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I N  T H E  L A S T  F E W  Y E A R S ,  Historic Deerfield has 

been fortunate to add a number of paintings to its collec-

tion, including works by Zedekiah Belknap, Horace Bundy, 

James Wells Champney, Joseph Goodhue Chandler, 

Oliver Tarbell Eddy, Erastus Salisbury Field, Eli-

zabeth Fuller, George Fuller, George Spencer 

Fuller, Charles Louis Heyde, Nelson A. 

Moore, Rufus Porter, Gerrit Schipper, and 

Madeline Yale Wynne. Notable print acqui-

sitions have included the mid-18th-century 

engraved portraits of Mohawk sachem Hend-

rick Peters Theyanoguin and Queen Charlotte of  

England. 

        Historic Deerfield’s roster of paintings, prints, and 

drawings is small in relation to our overall collection (some 

2,000 out of 32,000 items), but it is distinguished in pedi-

gree, having been part of founders Helen and Henry Flynt’s 

early efforts to acquire suitably evocative framed objects 

for the historic houses they were restoring and furnishing 

in the 1940s, 50s, and 60s.  Some of their early purchases 

included portraits by John Singleton Copley, Ralph Earl, 

John Wollaston, and a very rare example by Peter Pelham, 

Copley’s stepfather and teacher.  Their taste in prints tend-

ed toward patriotic or historical subjects, including por-

traits of individuals with a connection to Deerfield (such as 

Massachusetts Governor Jonathan Belcher, who traveled 

here in 1735 for a multi-day conference with several In-

digenous nations). 

        Since then, we have continued to expand on those 

early efforts and have enlarged our collecting in the area of 

the pictorial arts in keeping with our overall mission to rep-

resent all aspects of culture and life of the Connecticut 

River Valley and beyond. Last year, our reopened 

Barnard Tavern debuted a new interpretive 

space:  an upstairs chamber occupied by an 

itinerant portrait painter. A few months 

later, Historic Deerfield added to its staff 

our first ever full-time specialist in the his-

tory of American painting and prints: Lea  

Stephenson, our Luce Foundation Curatorial   

Fellow, whose work appears in this magazine. Look for 

her exhibition on James Wells Champney at the Flynt 

Center later this year. 

        This issue broadens the focus beyond easel painting, 

prints, and drawings to include needlework, painted furni-

ture, architectural decoration, maps, photography, signs, 

letterpress printing, and even early film. We know that 

readers of this magazine and visitors to our galleries appre-

ciate this variety of media.  Historic Deerfield is at once a 

history museum, an art museum, and a historic site.  As-

pects of each of these facets of our work are found within 

these pages. We hope you enjoy the articles and make 

plans to visit us soon to explore all the visual arts in the 

Valley! 

 

—John Davis, President, Historic Deerfield 

 
From the President

On the cover: Deerfield Valley by James Wells Champney, c. 1877. Historic Deerfield 94.009. 

Back cover: Watercolor of the Munn House (Lot 14) Deerfield, by Clara Alquist, c. 1930. Historic Deerfield 2006.800.
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Emily Draper’s Book of  

 

and Early Female Education 
by Susan Schulten

The centerpiece of these journals were maps, and especially maps of the nation itself. Throughout the 1810s, and especially after 

the end of the War of 1812, students drew maps of their nation to cultivate their new civic identity and unify a population spread 

across enormous distance. Draper’s map of the United States appears to be copied from the 1820 edition of J.A. Cummings’s  

common School Atlas. Notice the precise execution, from the neat line down to the lettering of each town and waterway.  

Museum Purchase in honor of David Bosse with funds provided by the Deerfield Collectors Guild. Historic Deerfield 2020.6.
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in 2020, Historic Deerfield acquired a manuscript that is both 
extraordinarily beautiful and historically important: an elabo-
rate book of maps and penmanship drawn by a young woman 
in Greenfield, Massachusetts, in 1822. Emily Draper (1803-

1865) produced a journal with more than 50 pages of finely 
rendered maps and exquisite calligraphy. In page after page, 
she presents her lessons with stunning artistry that dazzles the 
eye. But the journal is also a gold mine for historians. It shows 
us the lived experience not just of Draper, but of thousands of 
young women who were among the first to be educated out-
side of the home. It reflects the exceptional commitment to 
female education in the Connecticut River Valley. And it 
reminds us that learning in this era was, above all, visual.  
      Among the many changes brought by American inde-
pendence was a conviction that young women could—and 
should—be educated outside of the home. Many at the time 
believed that the survival of this new and fragile nation hinged 
on the cultivation of “republican mothers” who would in turn 
raise responsible citizens of their own. This female education 
would not be wide nor catholic, of course, but it still repre-
sented an important shift in thinking. It should be no surprise, 
then, that many new schools for girls appeared in the decades 
after 1790.  
      The epicenter of this new enthusiasm for female educa-
tion was the Connecticut River Valley. In the 1810s, for exam-
ple, nine schools were founded in Hartford alone, six of these  
exclusively for girls. Among the most well-known of these 
was Sarah Pierce’s Litchfield Female Academy, founded in 
1792, and Catherine Beecher’s Hartford Female Seminary, 
founded in 1823. But there were a multitude of others, and 
considered together they constitute a unique and important 
era in the history of female schooling that lasted until the 
advent of coeducational common schools in the 1840s. When 
Draper was fifteen, two of her sisters opened a school in 
Greenfield; she opened a school in Northfield in 1823, and a 
few years later she and her sisters opened another in Hartford. 
While we don’t know where she herself was educated, she 
would have had several choices—such as the Greenfield 
Female Academy founded in 1819—that would have been 
unavailable to women just a few decades earlier.  
      These schools had no established standards or even uni-
form expectations: most were small enterprises held in homes, 
some of which lasted just a few years. In many of these acad-
emies, the teachers were just a few years older than their stu-
dents, relying on their own experience and a few common 
texts. Without any standardization, the curricula mostly cen-
tered on orthography, mathematics, and geography alongside 
the “accomplishments” of an earlier era: embroidery, music, 
and dance. Needlework, for instance, played a central role in 
the traditional schools of Misses Royce and Patten in Hart-
ford. Emma Willard omitted the needle arts to make room for 
a more advanced and scientific curricula. Yet whether these 

schools were seeking to offer a more expansive or limited set 
of offerings, they all shared an emphasis on visual learning. 
Willard, for instance, may have rejected needlework, but she 
still embraced drawing—especially drawing maps—to culti-
vate memory and learning.  
      This embrace of visual learning is apparent in the educa-
tional leaders who came out of Hartford as well. Emma 
Willard, educated in and around Hartford before moving to 
Vermont and New York, established schools of her own. She 
extended her reach further by producing geography and his-
tory texts that asked students to draw maps and visualize 
information in graphic forms to facilitate memorization. 
Eleazer Huntington also had a deep connection to the com-
munity of female academies in the area, many of which taught 
penmanship and calligraphy. In 1816, he produced a guide to 
“round and running hand” (penmanship) that in turn extend-
ed these lessons well beyond the region. All of these schools 
and leaders made the Connecticut River Valley the heart of 
female education in the early republic.1  
      This regional background helps to explain not just Emily 
Draper’s journal of maps and calligraphy, but the hundreds of 
other “schoolgirl maps” now held in archives and private col-
lections across the United States. Interestingly, no textbook of 
this era mandates the teaching of map drawing in a particular 
way: the subject is ubiquitous in advertisements for female 
academies, but no published texts or guides  explain the style 
of map produced by so many young women between 1790 
and 1830. As Draper’s manuscript shows, these were popular 
exercises because they enabled students to practice penman-
ship, perfect their calligraphy, hone their artistic skills, learn 
geographic information, and of course draw maps. 

 

Advertisement for the Draper school, Franklin Herald, 1818. Historic 

Deerfield Library. 
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Right: Title page of Eleazer Huntington’s 

The American Penman, second edition, 

1824. Historic Deerfield Library.  
 

Below: Although the city of Washington 

and District of Columbia had been 

formed by 1802, Draper’s use of an 

eagle, the national emblem, as her  

cartouche may reflect New York’s  

earlier role as the initial seat of the new 

republic. Note also her use of two 

prime meridians along the top and  

bottom of the map, signaling a time 

when several of these were in use. In 

1817, the state consisted of 55 counties; 

Genesee Co. (formed 1802) in the far 

west would eventually be divided into 

eight other counties. Draper’s depiction 

of St. Lawrence Co. (1805) shows it 

hugging the St. Lawrence River, but in 

fact it also occupied the unnamed  

portion to the south and east.



      Most cartographic exercises completed by 
female students in this era are individual maps, usu-
ally undertaken over the course of a term as part of 
either “geography” or “map drawing” courses, and 
often judged on their merits as part of academic 
competitions. In this respect Draper’s lengthy jour-
nal is unusual.2   
      Her journal begins with several pages that 
showcase her knowledge of geography and skills of 
penmanship and calligraphy. In The American Pen-
man, the narrative derives from a common geogra-
phy school text, indicating that the goal was repeat-
ing textual information to commit it to memory. 
Geography was considered an especially appropriate 
science for young ladies given its breadth and acces-
sibility. After writing out several pages of text, 
Draper turned toward different forms of mapping. 
Among the most common of these schoolgirl pro-
jects,  double hemisphere world maps had been a 
longstanding lesson in England and France that eas-
ily migrated across the Atlantic. But after about 
1810, and especially after the War of 1812, American 
educators often asked female students to create 
maps of their own nation as an expression of civic 
pride. Typical then is Emily Draper’s map of the 
United States.  
      Draper followed her map of the nation with 
maps of the individual states, beginning with Maine 
and working her way south and then west. Here 
again she showed immense attention to detail, copy-

Top right: Emily Draper was nineteen when she crafted this 

“Book of Maps” in Greenfield, measuring about nine inches 

high by seven inches wide. At that age, she had likely com-

pleted her own formal education, and may have drawn the 

journal as a model for the school she opened the following 

year in Northfield. In 1830 she went on to serve as precep-

tress of Deerfield Academy. Several of her sisters operated 

schools in and near Greenfield as early as 1818. Notice that 

this is a book of maps “executed by” Emily Draper, a word 

that suggests the importance of their finished appearance. 

 

Right: The first several pages of Emily’s journal consist of tex-

tual information, mostly taken from common geography 

books of that era such as Jedidiah Morse’s Geography Made 

Easy. In copying these passages, she was committing the 

information to memory, but also practicing her “running 

hand” penmanship as well as more elaborate calligraphy.  

The rose garland around “The Twelve Signs” shows up in 

other similar journals that have recently surfaced at auction 

and in archives. This indicates that teachers might have been 

sharing models of these texts as they themselves moved 

from being students to teachers, and from school to school. 
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ing atlas maps with care while also adding flourishes of her 
own. Her map of Massachusetts, for example, most likely 
draws from a current edition of Mathew Carey’s commonly 
available atlas of the United States. The decorative cartouche, 
however, was entirely her own. Equally intriguing and indi-
vidual were Draper’s “word maps,” where she arranged text in 
visually striking ways to reinforce her knowledge of geo-
graphical relationships while practicing her skills of art and 
calligraphy. In all, Draper created word maps for 23 states and 
territories. 

      Among the most intriguing and useful aspects of Draper’s 
journal is its unfinished quality. Several of her incomplete geo-
graphic and word maps remind us that she was engaged in a 
lengthy and demanding project. For instance, consider the 
map of Tennessee. The map thoroughly documents the com-
plex river systems and incorporates topographic information 
for the southern Appalachian system and Cumberland 
Plateau. But it lacks a few final elements, which indicates that 
she most likely began her maps by drawing state boundaries 
and natural features before turning to the internal boundaries 
and decorative elements, including coloration and the car-
touche. Such complicated exercises also required sustained 
patience and self-discipline. One can only imagine how long 
it took Draper to create such a comprehensive atlas of her 
home country. And with such obvious attention to artistic 
execution, it is not surprising that her maps—like many others 
of that era—bear spelling and other errors. On her map of the 
United States, for example, we see creative spellings of 
Louisiana, Mississippi, and Alabama, no doubt casualties of her 
focus on artistry.  

Emily Draper’s map of Massachusetts typifies school mapping exercises 

that peaked in the early 19th century. Each state map included an elabo-

rate decorative cartouche that reflected her artistic skills. Throughout the 

map, she uses different styles of penmanship and calligraphy to mark 

the different types of place names. The colored neat line around the 

edge of the map mimics printed maps of that time, and the careful  

execution indicates that these maps were often created to be judged for 

their artistic merits. That this was just one of 19 maps of equal detail 

shows us a young woman with enormous patience, dedication, and 

attention to detail.
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Following each geo-

graphic map, Draper 

created a “word map” 

that gave her another 

way to showcase her 

talents. The text at the 

center described the 

geography of Virginia, 

while she experiment-

ed with using different 

patterns to practice 

drawing skills in a way 

that almost resembles 

contemporary quilt 

work. The entire page 

is an exercise in geog-

raphy, for the Virginia 

description at the cen-

ter is “bounded north 

by Pennsylvania and 

Maryland,” “east by 

Chesapeak bay and 

Atlantic,” and so on.

      The maps made by young women—
and a few men—in the early republic con-
stitute a distinct period of American educa-
tion. In an era when female education 
remained relatively limited, reading geogra-
phy and drawing maps were among the 
most common school practices. Students 
spent entire terms developing and perfect-
ing their maps. Often judged for their mer-
its in schoolwide competitions, they 
became prized family heirlooms thereafter. 
With the rise of coeducation—as well as 
new printing techniques—such exercises 
began to seem less relevant. After all, stu-
dents could inexpensively acquire school 
atlases of their own, or trace maps on 
ready-made templates widely available by 
the 1840s. Intriguingly, Emily Draper’s 
journal is one of six that I have located 
with strikingly similar structure: these 
books of “penmanship” or “maps” begin 
with pages of calligraphy and narrative les-
sons followed by geographic maps and 
word maps.3 Throughout, we find elaborate 
artistic elements such as floral motifs. All of 
these journals were undertaken at schools 
in Massachusetts and Vermont between 
1818 and 1823. Yet no known published 
template guided these journals: instead, the 
format seems to have been spread by one or 
a few teachers exchanging models, such as 
Emily Draper’s.  As more of these maps and 
journals surface in archives and at auction, 
we can deepen our knowledge of the 
explosion of formalized education for 
young women in the early republic, espe-
cially in the Connecticut River Valley.  

 

ENDNOTES 
 
1. On visual learning in this era see Susan Schulten, Emma 

Willard: Maps of History (Visionary Press, 2022). Eleazer 

Huntington’s textbook was An Introduction to the Art of 

Penmanship (Hartford, CT: 1816). 

2. For more on this tradition of schoolgirl maps and map 

journals, see Susan Schulten, “Map Drawing, Graphic 

Literacy, and Pedagogy in the Early Republic,” History of 

Education Quarterly vol. 57 no. 2 (May 2017): 185–220. 

3. Among these journals are Catharine Cook’s of 1818 

(Osher Map Library, Portland, ME); Harriet Baker and 

Frances Henshaw’s of 1819 and 1823, respectively (David 

Rumsey Map Collection, Stanford University); Susan 

Chipman’s of 1823 (Sheldon Museum, Middlebury, VT), 

and Jane Burt’s of 1825 (Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, 

MA).   

Draper’s unfinished map of Tennessee appeared toward the end of the journal. She thorough-

ly mapped the mountains and river systems, but did not include the county divisions, county 

names, decorative cartouche, and overall coloration shown on her other maps. This absence 

reveals how she worked: first laying down the broad outlines of the state, then filling in the 

natural features, then incorporating the county divisions and finally establishing the colora-

tion and decorative elements. Note her reference to the new territory of Alabama, created  

out of the Mississippi Territory in 1817. This indicates she was working with a very recent  

published atlas.
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Picturesque Summits & Excursions  

James Wells Champney’s  
View from Sugarloaf 

 

by Lea Stephenson
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the panoramic views of the 
Connecticut River Valley attract-
ed American artists and travelers 
throughout the 19th century. 
Some artists, including Thomas 
Cole, would focus upon the sub-
lime wilderness, while others, 
like Charles Louis Heyde, would 
be drawn to bucolic farmland. In 
a painting executed around 1877, 
guests at the nearby Summit 
House pause at the summit of 
Mount Sugarloaf to view the 
surrounding mountain ranges. As 
a gentleman points to the distant 
scenery, the female members of 
this small group spy distant land-
marks through optical devices. 
One woman handles binoculars, 
as another looks through a tele-
scope to examine the scenery–
her veil blowing in the wind to 
suggest the elevation and weath-
er conditions. Accoutrements, 
including a parasol, are left aside, as if the travelers were imme-
diately captivated by the picturesque scene. In this landscape 
painting, View from Sugarloaf, Looking South Along the 
Connecticut River to Holyoke Range, American artist James Wells 
Champney (1843‒1903) captured a group of tourists on 
Mount Sugarloaf surveying the Connecticut River Valley. 
Champney incorporated quick brushstrokes to suggest the 
mountain terrain and distant ranges. The impressionistic style 
suggests he painted the scene en plein air (painting outdoors). 
The canvas underlines how Champney worked outside to 
study the surrounding landscape and recorded Americans 
engaging with the environment. 
      During the late 19th century, Champney became central 
to Deerfield’s emerging role as an art colony. Known for his 
genre scenes and pastels, the artist worked in a range of mate-
rials and media during his career (oil, watercolor, pastel, pho-
tography, graphite), and completed numerous scenes of the 
Deerfield surroundings and picturesque landscapes. Working 
in New York City at his 96 Fifth Avenue studio, he would 
spend the summers in Deerfield at his family’s residence, 
Elmstead.1 In 1876, the Champneys had moved into the house 
on Lot 15 North, inherited by his wife Elizabeth Williams 
Champney, and Champney added a studio to the property. 
When he painted this landscape scene he was based in Deer-
field while serving as professor of art at Smith College in 
Northampton (1877‒1884). During and after this period, he 
spent a great deal of time in the surrounding environment of 
western Massachusetts. 

      By the 19th century, American artists increasingly ven-
tured outdoors and encountered the natural landscape. 
Champney would often interact with the countryside around 
Deerfield while completing sketches. Photographs of the artist 
record him teaching painting classes outside to female stu-
dents by the Deerfield meadows and river, underlining the 
importance of immersing oneself in the landscape. For this 
particular scene of Mount Sugarloaf, Champney likely pro-
duced studies of the summit before returning to his studio.  
He created a pencil and wash sketch of the Connecticut River 
moving south toward the Holyoke Range, which he then 
translated into the oil composition. In a similar fashion, 
Champney also completed quick pencil studies in his sketch-
books during his travels in Europe to capture the varying 
scenery, such as the Swiss and French countryside. Within his 
landscape paintings he also included human figures to popu-
late the scene. For example, The Deerfield Valley (c. 1877) in-
cludes a woman picking flowers near Pocumtuck Ridge, 
bending down to gather flora and intimately interact with the 
terrain. 
      Rather than travel with a canvas, easel, and palette up 
Mount Sugarloaf, he likely brought a sketchbook or watercol-

Above: James Wells Champney’s summer art classes in the meadow by 

his Deerfield residence, Historic Deerfield Library.  
 

Opposite: View from Sugarloaf, Looking South Along the Connecticut 

River to Holyoke Range, by James Wells Champney, c. 1877. Oil on  

canvas. Museum Collections Fund, Historic Deerfield 2012.29.
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Right: Study of country-

side in Airolo region, 

Switzerland, by James 

Wells Champney, August 

21, 1890. Graphite. James 

Wells Champney 

Sketchbooks, Historic 

Deerfield Library. 
 

Below: Study of bridge, 

Draveil, France, by James 

Wells Champney, July 

1899. Graphite. James 

Wells Champney 

Sketchbooks, Historic  

Deerfield Library.
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or set to study the Holyoke Range and summit lookout. 
Historic Deerfield Library holds several Champney sketch-
books and studies, giving a sense of how the artist traveled and 
brought along materials (often graphite or watercolor) to 
complete quick sketches en route to a destination and convey 
the atmosphere, such as a watercolor study of a lake in 
Switzerland. Plein-air painting depended upon portable mate-
rials an artist could carry and the ability to handle changes in 
light and weather conditions. Additionally, these portable 
painting and sketching materials were especially useful for 
artists like Champney in reaching higher elevations or look-
out points, such as Mount Sugarloaf. By the 1870s, plein-air 
painting became especially popular due to the production of 
portable tube paints.2 Rather than remain rooted to the studio 
to make their own paints by mixing ground pigments, artists 
could venture outside more easily and directly engage with 
the natural world. 
      Landscape painting was popular at the time of Champ-
ney’s creation and became the genre of American art during 
the mid-19th century. American landscape painters who 
would set the stage prior to Champney included Thomas 
Cole, Frederic Edwin Church, Albert Bierstadt, and Sanford 
Robinson Gifford—all artists who would complete outdoor 
oil sketches in order to observe their natural surroundings 
(including sites in New England). Originating with this gen-
eration of artists, plein-air work served as a means to judge a 
painter’s finished work and whether the landscape was based 
on direct observation and, therefore, “truthful.”3 Such studies 
could reflect an artist’s process and their method of translating 
these studies into the final easel painting. 
      Champney’s work grew out of this increasing focus upon 
artists painting on-site or completing plein-air oil sketches. 
Rather than practicing the detailed precision of American 

artists who looked to the British art critic, John Ruskin, and 
his adherence of truth to nature, Champney instead conveyed 
the atmospheric conditions and changes in light across the 
landscape.4 In this painting he did not delineate every detail 
with his brushwork, but utilized quick brushstrokes to indi-
cate the distant mountains, foreground terrain, and figures. For 
instance, he incorporated single, gestural marks to suggest fall 
foliage and the subtle shifts in light. By focusing on the glint 
of color upon the autumnal trees or tonalities of the distant 
valley, Champney sought to capture his impressions of the ter-
rain and natural elements. 
      His technique and attention to light and color perhaps 
derived from his exposure to the work of the French Impres-
sionists while studying in France.5 Like many late-19th- 
century Americans after the Civil War, the artist traveled to 
Paris to receive artistic education. He would make several trips 
to Europe throughout his career, and early on he had studied 
with the French artist Edouard Frère in Ecouen, near Paris. 
Several sketchbooks from Champney’s trips to Europe show-
case the artist’s studies of sites and daily life across France. With 
his new wife, Elizabeth Williams, Champney traveled to 
Europe in 1874 and exhibited in Paris at the Salon in 1875, 
before returning to the United States that same year.6 In Paris 
the first Impressionist exhibition had already debuted in 1874, 
and it encompassed canvases rejecting Academic subject mat-
ter and techniques. Impressionist work instead embraced 
quick brushstrokes and an attention to the conditions of nat-
ural light, while also focusing upon intimate subjects and 
scenes of everyday upper-middle-class life. Perhaps Champney 

 

Study of a lake, likely in Switzerland, by James Wells Champney, 1890. 

Graphite and watercolor. James Wells Champney Sketchbooks, Historic 

Deerfield Library.
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Above:  “Table-Rock, Sugar-Loaf Mountain,” illustrated by J. Douglas 

Woodward (1846–1924). Picturesque America; or, The Land We Live In, 

Vol. II, ed. William Cullen Bryant. New York, D. Appleton, 1872–1874. 

Historic Deerfield Library.  
 

Below: Mountain House, c. 1865. Carte de visite, Mountain House 

Photograph Collection (PH 042). Robert S. Cox Special Collections and 

University Archives Research Center, University of Massachusetts 

Amherst Libraries. 

Above: Study at Marbletown, Ulster County, New York, by Asher B. 

Durand (1796–1886), c. 1845. Oil on canvas. The New-York Historical 

Society, New York. Purchase, Durr Fund, 1887.7. 
 

Below: Sketch box used by Thomas Cole (1801–1848) and inside lid 

painted by the artist, c. 1840. Mahogany with brass fittings. Courtesy of 

the Bronck Museum, Greene County Historical Society, Coxsackie, New 

              York. Gift of Edith 

              Cole Silberstein.  

               Photograph by  

                Michael Fredericks.  
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viewed the Impressionist canvases in that exhibition or was at 
least aware of the avant-garde style emerging across France. At 
the time he painted Mount Sugarloaf and moved to Deerfield 
in 1876, his exposure to French art forms and Salon exhibi-
tions would have still been fresh in his mind. 
      Rather than depict a scene untouched by human pres-
ence, the artist decided to incorporate travelers venturing to 
the region and experiencing the New England landscape. 
Similar to his American contemporaries such as Winslow 
Homer (1836‒ 1910), Champney captured the rise of regional 
tourism in North America. In a Harper’s Bazar wood engrav-
ing, Homer illustrated tourists surveying the view from the 
popular New Hampshire destination, Mount Washington. He 
focused upon the tourist activity in the landscape and the 
group relaxing on the lookout, rather than the New Hamp-
shire wilderness. Travel for many middle-class Americans shift-
ed to the countryside to escape rising industrialization and 
urbanization. By the 19th century, Americans gravitated to-
ward natural attractions and scenery, including the Hudson 
River, the Catskills, Lake George, Niagara Falls, the Adiron-
dacks, and the White Mountains. Tourism and travel to the 
Connecticut River Valley grew out of this interest in scenic 
vacationing.7 The concept of tourism in the wilderness also 
coincided with the 19th-century belief in the restorative pow-
ers of nature and its benefits for health. In this period, tourism 
furthered the “sentimentalization” of New England.8 Travelers 
gravitated toward a fictionalized vision of old New England, 
one that emphasized rural and preindustrial settings.9 Touring 
New England and its sites was further promoted by travel 
guidebooks, accounts, prints, and postcards of the area. 

Champney’s painting coincides with this vision of a romanti-
cized, old New England, one that was marketed and created 
by white American writers, artists, and historians. Rather than 
focus upon romanticized New England antiques, ancestral 
homes, or 18th-century traditions, the artist instead drew 
attention to the natural, picturesque side of the region. In a 
sense, Champney captured the allure of the New England 
landscape. 
      Mount Sugarloaf in South Deerfield was a popular site 
for tourists and locals because of its proximity to the Con-
necticut River Valley and its sweeping views. The group of  
figures in Champney’s scene are perhaps hotel guests who 
ventured to the summit via carriage trails or on foot. By 1864, 
the Summit House, also termed “Mountain House,” had been 
built on the summit by Granville Wardwell, on property 
owned by his father-in-law, Dwight Jewett, and it served as a 
tourist destination. The structure situated on the southern side 
of the mountain offered panoramic views of the Valley. In a 
carte de visite (c. 1865) of Summit House, men and women 
pose alongside a large-scale telescope and tripod suggesting 
the sight-seeing activities in the region and presaging the fig-
ures in Champney’s painting. One guest stands on the hotel 
steps, gesturing toward a distant picturesque scene for his 
female companion. In his canvas, Champney chose to high-
light the presence of the female tourist and independent trav-
eler. The two female figures, active in the mountain landscape, 
indicate the growing emergence of the “new woman” type in 
the post-Civil War environment and their shift away from the 
feminine, domestic sphere to a greater degree of independ-
ence.10 Rather than remain at the hotel, Champney’s female 

The Artist Sketching 

at Mount Desert, 

Maine, by Sanford 

Robinson Gifford 

(1823–1880), 

1864–1865. Oil on 

canvas. National 

Gallery of Art, Gift 

of Jo Ann and 

Julian Ganz, Jr. in 

honor of John 

Wilmerding, 

2004.99.1.
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figures ventured onto the summit to engage with 
the natural environment and rough terrain. 
      In the 1872‒1874 publication, Picturesque 
America, the section on the Connecticut River 
Valley described the opportunities for picturesque 
views in the country: “… an artist will find in all 
this region abundant opportunities for the exercise 
of his skill, and that the man of taste may wander 
wherever his inclinations may direct, and be sure of 
finding enough to gratify his most ardent love of 
Nature.”11 In the American context, the term “pic-
turesque” referred to a type of visual effect that 
relied on both natural and designed elements to 
produce a prospect or view.12 The “picturesque” was 
intended to evoke surprise or a pleasing scene, 
rather than the awe connected to the sublime.13 
Tourists ventured up Mount Sugarloaf or traversed 
the mountain via carriage trails in search of 
panoramic views and astonishing vistas. In his own 
canvas, Champney chose to include the travelers, 
rather than focus entirely on the extensive land-
scape. His inclusion underlined the relationship 
between a New England tourist and the Valley, in 
other words, a pursuit of natural beauty.

 

Detail of View from Sugarloaf, Looking South Along the Connecticut River to Holyoke 

Range, by James Wells Champney, c. 1877. Oil on canvas. Museum Collections 

Fund, Historic Deerfield 2012.29.

The Coolest Spot in New England–Summit of Mount Washington, by Winslow Homer 

(1836–1910), 1870. Wood engraving. National Gallery of Art, Avalon Fund, 

1986.31.208. 
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rachel willard of Greenfield, Massachusetts, died sudden-
ly of “apoplectic fit” at age 23 on October 30, 1808. She had 
been married to Dr. Alpheus F. Stone for only fifteen months. 
Little remains to illuminate her abbreviated life aside from the 
usual town birth, marriage, and death records except for an 
exquisite piece of art, an embroidered mourning picture, 
which she created when still a schoolgirl. Worked with silk 
threads on a silk fabric with a gilded wood frame and elegant 
reverse-painted and gilded glass in a process known as eglo-
mise, the work epitomizes the most fashionable and sophisti-
cated type of needlework of the Federal period. 
      Its composition features a cylindrical monument directly 
in the center of the picture surmounted with a plinth pedestal 
against which leans a female figure. To the right of the mon-
ument stands another fashionably dressed female figure. Two 
intertwined trees form the background to the left. An inscrip-
tion on the upper pedestal reads “They are pure beings In a 
Nobler Sphere,” while the cylinder below features another 
inscription, “In Sacred Remembrance of Beriah Willard who 
died August 31st, 1801, Age 13 and Catherine Willard who 
died September 10, 1802, age 6.” Rachel Willard was the old-
est daughter of Beriah (1757-1819) and Catherine Wells 
Willard (1759-1815), names that appear in the lower in- 
scription. The ages of the deceased, thirteen and six years, 

virtue  
in s ilk   

——————‹——————  

Rachel Willard’s  
Schoolgirl Needlework  

Picture   
 

 
 

by Lauren Whitley

indicate they were not Rachel’s parents, but siblings of the 
same names. 
      In creating this memorial needlework, Rachel joined 
many other schoolgirls commemorating dead family members 
with mourning pictures. These works were especially popular 
in the early years of the 19th century after the death of 
George Washington in 1799. The passing of America’s leader 
produced a public outpouring of grief and a proliferation of 
printed memorials as well as a new artform of embroidered 
mourning pictures that were often more of fashionable senti-
ment than actual mourning.1 Made of luxurious materials—
silk on silk—mourning pictures formed part of the core cur-
riculum at girls’ schools and served as emblems of their 
accomplishment.  
      Rachel Willard most likely made her picture at a female 
academy. A Freeman’s Auctions entry (2022) attributes Rachel 
Willard’s embroidery stylistically to the Rowson Academy of 
Roxbury, Massachusetts.2 Founded in 1797 by Susanna Row-
son, an English-born playwright, novelist, and former stage 
actress, the Rowson Academy was Boston’s best known girls’ 
school in the early 19th century. Rowson’s reputation includ-
ed careful guidance of her pupils in all subjects as well as 
instruction in fancy needlework of high quality, often with lit-
erary or religions subjects.3   
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the Ladies Academy, the Mrs. Saunders and Miss Beach 
Academy operated until 1834, its founders remaining lifelong 
friends. Typical of the time, the school instructed girls in  
plain and fancy needlework in addition to reading, writing, 
grammar, arithmetic, French, painting, and geography. In 
1804, the Mrs. Saunders and Miss Beach Academy boasted 36 
boarders and 20 day scholars, ranging from six to eighteen 
years of age.6   
      The Mrs. Saunders and Miss Beach Academy is the only 
girls school noted in Doggett’s daybooks. Several of his entries 
even identify the maker of the embroidery being framed.7  
Rachel Willard’s name does not appear in any of Doggett’s 
entries for the school, implying that she most likely purchased 
the frame privately, typical of non-boarding students. Other 
daybook entries give clues as to where Rachel Willard might 
have been living during her studies. Doggett recorded more 
than 150 transactions with Simon and Aaron Willard, mem-
bers of a family of successful clockmakers who operated their 
business nearby in Roxbury.8 The Williards were second 
cousins to Rachel Willard’s father, Beriah, who grew up in 
Shrewsbury, a town adjacent to Grafton where his Willard 
cousins were born and raised. Rachel Willard may have been 
in the care of her father’s prosperous cousins while attending 
the Mrs. Saunders and Miss Beach Academy in 1804. After 
Rachel created her needlework picture, Aaron Willard 
engaged Doggett to frame it. The entry for July 21, 1804, 
notes Doggett’s charges to Aaron Willard for “1 picture frame 
$9.17, glass for ditto $3, Straining for embroidery .75.”9 It is 
the only reference to embroidery in the numerous entries for 
Aaron and Simon Willard; the rest pertain to aspects of fram-
ing and gilding for clockmaking. 
      Further evidence of Rachel’s attendance at the Mrs. 
Saunders and Miss Beach Academy can be found in similar 
needlework pictures. Her unusual composition—two female 
figures and a stacked pedestal on a column—appears in two 
pictures worked by girls who likely attended the same school. 
One picture in the collection of the Connecticut Museum of 
Culture and History bears a dedication to Sarah and Timothy 
Newell, most likely made by Mary (Polly) Newell around 
1804. Another picture in the collection of Colonial Williams-
burg was begun by Isabella Caldwell Dana (1789‒1805) and 
finished by her sister, Sarah Sumner Dana (1792‒1867), after 
Isabella’s premature death at age sixteen.    
      In all three needlework pictures the top figure leaning on 
the pedestal is almost identical in pose, hand gesture, and 
background twisting trees (although in reverse) to a mezzotint 
print entitled Virtue Weeping over the Tomb of George Washington, 
published by Francis Anone in London in 1800. The subject 
of George Washington became common as printed memorials 
to America’s leader proliferated after his death in 1799 and 
served as templates for numerous needlework pieces. School 
teachers generally selected the designs for their students and 

Left: Mourning picture by Rachel Willard, Boston, MA, about 1804. Silk 

on silk fabric, paint, glass, gilded wood frame. Museum purchase with 

funds provided by a bequest from Joseph Peter Spang III in honor of the 

Flynt Family, the Museum Collections Fund, and the Mr. and Mrs. Hugh 

B. Vanderbilt Fund for Curatorial Acquisitions. Historic Deerfield 

2023.12.   

Above: Detail of John Doggett label on reverse of mourning picture. 

Historic Deerfield 2023.12.   

 
      It is more likely, however, that Willard attended another 
Boston area girls’ school. An aged paper label still attached to 
the back of Rachel Willard’s picture suggests an alternate attri-
bution. Within an entwined decorative oval appears the name 
“John Doggett, Gilder, Looking-Glass and Picture Framer, 
Roxbury Street.” According to Richard Nylander’s research, 
John Doggett (1780‒1857) was a successful cabinet maker, 
gilder, and framer who worked in Boston in the early 19th 
century.4 Doggett operated in Roxbury, Massachusetts, and his 
two surviving daybooks, held in the manuscript collection at 
Winterthur Library, reveal invoices for varied objects such as 
looking glasses and chairs, as well as gilded, enameled, and var-
nished frames. 
      Of particular interest are 43 transactions recorded be-
tween 1804 and 1809 pertaining to “Mrs. Saunders and Miss 
Beach,” most of which were for “straining, framing and glass” 
for embroideries at costs that ranged from $1.00 to $12.00. 

According to needlework scholar Betty Ring, Mrs. Saunders 
and Miss Beach ran one of the finest female academies in the 
Boston area, educating girls from elite families throughout 
New England. Judith Foster Saunders (1772‒1841) and Clem-
entina Beach (1775‒1855) met in Gloucester where Saunders 
was already working as a well-respected teacher. Clementina 
Beach had emigrated from Bristol, England, with her father 
and sister around 1793. With the assistance of Saunders’ influ-
ential cousin, Judith Sargent Murray, a well-known literary 
figure and advocate of female education, the two women 
established the school in a nine-room house in 1803 on 
Meeting House Hill in Dorchester, then an elegant suburb of 
Boston. At times referred to as the Clifton Hill Seminary or 
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Doggett’s elegant framing. After Rachel’s death in 1808, the 
picture passed down in the family of her only surviving sib-
ling, David, through the Willard and Dickinson families, even-
tually descending to an heir who put the piece up for auction 
in 2022. In acquiring this needlework picture in June 2023, 
Historic Deerfield has succeeded in adding an exquisite neo-
classical mourning picture to its outstanding collection of 
early-19th-century needlework.  

Far left: Needlework Memorial for the 

Dana Family by Sarah and Isabella 

Dana, Dorchester, c. 1805, silk em-

broidery thread, paint, and pencil on 

silk in a gilt and plaster frame with an 

eglomise glass mat. The Colonial 

Williamsburg Foundation. Gift of the 

John D. Rockefeller 3rd Fund, Inc., 

through the generosity and interest 

of Mrs. John D. Rockefeller, 3rd, and 

members of the family, 1979.604.1.  

 

Left: Memorial picture, probably 

made by Polly Newell, Boston, MA, 

1803–1810. The Connecticut 

Museum of Culture and History, Gift 

of Mary F. Lord and Katherine L. 

Lord, 1938.24.140. 

transferred the designs to the silk fabric, frequently using the 
help of professional artists. Some designs came pre-printed on 
silk.10 In this case, Clementina Beach probably sketched out 
the composition for her students. She was also likely respon-
sible for the painted faces and painted background sky of the 
pictures. Acknowledged for her taste and artistic skills, Beach 
had studied with the painter Gilbert Stuart.11 A later portrait 
of Clementina Beach by Stuart, now in the collection of 
Historic New England, attests to their connection.   
      One curious detail appears on all three needlework pic-
tures—a painted, rather than embroidered radiating star-shape 
on the chest of the Virtue figure. This motif is absent from the 
original print source and has not been found in other repre-
sentations of Virtue of this period. Instead, it seems to recall 
earlier Baroque and Rococo conceptions of the Allegory of 
Virtue.  Elisabetta Sirani’s Allegory of Virtue, painted in 1657, 
shows Virtue adorned with a radiating sun on her chest, a 
visual symbol noted by Cesare Ripa in his Iconographia, or 
Moral Emblems of 1603, where the sun signifies “Virtue 
inspires Virtue to the whole body.”12 Clementina Beach was 
probably the source for this unusual depiction of Virtue. As an 
amateur painter and accomplished student of art, Beach nur-
tured her sophisticated knowledge in an extensive library of 
1,500 books which she brought from England. The Columbian 
Centinel (Boston) mentioned the impressive library housed at 
the school, inviting parents of prospective students to “call and 
view the collection of fine drawings, English and French 
books provided for use of the pupils.”13  
      Through the Mrs. Saunders and Miss Beach Academy, 
Rachel Willard became part of an elite cadre of young women 
educated in traditional subjects along with fine needlework. 
Her superb picture remains a fascinating synthesis of varied 
artistic contributions—her own skilled hand embroidery with 
silk threads, Clementina Beach’s design sensibilities, and John 

 
1 8  ·  H I S T O R I C  D E E R F I E L D

Gilbert Stuart, Clementina Beach, about 1817-1820. Historic New 

England, Museum Purchase, 2012.39.1. 



Detail from Iconographia or Moral Emblems by Cesare Ripa, 

(London: Benjamin Motte, 1709), 79, fig. 315. Winterthur 

Museum, Garden & Library. 
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HOLLYWOOD immediately comes to mind when the topic 
of the movie industry arises, but in the earliest days of 
American cinema, the east coast was the locus of film inven-
tion and production. Thomas Edison, whose inventions had 
made him famous, turned his attention to a new form of 
entertainment in the 1890s. Lawyers for Edison and his asso-
ciate W.K.L. Dickson applied for patents for a motion picture 
camera (the kinetograph) and a single-person viewing device 
(the kinetoscope) in 1891.1 The next year Edison built a film 
studio in West Orange, New Jersey, and publicly demonstrated 
the new devices at the Brooklyn Institute of Arts and Sciences. 
After forming the Edison Manufacturing Company he 
launched the motion picture business, opening the first kine-
toscope parlor in New York City in 1894. Soon kinetoscopes 
appeared in amusement parks and other urban sites, showing 
films that lasted from 20 seconds to a minute and drew on 
popular entertainments from boxing matches to Wild West 
Shows. At the Edison studio two prominent stage actors re-
enacted the climax of a celebrated musical comedy. A close-
up of their embrace, The May Irwin Kiss, became the most 
famous film of 1894 and introduced romance as a central 
motion picture topic.    

        Projection on a screen was the next major innovation in 
1896. A year later several hundred screen projections operat-
ed across the United States, reaching audiences all the way to 
Honolulu. Edison attached his name to the new projection 
machine, the Vitascope. Most of these moving pictures were 
one-shot “actualities” of events. As audiences lost interest in 
actualities, the new industry’s attention moved to creating 
short narratives. By 1904, 85% of American productions were 
multi-shot story films. New companies formed and produc-
tion quickly accelerated with more than 3,000 American films 
released in 1910. A typical program  presented three one-reel 
fifteen-minute films: a comedy, a drama, and a western, with 
live musical performances between the reels, as the projec-
tionist readied the next film on the single projector. Around 
this time the term “movies” caught on as a descriptor of the 
popular new entertainment form. 
        As story films lengthened and narratives became more 
complicated, audiences sometimes had difficulty following 
the plots. The solution: intertitles, first introduced in 1903 in 
an Edison adaptation of the novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Inter-
titles usually appeared before a scene to set the time or action. 
In theaters with a largely illiterate clientele, titles were often 

Ononko’s Vow, A Colonial Tale
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read aloud by a theater employee. Some immigrants remem-
bered this as how they learned to read English.  
        In 1910, one out of five American movies was a western.2  
The most prominent sub-genre of westerns featured Natives, 
usually filmed on the east coast, at the rate of ten a month.  
The “eastern westerns,” made between 1908 and 1911, typical-
ly drew on James Fenimore Cooper’s novels of settler-Native 
friendships and pictured a forest world surrounded by water.  
They rarely featured Native actors. When the movie studios 
moved to California in 1912, western narratives changed dras-
tically, with a new emphasis on the Plains Wars. “The Indian” 
turned into a convenient villain. 
        When the Edison Manufacturing Company publicized a 
desire to produce films depicting important moments in 
American history, Greenfield businessman Herbert S. Streeter 
answered the call by submitting a scenario labeled Ononko’s 
Vow, A Colonial Tale.  Streeter’s “eastern western” intertwined 
two violent historical events—the Bloody Brook battle of Sept-
ember 28, 1675, during King Philip’s War and the February 29, 
1704, Deerfield raid by a French and Native coalition during 
Queen Anne’s War—with the fictional additions of a love story, 
a captivity narrative, and a tale of self-sacrificing Narra-
gansetts.  
        To match the seasons of the historical events, members of 
the Edison Company traveled from New York to the Deerfield 
area in both early March and July, 1910, to shoot exterior 
scenes, a rare (and expensive) gesture toward authenticity. 
“Stage Manager” Frank McGlynn recreated the winter raid and 
the early fall battle with an Edison cast and crew of 32, along 
with scores of locals hired as extras. No Native Americans 
appear to have participated as cast or crew. 
        The spectacle of filming outdoors at Whately Glen, and in 
Deerfield on Pine Hill, a nearby hillside of the Pocumtuck 
Ridge, and village streets attracted hundreds of onlookers. The 
premier Edison director, Edwin S. Porter, later filmed the eight 
interior scenes at the company’s studio in the Bronx. 
        Ononko’s Vow is a typical one-reel motion picture of the 
period, running for just over 13 minutes, with 39 one-shot 
scenes. For the exterior scenes, two cinematographers operat-
ed hand-cranked cameras, fixed in place. Each shot runs for a 
relatively long duration; the viewer sees action unfolding as 
one might watch movement on a theatrical stage. Actors 
(rather than the camera) provide motion, whether crossing 
the New England landscape or fighting. In only a few shots do 
actors move dynamically toward the camera. We usually see 
actors’ bodies in full length, as we would on a stage. Even in 
interior scenes there are no close-ups of actors’ faces; the act-
ing style is broad.   
        The story of Ononko’s Vow is split into two time periods, 
linked by place, fictional characters, and the theme of resolute 
colonists besieged by hostile forces. There is no historical con-
text offered in the 18 intertitles, nor any indication that the 

 

Deerfield Academy students watching filming of Ononko’s 

Vow. Courtesy of the Frank Mt. Pleasant Library of Special 

Collections & Archives, Leatherby Libraries at Chapman 

University.  

 

Film still of George Sheldon and two visitors to Deerfield in 

an opening scene of Ononko’s Vow. Historic Deerfield Library.   

 

Film still of Natives attacking English settlers in Ononko’s Vow. 

Historic Deerfield Library.   

�  

�  

�  

�  

�  

�  

�  

�  

�  

�  

�  

�  

�  

�  

�  

�  

�  

�  

 
S P R I N G  2 0 2 4  ·  2 1



two fierce attacks occurred within larger conflicts. Although 
the first part of the film’s title—Ononko’s Vow—establishes the 
importance of the Native’s promise, the rest of the title—A 
Colonial Tale—makes clear that the “tale” will be told from the 
perspective of the colonists (and their descendants).  
        Ononko’s Vow’s first title card, “A Visit to Deerfield, 
Massachusetts,” introduces a theme of historical curiosity. A 
young, well-dressed couple read (in the film’s only close-up) 
the inscription memorializing the 1675 ambuscade on the 
neo-classical monument located on North Main Street in 
South Deerfield. They approach an elderly man with a long 
white beard, identified as “Mr. George Sheldon, the venerable 
historian of Deerfield.” A local celebrity, Sheldon would have 
been immediately recognizable to area residents.  In 1910, 
Sheldon was 92 years old, admired for his historical work as 
author of a two-volume History of Deerfield (1895–1896) and 
as founder and president of the Pocumtuck Valley Memorial 
Association. Sheldon was known for his lineage as a descen-
dant of Ensign John Sheldon, a survivor of the 1704 raid whose 
home subsequently became known as “The Old Indian 
House,” with a front door that retained the scars of tomahawks 
and became a tourist attraction.    
        As Sheldon recounts the Deerfield past to the couple, the 
image dissolves into visualizing the historian’s tale. A title 
card—“Ungagook, a friendly Narragansett and his son Ononko 
see Lathrop and his men escorting the ox-teams to Hadley”—
establishes place and names central characters. We see a 
series of long shots of a cavalcade coming down a hill, and 
then, suddenly, “An Ambuscade” as Natives, seemingly unpro-
voked, attack Lathrop’s troops. A title announces “The Bloody 
Brook Massacre-September 19th, 1675. Ungagook saves 
Jonathan Smith and is mortally wounded.” Linking these state-
ments suggests their historicity, despite the fact that Ungagook 
and Smith are fictional. The film shifts to the interior of a 
Puritan dwelling where a group includes a Native boy.  
“Ononko promises his dying father to be faithful to the 
Smiths.” That promise, acted in the histrionic style of early cin-
ema, ends the first section of the story. 
        Viewers are alerted that “28 years later, Jonathan Smith 
bestows his daughter’s hand on Ebenezer Dow.” The character 
of Smith returns smiling, with an adult daughter and a future 
son-in-law; however, a title card warns “The next day, February 
29th, 1704, preparing to attack Deerfield” as we are shown a 
Native camp. The specificity of the date encourages a histori-
cal reading of the events visualized in a series of shots of 
Natives attacking while Puritans pray for help inside a stock-
ade (“The Last Refuge”). In the raid scenes the film cross-cuts 
between outside and inside the stockade to represent simul-
taneous action, an editing device becoming understandable 
to audiences by 1910. The Natives break the stockade door 
and attack the colonists. Women and children are dragged 
across snow-covered fields. “Ruth Smith is made captive.” 

 

Film still of Ononko as a child pledging allegiance to English settlers 

in Ononko’s Vow. Historic Deerfield Library.   

 

Film still of Natives taking English captives in Ononko’s Vow. Historic 

Deerfield Library.   

 

Film still of the adult Ononko alone at the story’s end. Historic 

Deerfield Library.   
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Ononko, now a grown chief, arrives after the abduction and 
follows the kidnappers’ trail. 
        Dialogue titles began to appear in American movies in 
1910, adding a sense of immediacy and drama. There is only 
one dialogue title in Ononko’s Vow; it appears in the film’s cli-
max when Ononko locates the captive Ruth and fulfills his 
childhood vow to protect the Smith family. He bravely pro-
claims “I am Ononko. Take me and set the white maiden free.” 
However, Ononko’s sacrifice is not necessary as colonists 
(including Ebenezer Dow) surprise and overcome the hostile 
Natives, rescuing Ruth and Ononko. Colonial order has been 
restored. Sheldon’s tale ends with a static image of the noble 
Ononko and a now-calm New England landscape. The film 
returns to the Deerfield historian and the young couple who 
bid him goodbye, having received instruction (along with the 
movie audience) about colonial frontier history.   
        Like many actors in early movies, Mary Fuller and Gordon 
Sackville, who play the romantic leads, had previous stage 
careers. They go unidentified in the film itself but are named 
in current listings in the International Movie Data Base. The 
actors cast as Ungagook and the adult Ononko are not identi-
fied in film records. Around the time Ononko’s Vow was 
released audiences began lobbying exhibitors to name players 
as part of film advertising and projection. Movie companies 
responded to fans and began to identify actors.  Consequent-
ly, the star system was born.  
        Where might audiences have seen Ononko’s Vow in 1910? 
The first theater expressly created to show motion pictures 
opened in Pittsburgh in 1905. By 1910, more than 10,000  
theaters nation-wide showed motion pictures.3 The majority 
were called nickelodeons, named after the admission price of 
five cents. They often occupied converted store fronts, usually 
seating fewer than 200 patrons, with programs that typically 
ran from 9 a.m. to 11 p.m. Ventilation was poor, seats were 
uncomfortable, but working-class people flocked to conve-
niently located nickelodeons before or after work—or both.  In 
1910, immigrants or children of immigrants comprised 3/4 of 
the population of big cities; they became devoted movie-
goers, and their viewing tastes greatly influenced early movie 
story lines. In a country of 92 million, daily attendance ex-
ceeded five million.  
        In small cities like Greenfield (1910 population of around 
10,000), movie-going was not as stratified by class as in large 
cities. Urban middle-class patrons rarely frequented nickelo-
deons; they usually watched films in lecture halls or estab-
lished theaters. These screenings often included a lecturer 
who stood at the side of the screen offering a running com-
mentary during the projection and also speaking along with 
slides between films to add a tone of respectability. Showing 
George Sheldon at the opening and closing of Ononko’s Vow 
turns the film into a history lecture no matter its screening 
location or audience. 

        Although early movies were silent, their exhibition was 
not. With sound accompaniment the responsibility of the ex-
hibitor, a variety in choice and quality resulted. Pianists com-
monly accompanied films, sometimes with a trap drummer 
who provided sound effects, less often with a small orchestra 
or mechanical piano. Beginning in 1909 the Edison Company 
issued suggestions for specific music for special films, but typ-
ically a pianist improvised.   
        Released September 30, 1910, and advertised by the 
Edison Company as “the greatest Indian picture ever present-
ed,” Ononko’s Vow screened within days in the Deerfield area. 
The film premiered on October 3rd, then continued playing 
on the 4th, and 5th, in the second-floor auditorium of Wash-
ington Hall on Main Street in Greenfield.  For this special 
event, tickets for reserved seats had gone on sale in mid-
September. Balcony seats cost 20 cents; other adult seats ten 
cents; five cents for children. Local newspapers reported 
robust sales, with many people from neighboring towns mak-
ing reservations to see a film touted as a “masterpiece” with 
“great educational qualities.”  Along with the much-anticipat-
ed motion picture, movie-goers were promised “finely illus-
trated songs” at the Washington Hall screenings.   
        On October 6th, 7th, and 8th, Ononko’s Vow moved down 
Main Street to the Bijou, Greenfield’s first movie theater. 
Owned by the film’s author, Herbert S. Streeter, the Bijou 
charged adults 25 cents and children 15 cents. Musical acts—
the Glendale Male Quartet of Boston and the Vassar Girl, Ray 
Hope—preceded and followed the screenings. Several com-
mercial tie-ins to the movie connected to a general revival of 
interest in the colonial era: a movie-goer could purchase a 
new series of War Souvenir Postcards of Old Deerfield at the 
theater. And, provocatively, the Bijou offered a ten-cent sou-
venir “tomahawk,” claimed to have been made from an elm 
tree that grew on the edge of Bloody Brook.   
        On October 15, a screening at the South Deerfield Red 
Man’s Hall, a fraternal organization of non-Natives, was fol-
lowed by dancing to the Wesley Orchestra with reserved cars 
to transport Greenfield residents home after the dance. Late in 
the month, what became known as “the Deerfield history film” 
returned to Washington Hall as part of the regular program. 
        At the time, city newspapers did not yet carry movie 
reviews, but a cluster of papers devoted to the movie industry 
did. The trade press responded to Ononko’s Vow with almost 
uniform praise. Motion Picture World described it as “a valu-
able historical document” and “one of the most elaborate 
Indian pictures ever put on screen.” The Film Index claimed, 
“no more realistic picture has ever been presented than this 
one” and considered Ononko’s Vow “vivid, patriotic, whole-
some, and soul-stirring.”  The Moving Picture World said the 
film “emphasizes anew what it cost to make this land a fit 
habitation for the millions that are now here.”  A lone dis-
senter, the critic for Nickelodeon, found the story difficult to 
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follow, but concluded that “It doesn’t much matter, 
though, for the action is at all times stirring, even if 
not coherent, and the film is undoubtedly impres-
sive, owing to the beauty of the production.” 
        Like most one-reelers, Ononko’s Vow largely dis-
appeared after its initial showings with the exception 
of Herbert Streeter’s singular devotion to the project 
he had authored. Streeter began screening the film, 
accompanied by his lectures on colonial life, in 
neighboring New England towns soon after the ini-
tial 1910 showings. He continued traveling with 
Ononko’s Vow, going as far as Florida and Cuba as late 
as 1917.   
        Film historians estimate that 90 percent of early 
films have been lost. Fortunately, a 35mm nitrate 
negative of Ononko’s Vow was donated to the New 
York Museum of Modern Art in 1940. A print struck 
around 1960 and later transferred digitally made it 
possible to show the film at Historic Deerfield in the 
1990s and at the Greenfield Historical Society in 
2004. In the summer of 2023, with live musical 
accompaniment by Jeff Rapsis and remarks by Mar-
garet Bruchac and Carolyn Anderson, it was reprised 
at Historic Deerfield.  
        Although the great era of the eastern-filmed 
Westerns was very brief (between 1908 and 1911), 
characteristics of historical dramas present in On-
onko’s Vow existed in films produced before 1910 
and have continued for more than a century. These 
narratives grow from a grounding in actual historical 
events (the Bloody Brook Battle, the Raid on 
Deerfield, the abduction of colonial women) which 
are recreated vividly and sometimes filmed in his-
toric locations such as Deerfield. Fictitious characters 
(the Smith family, Ononko) combine with historical 
figures (Captain Lathrop) to create stories that 
emphasize adventure and romance and offer what 
white audiences would perceive as a happy ending. 
Ononko’s Vow remains an early, and telling, example 
of what would become known as Hollywood history.   
 
Thanks to Jeanne Solensky for research assistance. 
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Postcard of the Davenport Building on Main Street in Greenfield.  The Bijou 

Theater operated on the upper floors. Courtesy of Jonathan Boschen. 

 

Detail of 1909 Sanborn Fire Insurance Map showing location of the Bijou 

Theater on the corner of Main and Miles Streets in downtown Greenfield. 

Library of Congress, Geography and Map Division, Sanborn Maps Collection.

 

Souvenir tomahawk advertised  

in local newspapers for sale at the Bijou.  

Historic Deerfield 2013.9.
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Thur 19 [March 1801] Storm continues with unabated Fury — 
all low Land is under Water many Bridges are swept away — I made 
brushes — at 11 O.C.P.M. I collected Doctor & women — Fri 20 

had a Son born about 4 O.C. this morning. Storm continues. 
 
‒From “A Journal Began Sept. 3rd, 1798” by Joel Negus1   
 
thus began the life of Nathan Negus (1801‒1825), an itin-
erant portrait artist born in rural Petersham, Massachusetts, 
during the post-Revolution era that saw the broad concepts 
of gentility and improvement seep into the countryside. 
Blessed with natural artistic talent, Nathan benefitted from 
this advancing culture to the extent that he dared dream of 
becoming “one of the first modern Artists in the United 
States.” He worked tirelessly toward that lofty goal until his 
premature death from consumption at age 24. Despite con-
stant adversity and the brevity of his life, Nathan created a 
body of work reflecting the skill and sensitivity of a truly 
accomplished artist. Centuries later, his few extant paintings 
underscore the tragedy of his loss.2    
      It is doubtful that Nathan would have been able to pur-
sue art were it not for his father, Joel Negus (1767‒1816), a 
third-generation yeoman farmer. An avid reader and 
Freemason, he frequently borrowed books of poetry, litera-
ture, and philosophy from the Petersham Social Library. Joel’s 
journals, account books, and letters reveal the breadth of his 
knowledge and the depth of his commitment to self-improve-

ment and refinement. His keen interest in drawing and por-
traiture, recorded in essays entitled “Of Drawing Faces” and 
“Rules for drawing human figures at Length,” undoubtedly 
strengthened his perception that Nathan had promising talent. 
When Nathan was thirteen years old, Joel secured six weeks 
of training with the established artist, Ethan Allen Greenwood 
(1779‒1856), in Boston. Joel wrote his sister, Catherine, on 
February 19, 1815, “I have engaged Mr. Greenwood, a portrait 
painter of considerable merit to instruct Nathan in the rudi-
ments of Art. I was prompted to this by the exhibition of his 
uncommon genius in this most beautiful accomplishment.” 
      Instead of returning home after the training, Nathan be-
gan to receive instruction from John Ritto Penniman (1782‒ 

1841), a well-known ornamental painter. Nathan had written 
“importuning [Joel] to let him tarry at Boston one year as he 
is well pleased with his business and his Master Mr. 
Pennyman.” Reluctant at first to forgo Nathan’s help at home, 
Joel records a month later that he “Wrote to Mr. Penniman 
concerning N’s living with him.” What thus began as a brief 
training became a binding apprenticeship agreement with 
Penniman until Nathan reached his age of majority.   

  

The Brief and Stormy Life  
of an Itinerant Artist 
 

by Christine Mandel

Above: Self-portrait of Nathan Negus (1801–1825), no date. Oil on 

board. Unsigned. Likely completed after 1821 while Nathan lived in the 

South, the portrait remained in the possession of Negus descendants 

until the 1990s. Petersham Historical Society, Petersham, MA. Photo by 

Danaë DiNicola.

Nathan Negus 
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      The first two years with Penniman were instructive and 
productive. Steadily improving his technique, Nathan was 
content to ornament furniture, military standards, signs, and 
Masonic ritual objects. Nathan also eagerly put his burgeon-
ing skills to use during free time, writing that, “Shubael & I 
have lately got a fifteen Dollar job for ourselves for painting 
Drums which keeps us pritty busi from day light till Penniman 
comes out, then from sundown till 10 O.C. P.M.” Although 
Nathan quickly tired of ornamental painting, in later years he 
relied on it to subsidize his income from portrait commis-
sions.  
      Life changed dramatically for the Negus family when Joel 
was stricken with a fatal illness in January 1816. Joel’s death in 

Master Mason Apron by Nathan Negus, 1817. Paint on silk, cotton. 

Signed. Painted during his apprenticeship under John Ritto Penniman, 

Boston, MA. Nathan supplemented his income with Masonic painting 

throughout his later career. The Scottish Rite Masonic Museum & 

Library, Lexington, MA, 79.47. 

November of that year was devastating, emotionally and 
financially. His unmarried older daughters scattered to distant 
relatives to teach school or produce outwork. Nathan and his 
older brother, Joseph, felt the heavy responsibility of mentor-
ing their younger sisters. Adding to this burden, in March 1817 
he wrote to his Aunt Catherine, “My health at present is verry 
poor owing to the painters colluk.” This alarming report sig-
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naled the onset of a sickness that would dominate his life and 
career.  
      In January 1818, an array of emotions — despondency 
over his father’s death, the yearning to expand his artistic skills, 
resentment of Penniman’s restrictions, his own poverty, and 
perhaps the volatility of youth — all boiled over. Penniman’s 
insistence that Nathan work on Sundays caused a desperate 
Nathan to turn to Joseph with his complaints: 
 
… [Penniman] knows I have no Father to make my complaints to! 
but I will let him know that I was not born in the woods to be fright-
ened at a d—d Owle and had no where to fly for refuge. not a picture 
can I paint, but what he will pass some of his blackguarding slurs 
upon it: instead of telling me the folts in it and telling me what would 
mend it. And now, do you call this encouraging!! O, no, no, no! It is 
worse than if I had no Master at all. 
 
Joseph’s response was sympathetic but measured: he reminded 
Nathan that the price for his artistic instruction was “labour” 
since they had no “cash to procure it with.” 
      By the middle of 1818, friction with Penniman eased as 
Nathan became more confident in his artistic abilities. He 
practiced landscapes and portraiture, using sisters, friends, and 
himself as models. In September Nathan reaffirmed his desire 
to succeed as a professional artist, writing “I am so wound up 
with ambitions that it is impossible for me to pay attention to 
my relations … otherways I should not be recorded in that 
column of Modern history that I wish to be.” He ended this 
letter stating, “my productions meet the eye of my Master 
with the utmost satisfaction . . . and [I] am beloved by Mr. 
Penniman and duly respected by his Wife.”  
      The dramatic burning of the Coffee Exchange building 
in Boston on the night of November 3, 1818, awakened and 
shocked city residents. Witnessing the inferno, Nathan viewed 
it through the lens of an artist, writing, “. . . the Pencil! the 
Pencil! ____ that’s my Forte . . . I improve in Drawing very 
much . . . I saw the Exchange coffee Building burn down. O 
—Joseph! this was a subject for a painting. It was the most 
Grand—most Sublime!! and yet, the most horroble scene I 
ever realized.”  
      Penniman’s commission to paint a large mural transparen-
cy for the one-year commemoration of the fire made Nathan 
one of the principal artists who brought the fifteen-foot can-
vas to life. When the exhibit opened on November 3, 1819, 
the transparency, backlit by flickering candles, reenacted the 
conflagration and enthralled the public.3   
      With eighteen months remaining in his apprenticeship, 
Nathan was confident he had made “considerable progress in 
[his] profession . . . especially portrait painting.” He and other 
apprentices formed the cheekily named Pennimanic Society 
to study the theory and fundamentals of Fine Art. Nathan 
recorded these lessons on “Perspective,” “Osteology: Of the 
Structure of Bones,” and “Miniature Painting” in a journal 

 

Above: Detail of instructions on how to properly prepare ivory for 

miniature painting, recorded by Nathan Negus in his personal Journal, 

Boston, 1819.  Petersham Historical Society. Photo by Danaë DiNicola.

An advertisement 

announcing the 

newly established 

Negus-Codman 

partnership  

offering multiple 

branches of  “FINE 

ART in the first 

style,” published in 

the Mobile 

Commercial 

Register, Mobile, 

Alabama, on 

November 26, 

1823. Photostatic 

copy. Petersham 

Historical Society, 

Petersham, MA. 

Photo by Danaë 

DiNicola. 
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interspersed with excerpts from Mil-
ton, Pope, Moore, and Burke. But the 
more he learned, the more impatient he 
became to strike out on his own. Joseph 
suggested that Nathan buy out his con-
tract with Penniman and join him in 
the South. The terms of Nathan’s 
release are unknown, but Penniman’s 
confusion about Nathan’s age, Nathan’s 
frequent absences due to illness, and the 
economic Panic of 1819 affecting Pen-
niman’s own commissions all led to 
Nathan’s independence in May 1820. 
      The timing could not have been 
better. The rising middle class in rural 
New England was rapidly acquiring 
both the desire and the means for mate-
rial amenities. Portraits that would em-
bellish a parlor wall and leave a lasting 
legacy were of particular interest. To sat-
isfy the growing demand for art, young 
limners of widely varying skills criss-
crossed the countryside to offer “cor-
rect likenesses” at affordable prices.4 
Nathan was eager to join them, hoping 
his years of formal training would prove 
an advantage in the ready market. 
      To establish his reputation in cen-
tral Massachusetts, Nathan initially of-
fered some of his work for free (or, in 
one case, bartered for volumes of 
Shakespeare). Reviews were encourag-
ing and paying commissions followed. 
But ill health repeatedly interrupted his 
travels and prompted him to think seri-
ously about joining Joseph in the 
South, where the climate might cure his 
illness. Finally, on November 20, 1820, 
Nathan sailed for Georgia and his life as 
an itinerant artist began in earnest. 
Arriving ten days later, he sought com-
missions in Savannah for portraits and 
ornamental work. At first, Nathan met 
with only marginal success, recording 
on December 31, “Hope next year will 
bring me onto better sledding.”  
      Nathan and Joseph reunited in 
March 1821, and a successful year of 
painting followed. They settled in Eat-
onton, Georgia, where prominent fam-
ilies were eager for portraits. Having 
become a Freemason, Nathan received 

 

Nathan Negus’ signature in his journal, Boston, 1819 during his final year as an apprentice. 

Petersham Historical Society, Petersham, NH. Photo by Danaë DiNicola. 
 

 

Portrait of an unidentified man by Nathan Negus, 1821. Oil on board. Historic Deerfield 84.042.
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steady commissions from the Eatonton Masonic lodges. Ad-
ditional work painting signs and theater scenery supplement-
ed their income. That summer the brothers traveled westward 
to Indian Springs where Nathan painted a full-length portrait 
of the biracial leader of the Creek nation, General William 
Macintosh (1775‒1825). The painting, which still hangs in the 
Alabama Department of Archives and History, is considered a 
“masterpiece of frontier art.” But misattribution to the 
romantic painter Washington Allston (1779‒1843) deprived 
Nathan of artistic credit until 1997 when conclusive evidence 
proved him to be the artist.5    
      Increasing commissions could not disguise the challenges 
of an itinerant lifestyle. Instability, poverty, and loneliness were 
constant companions. At year’s end Nathan wrote to his 
mother, “I have grown so tough in the School of Adversity, that 
I can make myself contented and happy under any circum-
stances capricious Fortune places me.” While longing for “the 
fireside of home” he admitted that his battle with consump-
tion continued unabated. 
      As Nathan’s health deteriorated, other misfortunes multi-
plied. A falling out with Joseph (and the latter’s subsequent 
death), a betrayal by his oldest friend Shubael, and the realiza-
tion that his health prevented him from marrying Martha, the 
“girl of [his] heart,” clearly weighed on his spirits. Still, Nathan 
resigned himself to these disappointments and resolutely pur-
sued new opportunities. He hoped to abandon itinerancy by 
styling himself a “Professor of Drawing and Painting,” and in 
November 1823 formed a partnership with William P. Cod-
man (1798‒1831), a fellow apprentice from Penniman’s shop. 
Offering work in multiple branches of “fine art in the first 
style,” their Mobile, Alabama, business thrived for several 
months but ultimately dissolved as Nathan’s health declined 
and Codman proved less than honorable.  
      Nathan’s portfolio during these years testifies to the 
maturing quality of his work, his idealism, and his persever-
ance. Although far from achieving the greatness he once 
desired, by the end of 1824 Nathan proudly assured his moth-
er, “… my reputation as an Artist is extensively and well estab-
lished … and I entertain no doubts, but I shall have patronage 
enough to ensure a good living—while I do live.” Sadly, though 
his popularity as an “eminent Artist” was secure, every treat-
ment for his consumption failed.  
      It was a dying young man who packed his few possessions 
and booked a return passage to Petersham in May of 1825. In 
one final trial of ill fortune, Nathan’s ship was becalmed for 28 
days. He didn’t reach home until July 15 and died a mere four 
days later. 
      Once, while taking stock of his misfortunes, Nathan un-
characteristically despaired:  “It requires all the philosophy I 
am master of to withstand this. No, rather let me sink into 
naught, unknown, unpitied and unwept for.” This lament all 
but became his epitaph, as his art did fall into oblivion. But 

years later, Nathan’s nephew, Deerfield native and respected 
artist George Fuller (1822‒1884), held one of Nathan’s self-
portraits in his hands and admiringly observed that, had 
Nathan lived, he would have been “the very first in his art in 
America.” 
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The gravestone memorializing the brothers Nathan and Joseph Negus, 

located in the Center Cemetery in Petersham, Massachusetts. Nathan 

died in Petersham and is buried there; the exact location of Joseph’s  

burial site in Cohawba, Alabama, is unknown. Photo by Barbara Hanno. 
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FOR CENTURIES apprentices learned the occupation of painting from 
their masters in painting workshops or ateliers. Some genteel men and wo-
men looked to painting and drawing as a way to accentuate their refined 
accomplishments, and more and more printed sources offered guidance 
on materials and techniques. The title page of one of the earliest illustrated 
English examples, John Bate’s Third Booke of Drawing, Limming, [sic] Colour-
ing, Painting and Graving (1634), depicts a painter before an easel using 
some of the tools of his craft with others in the background. Bate’s text 
forms a “how-to” manual derived from a number of sources. 
        The writings of English-born artist, Thomas Sully (1783-1872), afford a 
more recent, focused example of painting instruction. Sully spent most of 
his career in the United States, primarily executing portraits of renowned 
or wealthy sitters (e.g., Andrew Jackson), and capturing obscure subjects 
(“Gypsy Maidens”). Beyond leaving an extensive body of artwork his Hints 
to Young Painters, and the Process of Portrait-Painting as Practiced by the 
Late Thomas Sully (Philadelphia: J.M. Stoddart & Co., 1873) discusses some 
of the tools of the painter’s craft, drawing on his experience and conven-
tions that date from previous centuries. 

The Material 
Culture of 
Painting  

Illustrated title page of the 2nd edition of Bate’s manual 

showing a painter at work. Stephen L. Wolf Collection, 

Historic Deerfield Library. 

Early 19th-century watercolor box made by Reeves and Inwood, London. William 

Reeves and his brother, Thomas, are credited with inventing watercolor cakes in 1781. 

By 1796 the partnership of Reeves and Inwood had begun manufacturing boxes of 

watercolors. Historic Deerfield 68.122.
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        As the title suggests, this brief monograph, extracted from his 
unpublished memoirs begun in 1851, provides guidance on materials 
and methods. Early on he noted: 
 
The articles required by the beginner are the following: an easel (I prefer 
one that stands upright); a maul or resting stick; a palette and brushes, 
crayons that are used by those who draw upon stone [i.e., lithography], 
palette knives (three will do), a foot-rule, and compasses. These articles 
may be had at any artists’ furnishing store. 
 
        Sully further advised painters to keep plenty of clean rags on hand. 
He recommended washing brushes with “common soap,” and when not 
in use protect them from “the ravages of the moth” by dipping in olive 
oil. For a painting surface Sully preferred panels of straight grained oak 
or mahogany and warned against poplar which he described as a 
“treacherous” material prone to warping and splitting. In his view 
“Russian sheeting” (a strong, coarse linen) coated with “white lead 
ground in skimmed milk to the consistency of ordinary paste” made the 
best canvas. A pumice stone would remove irregularities in the surface. 

Early- to mid-19th-century brushes used for stenciling, apply-

ing glue, and other purposes. Courtesy of Gerald Mingin. 

Historic Deerfield L2023.2.2. 

Left: Hand-colored palette from Thomas Sully’s Hints to 

Young Painters (1873). Winterthur Museum, Garden & Library. 

Burnt sienna pigment from iron-rich clay mined in Whately, 

MA, by Belder’s Paint Manufacturing Co. in the mid-19th 

century. Whately Historical Society. Photo by Allison Bell. 
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        Sully’s contemporary, Rufus Porter (1792–1884), offered his own painting advice in 
the pages of his publication, Scientific American, in 1846 and 1847. As an artisan pro-
moting a “fancy” aesthetic, Porter addressed decorative painting. Like Sully, he offered 
guidance on preparing paints using a stone muller to grind dry pigments with boiled 
linseed oil. When performing imitation painting on doors, chimney pieces, furniture, 
etc., Porter applied a colored ground with a sponge or bunch of moss. A flat brush 
called a “grainer” also came into play. Cork would smooth or remove a ground, and dif-
ferent softwood “combs” drawn across a wet ground imitated desired wood species. 
        Each early artist and artisan experimented with various tools and receipts (recipes) 
to achieve the effect they sought. If the cost of twill was prohibitive, could tow suffice 
as the painting surface? Was one species of wood preferable to another for a palette to 
hold paint? When using watercolors, was Rufus Porter’s preference to create depres-
sions in a plank of coated pine more efficient than taking it directly from a watercolor 
box? The many surviving craft manuals, and the occasional memoir or copy book, offer 
a window into the processes that remain largely hidden below the surface of the fin-
ished item. 

Above: Title page of Rufus 

Porter’s A Selection Collect-

ion of Valuable and Curious 

Arts (Concord, NH, 1826). 

Addressing such diverse 

topics as painting, gilding, 

faux finishes, dyeing, and 

making inks and varnishes, 

Porter’s popular handbook 

went through several edi-

tions. Gift of Juliene and 

Carl M. Lindberg. Historic 

Deerfield Library.  

 

Right: Anonymous portrait 

of Harriet Parker of 

Pepperell, MA, with Reeves 

and Inwood paintbox,  

c. 1815. Colors were mixed 

in small ceramic dishes. 

Collection of Ralph and 

Bobbi Terkowitz. 

 
3 2  ·  H I S T O R I C  D E E R F I E L D



at the time of his death in 1960, Carl Purington 
Rollins was considered one of the most eminent names 
in American printing and graphic arts of the first half of 
the 20th century. Indeed, as Printer to Yale University and 
director of the Printing-Office of the Yale University 
Press from 1918 to 1956, he was at the center of a design 
and typographical movement in this country that was 
influenced by the concepts and preoccupations of the 
first generation of British Arts & Crafts printers such  
as William Morris, C.R. Ashbee, and T. J. Cobden- 
Sanderson. Rollins, along with Bruce Rogers, W.A. 
Dwiggins, D.B. Updike, Will 
Bradley, and others, took these 
concepts, fashioned them into 
something that was distinctly 
American, and passed them on 
to a future generation of print-
ers and designers: Leonard 
Baskin at his Gehenna Press, 
Barry Moser at the Pennyroyal 
Press, and Roderick Stinehour, 
all  in the Connecticut River 
Valley—who revived and rein-
terpreted those concepts for 
the later 20th century. 
      Rollins’s work as a printer, 
designer, teacher, and scholar at 
Yale is well-known and well-
documented.1 His earlier car-
eer, however, as a country 
printer in Montague, Massa-
chusetts, just across the river 

from Deerfield, and his association with the thriving Arts 
& Craft community in Montague and Deerfield in the 
first decades of the 20th century, are not.2 By examining 
the work of the young Rollins we discover the roots of 
his mature style: historically informed allusive typogra-
phy, the use of high-grade materials, and “classic” canons 
of design. We also see from the very start a sensibility 
based on practicality and sparing in its use of decoration, 
understated in a Yankee sort of way.  
      Another reason for exploring Rollins’s early work at 
Montague is that it sheds light on the very vibrant efflo-

rescence of Arts & Crafts activ-
ity in America from 1890 to 
around 1920. Along with 
Madeline Yale Wynne, Margaret 
Whiting, Frances and Mary 
Allen, and others in Deerfield, 
Rollins was responding to the 
appeals for social and design 
reform called for by John 
Ruskin and William Morris in 
England. The new movement 
promised a return to the condi-
tions of earlier modes of craft 
production, including simplici-
ty of design, integrity of mate-
rials, and an ennoblement of 
work, all in order to lift men 
and women from the dehu-
manization of the modern 
industrial world. By the mid-
1890s, Deerfield had become 

“fine, free, careless rapture”  

Carl Purington Rollins  
at  

U MONTAGUE T  
 
 

by Martin Antonetti

A shop-sign for the Montague Laundry printed on  

card stock at the Montague Press, c. 1910. Rollins  

always added a touch of wit, even to mundane  

jobbing work. Pocumtuck Valley Memorial  

Association Library.  
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Left: Stationery of The Village 

Shop in Montague, the head-

quarters of New Clairvaux crafts, 

printed by Rollins c. 1909. 

Pocumtuck Valley Memorial 

Association Library. 
 

Below: Rollins printed many 

good-humored keepsakes for 

neighbors and friends of the 

Press. His Almanack for February 

1913 contained little besides a 

fulsome encomium for the 

Montague Press itself, but it was 

impeccably printed. Pocumtuck 

Valley Memorial Association 

Library.

A little catalogue of “Bayberry Dips,” the popular scented candles  

produced at the Dyke Mill. Rollins’s faux-colonial style highlights the 

historical associations of the product. Pocumtuck Valley Memorial 

Association Library.

A wood engraving of the south side of the Dyke Mill in winter, 

showing the mill pond, based on a drawing by Rollins’s friend  

Bruce Rogers, c. 1915. Pocumtuck Valley Memorial Association 

Library.
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an important node in the national movement, with its 
Village Industries, Deerfield Society of Blue and White 
Needlework, and annual exhibitions of handicrafts. 
      Rollins was born in Newburyport, Massachusetts, in 
1880. Already in high school he showed a keen interest in 
printing as a career. He entered Harvard University as a 
“special student” in 1897 and explored the curriculum 
very broadly, especially in history and what we would call 
today the social and political sciences. After three years—
until he got “restless” (as he said)—he left Harvard with-
out a degree in order to put his newly acquired social 
theories to work as apprentice printer, first at the 
Georgetown Advocate and then in the respected printing 
shop of Carl Heintzemann in Boston, considered at the 
time second only to D.B. Updike’s celebrated Merry-
mount Press in terms of quality of workmanship and 
design.3 But Rollins was not enchanted by city life, so 
when in the summer of 1903 Heintzemann informed 
him of a temporary printing project in the rural village of 
Montague, in the Connecticut River Valley, Rollins 
jumped at the opportunity. 
      Heintzemann had been contacted by the social re-
former Edward Pearson Pressey, the founder of the New 
Clairvaux utopian community in Montague, who was 
looking for someone to advise on typographical matters 
and set up a printing course in the community’s trade 
school. New Clairvaux had been established a few years 
previously as an experiment in communal living that 
would revivify the New England countryside by teaching 
“industrial trades” and by establishing crafts workshops in 
depopulated rural villages.4 New Clairvaux’s marriage of 
Ruskin’s notions of the humanizing potential of handi-
craft in the pre-industrial mode and Pressey’s reformist 
vision for wholesome rural socialism greatly appealed to 
the idealistic young Rollins, and after only a few months 
on the job he decided to stay.  
      Not much evidence survives for Rollins’s life and 
activities in those early years in Montague, but from his—
and his wife Margaret’s—reminiscences, both published 
decades later, and from some correspondence now 
housed in the Rollins Papers at Yale University, we know 
that Rollins readily identified with Pressey’s revolution-
ary vision for a settlement dedicated to social reform and 
the promotion of craft skills in a rural New England set-
ting. His enthusiasm for the project is attested by his pur-
chase from Pressey of the New Clairvaux Press in the 
later summer of 1903, just months after his arrival in 
Montague. As the new pressman, Rollins printed for the 

New Clairvaux community of course, but also did job 
work for residents of Montague and nearby towns, 
including for the Deerfield Society of Arts and Crafts and 
the Deerfield Society of Blue and White Needlework. 
For Pressey he produced New Clairvaux’s journal, 
Country Time and Tide—whose name derived from John 
Ruskin’s book, Time and Tide (1867), on the nature and 
value of work—and other promotional pieces. Pressey 
and Rollins moved the press from Pressey’s home to New 
Clairvaux’s Village Shop (“Everything for education in 
handicrafts and for a more interesting and profitable 
country life”), a purpose-built crafts cooperative that pro-
vided studios for woodworkers, weavers, dyers . . . and 
now, printers. 
      At the end of 1903, Rollins unexpectedly lost sight 
in one eye, an affliction that sent him back home to 
Newburyport for medical treatment. Even though he did 
a bit of printing at Montague in the following years, the 
crisis seems to have precipitated a lengthy sabbatical, 
which included a wanderjahr in England, financed by his 
mother, which allowed him to visit important English 
Arts & Crafts sites such as C.R. Ashbee’s Guild and 
School of Handicraft at Chipping Campden in the Cots-
wolds, in some respects the successor to William Morris’s 
famous Kelmscott Press.5 This would certainly have been 
an inspirational pilgrimage for Rollins, since Ashbee’s 
guild  had been established along lines similar to Pressey’s 
New Clairvaux. An added enticement for Rollins was the 
presence of Morris’s printing equipment at Ashbee’s 
Essex House Press, purchased by Ashbee after the close of 
the Kelmscott Press in 1896. It is entirely possible, but not 
documented, that Rollins paid a call on the great book 
binder and printer, T. J. Cobden-Sanderson, the propri-
etor of the Doves Press and Bindery in Hammersmith, 
during his tour in England.6  
      Inspired by what he saw at Chipping Campden, 
Rollins returned to Montague in 1907 to take up his 
duties as pressman at the New Clairvaux Press. At this 
point the New Clairvaux community had begun to 
unravel—for a variety of reasons—but Rollins was com-
mitted to making a go of it one way or another. In the 
summer of 1908, he bought an old mill building on the 
eastern edge of the village from Joseph Dike and trans-
ferred all the old printing equipment from the Village 
Shop to it. Rollins conceived of “The Dyke Mill” as a 
strictly commercial venture, stripped of New Clairvaux’s 
ideological baggage, incorporated in the Commonwealth 
of Massachusetts, with capital stock and shareholders, and 
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Notecard 

designed and 

printed by 

Rollins for the 

Deerfield 

Society of Blue 

and White 

Needlework,  

c. 1905–1915. 

Pocumtuck 

Valley 

Memorial 

Association 

Library. 

Left and above: Rollins loved historic typefaces. In this little pam-

phlet from 1913 he extolls the virtues of the revived letterforms of 

the 18th-century printer, Giambattista Bodoni. Pocumtuck Valley 

Memorial Association Library.

Title page of The Centaur by Maurice Guerin, designed by Bruce 

Rogers and printed at the Montague Press in 1915. It is considered 

by many to be a masterpiece of printing and typography. Smith 

College Special Collections.
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a slate of officers.7 As capitalistic 
as this sounds, The Dyke Mill was 
organized under faintly socialistic 
lines, with “semi-monthly con-
ferences of workers” an impor-
tant part of the ethos. It was 
indeed a craft cooperative, with 
studios for printing, dyeing, rug 
making, thread spinning, furni-
ture making, and—most prof-
itable of all—candle making: the 
famous Bayberry Dips, “satisfac-
tory for use in any place where 
refinement in detail is deemed 
essential.”  
      His flyer for the new venture 
describes The Dyke Mill as the 
home for a variety of crafts, but 
over time printing rose to the 
fore as the most productive as the 
other crafts fell to the wayside. It 
became the headquarters of the 
Montague Press—as the successor 
of the New Clairvaux Press was 
christened—for the next ten years, until 1918.8 Limited 
to printing only—the Montague Press was not a publish-
ing firm—nor would it establish a house style as the 
English private presses had (“unless the restricting of its 
compositors to two or three only of the best faces of type 
can be called a style”). Rollins promised  clientele that his 
work would be carefully executed with the best types—
Bodoni and Caslon primarily—laid out according to “the 
spirit which underlies all of the good work of the past.”9 
      The new business continued to maintain its fruitful 
relationships with the Montague Arts & Craft Society, the 
Deerfield Society of Blue and White Needlework, and 
the Deerfield Society of Arts and Crafts, reorganized in 
1906 as the Society of Deerfield Industries, designing and 
printing ephemera and catalogs for these organizations. 
Rollins also printed announcements and flyers for the 
photographers Mary and Frances Allen and for Old 
Deerfield Pageants.10 Working even further afield he edit-
ed and printed Handicraft, the influential nationally circu-
lating periodical published by Boston’s Society of Arts 
and Crafts. Through these organizations he became con-
nected with Arts & Crafts societies across the country. 
      Largely through these associations The Montague 
Press came to play an important role in supporting the 

larger national Arts & Crafts 
movement. Not only did Rollins 
print and publish for a much larg-
er audience than the New Clair-
vaux Press had ever engaged, but 
he also attracted the attention of 
specialists and connoisseurs by 
writing articles on the typo-
graphic arts and the history of 
printing.11 But even as both his 
workload and his reputation 
increased, Rollins never lost sight 
of his duties as a village printer; 
he continued to publish the 
weekly Montague Calendar and an 
occasional monthly Almanack, as 
well as signs, invitations, and cards 
for his neighbors in Montague.  

Freed from the yoke of the 
New Clairvaux’s social agenda, 
The Montague Press began to 
attract attention in the region for 
its fine design and printing, a cut 
above the local job printers in 

western Massachusetts. Rollins clearly excelled in all the 
mechanical aspects of printing: typesetting, presswork, 
etc. But his studies of the history of books and printing, 
especially his familiarity with the work of contemporary 
practitioners in the historicizing Kelmscott mode, refined 
his design skills as well. Like others in this period, Rollins 
felt that marshalling typographic design enhanced the 
meaning of a text by alluding to a particular historical 
period, presenting a text in an appropriate graphic setting.  
      The most important advocate of this allusive typog-
raphy was Rollins’s friend and advisor, the eminent Bruce 
Rogers, an independent type designer, typographer, 
and—in the first decade of the century—director of the 
Riverside Press in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Rogers  
visited Montague on several occasions, sometimes 
accompanied by his wife, to enjoy the  beauty of pictur-
esque western Massachusetts as well as to check up on his 
protégé. On these occasions they often spent long hours 
in the Mill together, collaborating on printing projects. 
Indeed, as a token of friendship, Rogers presented 
Rollins with a drawing of a wintry Dyke Mill as a 
Christmas gift one year.12 
      Over the years Rollins and Rogers together saw 
three books through the press, one of which was the 

Carl Purington Rollins, taken during his early years  

at the Yale University Press. Robert B. Haas Family 

Arts Library, Yale University.

 
S P R I N G  2 0 2 4  ·  3 7



Montague Press’s most enduring achievement: the slen-
der volume of Maurice De Guerin’s The Centaur, printed 
in 1915. In Rollins’s own words, “The Centaur was, of 
course, the ‘high spot’ in the list of books printed at the 
Mill . . . We knew we were doing a fine piece of work, 
but I doubt if even Mr. Rogers anticipated the position 
which the thin little folio has come to have in American 
printing.”13 In the typesetting of it Rollins had the assis-
tance of Margaret, a “lively young school teacher” who 
was then boarding in the village . . .  and who later that year 
became Mrs. Rollins. 
      Rollins’s somewhat understated appraisal of the “thin 
little folio” still rings true today. The design was  
elegant and the paper very fine, but the renown of The 
Centaur rests primarily on the beauty and clarity of its 
type, used for the first time in this book, and so named 
“Centaur.”  This is one of the most important and popu-
lar typefaces designed by Bruce Rogers, or any other 
American type designer. Based on a brilliant Renais-
sance-era roman designed by Nicholas Jenson in Venice 

in the late 15th century, it is still widely used by book 
designers and publishers more than a century after its first 
appearance in Montague.14  
      The Montague Press ceased operations in 1918 when 
Rollins and Margaret set off for their new life in New 
Haven. But almost 30 years after that, given the chance to 
reminisce about his work at Dyke Mill, Rollins para-
phrased Robert Browning’s poem Home-Thoughts, From 
Abroad: “That work was not of supreme importance in the 
long history of printing, but inasmuch as we had a lot of 
fun doing it, it is not unreasonable to suppose that the 
collector may discern something of the ‘fine, free, careless 
rapture’ which was the better part of the day’s work at the 
Dyke Mill.”15 An accurate, perhaps overly modest, assess-
ment of the foundation period of a great career in graphic 
arts on the one hand. But on the other, we should under-
stand Rollins in Montague as the catalyst or seed for the 
internationally acclaimed flowering of fine printing and 
the book arts in the Connecticut River Valley in Massa-
chusetts in the latter half of the 20th century.  
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one of the most  intriguing examples of War of 1812 icon-
ography came from the hand of a teenaged apprentice engra-
ver working on the banks of the Connecticut River far from 
the scene of conflict. In his father’s workshop in Weathersfield, 
Vermont, Oliver Tarbell Eddy (1799‒1868) engraved a sizeable 
image (15 ⅝ x 14 inches) that remains the largest depiction of 
its subject. The reasons behind creating this rare print remain 
obscure, as does its intended audience. That two states of the 
print exist only adds to its curious history.  

 
THE EVENT 
 
On June 1, 1812, President James Madison sent a message to 
Congress asking for a declaration of war against Great Britain, 
partly in retaliation for years of naval harassment. The decision 
to go to war met with general opposition in Vermont and 
elsewhere in New England where anti-war feelings ran high. 
      Despite a woeful lack of military preparation, invading 
British Upper Canada (Ontario) became a strategic priority 
for the United States. After suffering defeats on the Niagara 
frontier in 1812, an amphibious attack on York (now Toronto), 
the Canadian capital, became the next objective.1 A force con-
sisting of some 1,700 troops embarked from Sacketts Harbor, 

New York, on April 23, 1813, reaching their objective four 
days later.2 Although meeting resistance to their landing west 
of town, American forces overwhelmed the outnumbered 
British regulars, Canadian militia, and their Native American 
allies. Led by Brigadier-General Zebulon Montgomery Pike 
(1779‒1813) the Americans captured two redoubts beyond the 
town’s main fortifications and prepared to launch their main 
assault. Having been ordered to retreat, British troops ignited 
their munitions supply, causing a tremendous explosion. Most 
American casualties resulted from the ensuing deluge of rocks, 
timber, and debris that killed 38 and wounded more than 200. 
Among them, Zebulon Pike who succumbed to his wounds 
later that day. 
      As the first significant American land victory of the war, 
the battle received extensive newspaper coverage. Pike had 
previously achieved national attention for his explorations in 
the American West, and as a fallen hero his name gained even 
wider exposure. Within weeks newspaper reports of the battle 
and Pike’s death appeared in Boston, New York City, Albany, 
Baltimore, Philadelphia, and Washington, DC. More locally, 
papers in Windsor, Brattleboro, and Rutland, Vermont, and the 
Franklin Freeman of Greenfield, Massachusetts, included cover-
age. Many of these articles borrowed heavily or entirely from 

by David Bosse

The Curious Death  
of Zebulon Pike  

 

_______________ 
▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼ 

_______________ 
▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼▼ 
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First state of the undated engraving/etching by Oliver T. Eddy. Hall and Kate Peterson Fund for Paintings, 

Prints, Drawings, and Photographs. Historic Deerfield 2019.11. A 2022 Wendy Shadwell Bequest from 

the American Historical Print Collectors Society provided funding for the conservation of this print. 
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one another; most described Pike as gal-
lant, dashing, or heroic. Some compared 
his death to that of General James Wolfe 
at the battle of Quebec in 1759. 

 
THE PRINT 
 
The son of printer, engraver, and inventor 
Isaac Eddy (1777-1847), Oliver Tarbell 
Eddy earned his limited renown as a por-
trait and landscape painter. He signed 
only two engravings, both done early in 
his career. Unlike the second plate that he 
engraved, an 1817 map of New Hamp-
shire, his first published effort was a work 
of imagination. Did national pride or 
hero worship motivate the young Eddy 
to portray that distant event? Perhaps an 
account told by a returning veteran em-
bellished the newspaper reports that had 
reached Weathersfield and moved him to 
create his arresting image.3 Did he take 
on the project as a painstaking appren-
ticeship exercise with his father’s encour-
agement and assistance? Although some-
what naïve in design, the competent, 
dense line work and tones executed with 
burin, needle, and roulettes suggest that 
Eddy spent months on his plate, even ad-
ding a patterned border.4  
      Pike’s rearing horse, an invention of 
the young printmaker, dominates Death of General Pike, at L. 
York. More care seems to have been given to the saddle and 
tack than to the poorly proportioned animal in Levade pos-
ture. Together with a framing tree it occupies two thirds of the 
print, thereby excluding any indication of the battle. Military 
correspondence and reports confirm that the amphibious 
assault by American forces did not involve horses.5 Eddy’s 
depiction of Pike’s uniform indicates that he had access to 
military attire that served as a model. Pike’s dress, however, 
varies from other known examples.6 Some features, such as  
his bicorn hat (chapeau de bras) with feather plume and tassels, 
and three button and looped silvered cords, seem somewhat 
fanciful.  
      The only graphic source on which Eddy might have 
partly based his depiction of Zebulon Pike, if a copy were at 
hand, is a head and shoulders frontispiece portrait of Pike in a 
major’s uniform. Engraved by David Edwin from the 1808 oil 
portrait by Charles Willson Peale, the small, oval image (less 
than four inches in height) appeared in Pike’s An Account of 
Expeditions to the Sources of the Mississippi (Philadelphia, 1810) 
and does not seem to have factored in Eddy’s engraving. 

Top: View of Bellows Falls and Mansion House Hotel engraved by Isaac 

Eddy. Detail from New Hampshire, from Late Survey (Walpole, NH, 1817; 

“Revised Edition,” 1837). Historic Deerfield 2021.8. 
 

Above: Detail showing the mysterious cabin. Historic Deerfield 2019.11. 
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      A credible account of Pike’s death appeared as a letter 
written by Donald Fraser, Aide-de-Camp to Pike, first pub-
lished in the Aurora General Advertiser (Philadelphia) on May 
14, 1813. Other publications, such as Niles Weekly Register 
(Baltimore), a widely read news and literary magazine, picked 
up the letter in June, making it generally available. In the 
moments just before the explosion, Fraser recalled:  
 
The general had just aided in removing a wounded man with his own 
hands, and had sat down on a stump with a British sergeant we had 
taken prisoner whom the general, with Capt. Nicholson and myself 
were examining, when the explosion took place. The general, Capt. 
Nicholson and the British sergeant were all mortally wounded, and I 
was so much bruised in the general crash that it is surprising how I 
survived…. 
 
Eddy’s illustration incorporates none of these facts. One won-
ders if he was unaware of them or disregarded them to dram-
atize the moment.  

 Another unanswered question jumps out 
from the print itself. Historic Deerfield’s 
copy includes an image of a small cabin 
and trees situated near the horse’s rear 
hooves. The two other known institu-
tional copies of the print (American 
Antiquarian Society and National Por-
trait Gallery) bear evidence of rough 
crosshatching that eliminates the build-
ing. Was its inclusion in the first version 
youthful mischief or added as a sort of 
insignia? Had it been left, intentionally or 
not, on a recycled copperplate? Or does 
some altogether different circumstance 
account for it?  
       With no available documentation on 
the print’s creation or the number of 
impressions pulled from the plate, Death of 
General Pike, at L. York largely remains 
shrouded in mystery. Historic Deerfield’s 
copy may represent a proof sheet as no 
others retain the cabin. But with such a 
tiny sample few conclusions can be 
drawn. Nevertheless, Isaac Tarbell Eddy’s 
first attempt at printmaking remains a 
remarkable, if perplexing, accomplish-
ment.  

ENDNOTES  
1. American newspapers and government docu-

ments referred to York, founded in 1793, as Little 

York, possibly applying the adjective derisively. 

Eddy’s title designates it L. York. 

2. A detailed account of the battle appears in W. E. 

Hollon, “Zebulon Montgomery Pike and the York Campaign, 1813,” New York 

History, Vol. 30, No. 3 ( July 1949): 259–75. 

3. Edith Bishop wrote that Eddy’s father, Isaac, commanded a regiment during 

the war and may have been present at the battle. No evidence has been 

found to confirm either contention. Oliver Tarbell Eddy, 1799–1868; A 

Catalogue of his Works Compiled by Edith Bishop in Connection with an 

Exhibition Shown at the Newark Museum, March 28–May 7, 1950 (Newark, 

NJ: Newark Museum, 1950). 

4. The time required to engrave a copperplate varied, based on size of the 

image, subject matter, amount of lettering, and the engraver’s proficiency. 

Most research in this area has focused on maps. One frequently cited exam-

ple, Thomas Jefferson’s 25 x 24-inch map accompanying his Notes on the 

State of Virginia (1787), took seven months to professionally engrave in 

London. Mary S. Pedley discusses the labor of engraving in a European con-

text in The Commerce of Cartography: Making and Marketing Maps in 

Eighteenth-Century France and England (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 

2005), 53–56.    

5. E. A. Cruikshank’s multi-volume Documentary History of the Campaign 

upon the Niagara Frontier 1813 Part 1 (Welland, Ont., 1902) compiles extant 

British, American, and Canadian reports. 

6. See, for example, James Kochan, The United States Army, 1812–1815 

(Botley, UK: Osprey Publishing, 2000). 

Lower right portion of the print in the National Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian Institution showing 

the area where the cabin was removed. NPG.83.171. This copy has had the title and part of the 

right-hand portion of the image trimmed along with the engraved border. 
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d u r i n g  t h e  l a s t  2 5 0  y e a r s ,  
an impressive number of artists have 
chosen to work along the banks of the 
Connecticut River, from Ralph Earl’s 
itinerant portrait work during the Fed-
eral Era; to Thomas Cole’s and Frederic 
Edwin Church’s antebellum sublime 
landscapes; to the late 19th-century 
community of figure painters (George 
de Forest Brush, Maria Oakey and 
Thomas Wilmer Dewing) working in 
Dublin, New Hampshire; to contempo-
rary views of these same landscapes by 
living artist Stephen Hannock.   
      A smaller number of painters chose 
to work in one very special location in 
the Connecticut River Valley: Deer-
field, Massachusetts. Of these, George 
Fuller (1822‒1884) was perhaps the 
best-known artist in Deerfield’s history, 
but he did not achieve national atten-
tion and renown until the very end of 
his career. Three paintings recently ac-
quired by Historic Deerfield shed light 
on Fuller’s deep connection to Deer-
field and his surprising “second career” 
that brought so much unexpected fame 
in his later years. 
      Born on his father’s farm (“The 
Bars”) at the edge of the South Mead-
ows in Deerfield, Fuller likely received 
early artistic inspiration from the work 
of his grandfather, aunt, uncle, and half-
brother, all of whom were painters. His 
education included three terms at 
Deerfield Academy before he decided 
in 1840 to launch his own career as an 
artist (initially, though unfruitfully, as a 
daguerreotypist).  The next two decades 
brought only moderate success for 
Fuller. In Boston and Albany (where he 
studied drawing with sculptor Henry 
Kirke Brown for nine months), and on 
several itinerant expeditions in western 
Massachusetts and New York State, he 
barely sustained a livelihood as a por-
trait painter.   

 Three Paintings  
by George Fuller 

 
by John Davis

The Puritan Boy, c. 1877. Oil on canvas. Museum purchase with funds  

provided by the Deerfield Collectors Guild. Historic Deerfield 2023.36.1.

 
S P R I N G  2 0 2 4  ·  4 3



 
4 4  ·  H I S T O R I C  D E E R F I E L D



      Once he had moved to New York City in 1847, Fuller 
made an effort to break into professional artistic circles, enter-
ing the Antique Class (drawing from casts) at the National 
Academy of Design in autumn 1848, and advancing to the 
Life Class (drawing from the human figure) in January 1849.  
That year he exhibited a crayon portrait for the first time at 
an Academy annual exhibition, and five years later he was 
elected an Associate National Academician by his fellow 
artists. During the decade of the 1850s, Fuller also left New 
York three times to make extensive tours of the antebellum 
Southern states.1 His initial impetus for these trips was a search 
for portrait commissions, but while there he did a series of 
pencil sketches that visually documented the institution of 
plantation slavery, placing him in a small group of artists will-
ing to take on the subject (his observations of the South are 
contained in a series of letters preserved in Deerfield’s 
Memorial Libraries). Fuller was in the process of planning a 
new type of work—Southern genre paintings based on his 
sketches—when tragedy struck back home in Deerfield in 
June 1859:  the death of his father, Aaron. 
      Two of Fuller’s brothers died the same year as his father, 
but there were still three younger brothers and three older 
half-brothers living during the period following their father’s 
death. Nonetheless it was decided that George would be the 
son called home to Deerfield to take over the family farm at 
The Bars. Fuller allowed himself one last artistic trip before 
returning to Deerfield: a six-month sojourn in Europe in 
1860, where he studied the Old Masters and contemporary 

painting in Belgium, England, France, Germany, Italy, the 
Netherlands, and Switzerland.   
      Two of the paintings recently acquired by Historic 
Deerfield relate to this transition in Fuller’s life. Within three 
months of his return from Europe and following the autumn 
harvest, the artist executed a pair of small and intimate 
Deerfield scenes on his own property, At the Bars and Farm-
Yard at the Bars. In a letter to his wife Agnes, then in the 
Boston area at the end of November 1860, Fuller referred to 
one of these sketches: “On Saturday I painted or commenced 
a little picture. Subject ‘the woodshed with coop and chick-
ens’ seen from the dining room window where I sit and paint 
quite at my ease.”2    
      As might be expected, the two sketches are more directly 
and quickly painted than Fuller’s later works, which often 
show many layers of additive paint and varnish. The same 
group of eight or so fowl (both compositions featuring a large, 
white cock as a central focus) are shown in different arrange-
ments:  in the corner of a shadowed shed and gathered around 
a makeshift coop covered by a red figured cloth. In the for-
mer, Fuller gives most of his attention to the highlighted straw 
piled in the wagon. The other, more finished composition is 
framed by the weathered arches of the shed, with a few anec-
dotal touches such as the overturned basket and the blue coat 
hanging from a nail on the post. They both have an aura of 
familiarity from an artist who had spent much of his life in 
this homey setting. 
      As personal as these oil sketches of his birthplace are, they 
were also appreciated outside of the Fuller family, for the artist 
presented them as gifts to Catherine Brooks Yale, the mother 
of Madeline Yale Wynne, and they then passed to her daugh-
ter. Wynne, of course, is the creator of the Garden of Hearts 
chest, the Arts and Crafts masterpiece acquired in 2022 by 
Historic Deerfield.  The Fuller paintings were likely exhibited 
at Wynne’s Deerfield residence, The Manse, before they 
returned to the Fuller family at some point (likely after her 
death), and happily, they retain their period frames.   
      Nineteenth-century accounts of Fuller’s life indicate that 
he intended his agricultural career to be short, but he ended 
up pursuing cranberry, corn, and tobacco farming for 15  
years until the falling price of the latter crop forced him to 
declare bankruptcy.  Then began Fuller’s “second” artistic 
career, when in 1876 he exhibited a group of paintings in 
Boston in an effort to recoup his financial losses.  Ten of the 
works sold, and by the time of his second one-man show in 
1877, he was hailed as a visionary wonder, emerging from 
years of rural anonymity in Deerfield to become an important 
exponent of a new type of poetic, contemplative painting 
inspired by the French Barbizon school. His canvases became 
thickly worked, tonal, and somewhat abstractive—often  
taking vague Deerfield landscapes with historical Puritan 
overtones and literary heroines from the pages of Nathaniel 

Above left: Farm-Yard at the Bars, c. 1860. Oil on millboard. Museum 

purchase with funds provided by the Deerfield Collectors Guild. Historic 

Deerfield 2023.36.2. 
 

Left: At the Bars, c. 1860. Oil on millboard. Museum purchase with funds 

provided by the Deerfield Collectors Guild. Historic Deerfield 2023.36.3. 
 

Above: At the Bars in its original frame. Historic Deerfield 2023.36.3. 

 
 

S P R I N G  2 0 2 4  ·  4 5



Hawthorne as their subjects. 
      Boston was an especially receptive city for Fuller’s mature 
style, and the artist (who began spending part of every year 
there) developed a close friendship with William Morris 
Hunt, an important teacher and fellow exponent of the 
French Barbizon style. Unlike Hunt, Fuller did not take stu-
dents into his studio, but he nevertheless had a pervasive influ-
ence among the younger generation of Boston painters in the 
1870s. The same was true in New York, where his work was 
welcomed in the annual exhibitions of the progressive Society 
of American Artists, an avant-garde group of younger painters 
inspired by European art who rebelled against what they saw 
as the dry naturalism and humdrum subjects of the older 
American generation. They included Fuller’s work in every 
one of their annual exhibitions until his death, and they elect-
ed him a member in 1880 (an unusual honor for an artist 
approaching his 60th birthday). 
      The third painting by Fuller, The Puritan Boy, like the two 
Bars sketches, was acquired by Historic Deerfield directly 
from descendants of the artist, the Arms family of Deerfield.  
It dates from this period of Fuller’s reputational efflorescence 
in the late 1870s.  In subject it represents his later, more ethe-
real, Colonial Revival style with its dark but luminous chia-
roscuro, and it may well be the painting shown at Doll and 
Richards Gallery in the summer of 1877 and described in the 
Atlantic Monthly:   
 
The most satisfactory, upon the whole, of these studies of heads is that 
of a boy, whose light hair, rebellious to the brush, bristles over his fore-
head and short round face, and whose serious gray eyes, looking 
straight out from the canvas, have that dreamy, vacant gaze, susceptible 
of various interpretations according to the mood of the beholder, which 
is so often in portraits by the old masters—in those of Rembrandt 
especially—lends the charm of a certain mystery and unfathomable-
ness to the expression.3  

      This is a typical reaction to Fuller’s suggestive depictions 
of vaguely colonial figures, which seemed to evoke a wistful, 
melancholic mood of loss. “Their haunting, piercing, poignant 
sadness could only have come from a nature that was in subtle 
sympathy through birth in New England and nurture upon its 
historic soil in a primitive unspoiled neighborhood,” com-
mented one critic after Fuller’s death.4 More often than not, 
his sitters were young, softly and tenderly rendered as though 
slowly emerging from a veiled, atmospheric haze. This is cer-
tainly true of The Puritan Boy, with his full lips, wide eyes, and 
warm tonality achieved through layered, loosely touched 
highlights on the cheeks and forehead. As is often the case 
with Fuller, this dim subjectivity creates an expression that is 
unusually thoughtful and sedate for such a young boy. 
      All three of these paintings were exhibited at Fuller’s 
memorial exhibition at the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, in 
1884, the largest group of works by the artist ever assembled.  
The essay in the exhibition catalogue was provided by Mari-
anna Griswold Van Rensselaer, perhaps the greatest American 
art critic of the period, whose keen, analytical intelligence and 
empathy for the challenges facing the creative artist made her 
an especially sympathetic interpreter of Fuller.5  
      In the final eight years of his life, and certainly in the 
months following his death, Fuller and his art were celebrated 
with lavish praise and wonder that would have been impossi-
ble to imagine in the earlier decades of his career.  Writers and 
fellow artists competed for the most enthusiastic encomia and 
accolades: “he possessed beyond any other artist known to 
America the mastery of the ideal,” “one of the most original 
and important of our native painters,” “the forerunner of a 
new tendency in our art,” “Rip van Winkle of the arts newly 
awakened,” “more truly modern in feeling than the younger 
men who were then returning from Paris.”6 One can only 
imagine the pride felt by Fuller’s small community of family 
and friends at the national spotlight that shined so brightly on 
this modest son of Deerfield. 
      Historic Deerfield is very grateful to the members of the 
Deerfield Collectors Guild, whose contributions made it pos-
sible for the museum to purchase these three paintings. 
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George Fuller House at The Bars, 1890–1920. Allen Sisters photograph. 
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IN  THE UNITED STATES , painted furniture reached a new 
level of popularity between 1815 and 1840 as Americans’ 
desire for “fancy” goods increased. Characterized by its color-
ful and lively surface decoration, painted or “fancy” furniture 
catered to a growing middle-class market that sought an 
affordable and economical option for decorating interiors. 
Painters and decorators responded to this growing demand 
for painted furniture and even authored numerous essays and 
guidebooks—such as Jacob B. Moore’s The Cabinet-Maker’s 
Guide: or Rules and Instructions in the Art of Varnishing, 
Japanning, Polishing, Lackering, and Beautifying Wood (1827)—
that provided patterns and techniques for simulating the 
appearance of various wood grains. Vermont painted furni-
ture, such as this blanket chest, imitated the appearance of 
native or exotic woods. While the decoration on some pieces 
could be quite abstract or exaggerated, the painting on this 
example skillfully mimics veneer panels with cross-banded 
borders, revealing the painter’s familiarity with more expen-
sive case furniture with actual veneer panels.   
        Although successful in imitating highly figured maple 
cross-banded veneers and oval and circular blue motifs 
resembling stone, the painter’s choice of colors was imagina-
tive. Fancifully painted in blue, burgundy, and yellow, this 
chest is characteristic of the type of furniture traditionally 
attributed to members of the Matteson family of Shaftsbury, 
Vermont. However, recent research suggests that a wider 
group of craftsmen extending beyond the Shaftsbury area also 
followed this painting tradition. The inscription on the bot-
tom, “E. Harwood / Hartford,” the presence of nail holes along 
the front edge of the lid, and the use of painting on all four 
sides suggest that the chest served as a traveling trunk intend-
ed to be seen from all four sides.  

Vermont Painted Furniture 
by Daniel S. Sousa

Top: Blanket chest, probably Shaftsbury, Vermont, c. 1825.  Eastern white 

pine, paint. Gift of Patricia Passmore Alley and F. William Alley. Historic 

Deerfield 2023.9.10. 
 

Above: Detail of the inscription on the underside of the chest.
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        The painter of the chest employed several techniques, 
resulting in bold, contrasting colored surfaces.  To create the 
effect of cross-banded veneers outlining the edges of the lid 
and sides, he first covered the entire chest with a ground of 
mustard yellow and let it dry. Next, using a brush lightly 
loaded with a burgundy paint, he gently drew the brush 
across the surface, thereby creating the striations so character-
istic of figured maple. He employed a similar technique to cre-
ate the effect of crotch veneer—veneers cut from the area 
below two forking tree branches—on the chest’s feet.  To sim-
ulate the effect of a textured surface in the center of the blue 

oval and circular panels, he likely pounced a crumpled piece 
of paper or rag along the surface. Imaginatively conceived and 
executed, the decoration on this chest and other comparable 
examples offers greater visual interest than natural wood 
alone. 
 
The blanket chest along with other examples of Vermont paint-
ed furniture are currently on view in the exhibition “Vermont 
Furniture from the Alley Collection” at Historic Deerfield’s Flynt 
Center of Early New England Life.

 
Detail of the side of the chest. 
 

The reverse of the chest.

Detail of the front of the chest. 
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on a  new englan d  summer night in 1892, Deerfield 
residents and guests donned powdered wigs and ancestral 
silks. Assembled in the rooms of Frary House, the costume 
ball attendees appeared to have revived the 18th century. 
Guests would return the following day to pose before the 
camera of Emma Lewis Coleman (1853‒1942). The festiv-
ities at Frary House (c. 1760) and the resulting photo-
graphs embodied the spirit of the Colonial Revival. 
      After Charlotte Alice Baker (1833‒1909) purchased 
the Frary House in 1890, she set about restoring the inte-
riors to approximate their 18th-century appearance. To 
unveil her restoration, Baker organized a colonial-style ball 
in the adjacent Barnard Tavern Assembly Hall on August 
25, 1892. The 200 invited guests were requested to dress in 
early 18th-century costume. The event transformed into 
an opportunity to celebrate the 18th century and Deer-
field’s past as Baker unveiled her 16 rooms filled with colo-
nial antiques and memorabilia. These types of pageants and 
costume extravaganzas would typically last one night. To 
document the celebration and guests, Emma Lewis Cole-

man, one of Baker’s lifetime companions, took photo-
graphs.1 The ball was an ephemeral event, but Coleman’s 
photographs and the resulting souvenir photo album pro-
longed the glamor of this 1892 night. 
      A morocco-bound photo album became a scrapbook 
for the gathering. This album, acquired by Historic Deer-
field in 2009, comprises 67 photographs, including those of 
the attendees dressed in costume, letters of acceptance and 
refusal, and a typed description of the ball. Pages also 
include photographs of the Frary House and its interiors 
and grounds, as if showcasing Baker’s work as an early 
preservationist and her particular vision of the 18th centu-
ry. Rooms displayed her collection of 18th-century fur-
nishings and New England antiques such as needlework, 
pewter ware, basketry, and a spinning wheel—a hallmark 
of any Colonial Revival interior. 

A Photograph Album of a Late-19th-Century Costume Ball  
by Lea Stephenson

Colonial Revival Fantasy
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Above: Guests dancing at the colonial ball. Photograph by Emma 
Coleman. Matte collodion photograph in morocco-bound album, 
compiled c. 1920. Hall and Kate Peterson Fund for Minor Antiques. 
Historic Deerfield 2009.5

Colonial Revival Fantasy



      Coleman’s photographs of the costumed guests portray 
them in different vignettes and poses. These images capture 
contemporary sitters wearing revival costumes or their 
ancestors’ garments. Women are dressed in silk brocade and 
powdered hair, alongside the male guests in satin and velvet 
frock coats. Groups of attendees reenact dances or 18th-cen-
tury conversation pieces to evoke a bygone gentility. In 
some examples, the photographs highlight a single guest in 
costume displaying individual sartorial choices. Other atten-
dees pose with each other or gesture in a theatrical manner 
upon receiving a glass of refreshment. Pages in the album 
also include the ball fiddler and servants attired in early 
colonial dress. An additional photograph records a table dis-
play of 18th-century shoes, suggesting artifacts on display for 
party goers. In her work, Coleman conveyed a nostalgia for 
a pre-industrial past when photographing scenes of New 
England rural life and handicrafts or New Englanders within 
their homes.2 In these images Deerfield residents and guests 
pose as if 18th-century ancestors have been revived. 

      The Colonial Revival drew on a fascination and deep 
connection between Euro-Americans and a picturesque 
New England. These elite Euro-Americans would repeated-
ly reference visual and material culture from the 18th  
century in hopes of forming an intimate connection to a 
long-ago past. In other words, New Englanders hoped to 
“revive” the colonial era, one tied to the British colonies and 
a pre-revolutionary moment. This revival appeared in the 
form of reproduction furniture, interior design and decora-
tion, photographs, architecture, paintings of New England 
towns, costume balls, pageants, and the rise of historical soci-
eties and heritage organizations. The Colonial Revival in the 
late-19th and early 20th centuries coincided with the rise of 
industrialization and served as an escape into the past and 
“simpler” times. Old New England and its regional identity 
became central to the Colonial Revival and was celebrated 
in private antique collections, preservation efforts, and his-
torical writings.3 An integral part of this Revival involved 
the transformative act of dressing up and performing. Euro-
Americans would hold 18th-century themed costume balls, 
organize tableaux vivants, and orchestrate pageants to cele-
brate New England ancestors and heritage. With Baker’s 
ball, Deerfield became a Colonial Revival center and space 
for performances. 
      However, this idea of the “colonial” was largely a fabri-
cation, pulling together different motifs and colonies into  
a picturesque 18th-century version. The late 19th-century 

Above: Madeline Yale Wynne and Annie Putnam at the Frary House 
ball. Historic Deerfield 2009.5. 
 
Right: Madeline Yale Wynne posing in costume, possibly with Henry 
Blake Fuller. Historic Deerfield 2009.5. 
 
Opposite: Receiving line at C. Alice Baker’s 1892 ball at the Frary 
House; includes Margaret Miller, Emma L. Coleman, Susan Minot Lane, 
and C. Alice Baker. Historic Deerfield 2009.5.
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Colonial Revival became a particular way to remember the 
past, one manipulated by an Anglo-white-elite class.4 At 
times, this revival held dark undertones. For many elite, 
white Euro-Americans, the Colonial Revival reinforced 
racial hierarchies and xenophobia in order to combat the 
rise of immigration.5  These pageant events solidified ances-
tral connections and worship, allowing white Anglo-Saxon 
Protestants to dress up as their purported forebearers. 
      Baker’s performative event and Coleman’s photographs 
coincide with similar Colonial Revival practices and pag-
eants occurring across the Northeast in the late 19th and 
early 20th centuries. The photographer and antiquarian 
Wallace Nutting would stage and photograph models in 
period costume within colonial interiors across New 
England. A year before Baker’s event, one pageant in New 
York City involved women of the Daughters of the Am-
erican Revolution at Sherry’s restaurant reenacting colonial 
tea drinking using their ancestors’ cups and wearing their 
great-grandmothers’ gowns.6 Descendants could resurface 
in the form of tableaux vivants, as seen with the Frary House 
ball attendees dressed in costume and displaying 18th-cen-
tury shoes. Besides the photographs serving as a means to 

document the occasion, the images also memorialized these 
sitters in costume. The photographs, especially when com-
piled together in an album, capture the performative nature 
of the Colonial Revival and its entangled politics long past 
the summer night in 1892. 
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PAINTED SIGNBOARDS displaying an 
emblem, image, or text appeared 
throughout the early American visual 
landscape. When displayed on a shop, 
tavern, or hotel they benefited both 
proprietor and customer. By the second 
half of the 17th century, Massachusetts, 
Connecticut, and Rhode Island had 
each passed laws making it mandatory 
for any licensed innholder, victualler, or 
retailer of alcoholic beverages to exhibit 
a sign. The phrase, “in the dwelling 
house of the said A. B. [licensee] in C. 
[location] commonly known by the sign 
of ————— and no other,” became part of 
the legal language that associated a sign 
with the business.  
        In 2000, Historic Deerfield ac-
quired a signboard for the Clapp Tav-
ern, in what became Easthampton, 
Massachusetts. The first public house 
there opened in 1727. Joseph Bartlett 
(1683–1755), the initial settler in the 
district north on the Manhan River, held 
the license until 1750. According to 
History of Easthampton, Its Settlement 

and Growth (1866), travelers between 
Connecticut and Vermont frequently 
stopped at this popular spot. Bartlett’s 
nephew, Jonathan Clapp (1713–1782), 
who moved in with his uncle around 
1730, began running the tavern in 1750; 
he became owner upon the heirless 
Bartlett’s death. Known as Major Clapp 
for his service in the American Revolu-

tion, Jonathan also ran a gristmill on the 
Manhan River and operated the nearby 
Clapp Tavern until 1782. The continuity 
of Clapp owners—Submit, Jonathan’s 
widow, Jonathan Jr., Luther, and Thad-
deus—sons or grandsons of Major 
Jonathan—made the tavern a local land-
mark. When demolished in the summer 
of 1882, the Springfield Republican and 
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of the 
Time 

 



the Boston Journal ran stories summa-
rizing its history and importance in the 
community. 
        Measuring 57 x 26.5 inches, the 
Clapp Tavern sign would have been 
made by a local woodworker who 
attached hanging wrought iron 
hardware to the frame. A deco-
rative painter, whose work more 
than likely included signs, wag-
ons, and blanket chests, applied 
the images and lettering on each side. 
Variations in the spacing of the text and  
position and depiction of the beast 
reveal the painter’s artistic limitations. 
Although undated, the sign appears to 
have been made in the late 18th centu-
ry during Major Jonathan’s tenure and is 
seemingly the one described by the 
Springfield Republican as “surmounted 
by a ferocious looking wildcat.” As 
forms of public art and advertising, tav-
ern signs like Clapp’s became iconic 
markers of the time and place they 
occupied. 

Left and below: Signboard of the Clapp Tavern, 
late 18th century, Historic Deerfield. Gift of the 
Submit Clark Corporation, Daughters of the 
American Revolution, named for the daughter 
of Major Jonathan Clapp. 2000.3.1.

 
Early 20th-century pastel of the Clapp Tavern, as envisioned by N[orman] Copson. Historic 
Deerfield, Gift of the Submit Clark Corporation, Daughters of the American Revolution, 2000.3.2.
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Images like this first appeared in Medieval manuscripts and entered Western visual culture  
through bestiaries, books of fables, armorial displays, and needlework. Variants of this woodcut 
from Edward Topsell’s History of Four-footed Beasts (1658) helped inform later public art on signs. 
Duke University Library. 



the use of decorative paint work—stenciling, murals, and 
faux finishes—as a means of ornamenting and embellishing 
the interiors of 18th- and 19th-century New England dwel-
lings has been the subject of interest and study for nearly a 
hundred years.1 Remaining examples of these decorative treat-
ments provide us with an idea of the broad range of designs 
and motifs employed by the artisans who created them. The 
number of extant examples makes it clear that these treat-
ments were more common than one might think. Owing to 
their age, the fragile nature of materials they were applied to, 
and shifting tastes in fashion, many of these works have been 
lost in the centuries since their creation. Thankfully, examples 
remain in various states of preservation in private dwellings 
and house museums throughout New England. While stencil-
ing and graining are found in several of Historic Deerfield’s 
houses, the discovery of faux marbling in the Assembly Room 
of Barnard Tavern was surprising, owing to the unique char-
acter of the finish and the scale of its employment.   
      As he studied the building during its repair and restora-
tion, Bill Flynt, Historic Deerfield’s Architectural Conservator, 
discovered the faux marbling in Barnard Tavern’s Assembly 
Room. Noticing that the door to the Assembly Room was 
not original to its opening caused him to search the building 
to see if the original door remained elsewhere in the tavern. 

Incredibly, in an adjacent doorway he found a door with 
hinge and latch evidence that lined up with their correspon-
ding markings on the Assembly Room door jambs. Studying 
the scars on the door he noticed the remains of early paint 
finishes which led him to remove some of the overpaint and 
expose an area of faux marbling. This discovery encouraged 
him to look elsewhere in the room, where he began to find 
remnants of faux marbling on the paneling, window architrav-
es, and mantel covered by layers of later paint.   
      Stripping the original door of later paint exposed the 
faux marble finish. This provided an excellent representation 
of what would have been seen on the other surfaces. Unfor-
tunately, efforts to expose the faux finish elsewhere in the 
room proved extremely difficult. It seems that the door was 
removed from its original location early in the 19th century 
and moved to fill the adjacent door opening. Soon after mov-
ing the door the Assembly Room was painted, covering over 
the marbling. The finish applied over the marbleized surfaces 
throughout the room (but not applied to the door) proved 
impossible to remove with chemical strippers. While small 
“windows” of the marbling could be exposed by physically 
picking away the later layers of paint, large-scale removal of 
the overpaint was not an option owing to this impenetrable 
layer of paint. Ultimately, areas of paint were removed from 
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the paneling, architraves, and mantel to expose a good repre-
sentation of the painted surface’s appearance and its pattern-
ing.   
      With a general understanding of the finishes that re-
mained in the tavern, paint analysis further revealed the 
stratigraphy of finish schemes and more accurately deter-
mined the colors and types of finishes used throughout the 
building. Paint analyst Susan Buck conducted cross-section 
paint microscopy on samples of interior paint finishes 
throughout the tavern, including the Assembly Room.   
      Cross-section paint microscopy examines a small speci-
men of a painted surface that, ideally, contains the surface layer 
of paint through to the substrate, in this case wood. By bed-
ding the sample in a clear resin, it can then be sanded and pol-
ished to reveal a cross section of the paint finishes, showing 
their stratigraphy. Samples are then examined under high 
magnification (upwards of 400x) to observe, test, and record 
the characteristics and colors of each layer. While the details 

from a single sample can provide much information, the pro-
cess is most useful when looking at a range of samples 
removed from the same space.   
      Dr. Buck’s findings revealed that paint finishes from the 
date of construction remained on the woodwork throughout 
the tavern. In the case of the Assembly Room, samples were 
obtained from known pieces of original woodwork and plas-
ter. Study of these samples revealed that the first generation of 
finishes consisted of a pale yellow paint on the plaster walls, 
evidence of faux painting on samples taken off the woodwork 
(door and window architraves, paneling, arches, and mantel), 
and a red-brown finish on the bench tops and baseboards.2  
Additional paint analysis performed on the mantel and arched 
flanking openings clarified differences observed in the base 
coat of the marbling on the paneling. This confirmed that the 
marbling on the mantel and arched openings consisted of a 
blue-gray base coat while an off-white was used for the mar-
bling elsewhere in the Assembly Room.3    

Above: A photomicrograph of a paint sample taken from the Assembly 
Room viewed at 200x.   
 
Left: The door to the Assembly Room stripped of later finishes and 
returned to its original location.   

·—— Most recent off-white paint

·—— Light gray paint

·—— Off-white paint

·—— Off-white with zinc white paint

·—— Cream color paint

·—— Red-brown on cream-colored base coat

·—— Cream color paint

·—— Gray paint

·—— Cream color base coat  
       for faux painting
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      With the initial layers of finishes identified, loose (uncast) 
samples of paint specimens were measured digitally using a 
chroma meter to identify an exact color signature and match 
it to established color systems such as the Munsell system. 
With the colors accurately identified, they could be matched 
to commercial paint manufacturer color swatches that best 
represented the colors found in the specimens.4 These colors 
were used to develop the decorative scheme recreated in the 
room. 
      After repairing the plaster and woodwork during the 
restoration of the tavern, the prepared surfaces could receive 
paint finishes. A variety of paint types were used in painting 
the Assembly Room. The original plaster ceiling, replaced 
during repairs done in 1969, offered no original paint evi-
dence. Retained during the recent restoration of the space, the 
ceiling was finished to create the appearance of whitewash, a 
typical treatment found in buildings on The Street throughout 
the 18th and 19th centuries. Decorative painters then replicat-
ed and applied the limewash finish on the plaster and faux 
marbling on the woodwork.5   
      The raw plaster walls were finished with a modern lime-
wash mixed to match the color identified in the paint analysis. 
A stock yellow ochre limewash tinted with white matched the 
color identified in the paint analysis. After achieving a suitable 

Above: The mantel showing the blue-gray base coat used on the mantel 
and arched openings. 
 
Top left: Limewash being applied to the raw plaster. Notice the white 
appearance of the dry, raw plaster compared to the gray color when 
wet. The limewash here is freshly applied and still has a mottled  
appearance.   
 
Bottom left: A detail of the yellow limewash on the plaster, new  
marbling on the paneling, and original faux finish on the door.
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shade, three coats of the tinted limewash were applied to the 
wetted surface. Once dry, the limewash produced a finish with 
a depth and character to complement the plaster, unlike latex 
paints which create a uniform film that appears to coat a sur-
face.  
      The new faux marbling would strive to replicate the 
original work as it appeared at the time of its application and 
not incorporate the natural discoloring that had taken place in 
the centuries since. Modern oil-based paint was used for the 
base coat on the woodwork, bench tops, and baseboards, cus-
tom formulated to match the historic colors and produce the 
ropy texture of early hand-mixed oil paints. All of the wood-
work received two coats of the base color in preparation for 
the glaze used to create the marbling effect. Following the 
application of the base coats, the bench seats and the base-
boards were painted in the red-brown color. With this work 
completed the application of the faux marbling occurred.   
      The glaze used for the faux marbling was hand mixed 
using Prussian Blue pigment and chalk (calcium carbonate) in 
linseed oil with turpentine to thin the paint and act as a drier.6 
By testing and adjusting the mixture on mockups an accept-
able color and appearance was reached for the final finish. The 
color of the marble glaze was only one aspect of the faux fin-
ish; the figure of the marbling also needed developing. 
      Owing to the whimsical character of the original mar-
bling, a variety of techniques were tested in an effort to pro-
duce the random nature of the existing finish found on the 
door and exposed examples. After much trial and error, the 
painters developed a technique where they applied the glazed 
finish together, one painter following the other. The first 
painter applied several flourishes of the tinted glaze, occasion-
ally changing the hand in which they worked or the type of 
brush used to add to the irregularity of the strokes. The second 

painter would immediately follow, 
occasionally removing some of the first 
painter’s work by wiping it away with a 
rag, and adding their own work, or sim-
ply adding to the first’s with their own 
brush strokes. Like the first painter, the 
second would occasionally change 
hands and brushes to alter the appear-
ance of their work. Repeating this ap-
proach across each elevation, the entire 
room was completed.  
        Armed with a general understand-
ing of the colors and figure of the stone, 
country painters created their interpre-
tation of the material using the paints 

and tools at hand. Applying different paints in multiple appli-
cations and layers, the artisan produced various effects with 
the tools of their craft, including different sizes and types of 
brushes, feathers, pieces of leather and cork, even crumpled 
rags.  This produced a rustic interpretation of the material 
with a dramatic effect, especially when illuminated in the arti-
ficial light of the time. 
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Decorative painter Christopher Mills applying 
the Prussian Blue glaze, using his non-domi-
nant hand to apply the paint.  

Detail from a plate from Nicolas Langlois, L’Architecture et la Mode. Vol. I, 
c.1700 showing menuiserie feinte en marbre (faux marble joinery). This 
plate reveals how an already high-style design can be elevated to anoth-
er level simply by the application of a faux finish. The National Institute 
for Art History (INHA), Paris.



Traditional Oil Paint 
Compared to today’s modern commercially manufactured 
paints, the ingredients of traditional oil paints typically used 
by 18th- and 19th-century housepainters were relatively sim-
ple, consisting of pigments, a binder, and solvents as needed. 
Pigments provide color; the binder, typically linseed or fish 
oil, carries the pigments in liquid form and binds them to the 
surface as it dries and forms a film. Solvents, such as turpen-
tine, could be added to thin the binder and adjust the viscosity 
of the paint. Owing to their volatile nature, solvents ultimately 
dissolve away, letting the binder form its film.   
      Pigments are defined by The Grove Encyclopedia of 
Materials as, “Finely powdered coloring matter….”7 Pigments 
may originate from either natural or artificial processes.  Earth 
pigments, such as Raw and Burnt Umber and Sienna, Yellow 
Ochre, and Carbon Black are all the products of natural 
processes. These pigments are found naturally in the earth, 
commonly dug from the ground and separated from other 

organic matter until only the desired minerals 
are left.8  
     Another source of colorant are pig-
ments created from chemical processes; 
examples include Red Lead, Vermillion, 
Cadmium, and Cobalt.9 Artificial pigments 
produce some of the most brilliant colors 
and were commonly used to great effect for 
decorating architectural elements and fea-

tures such as beaufats (corner cupboards), mantels, and fron-
tispieces.   
      Earth pigments were relatively cheap compared to artifi-
cial pigments and saw greater use for house painting, both 
inside and out. While the individual colors produced from dif-
ferent pigments offered a wide palette of colors, the mixing of 

colors generated a near endless number of hues and shades.   
      Linseed oil was one of the most common binders used in 
making paint. Extracted from flax seed, the raw linseed oil was 
processed, typically by boiling it in copper kettles with driers 
(metallic salts). Boiling the oil helped to thicken it, and the 
dryers accelerated the oxidation process/drying time of the 
oil.10 
      The mixing of paint begins with the grinding of the pig-
ments into the oil, typically with a muller and slab. As with a 
mortar and pestle, the mixture of pigments and oil would be 
ground together between the flat bottom of the muller and 
surface of the slab, ensuring that the coarse pigments get bro-
ken down and evenly covered with oil. This thick mixture of 
colors ground in oil could either be used on its own or 
thinned with turpentine.   
      Turpentine, a distillate produced from the extracts of pine 
trees, is a “…volatile liquid consisting of aromatic hydrocar-
bons known as terpenes.” Turpentine’s property of easily mix-
ing with vegetable oils, such as linseed oil, and its volatile 
nature make it an excellent solvent and 
vehicle in the mixing of oil-base paints.11    
 
Prussian Blue  
Prussian Blue, a synthetic pigment, was acci-
dentally discovered in or around 1707 in 
Berlin by Johann Jacob Diesbach, a Swiss 
chemist and paint maker. While attempting 
to create a different pigment, Diesbach 
unexpectedly produced a blue-black color that offered great 
tinting strength when mixed in oil. Prussian Blue is technical-
ly ferric ferrocyanide, a complex iron compound. One pound 
of Prussian Blue pigment will tint one ton (2,000 pounds) of 
white lead a sky-blue color.12   

The basic ingredients of traditional oil paint — boiled linseed oil, pigments 
and turpentine. Prussian Blue and yellow ochre pigments together with  
a variety of other earth pigments.  
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      Because it could be manufactured synthetically, Prussian 
Blue ultimately became the predominant colorant in blue 
paints. Prussian Blue began to show up in New England as 
early as the 1720s. The blue paint found on Historic Deer-
field’s Wells-Thorn House was a mixture of Prussian Blue and 
White Lead. Use of this expensive pigment  
displayed the status of individuals wealthy 
enough to afford it.13 
 
Yellow Ochre  
Following White Lead, Yellow Ochre was 
one of the most widely used pigments in 
house painting in the 18th and 19th cen-
turies. Yellow Ochre is an earth pigment produced 
from the erosion of stone, principally those with high concen-
trations of iron oxides, along with clay.14 It produces a bright 
color on its own but was commonly mixed with white pig-
ments to form a range of tints from warm yellows to pale 
creams.   
 
White Lead  
Lead Carbonate or White Lead,  one of the oldest known pig-
ments, goes as far back as antiquity. While naturally occurring, 
lead carbonate was manufactured for use as a pigment through 
a number of methods, all of which essentially encouraged the 
natural oxidation of lead to produce lead carbonate. As a pig-
ment, White Lead in oil creates a pure white paint with a 
smooth, tough finish used extensively in house paints, both 
alone and mixed with other pigments to soften colors.15   
 
Limewash  
Limewash is a waterborne paint as opposed to an oil-based 
paint. Whitewash and limewash are both terms for finishes de-
fined as “…inorganically bound paints, which solidify through 
crystal formation.”16  With the addition of animal glue/size to 
act as a binder, a durable distemper paint could be made. 
      Countless recipes exist for producing whitewash.  A typ-
ical mixture from the early 20th century reads: “For dry interi-
ors, a simple non-rubbing formula is recommended: 3 lb. of glue dis-
solved in 2 gallons of water; and add slowly to a cream made with 50 
lb. of hydrated lime or from ½ bushel of lump quicklime carefully 
slaked and strained through a fine screen after slaking, with 7 gallons 
of water; thinning as required.”17 Given the inclusion of lime, 
these commonly used cheap, interior finish paints were tradi-
tionally the work of the plasterer and mason rather than house 
painter. The addition of earth pigments, stable when mixed 
with the alkaline lime, created colored washes. References to 
blue, yellow, and even pink wash are found in 18th- and 19th-
century ledgers and documents.  
  

Marbling  
Faux (false) finishes, the imitation of wood, stone, or some 
other natural material in paint, have gone on for centuries 
throughout a great many cultures.18 While commonly used on 
furniture, it also found employment architecturally to improve 
the appearance of common materials, transforming them into 
exotic or highly figured woods or stone. 
      Faux marbling, the decorative effect to create the appear-
ance of marble, appears in a couple of different styles. Polite 
marbling, where efforts are made to produce a realistic 
impression of the imitated material, can be quite convincing 
and at a distance can trick even the trained eye. The product 
of a skilled hand, it illustrates the work of someone familiar 
with the material they are copying and likely trained in how 
to copy it. Alternatively, vernacular marbling, more commonly 
found in rural settings, is seen on country furniture and archi-
tectural elements that offer a more stylistic and whimsical take 
on the material.19  
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a resident of deerfield , 
Massachusetts, from 1920 until 
her death in 1944, Clara Alquist 
(1876‒1944) was a prolific painter, 
known best for her views of local land-
scapes and domestic architecture. Although 
a number of her oils, pastels, watercolors, and 
illuminated texts survive in local public and private collec-
tions, much of her life story has remained a mystery. Recent 
studies of her life provide valuable insight into her time in 
Deerfield and work as a painter in the village, but offer only 
limited facts about her origins and life prior to her arrival in 
Deerfield.1 This article offers an overview of Alquist’s life and 
seeks to add to the existing body of scholarship by sharing 
new research on Alquist’s early life and Deerfield years, and 
drawing attention to some of her lesser-known artwork.   
 
Early Life      
The daughter of Swedish-born parents John Lars Alquist 
(1835‒1924) and Johanna Larson (1833‒1882), Clara Alquist 
was born December 18, 1876 in Spencertown, New York, a 
hamlet of Austerlitz.2 According to census records, her father 
and mother both emigrated from Sweden, the former likely 
arriving in the United States around 1871.3 Clara also had two 
Swedish-born older siblings, Emily Alquist (1864‒1931) and 
Anna (Alquist) (Smith) Hanks (1860‒1922). After arriving in 
the United States, the family settled in New York City, where 
Clara’s older brother, Edward (1874‒1931), was born.4 By the 
following year the family had relocated north to Austerlitz, 
where Clara’s father appeared in the 1875 New York State 
Census as a farm laborer.   
      By 1880, the family had moved south to Stepney, a dis-
trict of Monroe, Connecticut, located in the southwest por-
tion of the state.5 The next several years appear to have been 
unstable times for Clara and her family. She experienced the 
loss of her mother in 1882 when she was only six years old.6   
Her father quickly remarried to a woman by the name of 
“Marie C.,” who died October 25, 1889. Clara undoubtedly 
had developed a close bond with her stepmother. Marie, as 
her obituary in the Newtown Bee of November 1, 1889, noted, 

was “the second wife of Mr. Al-
quist, to whose two small chil-

dren she was all that an own moth-
er could be, loving and caring for 

them with a mother’s devotion, working 
hard to give them an opportunity for edu-

cation and improvement.” 
   Clara’s participation in certain community activities sug-

gests a less than ideal home life during her adolescent years.  
Newspapers show that both Clara and her sister Emily attend-
ed events sponsored by local temperance organizations, sug-
gesting there might have been problems with alcohol in the 
family.  In July 1890, Clara attended a meeting organized by 
the local Company D of the Loyal Legion—which had just 
entered “its sixth year of work and battle against King Al-
cohol”—and won a prize for attendance.7 A month earlier, 
Emily participated in a contest sponsored by the Women’s 
Christian Temperance Union, where she offered a presenta-
tion titled “Rumselling our country’s scourge.”8 However, 
both organizations offered educational opportunities to young 
people, rendering it possible that John encouraged his daugh-
ters’ attendance at the events not due to problems with alco-
hol at home, but because he thought it might help improve 
his daughters’ situation in life.   
      Clara’s absence from home for prolonged periods may 
also indicate an unstable home environment. The Newtown 
Bee of November 7, 1890, reported that she would be spend-
ing the winter with the family of Philo Clarke—a prosperous 
farmer, president of the Newtown Savings Bank, and well-
respected local figure—in Newtown, Connecticut. A year 
later, in September 1891, she saw Philo Clarke again, when 
her sisters visited her there, and she would visit Philo Clarke 
again in 1895. Years later, when writing in her diary, Clara 
reflected fondly about her time on Clarke’s farm looking 
through the “bins of apples in Clarke’s cellar when a girl.”9   
Again, John may have approved of or even facilitated these 
visits in order to provide Clara with a nurturing atmosphere 
that he may have been unable to provide. 
      Clara’s greatest educational opportunity presented itself 
around 1891, when at the age of fifteen, she entered Newtown 

 
6 0  ·  H I S T O R I C  D E E R F I E L D

Clara  
Alquist: 
A Life 

by Daniel S. Sousa



Academy just north of Monroe. She appears to have excelled 
as a student, likely taking advantage of the school’s extensive 
offering of courses, including Latin, Greek, history, English lit-
erature, botany, physiology, algebra, and bookkeeping.10 The 
Newtown Bee several times noted Clara’s inclusion on the 
school’s honor list—once on November 20, 1891 and another 
on April 15, 1892—and in the paper’s June 10, 1892, issue she 
appeared among a small group of students having the highest 
average in the school’s second division at the close of the 
school year. Clara must have boarded at the school during the 
year as her sister, Emily, is frequently noted in the local news-
paper visiting her in Newtown.11 However, in 1893 she was 
living with Emily in a rented home in Stepney owned by 
Henrietta Turney, staying there for only a little over a year.12 
Clara probably finished her studies in or before 1895 and 
moved to Bridgeport, Connecticut.13 She may have joined her 
brother Edward, who worked for a lumber company there.14 
      Clara’s whereabouts over the course of the next five years 
are largely unknown, but by 1900, as noted in the Federal 
Census, she worked as a “typewriter” in Manchester, 
Connecticut, to the east of Hartford.  In 1901 and 1902 she 
lived and worked in Hartford, where she was listed in city 
directories as a bookkeeper—employed by Wise, Smith, and 
Co., a department store.15 Several decades later, when writing 
in her diary in 1934, she recalled having “kept the Charge 
Ledger for Wise & Smith in Hfd.”  In the same entry, she 
explained how after leaving her position at Wise, Smith, and 
Co., she worked at the “H.P. Arms Commercial Design 
Office”: 
 
H.P. Arms Commercial Design Office—my first work along the line 
of Art.  I found out however there was very little “Art” in that 
Business.  All copying & tracing, but good practice learning to letter 
and use square & ruling pen.  Oh, a good lead up to Art.16 
 
The owner of the H.P. Arms Commercial Design Office, 
Hiram Phelps Arms (1852‒1926), a deaf West Hartford-based 

artist and illustrator, undoubtedly influenced Clara’s later artis-
tic career.  Arms seems to have thought highly of Clara’s work, 
apparently telling her, “you are the only woman in New 
England who can use a ruling pen perfectly.”17 Arms came to 
Hartford in 1898 from Baltimore, where he had operated a 
“studio in commercial and art engraving.”18 
      Shortly after his arrival, the Billings & Spencer Company 
of Hartford commissioned Arms to produce a large watercol-
or of their factory building, which he completed in 1898.19 In 
The Hartford Courant of April 25, 1903, Arms was noted as 
being the “manager of the Arms Art Press Company.” 
According to the Evening Sentinel (South Norwalk, CT) of 
October 1, 1903, he later received a patent for “producing 
plates for printing,” and might have instructed Clara in the art 
of printmaking. A young girl visiting Deerfield in the 1930s 
recalled how when she visited Clara she saw a number of her 
prints.  The girl explained how printing “took her [Clara] two 
years and a half to master [and] when he had finished teaching 
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Top: Painting of Frary 
House, Clara Alquist, 
Deerfield, MA, 1920– 
1935.  Watercolor on 
paper. Gift of Mr. & Mrs. 
 J. Douglas Abercrombie. 
Historic Deerfield 71.142.   
 
Right: Drawing of the 
Billings & Spencer 
Company of Hartford, 
Hiram Phelps Arms, 
Hartford, CT, 1898. 
Watercolor on paper. 
Connecticut Museum of 
Culture and History, 
2014.138.2.



her, the instructor informed her that she was the best printer 
in the United States.”20 
      While living in the Hartford area, Clara apparently met 
and married a man by the name of William H. Thompson, an 
engraver with whom Clara was living at the taking of the 
1910 U.S. Federal Census in Hartford.  According to the cen-
sus, the couple had been married for seven years, suggesting a 
marriage date of 1903.  While writings on Clara’s life fre-
quently identify Ernest Sherman (1870‒1934) as her husband, 
no mention is made of her earlier marriage to William 
Thompson.  Regardless, evidence of Clara’s prior relationship 
with William is evident in her personal writings and artwork.  
In a December 13, 1937, diary entry, Clara signed her name 
“Clara Alquist Thompson Sherman.”  Moreover, in the collec-
tion of Historic Deerfield are two still life oil paintings—one 
of a basket with oranges signed “Clara Thompson /15” and 
the other of a brass bowl signed “Clara Alquist Thompson.” 
Oddly enough, in the 1930 census, Clara—then living in 
Deerfield and married to Ernest Sherman—was enumerated 

as “Clara A. Thompson,” and identified as a “widow” and 
“boarder” living in the same household as Ernest Sherman, Sr. 
and their son Ernest, Jr.21 
      As with Thompson, Clara likely met Ernest Sherman 
while living in the Hartford area. In 1902, Sherman was work-
ing in the Hartford Trust Building on Main Street where he 
advertised “heraldry, coats of arms, book plates,” and “mono-
grams,” not far from Clara’s place of work at 839 Main Street.22 
His work undoubtedly influenced Clara’s later efforts in the 
same medium, and he may have even instructed Clara in the 
art of heraldry and illuminated drawing. Ernest’s status as a 
skilled and respected artist can be inferred by state government 
commissions for works from him, including a senate resolu-
tion referenced in the New Haven Morning Journal and Courier 
of November 25, 1907. 
      Where and when Clara married Ernest is unknown, but 
it likely occurred before June 9, 1918, when their son Ernest, 
Jr. was born in New York City. The couple did not stay long 
in New York. Clara later recalled in her diary on November 
11, 1934, that when Ernest was only five months old the fam-
ily lived in Agawam, Massachusetts. They were still in Agawam 
at the taking of the 1920 Federal Census in January of that 
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Still life of basket with oranges, Clara Alquist, 1915. Oil on canvas. 
Historic Deerfield 2016.809.2. 



year. While the census listed Ernest’s occupation as an “artist” 
working in “water colors,” Clara’s occupation is listed as 
“none,” suggesting that she had not begun to seriously pursue 
her art full-time.  
 
The Deerfield Years  
After January 1920, the family relocated up the Connecticut 
River to Deerfield. There art became Clara’s primary focus, as 
she and Ernest quickly became involved in the artistic life of 
the town.  They opened the Acanthus Studio on Albany Road 
and later joined the Deerfield Industries in 1922.23 The family 
relocated to Greenfield, Massachusetts, in 1924—living at 241 
Wells Street—but returned to Deerfield in 1926, where they 
would continue to work for the remainder of their lives.  
      At the Acanthus Studio, Clara and her husband pursued 
painting, and as noted on their business cards, produced 
“coats-of-arms emblazoned,” and “illuminations and book-
plates.” A number of Clara’s works survive from these early 
years, revealing her productivity shortly after her arrival in the 
village. These include several illuminated works and various 

watercolor landscapes, including a painting of Allen House 
dated 1922, and a painting of the Indian House Memorial 
dated 1929, the year of its construction. Clara also worked to 
display her art in several public exhibitions. In 1928, she 
organized an exhibition in Deerfield sponsored by the 
Connecticut Academy of Fine Art (CAFA), established in 
1910, at which she displayed 16 paintings and an unknown 
number of “illuminated quotations.”24  
      In addition to organizing a CAFA-sponsored exhibition, 
Clara became active with the Deerfield Industries in the late 
1920s. In the summer of 1928, she displayed paintings of 
Deerfield houses in a Deerfield Industries exhibit at the 
Village Room located next to the present-day post office.25  
The following summer several of Clara’s paintings were 
included in an exhibition organized by the Deerfield Indus-
tries to mark the completion of the Indian House Memorial, 
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Painting of Allen House, Clara Alquist, Deerfield, MA, 1922. Watercolor 
and pencil on paper. Gift of Mr. & Mrs. J. Douglas Abercrombie. Historic 
Deerfield 71.156. 
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a replica of the 1699 John Sheldon House. According to the 
Greenfield Recorder-Gazette of August 10, 1954, Clara con-
tributed “pictures of old houses and doorways” to the summer 
1929 Indian House Memorial exhibit, which may have 
included a drawing of the Thomas Dickinson House front 
door.    
      When creating her artwork, Clara looked to several 
sources.  For her coats of arms, she consulted volumes on her-
aldry, including Hugh Clark’s An Introduction to Heraldry 
(London, 1884).26 The variety of quotes found on her illumi-
nated texts also reveals Clara had access to a wide assortment 
of literary sources. Clara may have also used photographs as a 
source of inspiration for her work. The recent discovery of a 
large number of photographs from an undated Alquist-
Sherman family album in the collection of Historic Deerfield 
reveals that both Clara and Ernest pursued amateur photogra-
phy. All of the photographs feature local subjects and were 
likely taken when Clara and Ernest lived in Deerfield and 
Greenfield in the early to mid-1920s. The scenic vistas cap-
tured in some of these photographs are reminiscent of some 
of Clara’s landscape paintings of the Deerfield Valley. 
      Local architecture and the natural landscape served as 
Clara’s greatest inspiration, which she captured using two very 
different styles. While her calligraphic works and some of her 
architectural drawings (such as doorways) are done in a precise 
linear style, her other paintings could be more impressionistic. 
Many examples of the latter, painted en plein air or outdoors, 
bring to mind the work of Deerfield artist Augustus Vincent 
Tack (1870‒1949) and the watercolors produced by a largely 
Boston-based group of artists known as the aquarellists.27 

From her writings Clara clearly enjoyed working outdoors, 
painting and observing nature’s transient beauty. She recalled 
a time travelling “to the north end of town” to paint, noting 
“the shadows I was after were shortening so set to work to 
hurry my painting along and as usual thoroughly immersed 
myself to unconsciousness of others which were rushing 
past.”28    
      Beginning in the 1930s, particularly the latter portion of 
the decade, Clara exhibited her works with greater frequency 
at a variety of venues. At the start of the decade, Clara became 
quite active with the Deerfield Valley Arts Association 
(DVAA), founded in 1931. Over the next decade she con-
tributed regularly to their annual summer art exhibitions, the 
first of which took place in 1932.  When she first participated, 
she contributed a wide variety of material. In 1934, she dis-
played a pastel of her son Ernest, an illuminated text titled Ode 
to Pan, oil paintings, and watercolors.29 She and her husband 
received positive press for their illuminated works. The June 
26, 1934, Greenfield Daily Recorder-Gazette wrote, “This work 
is considered unique and must be examined closely to realize 
to the full its craftsmanship and beauty. It seems to belong to 
some other age, when time and hourly wage were never in the 

Top: Drawing of the Thomas Dickinson House front door, Clara Alquist, 
Deerfield, MA, 1920-1935. Watercolor on paper, pencil. Gift of Mr. & 
Mrs. J. Douglas Abercrombie. Historic Deerfield 71.152.   
 
Above: Illuminated quotation, Clara Alquist, Deerfield, MA, 1930. 
Watercolor and ink on paper. Historic Deerfield, 2016.809.56.  
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mind of the artist, but only the perfection of the work.” At 
later exhibitions she limited herself primarily to oil paintings 
and watercolors, including one titled Old Deerfield 
Neighborhood in 1937 and another, Sunny Bank, in 1938.30 
      Clara also contributed to several smaller DVAA-spon-
sored exhibitions, including a Christmas Bazaar in 1935, and 
another smaller exhibition in 1936 featuring the work of 24 

women, all DVAA members.31 She worked to exhibit her 
paintings outside of Franklin County when she participated in 
a small exhibition at the Stoneleigh-Burnham School in 
Springfield in 1935, and showed several paintings at CAFA 
exhibitions in Hartford in 1934 and 1935.32 Her reputation as 
an artist appears to have grown during this period, as her diary 
noted several interested parties who visited her in Deerfield 
on October 7 and 13, 1934, to inspect her artwork. Reflecting 
her growing success, Clara showed a painting titled New Eng-
land Meadow Landscape at the 1939 Exhibition of Contemp-
orary Arts at the New York World’s Fair.33 
      As a result of the Great Depression, Clara, widowed in 
1934, sometimes found herself lowering her prices for her art 
and even accepting non-monetary compensation.  In one 
instance, she completed a $75 coat of arms but was paid in 
food and $2.00 in cash.34 Her appointment in 1936 as a Works 
Progress Administration (WPA) easel painter, a position she 
held until 1937, proved to be life altering as it “brought her a 
regular paycheck on which she could depend, gave her new 

opportunities to exhibit her works outside of the Connecticut 
River Valley, and likely earned her the attention of a wider 
range of artists and exhibitors as well.”35 
      Perhaps as both a marketing device and a means to sup-
plement her income, Alquist pursued other art projects. This 
practice was heretofore unknown until Historic Deerfield's 
recent acquisition of a hand-carved wooden letter opener 
inscribed, “Old Deerfield / C. Alquist,” in black and blue ink. 
While it is not known whether Alquist carved the letter open-
er herself, she undoubtedly applied the inscription.  The “O” 
and “D” in “Old Deerfield” are similar to her illuminated 
texts, and on March 11, 1938, she recorded in her diary, 
“painted initials on paper knives.” Clara also employed her 
calligraphic skills to supplement her income by drawing 
diplomas. On November 25, 1934, she wrote in her diary 
“went down to Academy to see Mrs. Heselton [?] about 
Diplomas.” 
      During this period of slow business and meager returns, 
Alquist experimented with other forms of drawing. Three 
undated watercolors—all signed by Alquist—in Historic 
Deerfield’s collection depart quite radically from her other 

Top: Deerfield Valley from Greenfield, Clara Alquist or Ernest Sherman, c. 
1920. Historic Deerfield Photographic Archive.     
 
Above: Letter opener, Clara Alquist, Deerfield, MA, 1938. Wood, ink. Hall 
and Kate Peterson Fund for Minor Antiques. Historic Deerfield 2023.1.   
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Drawing of an outdoor scene, Clara Alquist, Deerfield, MA, ca. 1935. Watercolor on paper. Historic Deerfield 2016.809.54. 
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    By 1940, evidence suggests that Clara still 
worked as a WPA painter, based on her listing in 
the census for that year as a “Painter Artist” for 
the “W.P.A. Project.”36 In her sixties, Clara con-
tinued to show at the annual DVAA summer and 
other DVAA-sponsored exhibitions, such as those 
held in Greenfield for National Art Week in 1940 
and American Art Week in 1942. She also contin-
ued to send paintings to Hartford for CAFA 
exhibitions, including one titled Over the Hillside, 
now owned by Historic Deerfield, in March 
1940.   
    Unfortunately, Alquist spent her final years 
largely separated from family. Clara did not 
remarry following Ernest’s death in 1934 and 
lived primarily with her son throughout the 30s 
and early 40s. However, the Second World War 
separated Clara and her son for a little over a year 
starting in January 1942, when Ernest enlisted in 
the United States Naval Reserve. Clara died on 
May 5, 1944, of acute heart failure at the age of 
68 and was buried next to her husband Ernest in 
Deerfield’s Laurel Hill Cemetery. The relatively 
short obituary that appeared the next day in the 
Greenfield Recorder-Gazette eulogized Alquist as a 
“widely known landscape artist,” reflecting the 
status she had achieved.   
    From very humble beginnings, with appar-
ently little formal art training, Clara had managed 
to rise to a place of prominence in Deerfield’s 
early-20th-century art scene. In Deerfield, 
Alquist matured as an artist, frequently choosing 
the natural landscape, with which she had a great 
personal fascination, as the subject of her paint-

ings. She expressed her love for the landscape when copying 
a stanza into her diary from a poem by William Herbert 
Carruth titled “Each in His Own Tongue.”  In it, Carruth 
reflects on the autumn season:   
 
A haze on the far horizon, 
The infinite, tender sky, 
The ripe rich tint of the cornfields, 
And the wild geese flying high — 
And all over upland and lowland 
The charm of the golden-rod — 
Some of us call it Autumn 
And others call it God. 
 
“This is my excuse for living in the D— [Deerfield] Valley,” 
Clara noted immediately following the stanza. For Alquist, 
Deerfield and its enchanting natural landscape was not only 
her adoptive home, but the inspiration and life blood of her 
work.    

Cartoon strip, Clara Alquist, Deerfield, MA, ca. 1935.  Paper, ink. Historic Deerfield 
2016.809.53.

artwork. Unlike many of Alquist’s surviving watercolors and 
oil paintings, these watercolors include caricaturized human 
subjects. Each of these watercolors feature outdoor scenes, 
possibly of the area immediately around Alquist’s Deerfield 
home on Eaglebrook Hill, and may even depict Alquist work-
ing in her garden, a topic she frequently referenced in her 
diaries from the mid-1930s. Clara even translated this type of 
drawing into cartoon strips, including a heretofore unknown 
six-panel strip that tells the story of a man who has run into 
problems training his dog. Alquist undoubtedly experimented 
with these caricatures and comic book illustrations with the 
intention of selling them to local newspapers or other sources. 
In fact, in November 1935 as noted in her diary, Clara sent a 
letter to Frank Sterner, the local supervisor of the Federal Art 
Project (a New Deal Program), outlining a number of art-
works she would be sending him in Boston. The list included 
a pastel, an oil painting, two illuminated designs, and “3 Car-
toons or Cover Designs.” 
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