
Selling Misery Abroad

Few topics in Atlantic history elicit more debate or stronger feelings than the
transatlantic slave trade.

The Birth of Population
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What Farrell lays out is a fascinating spectacle, a colonial practice of
counting bodies that is perpetually collapsing and producing odd, indeterminate
results, even as it consolidates its conceptual hold as a way of thinking about
human communities.

“So Difficult to Instruct”: Re-
envisioning Abraham and Tad Lincoln
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This photograph of Abraham Lincoln and his son Thomas (Tad) was taken by
Anthony Berger in Mathew Brady’s Washington, D.C. studios on February 9, 1864.
It shows the president and his son looking at a photograph album (a prop that
was lying around the studio) together. The photograph was commissioned by the
painter Francis Carpenter, who was at the time working in the White House
preparing sketches that would serve as the basis for his First Reading of the
Emancipation Proclamation of President Lincoln (1864). This particular sitting
led to a number of images that have become part of U.S. national iconography.
For example, a portrait of Abraham Lincoln that was taken on this day was used
as the basis for the image that appears on the five-dollar bill. This image of
the president and his son, however, soon to become one of the most popular and
most reproduced depictions of Lincoln, was not published or otherwise publicly
distributed until a year after its completion. Only after Lincoln’s
assassination in 1865 did the image become ubiquitous. The variety of changes
introduced to the image in its reproductions offers a fascinating glimpse into
how iconography produces narratives and fantasies about national history,
culture, and values.

http://www.senate.gov/artandhistory/art/common/image/Painting_33_00005.htm
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1. The book that Lincoln held in his lap in the Mathew Brady studios was a
photograph album. However, in most reproductions of the image, the book is
either captioned as, or made to look like, a Bible. The 1865 Currier & Ives’
lithograph based on the pose was titled President Lincoln at Home, Reading the
Scriptures to His Wife and Son. One can see the deliberate visual changes made
by the artisans reproducing the image by comparing two engravings published by
H.B. Hall. Look closely at the visual detail of the books: the first reproduces
the book as a photo album, the second as a Bible. Lincoln himself worried over
the book’s falsely “biblical” appearance. In Lincoln in Photographs, Lloyd
Ostendorf relays Lincoln’s concern that any visual fabrications representing
the photo album as a Bible would amount to “a species of false pretence.”
Lincoln’s brief but suggestive comment makes explicit what the photograph’s
changing nature asserts implicitly: images can and do lie.

 

Further Reading
For more on photographic depictions of President Lincoln, see Charles Hamilton
and Lloyd Ostendorf, Lincoln in Photographs: An Album of All Known Poses
(Norman, Okla., 1963), James Mellon, The Face of Lincoln (New York, 1979), and
Philip B. Kunhardt III, Peter W. Kunhardt, and Peter W. Kunhardt, Jr., Lincoln,
Life-Size (New York, 2009). For more on the images of Lincoln circulated
through popular prints, see Harold Holzer, Gabor S. Boritt, and Mark E. Neely,
The Lincoln Image: Abraham Lincoln and the Popular Print (New York, 1984).
Recent scholarship on the importance of African American contributions to and
commentary on nineteenth-century visual culture have revitalized the study of
our national visual past. See, in particular, Shawn Michelle Smith and Maurice
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O. Wallace, Pictures and Progress and the Making of African American Identity
(Durham, N.C., 2012) and Deborah Willis and Barbara Krauthamer, Envisioning
Emancipation: Black Americans and the End of Slavery (Philadelphia, 2012). In a
forthcoming essay in the journal MELUS, I provide a more extended close reading
of Elizabeth Keckley’s memoir in relation to this famous image.

 

This article originally appeared in issue 13.4 (Summer, 2013).

Sarah Blackwood is assistant professor of English and director of the American
Studies Program at Pace University. She is completing a book manuscript titled
The Portrait’s Subject: Picturing Inner Life in Nineteenth-Century America.

 

 

 

The Advice Jefferson Never Received:
Health Counsel Delivered to Jefferson
From His Italian Friend Filippo Mazzei,
Two Hundred Years Too Late
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I entered the archive in Florence in June 2015 looking for one item, and I
walked out with something completely unexpected, yet to which I was deeply and
personally connected.

The Relational Turn

https://commonplace.online/article/the-relational-turn/


Wigginton reveals the many different kinds of American women—including women of
color, lower-status women, and dissenting or exiled women—who participated in
the public dialogues that helped to constitute an American sense of national
identity.

A Nation Apart, Together

https://commonplace.online/article/a-nation-apart-together/




Because of their insistence on pacifism, Quakers historically have been treated
as suspicious, at best, or traitors, at worst.

Conjecturing Histories

Gretchen J. Woertendyke unsettles and unmoors our geographic conceptions,
whether arranged by nation, region, continent, or hemisphere.

https://commonplace.online/article/conjecturing-histories/


Poems

Jill McDonough explores the pains–explicit and suppressed–suffusing early
American culture.

Media “Propagation” in the Making of
Revolution
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If there ever was a time when American media was unbiased, it was certainly not
during the Revolutionary War.

Revolutionary Neighbors
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Many of the essays in Dillon’s and Drexler’s book focus on incidents of
“obscured interdependence,” moments when the United States’s very attempts to
distance itself from Haiti reveal the presence of a deep and abiding, if
disavowed, relationship between the revolutionary neighbors.


