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(NTRODUCTION

When nineteenth-century artists painted plantation scenes, they usually began
with preparatory sketches made while standing in front of a planter’s house or
omewhere slightly below it. From either position, their gaze —and that of anyone
who looked at their paintings —was necessarily directed upwards. Viewing a plan-
:ation house from that perspective, one experienced a sense of the presumed au-
thority of its owner. Since members of the planter class were certainly among the
wealthiest Americans, they naturally assumed that they would be accorded a cer-
tain amount of deference. Or, to put it another way, they expected to be looked up
(0 as superior individuals. When creating plantation vistas, painters tended not to
observe the most common compositional rule for landscape painting: instead of
painting the usual view, of a setting as seen from above, artists painting planta-
tions rendered images as seen by an upturned face, one that implicitly signaled
submission and respect.

In his book The Magisterial Gaze, Albert Boime explains that during the middle
decades of the nineteenth century the central feature of American landscape
painting was its consistent use of the view from a high place.! When painters ren-
dered a scene from a lofty perch, they effectively took charge of all that their eyes
might see. According to Boime, around 1830 the sight lines of most American
landscapes fostered a feeling of mastery, a sensory goal that was fully consistent
with the national policy of conquest and acquisition known as “Manifest Destiny.”
While preparing the essays that constitute this volume, I too became keenly aware
of the statements of power encoded in plantation landscapes, of the superior po-

sition of the planter. But Boime’s suggestions about the impact of a painter’s

stance are not enough to explain fully how artists conveyed the sense of authority

when rendering the planter’s prospect.
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is Yet, prior to the Civil War, surprisingly few black figures appeared in plantatic

paintings. Art historian Hugh Honour reports that during the first half of the ning

eenth century “the whole black presence was understated in paintings

American scene.”™ Further, plantation vistas tended to omit most indications ¢

agricultural labor. The exclusion of slaves from pafntirlgs of Plantations was,,_i‘ 1
the choice of the view from below, a powerful tactic that artists used to sugg st ;
planter’s undisputed command over his estate. If there were no blacks to be seg
in a plantation landscape, then white people, by default, would have to be recog
nized as the primary occupants. Images of rural estates that presented no b
figures, or only a few, were intended to flatter planters and their families by offe
ing them visual confirmation of their claims to power and authority. Given the
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the fortunes of slaveholders were in fact dependent on the efforts of a black mz
jority—a population that on several noteworthy occasions opposed their captivit
with acts of full-scale rebellion—members of the planter class were perpetuall
plagued with feelings of anxiety. It is thus understandable that they would com:
mission images that focused solely on themselves, their families, and their b 1d-
ings and spaces. The pervasive whiteness of an idealized planter’s prospe %‘v‘.ii

- -

fered, at least in symbolic terms, a reduction of the ominous black threat. B
rendering slaveholding estates in a manner that either hid or diminished the w;?.-”
ence of African Americans, those paintings functioned as documents of de F
Such paintings offered a soothing propaganda that both confirmed and justifiec

the social dominance of the planter class. i
The abolition of slavery in 1865 signaled the end of many plantations. On those
estate.s that were able to remain in operation, owners found themselves force t
nelgonate contracts with the very people over whom they had once exercisedi:ﬁ b
:eie;::?::x;;ﬁ;:t:loﬁtx ;:e new boldness of the black workfon:ce, L‘
were followed without question or - retu'm P
complaint, To a degree, these desires were re:

alized, in i : |
poi = la“:ﬁ";:zes of plantation estates that inverted the older formula for plan-
: pes. When a plantation was viewed from its fields rather than
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these tz;sks. li’ostbel.]llum paintings that presented large gangs completing their \
i sks wi Ini iSi
assigned ta ith only minimal supervision were functionally expressions of |

planters’ longing. They SUPP?rted a nostalgic vision in which black subservience,

a key e?ement o.f the old social order, was ostensibly restored. Intended more as

symbolic evocations than as records of individual estates, these post-Emancipation

paintings assumed all white southerners as their primary audience.

In the chapters that follow I focus expressly on paintings of plantation vistas,

works best described as topographical images. More than renderings of scenery,

these paintings were, for the most part, attempts at the faithful depiction of a

specific, identifiable locality.® As such, they were visual records of a particular

planter’s house, along with its surrounding grounds, buildings, fields, and pas-

tures. Although they were appreciated for their decorative qualities, up until the

Civil War these paintings functioned chiefly as documentary celebrations of what

was owned. Even in the postbellum period, when plantation paintings had a

. stronger nostalgic or symbolic function, most images still presented specific loca-

tions. While there are a number of paintings and drawings that focus on aspects of
the daily life of the enslaved —works that could reasonably be considered in tan-

dem with depictions of plantation landscapes—these images of daily routines are
more accurately categorized as genre paintings.® As such, they fall outside the
focus of my study.

Paintings by six relatively obscure artists stand at the center of this book. Gen-
erally unknown outside of the South, they are granted, at best, only a brief com-
ment or two in the standard histories of American art. These six are, nevertheless,
the only painters who produced enough plantation landscapes to constitute what
‘might be called “bodies of work.” Consequently, it is to their careers that one must
turn when attempting an in-depth study of the aesthetic motives and social uses of
plantation imagery. Collectively, they worked over arather long period, from 1800
: 0 1935. Their importance lies in the fact that they documented plantations across
the whole of the South, from Maryland to Louisiana, and did so over a period of
time that witnessed a crucial social transition.

" The six case studies of plantation imagery that form the core of this book are
bracketed by two chapters that examine, first, the formal features of plantation
‘paintings and, second, the social attitudes that influenced the way that southern
audiences viewed those paintings. Chapter 1, “Plantation Images: The Confou.rs of
Practice,” surveys the wide range of plantation images, including paintings,
sketches, moving panoramas, NEWSpaper and magazine illustrations, map dfaco-
;‘tions, ink drawings, watercolors, oil paintings, lithograph.s, .and b.lock p.rmts.
This sample reveals the broad outlines of general practice wnth'm which painters
&topographical landscapes were operating. Some forty-one artists are examined,
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¢ includes well-known figures su?h as (.Zharles Wil?son ,»(\;_
. derably more obscure painters like Jane Peticolas ; nd

| ho still can be identified only as “Anonymo £
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in the concluding chapter, “Controll'ed wit .a al c .-?,__,__'
plantation Paintings,” I examine the soc1§l recept.10n of ?lantanon lanc
tracing parallel trajectories in both artistic and llterar}f images. The des uJ
of plantations found in novels and other commentanc.es appear to ro
ments similar to the feelings that artists were attempting to eXpress with'tl
brushes. The close links between written and visual expressions suggest thata
tic production was shaped by a shared climate of opinion. Southern history
long been marked by profound tensions associated with the matters of race, p
ilege, and authority. These subjects were deeply embedded in plantation Iz
scapes both before and after the Civil War, and they were guaranteed to prove
strong reactions in art patrons and other viewers. ‘
Inan insightful address on the formation of southern identity, offered in 1g
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historian U. B. Phillips focused expressly on the question of race relations. S
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and vehemence as a guarantee of white supremacy and civilization.” Moreover.
added, although advocates of the southern way of life “did not always t " -
to say that this is what they chiefly meant . . _ it may nearly always be read e k Ve
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erstood it without overt expression.
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