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1a – 
Thomas H. Commereau

Jug, 1797-1819

New-York Historical Society

Purchased from Elie Nadelman

Inventory Number: 1937.820 

This everyday object, a salt-glazed stoneware jug, yields a glimpse into New York’s past. Many New Yorkers owned similar vessels with simple decorations like these painted crescents and leaves. Such styles were handed down from Europe via the many potters of European descent, including the venerated Crolius and Remmey families. This jug bears the mark of its maker, Thomas Commeraw (also spelled Commereau), whose pottery was located at Corlear's Hook, north of Pottbaker's Hill on the East River. Recent scholarship suggests that this well-known potter was not, as previously thought, of European descent but was a free African American. His surviving body of work represents the largest known by a free black potter before the abolition of slavery in the United States.

1b – 
John McComb

Front View of St. Peter's Church with the intended steeple, 1785

New-York Historical Society

Department of Prints and Photographs 

In 1785, prominent Catholics, including Spanish minister Diego de Gardoqui and merchants Dominick Lynch and Thomas Stoughton, received permission to build the city’s first Catholic church: St. Peter’s at 22 Barclay Street. Construction was funded by Spain's King Carlos III, the Archbishop of Mexico City, and the Bishop of Puebla. The Archbishop also contributed an oil painting of the crucifixion by José María Vallejo that hangs above the altar to this day. St. Peter’s Church was built in 1786 and improved in the early 1790s. John McComb, Jr.—the future architect of New York City Hall—made this lovely drawing in an unsuccessful bid to do the alterations. St. Peter’s was demolished and replaced in 1840 by the Greek Revival building that still stands today—a designated New York City landmark. The church narrowly escaped destruction on 9/11.

2a – 
Charles Willson Peale

Self Portrait with Mastodon Bone, 1824 


Purchase, James B. Wilbur Fund

New-York Historical Society

Inventory: 1940.202

Charles Willson Peale (1741-1827) established himself in Philadelphia in the late eighteenth century as one of the foremost portrait painters in America, having spent two years in the late 1760s studying in London under the tutelage of the American-born artist, Benjamin West.  Peale also studied with John Singleton Copley, the artist of the portrait of Paul Revere featured in the Picturing America series (2a).  Like Paul Revere, Peale was a craftsman. He owned a saddle shop for several years where he also did metalwork, watch repair, and upholstery before turning to portrait painting.  Peale also played a role in the American Revolution. As a soldier for the Philadelphia militia, he fought at Trenton and at the Battle of Princeton. Later in his career, Peale devoted himself mainly to the creation and management of the Peale Museum in Philadelphia. In this, his last self-portrait, Peale chose to commemorate his greatest contribution to science: the excavation of two fossilized mastodon skeletons from a glacial bog near Newburgh, New York in 1801. Peale is pictured with an enormous leg bone, which was incorporated into the reconstructed skeleton and displayed in his museum. The Society purchased the portrait from a descendant of the artist, Adaleane (Summers) Greenwood, in 1940.

2b – 
Tiffany & Co.

Ice cream dish, 1877-1878


New-York Historical Society

Gift of Mr. John Mackay

Inventory Number: 1980.14 

This wrought silver ice cream dish has a gilded interior, meaning a thin layer of gold covers the surface. It is part of 1250-piece silver set made by Tiffany & Co. in Gilded Age New York. Mark Twain named the late nineteenth century the “Gilded Age” because the period was glittering on the surface but corrupt underneath.  The modern industrial economy made millionaires out of ordinary Americans, but poor working conditions and corrupt politics contributed to this wealth. This ice cream dish is the perfect example of the luxury enjoyed by those lucky enough to ride the surface of the Gilded Age. It held an extraordinary amount of ice cream, a treat rare in the age before mechanized freezers. Part of a set that took over 200 men and 2 years to complete, it was created for John and Mary Louise Mackay from nearly a ton of silver extracted from their share of the Comstock Lode, a vast silver deposit in Virginia City, NV known for its grim working conditions. John Mackay emigrated from Dublin, Ireland to New York with his parents in 1840. He made millions off the Comstock Lode by dealing in mining stocks, operating mines, and discovering a great ore deposit with his business partners. Marie Louise was born in New York to poor parents, was widowed by her first husband, and then met John at Comstock Lode. Her initials are applied to the rim of this dish. The design of this piece has Indian and Chinese elements. Four elephant trunk feet with chased Asian flowers and vines decorate the bottom. Eastern-influenced designs were the height of fashion amongst wealthy Americans of the Gilded Age.
3a – 
Johannes Adam Simon Oertel

Pulling Down the Statue Of King George III, New York City, 1852-1853


New-York Historical Society

Gift of Samuel Verplanck Hoffman

Inventory Number: 1925.6

This painting depicts the destruction of the statue of King George III of Great Britain in Bowling Green, N.Y., by the New Yorkers and Continental soldiery after the Declaration of Independence had been read to Washington's troops on the Commons on July 19, 1776. Some lead portions of the statue were transformed into bullets and guns used to fight the American Revolution. Fragments of the statue and the stone base on which it stood are preserved in the New-York Historical Society's collection. By pulling down the statue, New Yorkers declared their intention to help drive out tyranny and establish a nation based on democracy. According to the eyewitness accounts, the mob at Bowling Green included soldiers, sailors, blacks, and a few lower class citizens. Oertel’s decision to also include the women, children, and Native Americans pictured here suggests a desire to portray the diversity of American society over historical accuracy. It is interesting to consider whether living in a nation divided by slavery affected Oertel’s choice to depict a moment in the history of New York and the nation in this way. Oertel, who immigrated to the United States from Bavaria in his twenties, also painted scenes from the nation’s history on the ceiling of the House of Representatives in the Capitol in Washington, D.C. 

3b – 
Charles Willson Peale

George Washington (1732-1799), 1795

New-York Historical Society

Gift of Thomas Jefferson Bryan

Inventory Number: 1867.299

Charles Willson Peale painted George Washington more times from life than any other artist. In 1772 Peale visited Washington’s home, Mount Vernon, to portray the hero as a colonel of the Virginia regiment, the only pre-Revolutionary likeness of him. On January 18, 1779, the Supreme Executive Council of Pennsylvania passed a resolution commissioning a portrait of George Washington for the Council Chamber and selected Peale as the artist. In 1795 Peale painted the president for the last time during his second term. Washington came for three sittings in the fall of 1795 to the second floor of the American Philosophical Society building in Philadelphia where the Peale Museum was then located. This portrait remained in the Peale Museum until it was purchased in 1854 by the donor Thomas Jefferson Bryan. Peale’s depictions of Washington differ somewhat from those of Gilbert Stuart. One of Stuart’s full-length portraits of Washington is featured in Picturing America (3b). Stuart tended to idealize his sitters more than Peale did, and when he was painting the general’s body, he used a visitor to his studio as a surrogate model. However, both portraits depict Washington in a plain black suit and no wig, highlighting his desire to be seen as the president of a nation of equal citizens and not as a king. 

4a – 
George Washington Mark

Washington Crossing the Delaware, ca. 1850

New-York Historical Society

Purchased from Elie Nadelman

Inventory Number: 1937.451

On Christmas night 1776, George Washington and his troops crossed the Delaware River in a snowstorm to surprise the British forces. They won a crucial victory the next day at the Battle of Trenton, a turning point of the American Revolution. In this painting, George Washington Mark depicts the moment before George Washington dismounted to join the troops in crossing the river. Washington, on his white horse, looks determined and decisive.  George Washington Mark was born during Washington’s second term as president and spent much of his life as a house painter. Though he never trained as an artist, he opened an art gallery in his Massachusetts home in 1848 devoted exclusively to his own paintings. Charging a hefty twenty-five cents per visit, he earned a reputation as a local oddity and word spread all the way to New York City. In 1850, an art critic from Knickerbocker Magazine attended Mark’s show. His harsh remarks about Mark’s improper use of perspective and scale and professional seriousness led Mark to close the gallery and destroy several paintings. None of his known works date from after this time. Now, Mark has works in several prominent museums and is appreciated for his untrained style. This painting was once part of the folk art collection of Elie Nadelman (1882-1946), the avant-garde sculptor. It is likely based on Thomas Sully’s The Passage of the Delaware completed in 1819, though it is quite dissimilar in style. In addition, in Sully’s painting, one of the men on horseback is an African American believed to be Prince Whipple, the bodyguard to General Whipple who became an aid to Washington and was emancipated during the war. None of the mounted men are African American in the version by Mark. The most well known depiction of Washington crossing the Delaware is the painting by Emanuel Leutze featured in Picturing America (4a) completed in 1851. Leutze depicts Washington already on the river and does so on a far grander scale with the skill and style of a highly trained artist of the time, but it is interesting to ponder why they painted the same event within one year of each other.

4b – 
Thomas Crawford

The Indian: The Dying Chief Contemplating the Progress of Civilization, 1856

New-York Historical Society

Gift of Mr. Frederic De Peyster


Inventory Number: 1875.4

Thomas Crawford first designed the “Dying Chief” in 1853 for the triangular pediment above the entrance to the Senate wing of the U.S. Capitol in Washington, D.C. It is part of a group of figures that together tell the story of America’s discovery, settlement, and development as a nation through westward expansion. The Chief represents the many Native Americans who lived on this land prior to the arrival of settlers from Europe. Interestingly, Crawford depicts this Native American in a Neoclassical style, the product of the civilization that was destroying that of the chief and his people. The Chief’s face and body could be those of any classical statue and his pose was one commonly used to indicate contemplation. His headdress, moccasins, tomahawk, and animal skin reveal his true identity. Close inspection of the tomahawk shows that it is metal and was likely traded with settlers for goods. Prior to the arrival of Europeans, tomahawks were made from stone. 

5a – 
Thomas Cole


Course of Empire: The Savage State, 1833-36

New-York Historical Society

Gift of the New-York Gallery of the Fine Arts

Inventory Number: 1858.1

This painting, The Savage State, is the first in a five-painting series by Thomas Cole called The Course of Empire. It depicts an untamed wilderness landscape at sunrise, symbolizing the dawn of civilization. A violent storm sweeps over the mountains and ocean inlet. The foreground features a blasted tree trunk and a hunter clad in animal skins who has just shot an arrow into a leaping stag. In the distance the hunter's companions pursue a pair of deer that have been cornered on a precipice by a pack of hunting dogs. The plateau above bears an encampment with figures performing a ritual dance around a fire. The series as a whole charts the course of human civilization, while at the same time progressing through different times of day and various weather conditions, reflecting man's changing relationship to his environment. With these paintings, Cole achieved what he described as a "higher style of landscape," one suffused with historical associations, moralistic narrative, and what the artist felt were universal truths about mankind and his abiding relationship with the natural world. As he watched America expand its “empire” through westward expansion, Cole presented a cyclical view of history in which a civilization appears, matures, and collapses. The artist's distinctly pessimistic vision differed from that of many of his peers; in the early years of the United States' history, its future was considered limitless.

5b – 
Thomas Cole

Romantic Landscape (“Last of the Mohicans”), 1827 

New-York Historical Society

Gift of an Anonymous Donor 

Inventory Number: 1947.417

Thomas Cole painted this oil sketch as a preparatory work for his painting Last of the Mohicans: The Death of Cora of 1827. He had recently come to the attention of prominent New York artists and critics and was enjoying acclaim as a newly discovered genius of American landscape painting. Cole combined his affinity for the Hudson River Valley and the nearby Catskills with his keen interest in literary and allegorical subjects, creating at least five scenes from James Fenimore Cooper's popular novel The Last of the Mohicans, published in 1826. It was the most popular of Cooper's series of novels called the Leatherstocking Tales, which relate the adventures of frontiersman Natty Bumpo in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. This sketch depicts Cora facing her death at the hand of Tamanend, the Lenni-Lenape Chief. Cora raises her hands in a prayer for deliverance as Uncas appears on the ledge at the left to rescue her. Cole and Cooper would have been acquainted through the community of New York artists and writers. Cooper was a great admirer of Cole, calling him "one of the very first geniuses of the age."

6a – 
John James Audubon

Carolina Parakeet (Conuropsis carolinensis), Havell plate no. 26, c. 1825

New-York Historical Society

Purchased for the Society by public subscription from Mrs. John J. Audubon

 
Inventory Number: 1863.17.26

In 1863, the New-York Historical Society purchased 464 original drawings, 430 of which were for The Birds of America, from John James Audubon’s destitute widow. These drawings were recognized even in 1863 as one of the finest accomplishments in American art and one of the most important documents of natural history in the world.

This watercolor depicts the only parrot native to the United States, the Carolina Parakeet. The bird in the center is immature; the others are adults.  Audubon positioned the birds in his painting almost like acrobats, a reflection of the dexterity they exhibited in trees.  He also highlighted another unique habit of the Carolina Parakeet – the spreading of its tail feathers. The birds on both the top and bottom of the illustration are shown in this flamboyant pose. Audubon’s depiction also suggests the birds’ cries, which were not able to be recorded before 1920 when this bird was last sighted in the wild. In 1840, Audubon warned that their numbers were diminishing.  These birds were slaughtered for sport, food, and their feathers, and as a pest to farmers because they ate farmers’ grain and crops. 
6b – 
George Catlin

Seminolee (Woman, Infant, and Two Men with Background Figures),1866-68 (based on a drawing from 1838)

New-York Historical Society

Purchased by the Society from the artist’s collection with Francis Putnam Catlin, the artist's brother, serving as agent to George Henry Moore, acting on behalf of N-YHS

Inventory Number: 1872.23.69

Chief Osceola of the Seminoles fiercely resisted the Indian Removal Act of the 1830s and became a leader of the Native Americans who fought against the United States Army in the Seminole Wars. He died a prisoner in Fort Moultrie, South Carolina, after being tricked during a truce. Outraged by his mistreatment, artist George Catlin visited Osceola in prison to paint his portrait. Catlin is the same artist whose portrait of Mandan is featured in Picturing America (6b). The two men became friends, and Osceola posed for many of Catlin’s renderings. This drawing shows Osceola standing with his rifle, his two wives by his side. 

7a – 
Guiseppe Guidicini

President Washington Taking the Oath, Federal Hall, 1789, ca. 1839
New-York Historical Society

Purchase

Inventory Number: X.269

This painting depicts Federal Hall on April 30, 1789 during the inauguration of George Washington as President of the United States of America. On the balcony, you can see Washington, farthest to the right, taking the oath of office with his hand on the Bible. In the 1690s, a brick Colonial building was constructed on this site, the intersection of Nassau and Wall Streets in lower Manhattan, to act as a city hall. The Stamp Act Congress assembled here in 1765 to protest “taxation without representation”. In the 1780s, prominent architect Pierre Charles L'Enfant, the planner of Washington, D.C., remodeled it in high-relief stucco to prepare it to house the federal government. When the capital moved to Philadelphia in 1790, the building again housed city government until 1812, when Federal Hall was demolished. This painting of the Hall was hung behind the chair of Peter Gerard Stuyvesant, president of the New-York Historical Society, at a dinner at the City Hotel to celebrate the semicentennial of Washington's inauguration in 1839. At this time, a Greek/Gothic Revival building designed by architect Alexander Jackson Davis was under construction on the site of Federal Hall. This building served as a customs house from 1842 to 1862 and acted as the US Sub-Treasury until 1920. It is now a museum and memorial to our first President and the beginnings of the United States of America.

7b – 
William P. Chappel

The Tammany Society Celebrating the 4th of July, 1812, 1869


New-York Historical Society


Purchase, James B. Wilbur Fund

Inventory Number: 1940.961

This painting depicts the Tammany Society celebrating the Fourth of July, 1812 on Park Row in Manhattan. The Society’s "Wigwam" is shown on the left, while City Hall is on the right. In the distance sits the Brick Presbyterian Church and St. Paul's Chapel. Formed ca. 1786, the Tammany Society was an organization that championed democratic government and opposed aristocracy. It was named after Tamanend, the Lenni-Lenape Chief who brought peace between European settlers and Native Americans around Philadelphia. The club utilized titles and rituals loosely based on Native American practices. Each year, the Society held a celebration on the Fourth of July in the manner prescribed in their constitution. In 1812, the year this painting depicts, these ceremonies took place as America reasserted its dislike for monarchy by fighting the War of 1812 against the British. However, over the course of the nineteenth century, the Tammany Society was increasingly becoming a force in New York politics and did not always stay true to its democratic ideals. By the time William Chappel painted this scene, it was impossible to hold political power in New York City without the support of the Tammany Society and its questionable election practices. William Chappel was a tinsmith before becoming a painter and painted numerous scenes of Manhattan in this folk art style.

8a – 
Thomas Hill

View of the Yosemite Valley, 1865
New-York Historical Society

Gift of Charles T. Harbeck 

Inventory Number: 1897.2

The name of the painter Thomas Hill has long been linked with that of Yosemite Valley, California, his most frequent subject. Born in England, Hill moved to Massachusetts with his family in 1844. He moved to San Francisco in 1861 and first visited Yosemite Valley the following year. His paintings of this natural wonder were purchased by many of the social and business leaders of San Francisco, and one of his landscapes won a bronze medal at the Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia. This particular painting was chosen as the backdrop for President Obama’s inaugural luncheon, because it reflects the majestic landscape of the American West and the dawn of a new era.  The subject of the painting, Yosemite Valley, represents an important but often overlooked event from Lincoln's presidency—his signing of the 1864 Yosemite Grant, which set aside Yosemite Valley and the Mariposa Grove of Giant Sequoias as a public reserve.

8b – 
Baroness Anne-Marguerite-Henriette Hyde de Neuville

Oneida Family, 1807


New-York Historical Society

   
Purchased by the Society


Inventory Number: 1953.215

This scene of an Oneida family on an autumn hunt was sketched by Baroness Hyde de Neuville near Utica, New York in the fall of 1807. The father has a deer slung over his shoulders and uses a bow for balance. Two mothers carry small children in papooses and a young boy holds the leg of the woman at the left. The baroness accompanied her husband into exile from France during the Napoleonic reign. He later became the French minister to the United States. This drawing illustrates the traditional division of labor between sexes amongst the Native Americans. In his memoirs, Baron Hyde de Neuville commented, "The men do nothing, while the women are always encumbered with cultivating the earth..." His quote reveals a lack of understanding of Native American culture. Over the course of the nineteenth century, Americans would justify pushing many tribes off their lands with a similar belief in the superiority of European civilization. However, the baroness’s drawings offer a firsthand account of the manner of dress and social customs of the Oneida tribe while still in upstate New York, albeit through the eyes of someone from outside their culture.

9a – 
Alexander Gardner

Dead at Gettysburg, 1862


New-York Historical Society

Department of Prints and Photographs

Alexander Gardner came to the United States from his native Scotland in 1856 and began working for renowned photographer Matthew Brady soon thereafter. In 1860, Brady sent Gardner to Washington, D.C. to manage his gallery. When the Civil War broke out, Gardner was perfectly positioned to document the war efforts with the still fairly new technology of photography. He became the chief photographer in the U.S. Topographical Engineers and then staff photographer under General George McClellan. In 1862, Gardner left Brady's employ and spent the remainder of the war photographing battlefields for the U.S. military. This image shows dead soldiers on the fields of Gettysburg following the battle that had the largest number of casualties of the entire war. His battlefield photographs were the first glimpse at the horrors of war for many ordinary citizens. Interestingly, controversy surfaced surrounding Gardner's images in the 1960s. Experts alleged that the same body appears in different locations in different images and that Gardner may have moved some bodies to more photogenic locations.

9b – 
Mathew Brady

Abraham Lincoln, New York, 1860. 

Gilder Lehrman Collection, on deposit at the New-York Historical Society.

  
Inventory Number: GLC05136.01

Mathew Brady took this photograph of Lincoln on February 27, 1860, in New York. Lincoln had traveled to New York to deliver a speech at the Cooper Institute (now Cooper Union). On the morning of the speech, he visited Brady, the most famous photographer in the country, at his studio. Brady carefully constructed the scene he wanted to capture, producing a dignified portrait that made Lincoln look presidential. The photograph was later reproduced in woodcuts, lithographs, steel engravings, tintypes, and cartes-de-visite (photographs on card stock). Widely circulated during the presidential campaign, Brady’s photograph became one of the best-known images of Lincoln. Lincoln himself fully realized the power of the image. He is said to have remarked, “Brady and the Cooper Institute made me president.”

10a – 
John Rogers

Wounded Scout, A Friend In the Swamp, 1864
New-York Historical Society

Purchase

 
Inventory Number: 1936.655

One of John Rogers's most well known and highly praised works, Wounded Scout: A Friend in the Swamp depicts a scout for the Union army in the Civil War. He has been shot in the arm while on a mission in Southern territory and is weak from loss of blood. The soldier is dressed in uniform with a "U.S." insignia clearly visible on his belt and the strap of his cartridge box. He leans on the shoulder of a black man whom Rogers described as an escaped slave. Though ragged and barefoot, he is tall and muscular. He supports the soldier protectively and looks up with an alert, commanding gaze. A copperhead snake is coiled next to his left foot, which, in Rogers' words, is "raising its head to strike the negro while he is doing this friendly act." The snake was a clear reference to Northern copperheads, politicians who opposed the Union war effort. Rogers had developed a nationwide reputation for his small narrative groups depicting Civil War themes, but up to this point they had for the most part been amusing scenes of soldiers among themselves, or comforting vignettes of civilian life. Wounded Scout shows a soldier in genuine peril and addresses sensitive questions of race at the forefront of American minds both during and after the war. The artist sent copies to President Abraham Lincoln and the abolitionist Henry Ward Beecher, and in appreciation Lincoln sent his often quoted reply: "I can not pretend to be a judge in such matters; but the Statuette group 'Wounded Scout'-'Friend in the Swamp' is . . . excellent as a piece of art." The sculpture was popular for many years after war, and it continued to function not only as an imposing work of art but also an agent of political dialogue during the difficult and contentious years of Reconstruction.

10b – 
Unidentified Artist/Maker

Wedding dress: yellow brocade with lace, 1730-50 with several alterations into the 20th century


New-York Historical Society


Gift of Mrs. Arthur T. Sutcliffe

 
Inventory Number: 1949.115a

Cornelia de Peyster donned this yellow-and-cream silk brocade dress at her marriage to Oliver Stephen Teller in 1712. The dress looks somewhat different today. Made of the most luxurious and costly material a bride’s family could afford, wedding dresses worn in the colonial period in New York were often considered too precious to be put away and never worn again. After the wedding, they were often integrated into a lady’s wardrobe and worn at other formal occasions. During de Peyster’s marriage to Teller, this dress was probably cut in a loose-fitting style called a mantua, which was popular at the time. It was most likely re-styled in about 1750 into a robe á l’anglaise, and worn again by the bride or her descendants to balls and other social occasions. In a Dutch colonial family such as the Tellers’, clothing would be preserved and passed down to subsequent generations along with other textiles. An important part of a woman’s dowry, they were often specifically mentioned in wills and were passed down to ensure the wealth of a loved one. This dress was passed down through the Teller family for more than two hundred years. At the turn of the twentieth century, the dress was again re-styled by their descendant, Alice Crary, for her marriage to Arthur Sutcliffe. Mrs. Sutcliffe donated it to the New-York Historical Society in 1949.

11a – 
Unidentified Photographer

Bicycling on Riverside Drive near Grant’s Tomb, c.1897

New-York Historical Society

Department of Prints and Photographs

Women and girls on bicycles are so ubiquitous today that it is hard to imagine a time when they were discouraged from riding. Men on bicycles were a fairly common sight by the mid-1880s, but women were considered too fragile, and the feminine fashions of the day too constrictive, to partake in the new craze. In 1850, Libby Miller invented a new undergarment called the “bloomer” designed to be worn under a shortened skirt. The bloomer became a symbol of the “rational dress” movement at the end of the 19th century as various forms of more practical dress evolved. These new styles made it easier for women to cycle and many did. Contemporaries commented that bicycling gave women a sense of freedom and improved their health, making them seek more control of their own lives. Susan B. Anthony, American feminist leader and suffragist, declared in an interview with the New York World in 1896, “Let me tell you what I think of bicycling…I think it has done more to emancipate women than anything else in the world.” This photograph shows men and women bicycling in the Morningside Heights section of Manhattan near Grant’s Tomb, which had only recently been completed. Women were not able to vote for another couple of decades, but bicycling was a democratic sport open to both sexes.

11b – 
D. Appleton & Co.

Oswald Ottendorfer Pavilion

From Artistic Houses: being a series of interior views of a number of the most beautiful and celebrated homes in the United States 
New York: D. Appleton & Co., 1883-1884
The New-York Historical Society Library

The fanciful Moorish-style Ottendorfer pavilion was built in 1879, high on a bluff

overlooking the Hudson River. Located on Riverside Drive between 135th and 136th Streets, the building was demolished in 1904 to make way for the extension of Riverside Drive. This luxurious room is a clear example of the fashion for Orientalism in New York during the late 19th century. Ottendorfer was a journalist who helped turn the German-language Staats-Zeitung into a major New York newspaper and became a prominent philanthropist.

12a – 
George H. Yewell

Doing Nothing, 1852

New-York Historical Society

 
Gift of the Reverend George S. Webster

Inventory Number: 1933.8

George Yewell was apprenticed to a tailor in Iowa, but his life changed when he earned statewide recognition for a political cartoon. State Supreme Court Judge Charles Mason recognized the young man's talent and, with the help of some other prominent Iowans, arranged for Yewell to study at the Academy of Design in New York. This is the first painting he exhibited there in 1852. The image shows a young boy in ragged clothing, sitting on a street curb at the northwest corner of Centre and Franklin Streets. His thin face looks tired as he leans on his shoeshine box. In front of him is a dirty street strewn with litter. The view behind him is split in two: on the left is the somber façade of the Halls of Justice, which housed the prison known as “The Tombs,” and on the right is a wall plastered with broadsides, many referring to the city’s varied entertainments. Yewell presents the extremes of city life -- the promise of amusement and the threat of incarceration -- and his subject sits at their intersection. The title, Doing Nothing, implies a criticism of laziness but Yewell described his sitter as an “errand boy” and gave him a graceful pose and thoughtful expression, so this youngster may be merely taking a rest from his travails to contemplate his options.

12b – 
Childe Hassam 

Flags on 57th Street, Winter 1918, 1918. 

Bequest of Julia B. Engel

Inventory Number: 1984.68

Childe Hassam’s famous series of flag paintings are recognized as fine examples of American Impressionism. They use a light palette, loose brushwork, and elevated “bird’s-eye” perspective. Another painting from the same series is featured in Picturing America (12b). Hassam’s paintings are important not only for their innovative technique, but also for their content: their overt support of America’s involvement in World War I. In this, the only snow scene in the flag series, Hassam paints 57th Street decked out in U.S. flags and Liberty Loan banners for a war bond parade. It is the view from his apartment at 130 West 57th Street. Visible in the background is the Sixth Avenue Elevated train, which would be demolished in 1939. The train, cars, and people are dwarfed by the size, scale, and clarity of the flags to emphasize their symbolic meaning.

13a – 
Unidentified Photographer

Brooklyn Bridge, during construction, from temporary foot bridge, 1877

New-York Historical Society

Department of Prints and Photographs

An unidentified photographer captured this image of the Brooklyn Bridge six years before its completion. It is a rather practical photograph, likely meant to document the construction of this engineering marvel. Two men participating in the project are visible on one of the temporary foot bridges suspended over the river. However, the photograph’s composition lends it a certain artistic beauty. It also offers a birds-eye view of Manhattan in 1877, highlighting its lack of skyscrapers and abundance of ships.

13b – 
Tiffany Studios, Designer: Clara Driscoll

Dragonfly Table Lamp, ca. 1900-1906
New-York Historical Society

Gift of Dr. Egon Neustadt

Inventory Number: N84.110

Louis Comfort Tiffany, of New York’s prominent jewelry retailing family Tiffany & Co., introduced his now famous Tiffany lamps around 1899. Long valued as amazing works of art in their own right, they were actually created as a by-product of another Tiffany item developed earlier – his stained-glass windows. The lamp shades, which are made by setting small pieces of colored glass into a lead frame, used the glass left over from making the windows. Tiffany began his career as a landscape painter and his love of nature informed all of his artistic production. These lamps were designed in the aesthetic of Tiffany, but many of the most iconic designs, including the dragonfly design seen here, were created by a woman named Clara Driscoll born in Tallmadge, Ohio in 1861. Hundreds of letters preserved at the Queens Historical Society in Flushing, New York, and the Kent State University Library in Ohio identify her as the designer and also bring to light the instrumental role of the so-called "Tiffany Girls," the young women who worked under her supervision selecting and cutting glass for windows, mosaics, and lampshades. This table lamp depicts dragonflies with outspread wings on colors of glass that seem to imply a pond at dawn or dusk. This shade, a popular model, was priced at $175 in Tiffany's 1906 price list. Prices ranged from $3 for small candleshades to $400 for large and intricate lamps. Considering that the average hourly wage in 1906 was only 17 1/2 cents, these lamps were an unattainable luxury for many. Around the turn of the century, these lamps became popular as a solution to masking the unattractive light produced by the recently-invented electric light bulb. However, by the late 1920s, the lamps had fallen out of fashion and production ceased.

14a – 
Junius Brutus Stearns

Fishing in a Catboat in Great South Bay, 1871


New-York Historical Society


Gift of C. Otto von Kienbusch


Inventory Number: 1964.21

Judging by their clothing, mixed genders and the seasickness of the foremost figure, it would appear that these three couples are not professional fishermen. Their seemingly rented boat indicates that they are folks of some financial means. The catboat, characterized by a single mast near the front of the boat, was developed in New York ca. 1840 and was widely used for recreation, transportation, and fishing. Its shallow draft gave it extra stability and ease of navigation. In the late nineteenth century Great South Bay on Long Island was a popular spot for recreation and fishing and its sheltered location provided many of the clams consumed throughout the region and even the country.

14b – 
Abraham Manievich

The Bronx, 1924

New-York Historical Society


Purchase


Inventory Number: 2001.50

Abraham Manievich was part of the international artistic avant-garde of the early 20th century. Like many other Jewish artists, he was intimately involved with the cause of the Russian Revolution, which, it was hoped, would bring about a renaissance of Jewish culture, suppressed under the old regime. The explosive cubo-futurist style was appropriate to the intensity of the revolutionary period both in art and in society. Although initially embraced by Lenin and the new state, Manievich and other modern artists soon found themselves ostracized by virtue of both their religion and their art. Manievich emigrated in 1921 to the United States where he enjoyed critical acclaim until his death in 1942. In this painting, Manievich applies his cubo-futurist style to the Bronx, the borough he came to call home. A woman and three baby carriages are surrounded by a rough-hewn landscape set against a background of low-rise buildings, apparently apartment buildings, a few having businesses on the ground floor. The scene is executed in a combination of grey tones and warm orange-reds with some bits of white in the woman's blouse, the building windows and the sky. This painting depicts a borough vastly under-represented in the Society's collections, but where much of the City's twentieth-century social history has been played out. It also serves to document the continuing stream of foreign artists arriving in this country, bringing with them new styles and fresh ideas.

15a – 
Howard Thain 

The Great White Way-Times Square, N.Y.C., 1925. 

New-York Historical Society

Gift of Mrs. Howard Thain 

Inventory Number: 1963.15


Times Square, christened “The Great White Way” for its brilliant illumination, is at the heart of New York’s theater district, and has been a major transportation hub since the early twentieth century. Artist Howard Thain offers an exuberant nocturnal view of the hurly-burly of 1920s Manhattan that realizes early Mayor DeWitt Clinton’s vision of New York as a thriving mercantile and cultural metropolis. The sidewalks are abuzz with activity, unhindered by nightfall because of the jewel-like glow of electrified marquees. At the center towers the New York Times Building, from which Times Square took its name. The building was inaugurated with fireworks on December 31, 1904, beginning the tradition of welcoming the New Year in Times Square. During the 1910s and 1920s, the surrounding area was often called “The Tenderloin” because it was supposedly the most desirable location in Manhattan. However, crime and corruption were already creeping in. With the onset of the Great Depression in the 1930s, Times Square acquired a reputation as a dangerous neighborhood that persisted for several decades.

15b – 
Victor Perelli 

Empire State Building, N.Y.C., 1940

New-York Historical Society

Gift of the Federal Works Agency, Works Projects Administration

Inventory Number: 1940.978

Victor Perelli’s iconic image of New York’s 1930 landmark Empire State Building is rendered in a sleek, modern manner appropriate to the Art Deco style employed by architects Shreve, Lamb, and Harmon. In a new world of skyscrapers and air travel, twentieth-century New York artists frequently captured spectacular views of their city from an aerial perspective. This dramatic depiction emphasizes the great height and towering presence of what was the tallest building in the world (1,250 feet) in 1940, when Perelli painted this picture. This was a decade after the builders of the Empire State Building and Chrysler building, another great example of Art Deco style, engaged in a race to claim this title. The building occupies two acres on Fifth Avenue between 33rd and 34th Streets.

16a – 
Edward Lamson Henry

St. John's Church, Varick Street, New York, 1914


New-York Historical Society

Thomas Jefferson Bryan Fund


Inventory Number: 1985.16

St. John's Chapel was designed by John McComb, Jr. (1763 -1853), in 1803 for the vestry of Trinity Church to accommodate its expanding congregation. Its story highlights the themes of progress and historical continuity. The Trinity parish planned to offer ninety-nine-year leases on land it owned around the perimeter of what was then Hudson Square, expecting fine homes to be built. But upper-class New Yorkers of the period found the area too far uptown. By the 1820s, when the northward push of the city made Hudson Square a desirable place to live and the parish decided to sell rather than lease the property, attendance at the chapel increased. The neighborhood rapidly gained renown for the wealth of its residents, the grandeur of their houses, and its lovely park. In 1866, however, when New York's relentless expansion north rendered the neighborhood less fashionable, Trinity parish sold the park for four hundred thousand dollars to Commodore Cornelius Vanderbilt, who promptly built a freight depot on it for the Hudson River Railroad. Although St. John's gained respite from its financial problems by this transaction, it now faced the walls of the depot's warehouses and also opened itself to criticism for abandoning one of the few parks available to the poor left behind by the northward migration of New York's more affluent citizens. St. John's Chapel was demolished in 1918 - 1919. Edward Lamson Henry depicts the church in the first half of the nineteenth century. Henry often developed his paintings from old photographs or sketches and also collected antique vehicles, clothing, and other artifacts, using them as models for meticulously rendered scenes of earlier times. Henry's commitment to the preservation of venerated sites and buildings, such as St. John's Chapel, is documented in letters he wrote to public officials and newspapers and inspired some of his paintings. 

16b – 
Thomas Cole

The Course of Empire: The Consummation of Empire, 1836

New-York Historical Society
Gift of the New-York Gallery of the Fine Arts

Inventory Number: 1858.3

This painting, The Consummation of Empire, is the third in a five-painting series by Thomas Cole called The Course of Empire. Cole intended it as the visual climax of the series, choosing a slightly larger canvas and taking considerable time and pains with the composition. He planned to depict "a great city girding the bay…splendid processions, &c.-all that can be combined to show the fullness of prosperity…" In Cole's initial conception for the series he called this stage "Luxury," referring to the precarious moment when "glory" declines into "wealth, vice," and "corruption." His elaborate and overbuilt city is a visually stunning creation, but Cole meant the scene as a warning, rather than an apotheosis. This painting was the most difficult for Cole to execute, and after several months he declared that he was "tired of the gaud and glitter" of the scene. At this stage the city gives itself over to the militaristic rule of an emperor-like figure, being carried across the foreground bridge in great state under the glare of mid-day. All the arts of man have been pressed into the service of glorifying the ruler. Even nature itself has been tamed to serve him, in the form of the elephant that tows his chariot and the domesticated flowers and potted plants that decorate his domain. Interestingly, some of the buildings depicted are built into the sides of mountains, but they dwarf the landscape rather than attempt to become a part of it. Cole seems to be warning viewers that the spread of civilization has an immense impact on the natural world. Some scholars theorize that the red-cloaked conqueror is a metaphor for President Andrew Jackson, and suggest that Cole intended the cycle as a cautionary message about his administration, which some considered dangerously autocratic. 

17a – 
David Edward Cronin

Fugitive Slaves in the Dismal Swamp, Virginia, 1888

New-York Historical Society

Gift of Daniel Parish, Jr.

Inventory Number: 1914.11

New York illustrator, portrait painter, and political cartoonist David Edward Cronin served in the Union Army as a staff artist for Harper's Weekly and came face to face with the grim realities of slave life. Cronin's painting of a group of fugitives highlights the efforts of enslaved African Americans to escape the institution of slavery. Dismal Swamps were places of refuge for runaways and some even settled there for several years, but there was a constant fear of slave hunters. For many escapees, especially after the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, a controversial law that empowered federal commissioners to pursue fugitive slaves in all states and return them to their owners, their migration did not stop until they reached Canada. The painting was likely inspired by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow's poem, "The Slave in the Dismal Swamp," first published in 1842:

In dark fens of the Dismal Swamp

The hunted Negro lay;

He saw the fire of the midnight camp,

And heard at times a horse's tramp

And a bloodhound's distant bay.

Where hardly a human foot could pass,

Or a human heart would dare,

On the quaking turf of the green morass

He crouched in the rank and tangled grass,

Like a wild beast in his lair.

A poor old slave, infirm and lame;

Great scars deformed his face;

On his forehead he bore the brand of shame,

And the rags, that hid his mangled frame…

17b – 
Tom Christopher

Broadway Street Corner (C5676), 2002


New-York Historical Society

Gift of Tom Christopher and David Findlay Galleries

Inventory Number: 2003.86

Tom Christopher once described his work by saying, “Through aggressive and complimentary colors over skeletal black lines I've tried to get this mood of the city. Point out the beauty of the streets and juxtapose it with the dark underside of American life. Think Matisse's goal of a comfy chair for the weary businessman. But with a pit bull hiding in the cushion… Anxiety comes out in times of deep unrest… And New York City with all its beauty and all of its citizens stands as a symbol for every city in the modern world.” He completed this painting of a Broadway street corner in 2002 when the tension and anxiety caused by 9/11 was still impacting the mood of New York City. 

18a – 
Eastman Johnson


Negro Life at the South, 1859


New-York Historical Society

The Robert L. Stuart Collection, on permanent loan from the New York Public Library

Inventory Number: S-225

Johnson's backyard scene, set in Washington, D.C., depicts a bucolic version of African American life before the Civil War. In the various pairings of characters, the artist highlights various stages of life and family. In the upper window a woman with an infant surveys the scene listening to the music, a boy dances with his mother in the yard, a young couple engages in coy conversation to one side and at the center is an old man playing a banjo, joining them all together. African American music and the banjo itself trace their roots back to the west coast of Africa. Musical instruments and traditions were among the few things people brought with them when they arrived as slaves in the New World. From the call-and-response of the Field Song and the Negro Spiritual to Blues and Jazz music of the 20th Century, African American music has had a profound and enduring effect on American culture. Notice how the music has attracted the attention of the white woman at the right, who enters the scene with some reserve. Often cited as Johnson's masterpiece, this painting manages to capture the foundations of this musical tradition: family, home and as much entertainment as diversion from their ramshackle surroundings. Though originally exhibited at the National Academy in April 1859 as Negro Life at the South, it was by 1867 popularly called Old Kentucky Home with a title taken from Stephen Foster's beloved song. 

18b – 
Irving Browning

Shoeshiner, Lower East Side, 1929

Gelatin Silver Print

New-York Historical Society 

Gift of Irving Browning

Irving Browning, a self-taught photographer and cinematographer, was born in New York City. After a brief career as a silent film actor and comedian, Browning opened a commercial photography studio in the early 1920s. He received commissions from

architectural firms, advertising agencies, and magazines to photograph New York City’s skyscrapers, theaters, and people. Browning captured this image of an African American shoe shiner on the lower east side of Manhattan in 1929. Though the man has his face hidden in his arms, his posture gives away his despair at the conditions created by the Great Depression. In the wake of the stock market crash, few men felt able to afford the luxury of having someone else shine their shoes. In turn, the shoe shiner lost his income, limited in the best of times. Though slumped against a fence on a sidewalk, the shoe shiner has taken the time to hang up his jacket. Perhaps it is too precious to toss on the ground even when utterly defeated. Such meditation on the contrasts of poverty and wealth are a theme in many of Browning’s photographs of depression-era New York.

19a – 
Enit Zerner Kaufman

Marian Anderson (1897-1993), c. 1940-45


New-York Historical Society

Gift of Enit Kaufman

Inventory Number: 1947.216

In 1939, internationally renowned opera singer, Marian Anderson, found herself at the center of a national controversy about race relations in the United States. Despite having sung with the New York Philharmonic Orchestra, spending five years performing overseas, and being hailed by the New York Times as “one of the greatest singers of our time,” Anderson was refused the opportunity to sing in the national headquarters of the Daughters of the American Revolution due to the color of her skin. Outraged, first lady Eleanor Roosevelt resigned from the D.A.R. in protest and public outcry ensued. In the end, Anderson was invited to sing in front of the Lincoln Memorial on Easter Sunday and drew a crowd of over 75,000 people. She subsequently devoted much of her life to improving prospects for blacks in the performing arts. Among other events, she is remembered for singing at President John F. Kennedy's inaugural in 1961. This painting is one of 87 portraits of influential Americans done between 1940 and 1945 by Czech-born Enit Kaufman, who fled her home country to evade Nazi anti-Semitism. 

19b – 
Camilo José Vergara 

242 West 116, 2008 

New-York Historical Society

Donated by artist

Camilo José Vergara was born in Chile into a wealthy family whose fortunes had drastically declined by the time he was fifteen. Relatives provided a home for him and sponsored his education. In 1965 at age 21, he went to college in the United States and was stunned by the contrasts in wealth and lifestyles he saw. He bought a camera before graduating from the University of Notre Dame with a BA in Sociology, and made street photographs in New York for several years. Although he enjoyed it, he realized he was retracing the steps of other documentary photographers. He decided instead focus on the "built environment" as a reflection of urban life, and returned to school while continuing to photograph. After earning an MA in Sociology from Columbia University in 1977, he developed a methodical approach to photographic documentation by researching his subjects, and systematically documenting them over time. He has spent more than thirty years documenting poor, urban, and minority neighborhoods across the United States, but continues to live in New York City. In 2008, he took this photograph of the steel shutters of a building at 242 West 116th Street. The shutters bear a mural of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. along with a quote of his: “Take the first step in faith. You don’t have to see the whole staircase just take the first step.” The garbage cans for this building lean against the mural creating an odd juxtaposition between hope for the future and what remains of the past. Of this painting, Vergara said, “A friend asked me what came first, the image of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. or the garbage.  Did the artist know that his mural was going to rise above garbage cans? Someday I will find out. On January 19, 2009 I saw the super of the building putting out the garbage in front of the mural of Dr. King and asked if he was aware of the birthday celebration going on. He said yes, but there was nothing he could do since ‘the section was designated for garbage.’”

20a – 
Camilo José Vergara

Frederick Douglass Boulevard and West 143rd Street, 2001 and
Frederick Douglass Boulevard and West 143rd Street, 2007

New-York Historical Society

Donated by artist

Influenced by Henri Cartier Bresson, Walker Evans, Helen Levitt, and Aaron Siskind, Camilo José Vergara began photographing Harlem in 1970. “At that time,” he recalled, “Harlem was like a run-down version of Paris where life was lived on the streets, amid the fading glory of its grand boulevards. Once imposing and elegant buildings were now derelict; the streets looked dirty; parks were semi-abandoned and dangerous yet a culture, different and separate from mainstream America was thriving in Harlem’s many nooks and crannies.” This was the Old Harlem, a place that produced generations of artists, musicians, and writers. Seduced by its vitality, Vergara repeatedly returned to photograph the many facets of the neighborhood. In the late 1980s, the area around Frederick Douglass Boulevard and West 143rd Street was occupied by decaying and abandoned tenement buildings. By the beginning of the twenty-first century, these had been razed, as can be seen in the photograph shown here taken in 2001. By 2007, as the middle-class population of Harlem expanded, this space was occupied by new apartment buildings with balconies and penthouses. The second photograph included documents these new buildings.

20b – 
Alison Saar

Swing Low: A Harriet Tubman Memorial, 2007


New-York Historical Society


Museum purchase


Inventory Number: 2009.34

The Harriet Tubman bronze figure was the model for the 13-foot high monument erected in Harlem at West 122nd Street and St. Nicholas Avenue in 2007. Harriet Tubman (1822-1913) was born Araminta Ross, in Dorchester County, Maryland. She herself escaped from enslavement in 1849 and became a key figure in the Underground Railroad. She made an estimated 13 trips back South to help approximately 70 other people to escape. During the Civil War she became a scout, spy and nurse. She worked with the South Carolina Volunteers and helped approximately 730 slaves on a rice plantation escape during a Union raid up the Combahee River in South Carolina. She later founded a home for African American aged people in Auburn, New York, which is now a site commemorating her legacy, run for the AME Zion Church to which she belonged. Saar depicts Tubman "not as the conductor of the Underground Railroad but as the train itself, an unstoppable locomotive," with the roots of slavery pulled up in her wake and faces representative of the slaves she led to freedom peaking out from her skirt.

[image: image1.jpg]