. 

Called ñCartomania,ò the fad was the result of the work of photographers like Mathew 

Brady who, as discussed in Chapter Two, attempted to create and market national galleries of 

American celebrities.  Initially, Brady resisted the cheap carte-de-visite and preferred marketing 

larger, more expensive photographic portraits to a higher-income clientele.  Fortunately for 

Brady, his associate Alexander Gardner welcomed the carte-de-visite craze.  Ultimately, Bradyôs 

studios sold tens of thousands of cartes-de-visite in the early 1860s.
300

   

Part of the appeal of collecting these images was the belief that regular viewing of 

Americaôs political and social celebrities could provide moral instruction and inspire exemplary 

behavior.  This was particularly significant in the 1860s as the Civil War raged on and 

Americans turned to national figures as beacons of hope.  As art historian Barbara McCandless 

explains, upper class advocates of photography argued the moral benefits of possessing such 

images and stated that the sitters inspired the viewer with their ñnoble traits beaming from those 

faces and forms.ò
301

  However, collecting images of celebrities like Edwin Booth was less about 

moral didacticism and more about fans simply wanting pictures of one of the most famous 

Shakespearean actors of the nineteenth century.
302

  As the craze for cartes-de-visite intensified 

and as Americans snapped up the latest photos almost as soon as they were produced, celebrities 

began recognizing the marketing potential of photographs. 
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The relationship between photographer and celebrity was similar to that of painter and 

sitter: both were mutually beneficial.   When photography studios first began producing 

photographs in the form of daguerreotypes in the 1840s, celebrities might receive a free 

daguerreotype when their pictures were taken. In exchange, the photographer earned notoriety 

through displaying and selling these images.  However, daguerreotypes were expensive, unique, 

and beyond the financial reach of most middle-class Americans.  This changed in the 1860s with 

the development of paper prints.  Photographs became cheaper to produce and collect.  By this 

time, photographers also paid celebrities to sit for them.
303

  Since the celebrity was being paid, 

the photographer could pose him or her in several positions, thereby providing customers with a 

selection of prints from which to choose.   

For instance, the Brady studio photographed Booth a number of times. Among the most  

popular were photographs of the actor and his daughter Edwina (fig. 94). Taken about 1866,  

the pictures are sentimental in their depiction of a father and his young child.  In the photographs 

shown here, Booth lovingly holds his daughter, gazing at her or wistfully looking out of the 

picture plane.  The photograph is imbued with a sense of tragedy and lossðone wonders why no 

mother appears with this father and child.  The photograph plays upon this notion of tragedy; 

Boothôs wife, Mary Devlin, had passed away by the time the photographs were taken.  Her death 

was widely publicized in contemporary newspapers and audiences were familiar with the story.  

Thus, the photographs stirred a certain sympathy in the viewer, who knew that Booth has been 

left to raise his daughter on his own.
304

   

One might also attribute the sense of melancholy to the national tragedy that personally 

affected the actorˈthe assassination of President Lincoln by Edwinôs brother, John Wilkes 
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 McCandless, 54-55. 
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 Booth married a second time in 1869 to Mary Frances McVickers. 
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Booth.  The assassination, which occurred approximately one year before the photographs were 

taken, brought great shame and suspicion upon the entire Booth family.  Authorities held and 

questioned Edwin, his older brother Junius Brutus, Jr. and their brother-in-law John Sleeper 

Clarke.  Immediately after the assassination, Edwin ñretiredò from the stage, but returned less 

than a year later on January 3, 1866.  Audiences were surprisingly sympathetic to the tragedy 

that the Booth family experienced, and this was partly what made the photographs of Edwin and 

his daughter so popular.
305

 Despite the fact that the exact date of the photographs is unknown, 

one cannot help but wonder about the timing of their production as they appeared for sale around 

the same time Booth returned to the stage.     

By the end of the 1860s, actors were increasingly reliant on photographs for publicity.  

As the number of photography studios increased exponentially, photographers were required to 

become more creative in order to beat out the competition.  Saronyôs creative efforts earned him 

the reputation of Americaôs most prominent portrait photographer.  Sarony specialized in 

theatrical portrait photography and shrewdly opened his studio in the theater district of 

Manhattan.  As audience members went to and from performances they passed Saronyôs studio, 

often stopping to see the latest photographs of their favorite actors.  If they were lucky, they 

might even see Sarony photographing the performers themselves.  Saronyôs competitor, Jeremiah 

Gurney, also photographed Booth in costume (fig. 95-96).  His images of Booth as Iago provide 

a greater sense of the actorôs theatricality while performing the role (fig. 97-99).   

 

                                                 
305

 Some contemporary historians are still baffled by Boothôs resilience and his return to the stage less than a year 

after the assassination.  The willingness of American audiences to accept Booth back to the stage was likely the 

result of public proclamations the family made in the weeks after the assassination.  Edwin took out ads in the 

papers denouncing his brotherôs actions and expressing the sadness of the entire Booth family over the death of 

Lincoln.  Clearly, Americans realized in the weeks and months after that the Booth family had nothing to do with 

the assassination.  See Kauffman. 
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Like Sarony, Gurney also specialized in theatrical photography in the 1870s.  His 

photographs of Booth as Iago more accurately capture the actorôs mannerisms, gestures, and 

facial expressions that recall those in Hicksôs portraits of the actor.  In the photographs, Booth 

dons an Iago costume that varies from the portraits and the Sarony photographs.  The pose in 

figure 98 is particularly reminiscent of the portrait: Booth stands with his hand on his sword and 

his chin slightly lowered as he glares at the viewer. He also has the same pointed goatee and 

moustache.   

Since the photographs were produced after 1861, Hicks clearly did not use these images 

to design his portrait.  To date, no source photographs for the painting have surfaced, even 

though Hicks was using photographs to aid his painting by this time.  On December 9, 1861, 

Booth wrote to Hicks from London and detailed the birth of his daughter.  Booth gushed over his 

new role as father, teasing Hicks about painting the childôs portrait.  He wrote: 

éa father I AM and you will be pleased to know, my friend, a happy one. I shanôt tell 

you what it is ï but if you feel disposed to try your hand again at painting portraits 

without a sitter ï paint my babes, youôll hit it no doubt so long as you paint it very red, 

and donôt make it a boy.
306

 

 

Despite the fact that the letter does not specifically refer to the Iago portrait, it indicates that 

Booth at least knew his artist-friend utilized photographs in creating portraits.  The significance 

of the late photographs to Hicksôs paintings of Booth is that they suggest reciprocity between 

painters and photographers at mid-century.  Just as painters utilized photographs, perhaps 

Hicksôs theatrical portraits of Booth (and others like them) may have helped to inspire the 

photographs.  Furthermore, the photographs allowed fans who could not afford paintings to 

collect images of their favorite celebrities. 
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 Emphasis mine.  Edwin Booth to Thomas Hicks, December 9, 1861, Lincoln Memorial Library, Springfield, 

Illinois. 
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When Hicks completed his portrait of Edwin Booth as Iago, the nation was embroiled in 

the Civil War.  Americans faced an uncertain future and sought comfort in popular theater 

culture.  The Booth portraits are the result of this culture, as they depicted one of the most 

famous Shakespearean actors of the nineteenth century. Hicks must have been aware of the 

critical acclaim Booth received for his performances.  The artist utilized the portrait to bolster his 

own reputation and honor his friend.  Similar to the portraits of American authors, the Booth 

portraits exemplified the reciprocity between the two men; they understood the ways their 

respective talents could benefit one another.   
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Epilogue 

 From the late 1860s until his death in 1890, Hicks continued to receive commissions for 

portraits of famous Americans.  He painted multiple copies of Ralph Earlôs c. 1775 portrait of 

Declaration of Independence signer Roger Sherman for the Moore family of Trenton Falls (cat. 

nos. 488, 500, and 562); three copies of R. W. Weirôs 1828 portrait of Seneca Indian chief Red 

Jacket (cat. nos. 497, 512, and 516); and at least two copies of Stuartôs Boston Athenaeum 

portrait of George Washington (cat. nos. 492 and 496).  Little is known about the specifics of the 

commissions; however, they suggest a renewed interest in Revolutionary figures in the years 

preceding the 1876 Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia.
307

   

 One of Hicksôs most successful paintings of the 1870s was his portrait of Union General 

George Meade at Gettysburg (1876) (fig. 100), which he exhibited at the Centennial Exposition.  

A posthumous portrait, Meadeôs likeness was based on a well-known photograph (fig. 101).  In 

the full-length painting, Meade appears in front of a Union encampment with black and white 

troops.  The Gettysburg battlefield can be seen in the background.  Unsurprisingly, Hicksôs 

portrait of Meade, Philadelphiaôs hometown hero, was given the place of honor in Memorial Hall 

at the Exposition.
308

   

 In the last decade of his life, Hicksôs painting production slowed as he became more 

involved with the Artistsô Fund Society.  He served as president for the organization from 1873 

to 1885.  Hicks also made excursions to locales such as Niagara Falls with other Artistsô Fund 
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 Hicks was one of five New York artists chosen to be on the Art Selection Committee for the Centennial 

Exposition.   
308

 The Centennial Exhibition Director  General Alfred T. Goshorn attempted to ban any imagery that referenced the 

Civil War in the art exhibition.  This especially meant avoiding pictures of Gettysburg for fear that they might 

produce feelings of ill will in Southern visitors.  Art historian Kimberly Orcutt explains that the art department 

overrode the ban because artists and their audiences sought healing and commemoration within the art galleries.  See 

Orcutt, 65-66 and 167-170. 
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Society members (fig. 102); however, the paintings created on these trips have yet to surface.  In 

the 1880s, contemporary newspapers rarely mentioned the artistôs paintings, despite the fact that 

Hicks continued showing at the NAD annual exhibitions and the Artistsô Fund Society 

exhibitions.   

 When Hicks died in 1890, short obituaries appeared in newspapers and magazines such 

as Harperôs Weekly, New York Times and the Daily Evening Transcript (Boston).  The authors of 

the obituaries related memories of his character and did not especially praise his artistic skills.  

For example, a journalist writing in Harperôs described Hicksôs congenial nature and charm 

which earned him the adoration of his friends:  

 a freshness of feeling that time could not wither kept his heart young, and the comrades 

 of an early dayéwere never really parted from him as of old, finding the same bright and 

 unworn spirit, the same sympathy and affection.  Whether it was the happiness and peace 

 of his life that satisfied him, or the bent of his temperament that beguiled him, he seemed 

 not to choose to do all that might do, and so conveyed the impression of a reserved power 

 which made intercourse with him still more delightful, and give to his memory, as it gave 

 to the man, a tender fascination.
309

   

 

A journalist called Brunswick wrote more frankly about the artist and his paintings for the Daily 

Evening Transcript: ñMr. Hicks was never a great painter, but he was conspicuous among the old 

N.A.ôs (National Academicians), being one of the original incorporators of that institution.  His 

art is hard and dry, but he made a living out of it.ò
310

 While Brunswick was candid about 

disliking the artistôs paintings, the author of the Harperôs obituary characterizes one of the most 

curious aspects of Hicksôs career, the notion that he did not fulfill the potential others saw in his 

work.  Or, as another critic put it, ñHicks could be great when he wills.ò
311
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 ñThomas Hicks,ò Harperôs Weekly, 10, no. 25 (October 25, 1890): 823. 
310

 ñBrunswickôs Letter,ò Daily Evening Transcript (Boston), October 11, 1890.  ñBrunswickò is mistaken as Hicks 

was not one of the original incorporators of the NAD in the 1820s. 
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 ñThe Fine Arts,ò The Independent, November 23, 1854. 
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 It is not entirely clear why the artist displayed such unevenness in technique.  As 

mentioned in Chapter Three, Hicksôs portrait of Archibald Moore exemplifies his ability to 

render a sitter with finesse.  His early portraits of Christopher Pearce Cranch (c. 1850, National 

Academy of Design) and Jasper Francis Cropsey (c. 1845-1849, National Academy of Design) 

demonstrate modeling of form through color as opposed to the linearity associated with works 

such as the N-YHS Kane portrait.
312

  The significant difference between the aforementioned 

paintings is the lack of the artistôs use of the photograph in the images of Cranch and Cropsey.  

However, other portraits Hicks painted from life are drab and uninspiring.  His portrait of patron 

Marshall O. Roberts (1872, Chamber of Commerce of the State of New York) is formulaic and 

lacks the immediacy of his portraits of Moore, Cranch, and Cropsey.  The same year he painted 

Roberts, Hicks created one of his most remarkable works, A Puritan Maiden (fig. 103).  

 A Puritan Maiden possesses spontaneity not present in his academic portraits.  Here 

Hicks built the snowy background through a heavier application of paint and with a looser brush.  

He blurred the trees in the background with a flurry of impressionistic brush strokes which 

stands in contrast to the minute detail and precision seen in portraits like those of Roberts.  A 

Puritan Maiden demonstrates that Hicksôs ability was not limited to his academic style.  The 

stylistic difference suggests that the artist continued to paint academic portraits because there 

was a demand for such images.  Furthermore, those images provided a steady income that 

allowed the artist to sustain his lifestyle mingling among New York Cityôs elite.     

 One of the ironies of Hicksôs career is that he made his name by painting American 

celebrities and then was essentially forgotten.  Towards the end of his life, the artist failed to 

sustain the attention of the contemporary press.  Although he varied his technique in images such 

                                                 
312

 For images, see Dearinger, 269.  



169 

 

as A Puritan Maiden or his late landscapes as discussed by Tatham, Hicks never fully embraced 

any other popular styles in the last third of the nineteenth century.  Nevertheless, Hicksôs 

portraits of nineteenth-century luminaries are indicative of the development of celebrity culture 

in the United States at mid-century.    

 During the antebellum period, one became famous through some type of remarkable 

accomplishment such as political leadership; writing a popular novel; exploring the unknown 

Arctic; or performing great Shakespearean plays.  These men and women were not born into 

fame, but instead were individuals who attracted public attention through their remarkable 

talents.  The advent of photography studios, the development of the mass media and the public 

relations industry fostered Americansô interest in celebrity and the desire to possess images of 

their favorite luminaries.  Americans believed that owning and displaying portraits of celebrities 

provided lessons in virtue and morality, placing a certain amount of hope within these public 

figures as political tensions began to increase in the 1850s. In other words, perhaps these 

virtuous individuals might encourage national unity through common interests during a time of 

civil strife.  

 Hicks witnessed the development and rise of celebrity culture when he first came to New 

York in the early 1840s.  During his training abroad, he recognized that in order to be 

competitive with his contemporaries, he had to market himself smartly.  He learned how to 

utilize the press from friends such as Margaret Fuller, whose dispatches to American newspapers 

made the artist known to both potential patrons and the American public.  Hicksôs own publicity 

campaign succeeded and he became one of the busiest and best known portraitists in the early 

1850s because he embraced popular culture and the contemporary fascination with public 

figures.  Yet it was this attachment to celebrities that ultimately resulted in his disappearance 
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from the canon.  Once the renown of mid-century celebrities began to fade from popular 

memory, so too did Hicks.  The neglect of his career speaks to the ephemeral nature of celebrity 

and its association with temporality and contemporaneity.   In his failure to embrace changing 

trends in popular art and culture, Hicks was relegated to the past with the famous Americans he 

painted.  Or as a critic for the New York Times described him in 1881: ñone of those old names 

which have become as familiar to us as household words.ò
313

  And therein lay one of the most 

problematic aspects of celebrityðin order to maintain ñwell-knownness,ò one must avoid 

becoming too ñwell-knownò.  While several factors contributed to Hicksôs neglectðthe fleeting 

nature of celebrity; his stylistic inconsistencies and failure to embrace new styles; scholarsô 

preference for other genres of American paintingðhis career is demonstrative of the larger 

phenomenon of celebrity culture in mid-nineteenth-century America. 
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Fig. 1. Mathew Brady Studio. Thomas Hicks, c. 1850-60. Daguerreotype. Library of Congress. 

 

 
Fig. 2. Thomas Sully. Lord Byron, 1826-28. Oil, 28¾ x 21. Private Collection. 
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Fig. 3. Mathew Brady. Jenny Lind, 1850. Daguerreotype. Library of Congress. 
 

 
Fig. 4. ñLittle Sallieò Hicks, c. 1833-36. Oil, 20İ x 25İò. Location unknown.                            
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Fig. 5. Portrait of a Man, 1836. Oil, approx. 26 x 22ò. Private Collection. 

 

 
Fig. 6. Charles Satterthwait, June 1836. Oil, measurements unknown.  Private Collection.                    
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Fig. 7. Hannah Ann Satterthwait, September 16, 1836. Oil, 26 x 22ò. Courtesy of Atwater-Kent 

Museum, Philadelphia. 

 

 
Fig. 8. Hannah Anne Satterthwait, verso.    
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Fig. 9.  Edward L. Hicks, c. 1837. Oil, 20 x 16İò. Private Collection.    

             

 
Fig. 10. Edward Hicks (Edward Hicks Painting the Peaceable Kingdom), c. 1837-38.  Oil, 27¼ x 

22 1/8ò. Courtesy of the Abby Aldrich Folk Art Center.  
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Fig. 11. Edward Hicks (Edward Hicks Painting the Peaceable Kingdom), c. 1839-41. Oil, 36 x 

29ò. Courtesy of the National Portrait Gallery, Washington, DC 

 

 
Fig. 12. Edward Hicks (Edward Hicks Painting the Peaceable Kingdom), c. 1850-52. Oil, 

Courtesy of the James A. Michener Museum, Doylestown, Pennsylvania. Museum purchase 

funded by Eleanor K. Denoon, The Bella S. and Benjamin H. Garb Foundation, Inc., Mr. and 

Mrs. Kenneth Gemmill, George S. Hobensack, Jr., Laurence D. Keller, William Mandel, 

Members of Newtown Friends Meeting, Olde Hope Antiques, Inc., Residents of Pennswood 

Village, Eleanor and Malcolm Polis, Ms. Leslie E. Skilton, Kingdon Swayne and Anonymous 

Donors. 
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Fig. 13. Captain Josiah Macy, c. 1839. Oil, 36 x 29ò. Courtesy of the Nantucket Historical 

Association.  

 

 
Fig. 14. Lydia Hussey Macy, c, 1839.  Oil, 36 x 29ò. Courtesy of the Nantucket Historical 

Association.   
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Fig. 15. William H. Macy, c. 1839. Oil, 36 x 29ò. Courtesy of the Nantucket Historical 

Association. 

 

 
Fig. 16. Ann Eliza Macy, c. 1839. Oil, 36 x 29ò.  Courtesy of the Nantucket Historical 

Association.     
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Fig. 17. Calculating, 1844. Oil, 13 5/8 x 17. Courtesy of the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. 

 

 
Fig. 18. Male Model with Mandolin #2, c. 1846-47. Watercolor and graphite on paper, 11 ¼ x 8 

5/8ò. Collection of Mr. and Mrs. John F. McGuigan, Jr. 
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Fig. 19. Italian Peasant Study, c. 1846-47. Watercolor, pencil or charcoal on paper, approx. 14 x 

12.ò Private Collection. 

 

 
Fig. 20. Shepherd Boy (Shepherd Boy of Cevaro?), 1847. Oil, 38 x 32ò. Dr. Larry Sanders, 

Dalton, GA. 
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Fig. 21. Dolce Far Niente, 1850. Oil, 21 x 30ò. Collection of Mr. and Mrs. John F. McGuigan, 

Jr. 

 

 
Fig. 22. Fountain at Palestrina, 1850. Oil, 24İ x 30ò. Collection of Mr. and Mrs. John F. 

McGuigan, Jr.  
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Fig. 23. Margaret Fuller, 1848.Oil, 16 x 13ò. Collection of Constance Fuller Threinen. 
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Fig. 24. Hamilton Fish, 1852. Oil, 9ô x 6ô6ò. Collection of the City of New York. Photograph by 

Glenn Castellano, courtesy of the Design Commission. 
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Fig. 25. John Trumbull. Alexander Hamilton, 1805. Oil, 94 x 72ò. Collection of the City of New 

York. Photograph by Glenn Castellano, courtesy of the Design Commission. 

 

 
Fig. 26. Gilbert Stuart. George Washington (Lansdowne portrait), 1796. Oil, 97İ x 62İò. 

Courtesy of the National Portrait Gallery, Washington, DC. 
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Fig. 27. John Vanderlyn. James Monroe, 1822. Oil, 100 x 76ò. Collection of the City of New 

York. Photograph by Glenn Castellano, courtesy of the Design Commission. 

 

 
Fig. 28. Governorôs Room at City Hall, 2008.  Photo by Ramin Talaie for The Sun (New York). 
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Fig. 29. Governor John Alsop King, 1860. Oil, 96 x 66ò. Collection of the City of New York. 

Photograph by Glenn Castellano, courtesy of the Design Commission. 

 

 
Fig. 30. Mayor Daniel Fawcett Tiemann, 1860. Oil, 48 x 36ò. Collection of the City of New 

York. Photograph by Glenn Castellano, courtesy of the Design Commission.  
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Fig. 31. Mayor Charles Godfrey Gunther, 1872. Oil, 48 x 36ò. Collection of the City of New 

York. Photograph by Glenn Castellano, courtesy of the Design Commission. 
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Fig. 32. Abraham Lincoln, June 13, 1860. Oil, 24 9/16 x 19½ò. Chicago Historical Society. 
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Fig. 33. Alexander Hesler. Abraham Lincoln, June 3, 1860. Albumen print. Library of Congress.  

         

 
Fig. 34. Alexander Hesler. Abraham Lincoln, 1857. Gelatin Silver Print. Library of Congress. 
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Fig. 35. Baker & Godwin Publishers. Lincoln Campaign Poster, c. 1860. Library of Congress. 

 

 
Fig. 36. Mathew Brady. Abraham Lincoln, February 27, 1860. Library of Congress. 
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Fig. 37. Harperôs Weekley, May 26, 1860. 

 

 
Fig. 38. J. Sage & Sons Publishers. [Lincoln and Douglas in a political footrace], 1860. Library 

of Congress. 
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Fig. 39. Abraham Lincoln, c. 1860-70. Oil (?) on ivory, 3İò tall. Schneider Collection, River 

Edge, New Jersey.   

 

 
Fig. 40. Leopold Grozelier, after Thomas Hicks. Abraham Lincoln, 1860.  Lithograph, 22 x 16ò. 

Library of Congress. 
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Fig. 41. Charles A. Barry. Abraham Lincoln, 1860. Lithograph, 36 x 24ò. Library of Congress. 

 

 
Fig. 42. Print after Hicksôs original.  Abraham Lincoln, 1862. Authorôs collection.  
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Fig. 43. Alexander H. Ritchie, after Thomas Hicks, Authors of the United States, 1866. 

Engraving, 19x35ò. Authorôs Collection. 
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1.   Washington Irving 

2.   William Cullen Bryant 

3.   James Fenimore Cooper 

4.   Henry Wadsworth Longfellow 

5.   Catharine Maria Sedgwick 

6.   Lydia Huntley Sigourney 

7.   E.D.E.N. Southworth 

8.   Donald Grant Mitchell 

9.   Nathaniel P. Willis 

10. Oliver Wendell Holmes 

11. Kennedy 

12. Mrs. Mowatt Ritchie 

13. Alice Carey 

14. George D. Prentice 

15. G.W. Kendall 

 

16. George P. Morris 

17. Edgar Allen Poe 

18. Henry Tuckerman 

19. Nathaniel Hawthorne 

20. William Gilmore Simms 

21. P. Pendelton Cooke 

22. Hoffman 

23. William Hickling Prescott 

24. George Bancroft 

25. Parke Godwin 

26. John Lothrop Motley 

27. Henry Ward Beecher 

28. George W. Curtis 

29. Ralph Waldo Emerson 

30. Richard H. Dana 

31. Margaret Fuller (Ossoli) 

32. William Ellery Channing 

33. Harriet Beecher Stowe 

34. Caroline Kirkland 

35. John Greenleaf Whitter 

36. James Russell Lowell 

37. George Boker 

38. Bayard Taylor 

39. John Godfrey Saxe 

40. Richard H. Stoddard 

41. Mrs. Amelia Welby 

42. Gallagher 

43. Frederick Cozzens 

44. Fitz Green-Halleck 

 

 

Fig. 44. Key to Authors of the United States. Courtesy of the American Antiquarian Society. 
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Fig.. 45. Thomas Rossiter. Merchants of the United States, c. 1858-60. Oil on canvas, 9x16ô. 

Courtesy of the New-York Historical Society. 

 

 
Fig. 46. Detail of central group in Authors of the United States.  
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Fig. 47. Detail of group at left in Authors of the United States. 

 

 
Fig. 48. Detail of group at right in Authors of the United States.  
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Fig. 49. Detail of statues in Authors of the United States. 

 

 
Fig. 50. Anonymous photographer. Parlor of Boston, Massachusetts home, c. 1868-70. 

Stereograph.  Historic New England Preservation Society. 
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Fig. 51. John McRae, after Hicks. Henry Ward Beecher,1853. Engraving. Library of Congress.  

  

 
Fig. 52. Thomas Hicks. Bayard Taylor in Turkish Costume (A Morning in Damascus), 1855. Oil, 

24İ x 29Ĳò. Courtesy of the National Portrait Gallery. 
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Fig. 53. Photographer Unknown. Achmet, c. 1850. Daguerreotype. Courtesy of the Bayard 

Taylor Memorial Library, Kennett Square, Pennsylvania. 

 

   
Fig. 54 (left). Mathew Brady. Bayard Taylor, c. 1850. Halftone photo- mechanical print. Library 

of Congress.  

Fig. 55 (center). Detail of Taylor in Authors of the United States 

Fig. 56 (right). Formerly attributed to Thomas Hicks. Bayard Taylor, c. 1850. Oil on canvas, 

26İx19Ĳò. Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Fig. 57. (left) Mathew Brady. William Cullen Bryant, c. 1860-65. Daguerreotype. National 

Archives, Washington, DC  

Fig. 58. (right) Detail of William Cullen Bryant in Authors of the United States. 

 

                           
Fig 59 (left). Gilbert Stuart Newton. Washington Irving, c. 1830. Oil, 19İx15İò. Sleepy Hollow 

Restoration, Tarrytown, NY.        

Fig. 60 (center). Detail of Irving.  

Fig. 61 (right). Mathew Brady. Washington Irving, c. 1850. Daguerreotype, approx. 5İx4ò. 

New-York Historical Society.  
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Fig. 62. Thomas Doney (after James Whitmore, after daguerreotypes by Victor Piard and 

Edward Anthony). United States Senate Chamber, 1846. Mezzotint and etching, 26 7/8 x 36ò. 

Library of Congress. 

 

 
Fig. 63. Robert Whitechurch (after Peter Rothermel, after daguerreotypes by Victor Piard). 

United States Senate Chamber A.D. 1850, 1855. Engraving, 25 7/8 x 34 3/16ò. Library of 

Congress. 
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Fig. 64. Christian Schussele. Men of Progress, 1862. Oil, approx. 4 x 6ô. Courtesy of the 

National Portrait Gallery. 

 

 
Fig. 65. John Sartain, after Christian Schussele. Men of Progress, 1862. Mezzotint and 

engraving, 26 x 40ò. Courtesy of the National Portrait Gallery. 

 


