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ABSTRACT 

Since Roland Barthes published Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography in 

1982, the prevailing theory about photography has revolved around its primary role as a 

manifestation of transience, death, and mortality.  Whether one promotes the philosophy 

that the photographic image steals away the soul and promotes death, or that it simply 

captures images of those that have died or will die, the photograph has been commonly 

interpreted as a visual reminder of the finality of human life.  At no time does such an 

interpretation appear to be more tangibly true than during the mid-nineteenth century 

when the photograph was commonly used to preserve the actual visage of death in post-

mortem portraiture.  Here, death is not suggested or implied, but is vividly present.  

However, the theoretical emphasis that Barthes placed on death has limited our 

understanding of such images by eliding other meanings historically associated with 

them.  As an addendum to Barthes, I propose that post-mortem images – particularly 

those of children – represent a more complex relationship between life and death as it 

pertained to nineteenth-century American culture.  Moreover, I believe that it is important 

to consider post-mortem photography in tandem with painted mourning portraiture, and 

to contemplate both within a larger visual and cultural context in order to gain a more 

holistic understanding of these images in antebellum America. 

My dissertation will re-situate post-mortem representations of children within the 

material and religious culture of antebellum America, amid evolving historical beliefs 

about the life of children, the concept of childhood, and ideas about child-rearing, not just 

postmodern theoretical notions of death.  My particular focus on children responds to the 

poignancy of childhood death in antebellum America and the way in which these images 
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particularly embody the belief in continued existence through the afterlife.  By placing 

such images within the wider context of nineteenth-century culture, I will demonstrate 

that life existed in death for antebellum Americans through the physical or material 

presence of the photograph along with Christian spiritual associations regarding the soul 

and the afterlife.  In other words, belief in an ongoing relationship between material and 

immaterial “bodies” was exteriorized in the painted or photographic representation of the 

physical corpse, enabling antebellum Americans to interpret the image as both the icon 

and physical residue of the soul.  I will demonstrate that the materiality of the post-

mortem image allowed antebellum Americans to preserve that sense of life within death. 

While the material presence of the image acted as a reflection of “being,” spiritual beliefs 

in a heavenly afterlife permitted nineteenth-century viewers to meditate on the 

perpetuation, rather than the impermanence, of existence.  While this complex historical 

dimension of post-mortem imagery – a dimension largely ignored by Barthes – provides 

the central focus of my dissertation, I will also analyze how these images were produced, 

commissioned, displayed, viewed, touched, cherished, and otherwise utilized in 

antebellum American culture.   
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

 

Tuesday we received a beautiful portrait of our dear Henry, life-
size, and as perfect almost as life. It has just that half-roguish, half-
loving expression with which he would look at me sometimes, 
when I would come and brush back his hair and look into his eyes. 
Every time I go in or out of the room, it seems to give so bright a 
smile that I almost think that a spirit dwells within it.1   

 
As is evident in this excerpt from a letter written by Harriet Beecher Stowe to her 

daughters Eliza and Harriet, a poignant characteristic of the sentimental antebellum 

American culture was the thought that a painting can represent the spirit or soul of a 

recently departed loved one.  As the high mortality rate of children in the eighteenth 

century persisted into the nineteenth, most families felt the sting of loss at least once, if 

not multiple times.  Though the attitudes about the religious or spiritual implications of 

those deaths changed over time, the acute response to the tragic physical departure of a 

child was resolute.  Capturing the countenance of a departed child in a painting or a 

photograph became a ubiquitous aspect of nineteenth-century mourning culture and has, 

more recently, piqued the interest of scholars in numerous disciplines. 

Since Roland Barthes published Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography in 

1982, prevailing theories about photography have revolved around its primary role as a 

manifestation of transience, death, and mortality.2  Despite certain variations in this 

theoretical preoccupation, the photograph has been consistently understood as a visual 

token of the finality of human life.  Nowhere does such an interpretation appear to be 

more tangibly true than during the mid-nineteenth century when the photograph was 

commonly used to preserve the actual visage of death in postmortem portraiture.  Here, 
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death is not suggested or implied, but is vividly present.  However, the theoretical 

emphasis that Barthes and others have placed on death limits our understanding of such 

images by eliding other meanings historically associated with them.  Moving beyond 

Barthes’ theory, I propose that postmortem images -- particularly those of children -- 

embody a more complex relationship between life and death in nineteenth-century 

American culture.  Moreover, considering postmortem photography in tandem with 

painted mourning portraiture, as co-constituents of a larger visual philosophy that also 

included funerary sculpture, memorial literature, mourning jewelry, and hair art, among 

other things, creates a more holistic sense of antebellum culture. 

 My dissertation project re-situates postmortem representations of children within 

the material and religious culture of antebellum America, amid evolving historical beliefs 

about the life of children, the concept of childhood, and ideas about child rearing.  The 

particular thematic focus here responds to the poignancy of childhood death in 

antebellum America and the power of related images and artifacts to embody ideologies 

of continued existence through an afterlife.  By placing such visual material within the 

wider context of nineteenth-century culture, I will demonstrate that life existed in death 

for antebellum Americans through the physical presence of the photograph or painting; 

for example, a figure animated by Christian spiritual associations regarding the soul and 

the afterlife.  In other words, belief in an ongoing relationship between material and 

immaterial “bodies” was exteriorized in the artistic representation of the physical corpse, 

enabling antebellum Americans to interpret the image as both an icon and physical 

residue of the soul.   
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 I will demonstrate that the materiality of the postmortem image allowed 

antebellum Americans to preserve a sense of life within death. While the material 

presence of the image acted as a reflection of “being,” spiritual beliefs in a heavenly 

afterlife permitted nineteenth-century viewers to meditate on the perpetuation, rather than 

the impermanence, of existence.  While this complex historical dimension of postmortem 

imagery provides the central focus of my dissertation, I will also analyze how these 

images were produced, commissioned, displayed, viewed, touched, cherished, and 

otherwise utilized in antebellum American culture.   

Besides responding to the postmodern theoretical interpretation of Barthes, my 

dissertation provides a revision of previous historical scholarship on postmortem imagery 

in antebellum America.  I will integrate the mediums of painting and photography, often 

segregated in earlier studies of posthumous images, in order to more deeply explore the 

complex phenomenon of mourning representation.  For example, in 1980, Phoebe Lloyd 

completed a dissertation entitled Death and American Painting: Charles Willson Peale to 

Albert Pinkham Ryder.3  Lloyd’s comprehensive work analyzes still lifes, portraits, 

narratives, and genre paintings, but her exclusive attention to painting and its 

iconography overlooks the wider visual and material culture to which such images 

belonged.  In addition, her specific focus on painting and its social iconography prompts 

more questions than answers.  Lloyd attempted to establish guidelines for identifying 

posthumous painting as a category and for using primary documents to interpret such 

paintings in terms of social, cultural, and familial contexts.  While Lloyd’s study engages 

in formal analysis of the image and the supposed reason behind its creation, I will study a 

more complex relationship between the nineteenth-century viewer and death that includes 
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a closer reading of the juxtaposition of modern secular and scientific thought alongside 

Christian traditions in antebellum America.   

It is within this discussion that photographic representations of the dead play a 

factor in my research: the photograph, like the painting, existed as both a pictorial 

representation and a physical token of remembrance, a spiritual icon of faith in an 

afterlife and a material signifier of the scientific revolution that threatened to supplant or 

displace religion.  However, studies of posthumous photographs are also weakened by a 

fidelity to the medium, as is the case with Jay Ruby’s “Post-Mortem Portraiture in 

America” from History of Photography.4  While Ruby briefly discusses the customs of 

posthumous images prior to the invention of the daguerreotype, his primary focus and 

interpretation dismisses painting and deals exclusively with photographic images.  

Considering painting, photography, and other mourning art in one cohesive discussion 

will allow for a more accurate and holistic interpretation of antebellum American visual 

culture.   

In dealing with the connection between death and the painting and/or the 

photograph, several scholars including Ruby, Geoffrey Batchen, and Angela Miller have 

considered the ability of these images to reanimate those who have died.5  This concept 

of reanimation is typically tied to painting, where the sitter is often presented as an active 

and living figure.  Although the revitalized sitter is clearly seen in images painted 

specifically from a known posthumous photograph, I will determine whether these 

photographs also engaged in reanimating the deceased.  I argue that the postmortem 

photograph, as both an image and an index of the body, provided an icon and a physical 

token of life and death, and not simply a record of the lifeless body.  In some cases, 
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deceased sitters are manipulated before the camera in such a way that determining 

lifelessness is actually difficult.  In these cases, does photography achieve the same level 

of pseudo-animation as a painted image?  Balzac believes that the soul would inhabit the 

photographic image, allowing the soul to be trapped within and continue to live.  Might 

the physical photograph or painting serve as a proxy for the physical body of the departed 

in nineteenth-century American culture?   

Broadening the interpretative pathways opened by Ruby and Lloyd, Geoffrey 

Batchen’s Forget Me Not: Photography and Remembrance examines the dialectic 

between scientific truth and spiritual belief in posthumous photography and mixed media 

images, which combined photography, hair art, and mourning jewelry.6  Expanding 

Batchen’s theories even further, I will reintegrate painting into this fabric of antebellum 

postmortem visual culture, even as I acknowledge certain ineffable distinctions among 

mediums and the differing reactions they produced.  In this way, I will explore the full 

range of postmortem imagery and how it gave material form to abstract notions of life, 

death, truth, and faith in antebellum America.  Again, while Batchen deals with several 

types of mediums and their correlation with the viewer responses to death, he does not 

focus on the particular reaction viewer’s had to images of children.  I see Batchen’s text 

to be an important point of departure for my study, which focuses specifically upon 

postmortem images of the young. 

As mentioned above, my concentration on children in posthumous imagery builds 

upon Lloyd’s iconographic interpretation of and attention to the subject of the “common 

man” in postmortem representations. Although I plan to discuss a variety of posthumous 

images, I will focus primarily on images of children in antebellum American painting and 
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photography, which Lloyd generally understates.   In doing so, my research also expands 

upon more a general study of childhood and its representation recently undertaken by 

Claire Perry.  Perry’s Young America: Childhood in 19th-Century Art and Culture, the 

catalogue for the 2006 exhibition “America ABC: Childhood in 19th-Century America” at 

the Smithsonian American Art Museum in Washington D.C., discusses images of 

children based on categories of subject matter like “Ragamuffins” and “The Country 

Boy.”7  Perry’s consideration of the cultural relationship between the child and the family 

in the nineteenth century, as well as her interpretation of the image of the child as an 

allegorical representation of the young nation itself, informs my own understanding. Yet 

my study will address the important category of postmortem images, which Perry 

overlooked. Furthermore, my research will draw upon scholarship in other disciplines, 

such as Steven Mintz’s Huck’s Raft: A History of American Childhood, which focuses on 

the idealizing myths of childhood established in American culture over the past three 

centuries.8  Complementing Mintz, I will demonstrate that posthumous images served 

simultaneously to uphold this elusive notion of perfection defined in Huck’s Raft, and to 

remind the viewer of the fragility and imperfection of youth and life.   

This project confronts the specter of child mortality in nineteenth-century 

American imagery through the use of specific examples or case studies that expand upon 

previous scholarly understandings of posthumous representations.  Each chapter focuses 

on a particular image, image type, or interpretive filter through which the impact and 

effect of representations of the deceased may be better understood.  My methodology for 

exploring these issues will involve close reading of paintings and photographs as forms 

of historical evidence in their own right -- that is, as visual artifacts at once mirroring and 
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constructing antebellum cultural ideals.  My study will also necessitate analysis of 

primary source materials in conjunction with the images to learn how nineteenth-century 

Americans understood the role that the works played within their social and familial 

milieu.  Here are a few additional specific questions I address:  How were the images 

displayed in private domestic settings?  How did the posthumous photograph of a child 

function differently from a painted image in which the child is reanimated within an 

individual or family portrait? What nineteenth-century theories regarding childhood, 

death, and the soul illuminate the meaning of postmortem images for antebellum 

Americans?  How did those theories change upon the arrival of photography?  By 

thoroughly analyzing the images in this dissertation through the lens of these inquiries, I 

will shed additional light upon the complex relationship that the nineteenth-century 

American had with the experience of death.  In gaining a more concrete understanding of 

these images as mechanisms to construct cultural norms, we can better understand the 

motivations of the parent who chose to immortalize a child in this manner.  Moreover, we 

can more effectively empathize with the choice to create these image types despite our 

modern cultural tendency to avoid and marginalize death. 

 

Childhood and Death: Centuries of Change 

 The modern concept of childhood in America has its roots in late eighteenth- and 

early nineteenth-century Western culture.  Theories about the education and treatment of 

children in the new nation underwent significant transformation during the Colonial and 

Antebellum periods, altered initially by Enlightenment thinkers like John Locke and 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau.  If one considers the seventeenth-century attitude regarding the 
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role of mothers as both parent and domestic caretaker, one role clearly superseded the 

other.  According to Karin Calvert, seventeenth-century women primarily served as the 

managers of the household and were responsible for childbearing, rather than child 

rearing.  In contrast to later notions of nature and nurture, infants at this time were 

deemed “insensible creatures, who ‘seem only to live and grow, as plants,’ needing only 

rudimentary servicing,” thus leaving the mother to deal with the more significant 

priorities of the home.9  To the modern parental sensibility this attitude may seem 

detached and even cruel, but a well-tended household secured both the health of the child 

and a safe and secure upbringing, neither of which are dependent upon affectionate 

doting.  Primarily patriarchal, Puritan culture related the raising of children to the 

development of God-fearing members of society and the relationship between parent and 

child as a model for the relationship between the individual and God.  In such a culture, 

children were supposed to love parents but also fear their authority, just as they should 

love God and fear his wrath.  The Puritans felt this correlation as something concrete; 

“until a child obeyed its father it could never obey God,” and this regulation was made 

evident in the lengths to which the faithful parent would go to break the will of the child 

early in life.10   

Through the use of whips, constant reminders of the perils of damnation, and the 

establishment of strict daily schedules of work, the child “acquired an understanding of 

their Christian duty slowly, by pain, chastisement, and progressive exercise of reason.”11  

While this might sound like the behavior of an indifferent or pitiless parent, it should be 

noted that this harsh rearing practice did not reflect a lack of emotional connection or 

affection.  On the contrary, the extreme nature of this caretaking displayed clear bonds of 
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familial love; the parent would do anything to save the child’s soul and guarantee their 

son or daughter eternal salvation.  The avoidance of flimsy displays of tenderness in lieu 

of strict behavioral and religious controls established parental authority and ensured 

piety.  Though there was a gradual softening of the treatment of children during the early 

eighteenth century, the established Puritan approach to childbirth and child rearing was 

upheld for the first half of the century, and even later in strict Calvinist and Puritan 

families.   

By the mid-eighteenth century, the role of the mother changed as the family 

structure developed and the approach to the raising of children became recognizable as 

that which appears in twentieth- and twenty-first-century culture.  Alongside the cautious 

development of the new nation, American matriarchs recognized that their role within the 

family and household was more than simply that of caretaker; they assumed the 

responsibility of “molding their children into well-educated, virtuous citizens.”12  

Essentially, while the child’s soul and salvation was still a significant part of his 

educational development, parents had now begun to focus on the development of sons 

and daughters as productive members of society.  In part, this socio-cultural attention to 

the maturing youth can be attributed to the dissemination in America of texts like John 

Locke’s Thoughts Concerning Education and Essay Concerning Human Understanding 

(1693) and Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Émile (1762), each of which presented a less 

religiously focused child rearing practice.  

Both Locke and Rousseau saw the development of a child’s positive moral 

character and his or her ability to reason as the most important aspects of the parents’ 

work.  While this is not entirely devoid of religious implications, certainly many 
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humanistic moral virtues are the same as those extolled in Christian doctrines, the result 

of a “bad” upbringing, in the mind of Locke or Rousseau, is not hell but social and 

cultural failure.  If a child is unable to become reasonable or if he is incapable of 

developing the necessary capacity for reasoned thought and behavior, then he will fail at 

all engagements, both public and private.   

For Locke in particular, the importance of the mother was fundamental to the 

development of the good child.  While this emphasis on the role of the mother was 

empowering, enabling greater freedom for her own education and for that of her children, 

it was also burdensome in that the sole responsibility for “problem children” rested with 

this parent.  If a child presented any behavioral or mental deviations, the mother felt 

profound responsibility for this.13  Still, most women in the late eighteenth century were 

more strongly devoted to the cultivation of obedience than of sentiment.  Though the 

Puritan theory of the innately depraved child was waning in overall popularity, there was 

still a strong current of Calvinist thinking that underscored many of the eighteenth-

century documents on child rearing.   

As the century came to a close, the number of sources that were available to 

American parents was profound and varied, including numerous documents originally 

published in England and other parts of Europe, as well as early American sermons and 

manuals.  But, as Catherine Scholten notes in Childbearing in American Society, 1650-

1850, it cannot be assumed that American parents universally read these documents, or 

that those who did read them would immediately put the directives into practice.14   

However, these books were read and were an incredibly popular printed import into the 

United States during the eighteenth century.  Therefore, it is not surprising that American 



 11 

men and women took up their pens and produced their own advice manuals, which 

became ubiquitous on publication lists after 1800.15 

 While the basic trajectory of child rearing in the nineteenth century led toward a 

more sentimental, affectionate, and involved practice, some documents maintained a 

connection to religious attitudes and assumptions about sin and read like sermons to a 

congregation.  For example, the magazine called the Mother’s Assistant and Young 

Lady’s Friend, published first in 1841, included directives from reverends and mothers 

alike to parents and young women.  For the parents, the advice was most often religiously 

inspired and included statements like the following by the Reverend Hubbard Winslow: 

“Whatever apologies they may offer to their consciences, there is in the sight of God no 

excuse for allowing other engagements to displace their duties to their children.”16  

Winslow’s essay on the proper way to raise children appears as the first essay in the first 

edition of the Mother’s Assistant and sets the tone for the remainder of that and 

subsequent issues of the magazine.  His consistent reference to God’s will, God’s 

influence on the parent, and establishing piety within the child speaks to two major 

aspects of Antebellum American culture: the significance of the devout character of the 

parent in the upbringing of “proper” children, and the importance of ensuring that one’s 

children are virtuous and their souls are saved at an early age.   

Even as late as 1841, we can see that the issue of natural depravity continues to 

haunt parents in their quest to raise pious children: 

We must entertain just views of their depravity, and of our entire 
dependence upon God for their salvation.  If we overlook the fact that they 
are by nature entirely estranged from God; that their hearts are utterly 
depraved, and that no mere human means, or moral suasion, is adequate to 
form them anew; and if we set about the work of training them up to 
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religion, under the apprehension that our own unaided wisdom and 
strength can do it, we shall surely labor in vain, and spend our strength for 
nought.17   
 

In a slightly later issue of the magazine, the salvation of a child becomes the cornerstone 

of an essay titled “Little Willy - A Solemn Appeal to Mothers.” The story tells of a young 

boy in London who was taken ill and died at the age of six.  Fortunately for Willy and his 

parents, the essay assures the reader of the boy’s salvation, for he was raised properly and 

he showed much piety and love for God during his life.18  In establishing the certainty of 

Little Willy’s salvation, the author confirms the point of Reverend Winslow’s earlier 

article that the responsibility for the salvation of the child rests with the parent and their 

ability to properly mold their offspring.  This idea that mind and morality are malleable is 

certainly reflective of the influence of both Locke and Rousseau, while simultaneously 

acknowledging the Christian notion of original sin and the necessity of immediate piety.   

During the early nineteenth century, some were beginning to question the concept 

of innate depravity; Catherine Beecher, daughter of the evangelist Lyman Beecher is one 

of these individuals.  In 1822, Catherine questioned her Calvinist upbringing in a letter to 

her brother in which she denied the concept of an “angry God” who would condemn to 

Hell a devout individual because he or she had not officially professed their belief to the 

church.19  In reference to her fiancé, who had died at sea, she wrote, “Oh, Edward, where 

is he now?  Are the noble faculties of such a mind doomed to everlasting woe, or is he 

now with our dear mother in the mansions of the blessed?”20  This single event 

exemplifies the changing notions of religious belief that were pervading American 

culture in the first quarter of the nineteenth century.  Still, it was Locke who initially 

challenged Puritan notions of sinfulness by describing the infant mind as a tabula rasa 
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upon which the parents could engrave their own understanding of morality and virtue: “I 

imagine the minds of children as easily turned this or that way, as water itself.”21 

Rousseau also noted that there was a type of purity found in all things created by God, 

that were then affected by the world of man, “God makes all things good; man meddles 

with them and they become evil.”22  For the pious Calvinist, religious philosophies of sin 

problematized the blank slate concept, particularly in association with child mortality.  

Though the rate of infant and toddler death had not risen dramatically between the 

late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the statistics indicate that the loss of a child 

was more common than its survival and most theorists, philosophers, clergy members, 

and parents agreed that childhood mortality was an issue of great importance.  The 

statistics vary, but Maris Vinovskis’ “Mortality Rates and Trends in Massachusetts 

Before 1860” from The Journal of Economic History suggests that nearly one quarter of 

the children born in a year would not live to see their ninth birthday.23  In effect, the death 

of a child in American families was an all too poignant event that was dealt with in a 

variety of ways, both religious and secular.   

In the mind of the Puritan believer, child mortality was fraught with turmoil due 

to the fact that all children would inevitably find themselves bound for damnation.  

According to Puritan ministers and writers like Cotton Mather and Michael 

Wigglesworth, infants were assured the nicest places in Hell, but were destined to atone 

for their originally sinful natures nonetheless.24  As the eighteenth century waned, the 

Enlightenment philosophies of Locke and Rousseau mitigated the negativity of the 

Puritan belief system with a more neutralized concept of salvation.  The philosophy of 

the tabula rasa provided the child an opportunity to be saved by the grace of God while 
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in its infant state, before it was altered or influenced by parents and society.  The 

authoritative power of the parent became responsible for molding the “good child,” 

which was primarily possible due to the vulnerability of the child’s soul based on the 

clean slate theory.  Rather than being immediately damned, the child had the chance to 

begin a pious and reflective life that would allow him the opportunity of salvation.  

While the Enlightenment theories did not ensure that the child would find a place 

in Heaven, it was far more optimistic in nature than the Puritan notion of innate 

depravity. Furthermore, toward the end of the eighteenth and start of the nineteenth 

centuries, development and growth of religious sects like the Unitarians, Methodists, 

Presbyterians, and Baptists encouraged parents to look at their children through the more 

romanticized notion of the innocent babe.  The same advice manuals that encouraged 

parents to enforce particular eating habits and dress for children as well as persuaded the 

child to piety at a young age, now provided detailed directives to mothers and fathers 

about how to deal with the death of a child, and even supplied justification for this loss.   

Frequently colored by religious concepts of accepting the will of God despite 

one’s pain of loss, these justifications varied widely and included examples like this 1834 

suggestion by the author known as W. A. in his Mother’s Magazine article titled “On the 

Death of Infants,” “Our greatest consolation under every trial, is confidence in a kind and 

benevolent Providence.  And the special mystery in which the death of children is 

involved, is remarkably adapted to create and nourish this very emotion.”25  The same 

author follows this rather sentimental statement with one that is more reflective of a 

religious perspective on both life and death: “But there are special consolations afforded 

those who have been called to consign their infant offspring to a premature grave.  They 
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escape the deeper affliction of seeing their children grow up in sin, accumulating guilt, 

and dying without hope.”26  Here, W. A. capitalizes upon the parental fears mentioned 

earlier by reminding the parent that their child, should he/she be afforded the opportunity 

to grow up, might also run the risk of becoming sinful and wicked.  With this reminder, 

the Romantic nineteenth-century parent reveled in the fact that heaven awaited their 

naturally pristine and good child.  While parents were still expected to bend to the will of 

God in terms of the death of a child, they were now able to assure themselves that, “not 

only had God become too good in heart to damn infants, but infants had become too good 

in nature to warrant damnation.”27   

 Death, and particularly the “good death” of children, became ubiquitous in 

literature of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.  This trope was used in a variety of 

ways, often as a didactic tool for youthful readers to better understand the mysteries of 

death, and to help both adults and children learn to cope with the death of loved ones.28  

Originally borrowed from British sources, texts like A Token for Children by Cotton 

Mather intended to help children in their conversion to faith by recounting tales of the 

lives and deaths of young people.  Hagiographies like those found in A Token for 

Children and in many of the periodicals published in early nineteenth-century America, 

focused on the child’s acceptance of death as a reward for their pious life and devotion to 

God.  In general, the stories take on a somewhat repetitive form that includes the 

courageous suffering of a child who converts or declares religious devotion just prior to 

death and whose transformation encourages others to conversion.29   

In some cases, the child was even capable of becoming the instructor of good 

behavior for a wayward parent, as in the story of Little Mary Morgan from Ten Nights in 
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a Bar Room and What I Saw There by T. S. Arthur.  While this text is primarily 

associated with the temperance movement of the nineteenth century, it also plays on the 

trope of the dying child that can reform those around her in her final moments.  In this 

case, Mary pleads with her father to stop going out to the tavern at night and leaving her 

mother behind, for she is soon to be alone without the comfort of her daughter.  Her 

father, in a gesture toward salvation, assures her that, not only will he stop going to the 

tavern, he will stop drinking all together.  After this promise is made, he holds his 

daughter to his chest and she dies, leaving him to fulfill his promise and achieve the same 

end as she.30    

Other stories, like Edwin and Henry by R. Huish, help children confront the death 

of a playmate and teach them to mourn in an appropriate way:  

Edwin and Henry returned home with tears in their eyes; and their father 
being returned, they related to him the melancholy decease of their 
playfellow.  They had, however, received an agreeable image of death; 
and when in their riper years they thought of death, they pictured it to 
themselves under the image of their dying friend.31 
 

Due to their friend’s courageous acceptance of his own mortality, the two young boys 

were able to glean a powerful lesson from the event -- a pious death is a good death.  

While the didactic nature of these stories helped to develop moral and virtuous behavior, 

it also served to familiarize the young with the realities of death and to assuage their fears 

about the inevitable event.   

 In her 1831 publication, The Mother’s Book, Mrs. Child stressed that mothers 

should emphasize that death is not to be feared, but is rather an event that is to be looked 

upon as good and even joyful for both the dying and those left behind to mourn.  She 

suggests that death should be discussed as “cheerfully as possible” and that:   
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children should always hear death spoken of as a blessed change… that 
the good are far happier with the holy angels, than they could have been 
on earth; and that if we are good, we shall in a little while go to them in 
heaven . . . say they are as much alive as they were on this earth; and far 
happier.32   
 

On one hand, this direct confrontation with death allowed the parent to introduce a child 

to one of the unfortunate certainties of life, which is an important lesson for young people 

to learn.  On the other hand, the suggested moral for this lesson, to transform death into a 

normative event and to promote death’s effects as positive, is a further indicator of the 

prevalence of death in nineteenth-century society.  While most parents today would delay 

the introduction of the meaning of death and dying to their children who might not 

personally encounter death until their mid to late adolescence, early American caretakers 

did not have this luxury.  With death as a common visitor, educating a child about this 

event early in life was a necessity.  It is not surprising, then, with the multitude of written 

sources confronting death, that imagery would also find a way to deal with the subject 

matter. 

 

Mourning Art and the Child in the Nineteenth Century 

 During the nineteenth century, imagery associated with death and mourning 

became extremely pervasive in America.  Inspired by a combination of European 

influence and by the collected national bereavement for President George Washington, 

Americans embraced the genre of mourning art.33  Though there are some paintings and 

objects of ephemera that reflect an interest in memorializing individuals in the late 

eighteenth century, the death of Washington in 1799 was the catalyst for a national 

preoccupation with mourning practices and imagery.  As noted above, the proliferation of 
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Figure 1: Mourning Jewelry, 19th century, gold, silver, human hair, private collection 
 

death and mourning related advice manuals in the early 1800s reflects not only the 

prevalence of death in the American life, but the new status that bereavement had 

achieved in the century.  Furthermore, the development of visual culture in the early 

eighteenth century allowed for images to become ubiquitous vehicles for socio-cultural 

ideologies.  In terms of funerary or mortuary imagery, this meant the widespread 

propagation of mourning jewelry, hair art, sculpture or cemetery monuments, 

memorializing needlework, paintings, and after 1839, photographs (Figure 1). Many of 

these images and artifacts followed iconographic tropes associated with death and 

mourning, including symbolic objects such as weeping willow trees, urns, landscaped 

gardens, cherubs, mourners, or literal representations of bones or coffins.34  

By the start of the nineteenth century, many parents chose to confront the death of 

their sons and daughters through imagery.  With paintings capable of both memorializing 
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and preserving the child in his or her last material state, and with the knowledge that the 

youth was destined for a place in Heaven, viewers were comfortable in the contemplation 

of these images.  After all, how would one reflect upon the life and death of a child with 

the knowledge that the soul of the babe was experiencing the anguish of hellfire?  

Believing that their untarnished child was destined for paradise allowed parents to train 

their thoughts and prayers upon images like these.   

Posthumous portraits remained consistently popular through the first half of the 

nineteenth century and continued to appear in notable numbers in the later 1800s.  With 

the commencement of the Civil War in 1861 and the massive casualties that followed, the 

American conception of death changed yet again.  Like the death of George Washington 

in 1799, the catastrophic impact of the Civil war, including the huge loss of life and the 

graphic imagery of victims, would forever alter the national attitude toward death and 

dying.  Of course, as the nineteenth century progressed, and technological advances made 

their way into the world, the national attitude toward art and portraiture would also be 

dramatically altered and challenged by the development of photography and the 

daguerreotype.   

 

The Chapters: Case Studies in Posthumous Portraiture 

My project considers issues of religion, culture, and society when formulating an 

understanding of the art of posthumous imagery in the nineteenth century.  Each chapter 

of this manuscript confronts a particular image or image type in order to better 

understand the complex ways in which these works helped construct a particular 

American attitude towards death.   Moreover, each chapter provides a different 
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interpretive filter through which to engage the posthumous image: painting as a symbol 

of spiritual existence, affect theory and the physicality of the photograph, and the passage 

of time as a product of the posthumous representation.   

Chapter 1 considers the painted representation of the deceased child as a reminder 

to the family of piety, spiritual responsibility, and salvation.  I argue that some paintings 

of departed individuals did far more than simply provide a memento of life; they 

constructed a complex ideology of faith around the figures.  To illuminate this argument, 

Chapter 1 presents a close reading of Ambrose Andrews’ painting The Children of 

Nathan Starr as a work of art that elevates the figure of the deceased child, Edward 

Pomeroy, to a position of spiritual guide (see Figure 2).  Through an interpretation of the 

picture’s intricate symbolism and figural composition highlighting Edward’s placement 

and engagement with his surviving siblings, I present this work as an exemplary instance 

of postmortem pictorial piety.  Further still, I contend that images like Andrews’ Starr 

portrait present the viewer with a secular sacra conversazione in which the deceased 

serves as a figure around which the family can congregate -- both within the painting as 

artistic representations and physically around the painting -- and direct faithful thoughts 

and prayers.  In this way, the posthumous portrait of the child becomes a patron saint of 

the family’s religiosity and belief in the glory of salvation.   

Moving from paintings to photography, the second chapter aims to present the 

posthumous daguerreotype as an object through which the surviving parents or family 

members might retain a physical engagement with the departed.  This chapter employs 

affect theory to maintain that the images themselves functioned as conductors of memory 

powerful enough to stimulate physical responses.  I assert that due to their small size and 
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intimate nature, daguerreotypes of the mid-quarter of the nineteenth century engaged the 

viewer in an exchange of forces that aroused perceptions of touching or holding the body 

of the deceased.  This chapter refers to several image categories: the “sleeping angel,” the 

family group portrait, and the illusory image that attempted to reanimate the child, as 

distinct examples that engaged the viewer in an exchange of affective forces.  In terms of 

the application of affect theory, larger, painted portraits are incapable of producing this 

sensorial manifestation, thereby enhancing the authority of the posthumous 

daguerreotype. 

The final chapter aligns painting and photography as partners in the production of 

imagery that moved beyond the presence of death to construct and perpetuate nineteenth-

century notions of idealized childhood.  As a way to remind the audience of the 

ideological constructs of youthful innocence and perfection that began to arise during the 

nineteenth century, the images discussed in this chapter focused the viewer’s attention on 

the nostalgic past, idealized notions of the future, and on the tension present in images 

laden with symbols of life and death.  I discuss both painting and photography in this 

chapter, indicating that each plays an equal, but distinct, role in the manifestation of 

powerful images that encourage the viewer to obviate the shadow of death and entertain 

nuanced visions of the child as they were, are, or might be.  The chapter addresses images 

like Le Clear’s Interior with Portraits, a painting that Angela Miller discusses as the 

artist’s critique of the development of photography (see Figure 28).  I argue that the 

picture also used photography, painting, and symbolism to create an environment in 

which time becomes fluid and constructions of past, present, and future intermingle and 

intertwine.  In this way, though the image is distinctly about death and was commissioned 
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to commemorate the lives of the primary subjects; it is also a painting in which time 

coalesces into one visual moment.  By deconstructing the passage of time into one 

distinct image, Le Clear moves beyond the memory of the death of the figures to 

encapsulate the memory of their entire existences.  

Chapter 3 also addresses photography and painting as mediums that represented 

idealized constructions of the child; namely, the child made spiritually good through 

learning, and the child made generally good through discipline.  By considering close 

readings of the images alongside analyses of both process and commission, the paintings 

and photographs in this chapter become more than commemorative.  In understanding 

that these works play a significant role in the construction of the ideal nineteenth-century 

child, they reach beyond the confines of the family to become complex socio-political 

objects that help to define cultural constructs and principles.   

The project as a whole deals with two significant issues in current art historical 

discourse: the representation of death in American visual culture, and new ways of 

analyzing images of children in nineteenth-century imagery.  While the first issue has 

grown in popularity in recent years, as evidenced by numerous conferences and 

publications on the topic, many scholars remain firmly rooted in the analysis of the 

images as purely memorial art.  As such, scholarship is restricted by that theory and 

seems hesitant to explore new interpretive avenues, several of which are considered in 

this dissertation.  Through the varied analytic filters utilized in the chapters and discussed 

above, my dissertation accepts posthumous imagery as innately memorializing, but also 

as definitively more than that.  By exploring issues of religion and spirituality, affect and 

physicality, and the construction of a cultural ideal as they pertain to the posthumous 
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image, the standard interpretations are acknowledged and accepted, and then enhanced.  

This expansion of theoretical approaches to images of the deceased is fundamentally 

important if we are to better understand these images as evidence of a more cohesive and 

complete picture of antebellum American culture.   

Increasingly popular in recent scholarship, the attention to posthumous 

representations of children presents a challenging subject matter that is laden with 

complexity.  Though images of children enter into the conversation of nearly every text 

on the subject of art and death, they often receive minor analysis and are relegated too 

readily to simple memorial art.  Posthumous images of children, particularly photographs, 

are primarily popular due to their poignant representation of innocence and loss.  Viewers 

observe them with a voyeuristic interest that often combines fascination and aversion, 

and scholars discuss them cautiously due to these same reasons.  My project moves 

images of children from the margins of memorial art into the realm of primacy in order to 

explore new ways of understanding and interpreting these sentimental and powerful 

representations.  These images, more so than any other posthumous representations and 

because of their emotionally delicate nature, demand more nuanced analyses and 

interpretations.  By expanding the way in which these images are discussed, they become 

more significant symbols of the culture of mourning that pervaded and contoured 

antebellum American life. 
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CHAPTER 2 
A CONNECTICUT SACRA CONVERSAZIONE: AMBROSE ANDREWS’ THE 

CHILDREN OF NATHAN STARR 
 

 

Figure 2: Ambrose Andrews, The Children of Nathan Starr, 1835, oil on canvas, 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 

 

 The Children of Nathan Starr, an 1835 portrait by Ambrose Andrews provides a 

fascinating case study in nineteenth-century American attitudes about death, the afterlife, 

and spirituality (Figure 2).  Spirituality is defined here as a connection between the 

earthly and divine realms which becomes a source of inspiration and transcendence.  The 

family portrait serves as an apparatus for a spiritual dialog or sacra conversazione in 

which the youngest boy, Edward Pomeroy Starr, acts as conductor.  The toddler, pictured 

near the center of the image, had died the same year that the painting was commissioned  
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Figure 3: Raphael, Madonna del Baldacchino, 1507, oil on canvas, Pitti Palace, Florence, 
Italy 

 

and presides over the family’s “sacred conversation.”  Through compositional 

construction, symbolic mediation, and stylistic tendencies, this painting creates a hybrid 

of the secular family portrait and the religious tradition of the sacra conversazione that 

would have allowed the family to reflect upon life, death, and spirituality. 

 Originally an Italian Renaissance composition, the sacra conversazione surrounds 

the Virgin and Child with a group of saintly figures who may, or may not, appear to be in 

direct exchange with the central figures, as in Raphael’s Madonna del Baldacchino 

(Figure 3).  The traditional “sacred conversation” places a key figure or figures, often 

Christ and the Virgin Mary, at the center of the frame as the focal point of religious 
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adoration.  This adulation exists within the painting amid the present figures, and outside 

of the painting between the viewer and the work of art as a whole.  In most images of this 

type, and as seen in Raphael’s painting, the figures do not generally engage in 

conversation, but are often depicted in mediation or reading.  Typically, one figure like 

that of St. Augustine in Raphael’s painting, will gesture towards the Virgin and Child to 

focus the viewer’s devotion.  The image as a whole becomes that which directs and 

encourages religious meditation and devotion.  This chapter shows that Andrews’ Starr 

portrait acts as a secularized version of the sacra conversazione with which the family 

could engage. 

 Despite its apparent mood of domestic serenity with happy children at play, the 

portrait by Andrews includes subtle indicators that all was not well with the Starr family.  

Dark clouds in the sky, visible through mysteriously open doors, overshadow the scene 

and draw our attention to the upturned face, raised arm, and baton of Edward Pomeroy 

Starr, the youngest child, pictured in the center.  Shown gazing away from the interior 

space occupied by his siblings, Edward here figures his own departure from the family 

through death -- an event that occurred the same year that the portrait was commissioned.  

A close reading of the Starr painting elucidates how portraiture could function as an 

active agent illustrating nineteenth-century concepts of family structure, gender roles, 

states of maturation, and the ever-present specter of child mortality.  

 Gathered in a spacious room, dressed in typical middle-class garments of the early 

eighteen hundreds, and enjoying a game of battledore, the Starr children embody 

Romantic notions of the child and family.  Each individual in the image represents the 

role typified by his or her age and gender and the interplay of figures within the frame 



 31 

candidly constructs the family dynamic.  Though the parents are not included in the 

painting, the eldest daughter, Emily, seated near the center of the composition acts as a 

type of surrogate. Fifteen-year old Emily’s maturely resolute gaze, directed toward her 

younger siblings, serves as steward for the parental eye, which implicitly views the 

painting from a position of adult authority governing the family outside the scene 

depicted.  Emily’s somber mood suggests the reality of her age; she sits on the verge of 

adulthood, soon to leave the comforts of childhood for the world beyond the nursery.  

Tresses pulled up and away from her face, Emily’s mature hairstyle contrasts with her 

loosely draped clothing, more typical of young girls.   

 Emily’s sister, Grace Anna, stands at the right and bears the more distinctive 

hairstyle of an adolescent girl, with short locks tucked back behind her ears. The boys at 

the left, Henry and Frederick, are past the age of breeching and are both dressed in high-

waisted trousers with short jackets, vests, and broad-collared shirts.  Like Emily, the 

eldest son in the painting reminds us of the quick pace of maturation for nineteenth-

century children.  Henry’s hand reaches out to his smaller sibling in a gesture that 

suggests both protection and authority.  Still childlike, he nudges Frederick aside in order 

to ensure his own joy of striking the incoming shuttlecock.  Befitting the role of eldest 

male in the painting, this gesture additionally “protects” his brother from impending 

“dangers.”  

 Bathed in light from the open doors, Edward Pomeroy stands at the feet of his 

sister Emily.  The only member of the family portrayed as an infant, Edward embodies 

the Romantic theory of the natural child.  Pure and essentially innocent, Edward has not 

reached the age of breeching and therefore remains free of the physical constraints of 
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older children’s dress.  Further asserted by the genderless nature of his flowing garment, 

the boy is not yet affected by the behavioral expectations associated with adolescence.  

Though a spare racket lies on the floor near the doorway, neither Edward nor Emily joins 

their siblings in the game.   In this way, Edward and Emily juxtaposed become signifiers 

of the two ends of the developmental spectrum for children.   While Edward appears 

unbreeched and infantile, Emily is poised, her profile portrait controlled, and her 

emotional distance from the other children tactile in its difference.  Rather than grasping 

the handle of the toy battledore, her fingers hold her place in the book on her lap.  One 

foot on the floor and the other raised upon a stool, it is as if only a small portion of her 

being is still physically attached to this space.  As Emily’s mature state alludes to her 

departure from the room, i.e. the nursery, she is a parallel to Edward’s departure from the 

same space through death.  In short, the figures in the painting embody the continuum of 

maturation that would have been typical of children in the early eighteen hundreds. 

 Interesting, but largely forgotten in the canon of American art history, Ambrose 

Andrews was an itinerant portrait, landscape, and miniature painter from West 

Stockbridge, Massachusetts.  A student at the American Academy of the Fine Arts for 

only a few short months in 1824, Andrews left the Academy and became a founding 

member of the New-York Drawing Association alongside Samuel F. B. Morse and 

Thomas Cole.  Andrews spent much of his career in the American Northeast producing 

numerous paintings, including copies of master works, which provided significant 

monetary support.  Much to his chagrin, the 1850s found Andrews relying upon the art of 

coloring the increasingly popular and inexpensive daguerreotype in New York City.  In 

1869, a widower and no longer working as an artist, Andrews settled in Palmyra, New 
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York, where he died in 1877.  Much of what is known about the artist comes from a 

series of unpublished letters housed primarily in Andrews’ personal letterbook in the 

Thomas J. Watson Library at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York.  Additional 

letters and primary documents are housed in the New-York Historical Society and the 

Middlesex Historical Society in Middletown, Connecticut.1  Though Andrews never 

secured his footing within the mainstream American Academic art world, his portrait The 

Children of Nathan Starr survives today as the shining example of the artist’s potential 

and ability.  Most important, the Starr portrait is an intriguing example of posthumous 

imagery.  Andrews’ painting demands further investigation and interpretation due to its 

enigmatic composition and the copious use of symbolism that construct a unique 

antebellum American conversation piece. 

 The painting of the Starr children is considered to be one of the premiere works in 

Andrews’ oeuvre, though it has rarely been the subject of scholarship.  In the Spring 1990 

issue of American Art Journal, Doreen Bolger wrote the most comprehensive discussion 

of the image and, in fact, of Andrews as an artist.2  In addition to a discussion of the 

academic development and early career of Ambrose Andrews, Bolger’s article is 

currently the only published manuscript that addresses the Starr portrait and the death of 

Edward Pomeroy.  Bolger successfully navigates the symbolic discussion of the figure of 

Edward as the main focus of the work and as representative of childhood death, despite 

recognizing problematic issues related to the commission date of the painting.  While it 

would seem most likely that his predominance in the work is due to the impact of his 

death upon the family, Bolger also states, “It is not possible to determine whether it was 

painted before Edward’s death on October 12 or afterward, as a memento of the child.”3 
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Though Bolger establishes this problematic timeline for the work, and takes a stance that 

the symbolic reading of the image denotes Edward’s passing, the article lacks closer 

analysis of the meaning of the work.  By providing an analytical framework for the 

image, I will develop theoretical concepts regarding death, life, and spirituality as they 

relate to Andrews’ portrait.  Furthermore, I will acknowledge the other Starr children, 

both those pictured with Edward and those who do not appear in the painting, as idols of 

maturation and development, and explore explanations or interpretations for those absent 

figures.  Though Bolger’s article is a fundamentally noteworthy source for information 

on Andrews, the Starr family, and the portrait, it is the lack of interpretive analysis of the 

painting, its meaning to the family, or its relevance to nineteenth-century morays of 

spirituality and religion that inspire this chapter. 

 Rather than viewing the Starr portrait as simply a posthumous representation of a 

lost child, this chapter recognizes that Andrews creates a visual framework for theoretical 

concepts regarding life, death, and spirituality by allowing the symbolic interpretation of 

objects and figures within the canvas to apply to all of the members of the Starr family: 

living and deceased, present and absent, child and adult.   Andrews effectively negotiates 

the posthumous image through a revision of the sacra conversazione in which the 

deceased figure of Edward remains palpable and tangible to the family through memory 

and visual presence.  Expounding upon Bolger’s discussion of the family members, both 

present and absent, this chapter will discuss the way in which Andrews draws our 

attention not only to Edward, but also to Emily as his foil, and to the other Starr children 

not included in the work.  Emily seated near the center of the work and facing her brother 

has, unlike Edward, successfully navigated youth and life.  She is the ideal complement 
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to Edward, whose death is palpable in the painting’s numerous symbolic representations 

of departure: the hoop designating eternity, the departing flight of birds, and an 

“evocative light” filling the scene.4  As I will explore, the other children, several of which 

have grown and left the home and three who passed on as infants, are not, in fact, 

excluded from the image.   

 Due to Andrews’ construction of the image as a sacra conversazione, the family 

engaged with the painting as a symbolic metaphor for the life and death of Edward 

Pomeroy.  Moreover, the painting invited the Starr family to meditate upon Edward as a 

type of temporal saint or Christ child figure towards whom the sacred conversation turns.  

The close relationship between artist and family is evidenced in the intimate nature of the 

image as a family conversation piece of spiritual and personal significance.  Andrews’ 

connection with the family began as early as May of 1835 and continued through the year 

with the completion of several commissions for the Starrs including portraits of their 

eldest son, Elihu, and Nathan’s wife, Grace.  Andrews himself would have been 

particularly empathetic to the Starr family and their experience with death; he and his 

wife had five children, only one of whom survived to maturity.  Though Bolger notes the 

death of Andrews’ children in her biographical discussion of the artist, she does not 

connect the effects of his experience to the commission or creation of the Starr portrait.  

Knowledge of the Starr family’s past, coupled with his personal experiences with the 

fragility of his own children, potentially inspired Andrews to focus this sacred 

conversation around the figure of Edward. 

 The Starr family, like many in the nineteenth century, experienced the death of 

not one, but a total of four of their eleven children including Edward Pomeroy, who was 
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the last child born to the family and who survived until the age of three.5  Nathan and 

Grace also lost their first-born, Mary Elizabeth, when she was only four months old.   

Two other children, Henry and Grace Ann, passed away at the ages of two months and a 

year and a half, and their namesakes, Henry Ward and Grace Anna, appear in Andrews’ 

family portrait.  Though family records do not indicate the cause of death for any of the 

Starr children, it is possible that Edward Pomeroy fell victim to an outbreak of cholera 

that affected the Northeastern United States in the early 1830s.6  If the young boy 

experienced an illness that would have resulted in a slow deterioration of health, it would 

have made sense for the portrait to capture both the boy’s life and, symbolically, his 

death.  Though the boy appears healthy and happy, there are obvious symbols of death, 

departure, and passage in the painting.7  As they grow and mature, each child in the 

painting will face departure from the home to the world outside.  In Andrews’ depiction 

of the Starr children, this inevitable event is most timely in association with Emily and 

Edward.  Edward’s death in 1835 would have been a poignant event in the family’s life 

and this work of art, in which Edward lives and breathes as a viable member of Starr’s 

progeny, would be a constant reminder of his life.  In other words, regardless of whether 

or not Edward survived the painting’s completion, the work of art would have hung in the 

family home after his death.  It is the engagement of the family with the representation of 

the departed Edward that would have been particularly significant and which serves as 

the inspiration for this analysis of the painting. 

 Though the portrait focuses on the children at play, there is specific attention paid 

to the area beyond the confines of the home in which Andrews depicts a beautiful 

Connecticut River landscape.  The front porch, complete with classical columns and 
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potted flowers leads into a panorama of a bustling port town.  The Starr family had 

gained their financial status through a prosperous munitions plant along the river, and 

though Andrews depicts a convincingly realistic landscape beyond the interior space of 

the home, it has been noted that the buildings are not the munitions factory structures of 

the family, but simply a generic view of the Connecticut River valley.8 Through his 

avoidance of depicting the actual structure of the family business, Andrews refrains from 

overtly touting the material wealth and prosperity of the Starrs.   The fact that the family 

business is not represented and the interior space is devoid of highly prized possessions, 

directs our attention to the family itself.  In this way, the children stand in for the material 

possessions associated with wealth and they become symbols of the family’s past success 

and future hope.  And, because the portrait engages the viewer as a traditional 

conversation piece and Andrews saw himself as a purveyor of historically significant 

works of art, one is expected to glean moralizing or edifying instruction from the 

painting. There are two significant ways in which the painting might speak to its 

audience.  The first relates to the family relationship depicted within and beyond the 

painting.  The second specifically relates to the concept of death and the way in which it 

impacted the family. 

 Ambrose Andrews’ complex composition of figures, arranged in such a way as to 

produce a loose dialog, is a hybrid reworking of the traditional sacra conversazione and 

the secular conversation piece like Hogarth’s 1732 The Cholmondeley Family (Figure 4).  

Though Andrews may not have had access to this specific work, the library of the 

American Academy in New York was in possession of copies of both Hogarth and Sir 

Joshua Reynolds during the mid-1820s, while Andrews was living and studying in the  
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Figure 4: William Hogarth, The Cholmondeley Family, 1732, oil on canvas, Bridgman 
Art Library, London 

 

city.9  In his 1971 survey of this type of genre scene in Europe and North America, Mario 

Praz notes that the English conversation piece and its American descendent are 

particularly identifiable by the familial connection of the figures, the detailed 

environment in which the group convenes, the action of conversation amongst the 

figures, and the private nature of the images.10  The circuitous figural interaction in 

Andrews’ Starr portrait is similar to that in Hogarth’s work, where the children are 

clearly engaged with one another and yet lines of sight and contact are rarely directly 

drawn. While both images create a communion of related figures, Andrews’ congregation 

borrows the spirituality of the sacra conversazione in order to encourage heartfelt or 

pious reflection.  Essentially, Andrews filters his work through the eighteenth-century 

conversation piece, but otherwise roots the meaning of his piece in the traditional genre 

of the sacra conversazione. 
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 Returning to Raphael’s Madonna del Baldacchino, for example, the saints clearly 

gesture towards the Virgin Mary, but seem to communicate among themselves rather 

than directly with the Holy Mother (see Figure 3).  Furthermore, in both the Raphael’s 

and Andrews’ paintings, the viewer notes that a communion of related figures appears 

before them and that this congregation should encourage their own heartfelt or pious 

reflection.  Of course, the clear difference between Raphael’s figures and Andrews’ 

children is that the latter do not appear saintly and their conversation is not deemed 

sacred, but rather both the children and their affairs are predominately earthly and 

mundane. The one primary exception to this is the figure of Edward, who becomes the 

saintly guide and religious icon around which his family gathers for a spiritual 

conversation.  It is in the figure of Edward that Andrews connects the American and 

English conversation piece with the Italian sacra conversazione tradition.   

 Though the sacra conversazione image that includes the Madonna and Child 

becomes less frequently represented beyond Italy and the Renaissance, the conversation 

piece as a general idea does not disappear.  In the Northern regions of Europe, it is 

commonly referred to as the genre painting and, in England it becomes best identified 

simply as, “the conversation piece.”11  In the secular and the religious conversation piece, 

the viewer is expected to gain awareness about a moralistic or ethical virtue expressed in 

the work.  Though Andrews’ painting seems to be a solid example of the secular 

conversation piece, the religious implications of the portrait suggest a more complex 

reading of the work and demand an analysis of the sacra conversazione as an ongoing 

tradition. 
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 Praz’s survey of the conversation piece includes a chapter on “Mourning Pictures 

and Portraits with a Bust” in which he suggests that these images are “rhetorical 

pantomimes” that reflect the Roman cult tradition of revering the dead.12  Due to the way 

in which Praz defines the conversation piece, taking place among family and having 

primarily private functionality, his analysis does not draw a connection between these 

mourning images and a religious tête-à-tête like that by Raphael.  Though Praz hesitates 

to draw this correlation, it seems logical that an artist like Andrews, who often discussed 

the important of edification through art, would wish to imbue his paintings with a 

significant sense of instruction: “It is necessary to combine Portraiture, Landscape, and 

Architecture, with beauty of form and appropriate expression…to improve, or convey 

instruction to mankind which is the true end of art.”13  In the particular case of The 

Children of Nathan Starr, the portrait conveys instructions regarding life, death, and 

spirituality not unlike that of a sacra conversazione. 

 There is no doubt that the English conversation piece was well known in America 

and was being popularized in the artistic circles of the Colonial era by artists like John 

Singleton Copley and carried into the nineteenth century by Andrews and the other 

members of the New-York Drawing Association and the National Academy.  In addition 

to the prints of the Italian sacred images from which Andrews may have borrowed, there 

was also an American tradition for the creation of large-scale moralistic historical 

paintings, which were often on display at the American Academy where Andrews 

studied.   It is likely that Andrews would have been familiar with Trumbull’s Death of 

General Warren and, in turn, Benjamin West’s Death of General Wolfe.  Though these 

works do not meet Praz’s guidelines for conversation pieces, their recycling of the 
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religious theme of the Deposition allows them to function much like the hybrid-

conversation piece that Andrews creates.  With the martyred figure surrounded by a 

dynamic host of identifiable figures gesturing to one another, the scene becomes a re-

imagining of the sacra conversazione.  Therefore, with the contemporary visual 

inspiration of Trumbull, the historical insight of West, the numerous copies of eighteenth-

century English works available for study at the Academy, and Andrews’ personal 

dedication to didactic imagery, The Children of Nathan Starr fluently communicates to 

the audience in both a secular and sacred conversation. 

 In addition to the enigmatic interpretation of the subject matter and the didactic 

potential of the work, the Starr portrait is striking in its stylistic strangeness, which is 

clearly demonstrated by comparing the work with a more classically styled painting like 

Robert Street’s Children of Commodore John Daniel Danels (Figure 5). 14 Andrews’ 

portrait is unusual in its construction of spatial relationships; both the established 

interaction between interior and exterior realms and the engagement of the figures in the 

work are unique. While it is not uncommon for portraiture of the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries to include either a view from a window or balcony or a transitional 

margin, the way in which Andrews fuses the spaces visually and physically in this 

painting is unusual. Interior and exterior expanses are united by the open doors and 

panoramic view, but the transition from one region to the other is peculiar. 

 Street’s work, more typical in the establishment of varying physical regions, 

utilizes a curtain and a door to restrict or open up the background space of the painting.  

The curtain, which hangs at the right rear of the work, is reminiscent of Renaissance 

portraiture that often relied upon the pulling aside of a curtain to reveal a landscape 
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Figure 5: Robert Street, The Children of Commodore John Daniel Danels, circa 1826, oil 
on canvas, Maryland Historical Society, Baltimore 

 

beyond the sitter’s environs.  The open door, relegated to the left rear corner of the work, 

opens to a window with shades drawn and a hallway leading to other portions of the 

home.  Very realistic in the creation of space beyond the frame, Street also includes a 

marginal figure peering into the scene to confirm the concrete relationship between 

planes.   

 Unlike the smooth transition of interior to exterior created by Street, Andrews’ 

work seems to capitalize upon the difference, drawing our attention to the contrast 
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between the private space of the home and the expansive world beyond.  Though the 

porch and stairs are intended to create a transition to the world outside the home, the 

reality of this is lost in the dramatic angle of decline and the panoramic view of the city 

below.  Rather than viewing this area as an extension of the interior, the audience sees it 

as profoundly distinct; it is viewed as a domain apart from the world of the home and of 

the children.  The emptiness of the interior room, the sparseness of furniture, absence of 

objects on the walls, and lack of other accoutrements identified with a “home,” 

emphasizes the elements that appear in the landscape and gives prominence to the 

interpretation of those elements as profoundly symbolic.  Furthermore, the lack of 

decorative items in the home allows the viewer to acknowledge that the children are the 

prized possession of the Starr family and the symbol of both familial happiness and the 

ongoing success of the family’s public persona.  In addition, the composition of the 

children is worthy of note when considering this painting within the tradition of 

portraiture.  

 Similar to other group portraits, the figures in Andrews’ work engage with one 

another.  However, the engagement is problematized by the lack of physical contact 

between the figures and their atypical proximity to one another.  Rather than being tightly 

situated as a cohesive family unit of figures that overlap, touch, or otherwise physically 

engage with one another, the Starr children spread out across the canvas; the only 

physical contact between them is the competitive gesture between the boys at the left as 

they prepare to return the incoming shuttlecock.  Street’s image, a more archetypal 

example of a group portrait, gathers the children tightly around a centrally placed table.  

Like the children in Andrews’ painting, Street’s sitters engage with one another through 
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glance and the sharing of toys or a game.  However, unlike the Starr children, the 

pyramidal construction of the Danels children not only situates them in close physical 

proximity to one another, but also encourages the viewers’ gaze to fall on each child 

equally rather than to be drawn to one figure in particular.  Street’s use of lighting, which 

strikes each child’s face and highlights their features, and direction of gaze invites the 

viewer to move freely across the canvas and to engage with the visage of each child 

individually and finally, as a cohesive unit.  Street’s compositional and stylistic strategy 

has the effect of marginalizing the two African-American boys and the room itself; the 

boy at the front right of the canvas nearly disappears in the dark tonalities of that portion 

of the painting and is only brought to the viewer’s attention through his white shirt collar 

and the directional line of the classical column.   

 The loose configuration of the Starr children and the use of the inverted pyramid, 

relegate some figures to the margins and pull the eye directly to the figures of Edward 

and Emily.  What is unusual about Andrews’ composition is that members of the 

immediate family play the role of the subordinate figures.  The viewer’s gaze, due to 

Andrews’ use of lighting and the placement of sitters, is drawn back and forth between 

the faces of Emily and Edward and, secondarily, moves outward to the faces and forms of 

the three other children.  While Grace, Henry and Frederick are clearly less significant 

than Emily and Edward, they are still integral to the composition and the family dynamic.  

Their involvement in play and their compositional completion of the pyramidal 

construction of the scene remind us that, despite Andrews’ loose arrangement, the figures 

are all part of a complex family dynamic and a replete group portrait.  All of the children 

are consequential, though the control of the viewing eye supports the interpretation of the 
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image as specifically relating to Edward and Emily and also further establishes Andrews’ 

work as unique in the genre of group portraits.   

Street’s portrait is also fundamentally different from Andrews’ work in that the 

children are neither deceased nor appear in any potential danger of illness or death.  

While there are elements in Street’s work that can be symbolically related to issues of 

transience and mutability -- the bubbles which will inevitably burst and the flowers 

encased in glass and preternaturally preserved -- the children themselves do not bear any 

indicators of death or loss.  The fragility of childhood is acknowledged through these 

symbolic presences, but, if the family has been affected by loss, Street’s work does not 

directly address the issue.   

It may be significant then, to juxtapose Andrews’ work with one that more openly 

addresses the topic of childhood death in a group portrait, such as the 1839 portrait of The 

Alling Children by Oliver Tarbell Eddy (Figure 6).  Eddy’s portrait features four children 

in a realistic interior space with classical fluting on the walls and an elaborately 

decorative floor covering.  The children, three girls and one boy, are fashionably dressed 

and each holds an accessory that is indicative of their gender or age: a book, a small cat, a 

white handkerchief, and a hammer and nail.  The composition of the figures is odd, with 

the three girls grouped at the right and the lone male child standing at the left.   

 The girls do not engage one another in any particular fashion, nor do they seem to 

address their brother.  Though one figure turns in his direction, her eyes lack focus and 

she appears to be gazing into space rather than at or towards any of the other figures. 

While the girls do appear as a pyramidal and cohesive group at the right, there is 

awkwardness in their pose as they fail to engage with one another physically or through 



 46 

 

Figure 6: Oliver Tarbell Eddy, The Alling Children, 1839, oil on canvas, Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York 

 

gaze.  This is likely a product of Eddy’s desire to focus on the accurate representation of 

each sitter at the expense of an ideal composition like that of Street’s Danels children.  

Still, his compositional choice to separate the young boy from his siblings is both 

deliberate and significant.  Though he is set apart, Stephen Ball is not so much 

marginalized by his isolation, but emphasized by it.  He stands on the same plane as his 

sisters, if not slightly in front of them, thereby assuring the viewer of his importance to 

the scene.  Still, there is an explicit disjunction between the sitters as Eddy distinguishes 

the physical space of the girls from their brother.   

Removed from his sisters in terms of actual distance, Stephen’s form is also 

encompassed by the presence of an ethereal effect that produces a circle of light around 
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his feet.  Though the chiaroscuro of the painting seems to be partially constructed by the 

pattern of light and dark brown shades on the rug -- the light-colored patch appears to be 

a repeated motif at the far right side of the canvas -- this shading technique also creates 

particular spaces within the image.  The illuminated spot upon which Stephen stands 

tightly encompasses his figure, effectively restricting him to this region of the 

composition.  The use of light where his sisters stand, however, seems to open up their 

space and suggest a sense of freedom.  They seem to exude or reflect light back to the 

world, while Stephen’s figure appears almost trapped by the spotlight’s radiance.  This 

lighting technique effectively undermines Stephen’s corporeality, detaching the living 

from the dead, informing the viewer of the boy’s departure from the family.   

No longer able to affect the world around him, Stephen is inhibited from 

engagement with the world of the living by his physical separation and by his 

encapsulation in illumination.  The audience is left with little doubt, upon viewing Eddy’s 

image, that the young boy is no longer a living member of the family and that his 

inclusion in the image is a tribute and memorial to his life and death.  In this way, and 

unlike the more enigmatic composition and style of Andrews’ painting, Eddy’s work is 

an ideal example of a clearly legible representation of the popular genre of posthumous 

portraiture. Though Andrews intends to maintain cohesion between Edward and his 

siblings, he nonetheless specifically includes objects that indicate Edward’s status as 

different.   Moreover, by creating a more complex composition that is reliant upon the 

interpretation of symbolic representations of death, passage, and dying, Andrews creates 

a work that is far more than simply a family group portrait or a posthumous 

representation of a deceased member of the family.  The group portrait becomes a visual 
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companion to theoretical and ecumenical concepts of death and salvation in the form of a 

“conversation piece” or “sacra conversazione.”    

The “conversation piece” expected the viewer to interpret important morals about 

virtue or ideology from the composition and utilize the image as a tool of ethical 

edification.  In the case of Andrews’ portrait of the Starr children, there is a conspicuous 

relationship between the figures in the image, the concept of death and salvation, and the 

viewer’s engagement with the subject matter that suggests the work includes a more 

profound “sacra conversazione.”  Like the typically silent conversations between the 

Virgin Mary and a host of saints, The Children of Nathan Starr seems to embrace an 

unspoken expression of nineteenth-century religious ideology between both the family 

members within the image and also the engaged, external viewer.  While the specific 

timeline of events leading up to the painting’s completion cannot be determined 

precisely, it is obvious from Andrews’ symbolic visual vocabulary that the family 

understood the painting as a tribute to the lives and deaths of all of their children.  This 

understanding would have become even more poignant and powerful after Edward’s 

passing, when the family could glean even more significance from Andrews’ 

“conversation piece.”  Though Andrews successfully directs the viewer’s gaze to all 

corners of the painting, resting briefly on the face, clothing, posture, and gesture of each 

child, Edward’s centrality proclaims his importance.  

Wreathed by the light of the open door and pointing upward and outward from the 

interior space, Edward draws our gaze to the external world. This space, beyond the 

confines and safety of the nursery and home, awaits the children as they mature and 

grow.  It is here that the eldest three Starr children: Elihu, Mary Elizabeth, and Ebenezer, 
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have already begun their adult lives.  In this way, all of the surviving children are 

included, albeit symbolically, in the family portrait.  Though Andrews depicts this world 

as primarily placid and serene, he scatters it with subtle indicators of the realities of life, 

including that of death.  While often used for weddings, the calla lily, seen on the porch 

and stairway, was also prevalently used at funerals as a symbol of resurrection and 

rebirth.15 Placed, as they are, before all of the young members of the Starr family, they 

become symbolic of multiple events.  For Emily and her surviving siblings, the flowers 

indicate both the hope of the future event of marriage, and a poignant reminder of the 

inevitability of death.   

The dark clouds, toward which Edward directs his upraised baton, are 

atmospheric manifestations of the darkness of remembrance that hovers over the family 

group in the wake of the boy’s untimely passing in October of 1835 and the previous loss 

of three other children.  Even the ships in the harbor, allusions to the mercantile 

community to which father Nathan Starr belonged, signify passage from one state of 

being to another.  Again, such imagery served a double function, for it could connote the 

maturation of the children to the state of adulthood and the transition that Edward and his 

deceased siblings have made from life to afterlife.  Finally, the birds, whose white wings 

echo the shape and color of the ship sails and calla lily petals, imply the departing flight 

of Edward’s soul. 

Mimicking the birds in flight, the inanimate shuttlecock of the battledore game 

also alludes to the idea of spiritual passage and further elucidates the lessons expressed in 

and gleaned from the image.16 Along with Emily, Edward does not join his brothers and 

sister in the game.  The discarded racket and shuttlecock behind and to the left of Edward 
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indicate that battledore is intended to include four players.  Serving again to balance 

Emily and Edward, Andrews also uses the pastime to separate the two figures from the 

rest of the family.  Whether it is their age, one too old and the other too young, or their 

interest in other amusements, the two central figures do not join the game and are, once 

again, made the focus of the viewer’s attention.  Furthermore, the inclusion of the 

shuttlecock and battledore is quite specific to Andrews’ conversation piece.  Identified by 

Roland Fleischer as a symbol of love or friendship, the passing of the shuttlecock 

between individuals can be seen as the embodiment of the requited act of love and 

friendship.17   

By discarding the racket, Edward has effectively excused himself from the 

exchange of emotion, an indicator that in death he is no longer able to return the 

affections of his siblings.  Emily, on the other hand, has matured beyond the childlike 

affectations of her siblings and, therefore, refrains from participation in the game.  The 

shuttlecock’s flight also becomes a symbol of the spiritual resonance of Edward’s soul, 

passed between the siblings as a shared experience and an expression of love for the 

physically departed family members.  In this way, Andrews creates an image in which the 

deceased figure of Edward remains palpable and tangible to the family through memory 

and visual presence.  This more integrated visual structure, combined with Edward’s 

inherent innocence, allows the young boy to act as a symbol of salvation, guiding his 

family to heaven.  He stands before them, and with them, as an ongoing example of 

uplifting innocence and purity amid the adult world of temptation.  Even in death, 

Edward draws the attention of his family to higher things.  
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Ever the natural child, Edward is the embodiment of innocence, purity, and the 

natural state of infancy that had become popularized in the early nineteenth century.  

Originating in Locke’s theory of the tabula rasa and Rousseau’s writings, the “natural 

child” loosened Christian ideas regarding sin and damnation.  Specifically repudiating the 

Calvinist notion of original sin, Rousseau stated in his 1762 publication Émile, “Coming 

from the hand of the Author of all things, everything is good; in the hands of man, 

everything degenerates.”18  His belief in the naturally clean slate of the human heart and 

soul directly impacted many nineteenth-century American parents who were unable to 

accept religious doctrines upheld by the Puritans, the Calvinists, and even some early 

Catholics, suggesting that their children were destined for various states of damnation.   

The thirteenth-century theologian Thomas Aquinas believed that, though God 

would spare children the physical pain of Hell, they would nonetheless be destined for a 

“Children’s Limbo.”19  Seventeenth-century minister Cotton Mather encouraged parents 

and devoted Puritans to speak for the salvation of their children at the day of reckoning in 

order to spare the pain of eternal damnation.  He noted that this was, in fact, a necessity 

as the sinful infants were not capable of saving themselves from this fate.20  Puritan 

minister Michael Wigglesworth published The Day of Doom in 1667, a poem which 

remained popular well into the nineteenth century despite growing Romantic ideals, and 

which conscripted children to the “easiest room in Hell.”21  Even Calvinists, who had 

begun to embrace the theory that the natural child was “saved” from instant damnation, 

were often subject to reminders of the religious belief in the innate immorality of their 

offspring.  One such reminder is this 1841 directive from the Reverend Hubbard 

Winslow: 
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We must entertain just views of their depravity, and of our entire 
dependence upon God for their salvation.  …they are by nature entirely 
estranged from God; that their hearts are utterly depraved, and that no 
mere human means, or moral suasion, is adequate to form them anew...22 

 
While the date of this missal suggests the perpetuation of ealier religious ideologies into 

the nineteenth century, the rejection of the theory of infant damnation nonetheless began 

to take hold.   

 At this time, parents turned to the theories endorsed by Rousseau and the idea that 

God, as a good and benevolent deity, would be loathe to submit the “sinless” to the 

penalties of Hell.  For example, the evangelical manual titled The Mother at Home and 

written by John Abbott in 1833 speaks specifically about the death of children and their 

status as saved and even “angelic:”  

they have gone to the mansions which the Savior has prepared…They 
have gone home before us.  They are sheltered from every storm.  They 
are protected from every sorrow.  Soaring in angelic flights, and animated 
with celestial joys, they are ready to welcome us…to those happy worlds.  
To a Christian family, the death of any one of its members is but a 
temporary absence, and not an eternal separation.23 

 
To consider that these two dichotomous notions circulated simultaneously through advice 

manuals and religious sermons allows us, once again, to turn to the paintings of the time 

as additional active agents in disseminating particular beliefs about children and their 

existence beyond death.   

The above quotations from Winslow and Abbott are particularly significant as 

Andrews’ portrait resonates with their ideas of religious piety and the flights of spirit and 

of salvation from a shared Christian perspective.  Edward points his baton heavenward, 

as if noting the significance of his dependence upon God for salvation and his 

acknowledgment of the spiritual world beyond the physical.  By guiding our gaze to the 
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source of salvation, Edward also draws attention to the symbolic hurdles and joys that 

appear within the landscape.  As Abbott noted, the spirits soar in “angelic flights” just as 

the white birds soar above the placid landscape.  The storm clouds in the painting that fail 

to produce tumultuous weather represent the troubles of life that do not affect the spirit 

that is “animated with celestial joys” and the open doors themselves are the open arms of 

those welcoming us to the happy domain of Heaven.  In this way, both Winslow’s 

suggestion of our utter dependence upon God for salvation and Abbott’s determination 

that children are protected and saved by God are visually apparent in Andrews’ painting. 

Edward, as the miniature director of the scene, becomes our link to these symbols.   

Adding to the juxtaposition of these two ideologies, the sanctification of the child, 

seen in the figure of Edward in Andrew’s portrait, is similar to that found in stories 

written for children in the early nineteenth century.  Many of these tales attempted to aid 

the young through the bereavement process and helped them to better understand and 

accept death, particularly when the loss was of a sibling or young friend.  One timely 

example is Robert Huish’s 1828 tale, The Week’s Holidays, where two boys visit a dying 

friend who assures them of his salvation, encourages them to pious behavior, and then 

serenely passes away.24  The tale goes on to note that the boys remember the paradigm of 

their boyhood friend into old age, knowing that mortality was agreeable due to their 

experience with graceful death in their youth.  Therefore, Edward’s presence in the Starr 

portrait provides a similar reminder and assurance to the family that death, though a great 

loss, is a temporary absence and not, as Abbott noted “an eternal separation.” 

 As the nineteenth century progressed, the philosophies of Locke and Rousseau 

mitigated the negativity of the Calvinist belief system with a more neutralized concept of 
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salvation.  While these theories did not ensure that the child would find a place in 

Heaven, it was far more optimistic in nature than the religious notion of innate depravity.  

As noted above, the exact timeline for the painting is unknown; it is unclear whether the 

portrait preceded Edward’s death, occurred simultaneously to it, or was commissioned 

because of his passing.  I would argue that the exact order of events is not nearly as 

significant as the meaning of the work as it hung upon the Starr family wall.  The visual 

cues and symbols that refer to life, death, and passage, and the conspicuous positions of 

Edward and Emily clearly denote the communication of a specific message from artist to 

family.  The painting upon the wall offers a poignant lesson to the viewer through the 

physical depiction of one lost child and the symbolic representation of three other 

children mourned by the family.   

 Through the Starr portrait, Edward’s siblings and parents look at him and his 

passing through the romanticized lens of the innocent babe.  In order to better understand 

and accept the loss of a child, the event becomes justified as God’s will: “Our greatest 

consolation under every trial, is confidence in a kind and benevolent Providence.  And 

the special mystery in which the death of children is involved, is remarkably adapted to 

create and nourish this very emotion.”25  The anonymous author of this 1834 statement 

continues, “But there are special consolations afforded those who have been called to 

consign their infant offspring to a premature grave.  They escape the deeper affliction of 

seeing their children grow up in sin, accumulating guilt, and dying without hope.”26  

Because Edward has managed, through death, to avoid these sinful pitfalls of maturation, 

he is able to preternaturally guide his siblings towards salvation in The Children of 

Nathan Starr.  
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 Turning a final time to the Andrews portrait, it seems clear that the Starr family 

was convinced that their lost children had departed with the promise of salvation.  The 

way in which Edward is included in the portrait signals that the family believed that he, 

no longer sick nor dying, and certainly not condemned to suffer Hell, is a symbol of 

purity, faith, and the promise of Heaven.  His centralized position and gesture, stick 

upraised like a conductor’s baton, commands the viewer to consider the world beyond.   

He directs us not just the world outside of the room -- the world of commerce and 

adulthood -- but also toward the spiritual world in which Edward currently exists.  And 

yet, he is not completely departed to that place. Unlike Stephen Ball in Eddy’s Alling 

Children, who seems to visit his family from a spiritual realm, Edward’s placement 

among his siblings establishes him as eternally present.   

 Edward’s participation in the family portrait and his willingness to point his 

siblings in the appropriate direction, both literally and figuratively, is the embodiment of 

Abbott’s spiritual vision of children animated with celestial joys and ready to welcome us 

to the world beyond.  Abbott spoke of deceased children as guides: as those that aid 

others in achieving the same spiritual grace that they have been afforded.  Certainly, 

Andrews’ depiction of Edward as the familial maestro, gone but not forgotten or erased, 

becomes a powerful symbol of both faith and spiritual immortality.  The painting of the 

child provides a material form for the immaterial soul and allows Edward to be 

perpetually present to the family.  Acknowledging that the boy was pure and natural in 

heart and soul, the surviving family members are able to look upon the figure of Edward 

as a role model for the promise of salvation: his life and his actions become evidence of 

his redemption and exemplars for his surviving brothers and sisters.   
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Conclusion 

  The Starr portrait is hardly unique in its status as a conversation piece and, more 

significantly, as an image that addresses the reality of childhood death in nineteenth-

century America. The theme of the child death scene had, in fact, been popular in 

literature as a form of religious edification for young readers, beginning with the first 

popular text of its kind, James Janeway’s A Token for Children in 1671.27  Telling the 

stories of ten different young people ranging in age from three to twenty, Janeway’s text 

repeatedly encourages total dependence upon Christ and faith.  Each tale contains a 

moment during which the dying protagonist questions the meaning of faith or becomes 

angry at his or her predicament; however, in each case, the doomed figure soon sees the 

light of truth and embraces God’s plan for their life and death.   

 One particular story that Janeway relates, about the young Elizabeth Butcher, 

even provides children as young as two and a half the self-awareness to question their 

own goodness: “When she was about two years and a half old; as she lay in her cradle, 

she would ask herself that question, what is my corrupt nature? And she would make 

answer again to herself, it is empty of grace, bent upon sin, and only sin, and that 

continually.”28  Age the age of seven, upon realizing that she was dying, Elizabeth speaks 

of her submission to her faith, “Awhile after she said; I will venture my soul upon Christ, 

and if I perish, Lord, it shall be at the fountain of thy mercy.”29  Certainly, Edward’s 

behavior in the Starr portrait is not indicative of a child of three years of age.  The 

authority with which Edward directs the viewer’s gaze is the visual equivalent of 

Elizabeth’s intellectual cognizance, assuring the audience that though he is infantile in 

age, Edward is fully capable of grasping the complexities of religious piety.  In this way, 
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the figure of Edward, like the character of Elizabeth in Janeway’s text, becomes a guide 

to proper behavior and the teacher of specific lessons.   

 Viewers, especially children, were expected to view an image or read a text and 

recognize certain morals about “temperance, abolition, charity, chastity, and most of all 

piety.”30  This type of image, whether literary or visual in form, staunchly reminded 

families and children of the importance of developing proper behavior from an early age 

and of cultivating faith as a saving grace.  Many of the children in literary stories of the 

time appear highly mature and their final acts encourage their siblings, friends, and 

families to lead moral, virtuous lives.  In the Starr portrait, Edward becomes the figure 

balanced at the edge of life and death, both figuratively and literally.  We know that 

Edward’s death was to occur during Andrews’ tenure in Middletown, so Edward stands at 

the end of the span of his life.  Furthermore, he appears before the open door, connecting 

with the space beyond and figuratively departing the interior space of the painting.  Like 

so many figures in popular literature of the time, Edward became a particularly salient 

example of pious behavior for the Starr family.  In fact, the young boy appears as one of 

many instances of an antebellum type -- the saintly child martyr -- that culminates in 

Harriet Beecher Stowe’s character of Little Eva.  Rather than looking to texts that speak 

of figurative individuals, the Starr family could use the portrait of Edward as a personal 

sacra conversazione to evidence the tangible strength of religious piety and the glory of 

salvation.  
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CHAPTER 3 
POIGNANT CORPOREALITY 

 

 

Figure 7: Philippa Lee, 1853, tinted quarter-plate daguerreotype, Downs Collection, 
Winterthur Library, Delaware 

 

 The daguerreotype case opens to reveal the portrait of a young girl dressed in a 

white gown and cap lying upon a cushion; her eyes are closed as if in sleep and her 

cheeks are tinted a pale rose as if flushed (Figure 7).  A soft curl falls upon her forehead 

and her arms disappear under a sheet pulled up towards her chest.  An ornamental gold 

frame and red velvet border surround the photograph, which rests inside a wooden case, 

covered in beautifully embossed leather and equipped with two metal latches to lock the 

closed case.  The lining of the container, additional red velvet pressed with an organic 
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Figure 8: Daguerreotype case for Philippa Lee, 1853, tinted quarter-plate daguerreotype, 
Downs Collection, Winterthur Library, Delaware 

 

 floral motif, embraces the visage of the child (Figure 8).  While the initial glimpse 

presents the viewer with a sweet and sleeping angelic figure, the continued gaze informs 

us of the reality of the image; the girl before the camera is no longer living, but has 

succumbed to the finality of death.   

 Philippa Lee, the young girl in the photograph, was the eldest daughter of Ann 

Eliza Gardner and Cassius F. Lee.  The Lee family had its roots in Alexandria, Virginia, 

where Cassius Lee was a partner in the merchant firm Casenova & Company and owned 

an estate known as Menokin.1  An 1870 census indicates that the large Lee family farm 

was more valuable than most in the area and notes that its value in that year was 

$30,000.2  Despite being the first cousin to Robert E. Lee, Cassius’ fortune came 
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primarily from the substantial inheritance of his second wife, and Philippa’s mother, Ann 

Eliza Gardner.3  Philippa was born on March 8th, 1847, and, according to her mother’s 

journal and family genealogy, she “departed this life after a short illness -- December 

24th, 1853.”4  The first of seven children born to Ann and Cassius, Philippa died just a 

few months after the birth of Edmund Jennings Lee in June of 1853.  The cause of her 

death is not named, but a closer inspection of the photograph reveals an ulcer upon her 

lips, which was likely a symptom of her illness.  Several extant family documents discuss 

the death of Philippa.  One presents a factual and genealogical record of her death, but 

her father’s journal clearly laments the loss of his daughter with this entry:  

Saturday.  Died.  On the 24th of December 1853 (the day the family were 
keeping Christmas that day occurring on a Sunday) at 3 o’clock my 
beloved child Philippa Lee in the 7th year of her age.  We trust she is a 
happy unsorrowed spirit where sorrow and death are unknown.5   
 

While the emotional expression of the journal entry is evident, the detached nature of the 

genealogical entry reveals the familiarity of death during the nineteenth century.  

In addition to Philippa, the Lee family would also lose a son named William 

Gardner, who lived only three short days.  The passing of William is not mentioned in the 

journal, though the record of his birth and death does appear alongside the entries for his 

siblings in the genealogy.  Perhaps Philippa’s death was deemed more significant, more 

poignant, or more devastating due to her age or her status as the eldest child.  This seems 

to be confirmed by the existence of the posthumous daguerreotype, though neither the 

journal nor the genealogy mentions the creation or commission of the portrait. 

  Photographic images like the one described above are hardly unique in 

nineteenth-century American visual culture; in fact, they are ubiquitous artifacts of 
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mourning that pervaded antebellum life.  However, there is much debate among scholars 

about the meaning and interpretation of these works, especially concerning how surviving 

contemporary viewers perceived and related to them.  Were they simply, as Jay Ruby 

suggests in his 1984 article “Post-Mortem Portraiture in America,” an act of “normal and 

even therapeutic” behavior for mourners?6  Or, are they to be viewed more critically, as 

Karen Sanchez-Eppler implies in her 2005 publication Dependent States: The Child’s 

Part in Nineteenth-Century American Culture, as a complex socio-economic 

“commodification of affect and social relations in an ever more urbanized, industrialized, 

and impersonal America?”7  There is little doubt that the proliferation of these objects 

confirms their commercial status and sentimental importance in nineteenth-century 

American culture.  The present chapter pushes beyond the discourses of sentimentality 

and commercialism pursued by scholars like Ruby and Sanchez-Eppler to discuss the 

complex relationship between viewer and photographic image.  

Certainly, my analysis, like others dealing with posthumous photography, is 

concerned with memory and experience.  Rather than discussing the well-documented 

function of posthumous imagery as purely memorial, this chapter suggests that the 

photographic medium perpetuated physical engagement with the deceased subject while 

constructing memory of the same.  Akin to what science refers to as muscle memory 

(when the mind recalls a particular repetitive motor skill so that it may be undertaken 

without conscious effort), nineteenth-century parents perceived photographic images as 

allowing them continued physical interaction with their deceased child.  Accordingly, 

parents rekindled muscle memories of holding or touching their child as a sensorial 

product of holding or touching the photograph of the child.  Moreover, the inclusion of 
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“relics” of the departed -- a lock of hair encased behind the image, or the perception of 

the image itself as a “body” placed within a coffin-like “box” -- also facilitated viewing 

the work as a quasi-living manifestation of the body. 

This chapter seeks to enrich our understanding of the interplay between observer 

and the photographic image of a deceased child during the antebellum period.  The 

communication between seer and seen is more than simply the personal and individually 

felt “punctum” of which Roland Barthes wrote, but a more collective notion of “affect.”8  

Unlike Barthes’ theory, which is dependent upon the individual memories and 

experiences of the (20th-century literary-intellectual) viewer, affect theory suggests a 

more universal or fundamental interaction between viewer and object.  According to 

Melissa Gregg and Greg Seigworth’s Affect Theory Reader, affect appears in the “in-

between-ness” and is best described as the “visceral forces beneath, alongside, or 

generally other than conscious knowing, vital forces insisting beyond emotion -- that can 

serve to drive us toward movement, toward thought and extension…or that can even 

leave us overwhelmed by the world’s apparent intractability.”9  Though Gregg and 

Seigworth note that there is no singular theory of affect, the broad relevance of the term 

and its wide applicability invite consideration in the present study of posthumous images.  

After all, affect clearly stimulated the viewers of such images, as powerful affective 

connections developed between photographs and observers wherein intense emotional 

encounters bore physiologically tangible results. 

Interest in affect theory is a growing trend in contemporary art history, evidenced 

by the dedicated section of the Fall 2011 issue of American Art that highlights the 

subject.  As Erika Doss notes in her commentary, Makes Me Laugh, Makes Me Cry: 
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Feelings and American Art, “Such studies are prompted by burgeoning contemporary 

interests in writing ‘the body’ back into art history and theory, in thinking about art 

‘beyond representation,’ and in resisting reductivist poststructuralist approaches to power 

and ideology.”10  By turning to the study of emotion, a framework for the creation of 

emotional response, and the experience of feeling as it relates to the image, this chapter 

complements the exploration of similar subjects by Doss, Seigworth and Gregg, and 

others. 

Affect provides a powerful lens through which to interpret posthumous images of 

children thanks to the particularity of the photographic medium, the power of death, and 

the intimate relationship between image and viewer in nineteenth-century America.  

Some studies, like Gail Holst-Warhaft’s 2005 article, “Remembering the Dead: Laments 

and Photographs,” find the intersection of affect theory, death, and photography as 

somewhat ambiguous or problematic.  According to Holst-Warhaft, “it is the ‘very 

tangibility’ of photography that makes murky the relationship between the image, the 

memory, and the lament of death.”11 According to this approach, the fact that the 

photograph is static and that its impact is contingent upon the association that the viewer 

makes between memory and the image, affective response to the photograph wanes over 

time.12  While I acknowledge Holst-Warhaft’s point about the personal interplay between 

viewer and object, in my view the “very tangibility” of the daguerreotype allowed for and 

inspired a concrete and lasting communicability for the nineteenth-century mourning 

parent.       

Audrey Linkman’s 2011 publication Photography and Death also significantly 

impacted the theoretical framework of this chapter.13  Though the majority of her text  
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Figure 9: Briony Campbell, Me and Dad 25th Aug, from The Dad Project, 2009, digital 
image 

 

provides an excellent overview of Western mortuary visual traditions from the dawn of 

photography in 1839 to the present day, one particular section’s discussion of the 

interaction with the dead inspired my own deployment of affect theory. Near the 

conclusion of her discussion, Linkman makes a particularly interesting observation about 

a twenty-first century photograph by Briony Campbell called Me and Dad 25th Aug 

(Figure 9).  The photograph, in which the pallid fingers of the artist’s deceased father lie 

across her flushed and healthy hand, is, as Linkman notes, “a photograph about touch and 

physical contact.”14 Linkman here refers specifically to the subject matter of the image, 

the hands of life and death in contact, creating a powerful metonym for the relationship 

between parent and child by delineating their physical contact beyond the last moments 

of her father’s life.   

Such attention to the affective power of physical contact directs the present 

chapter, although in a different manner and historical register.  My analysis of nineteenth-
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century postmortem photography addresses not only the physical contact of figures 

within the image but also acts of physical engagement by viewers with the visual artifact 

itself.  This discussion takes into account the metaphorical and symbolic way in which 

individuals used the photographic manifestation of their lost child to maintain a concrete 

physical relationship.  Three distinct image types will provide a filter for my use of affect 

theory in interpreting antebellum American posthumous photography: the sleeping angel, 

the family portrait, and the illusory portrait that represents the deceased child as living.  

The benefit of considering these categories is not simply to further enumerate the variety 

of ways in which nineteenth-century photographers conceived of images of the dead, but 

to understand the complexity of the relationship between object and viewer.  The 

compositional strategies of the photographs directly impacted the way in which the 

viewer engaged with, affected, and were affected by the image.  While many scholars 

contend that portraits of death or of the dead function in a consistent manner within a 

particular cultural time or place, this chapter argues that a far more complex and varied 

reality existed.  A distinct type of affect governed each of these image types, due to the 

peculiar sense of agency embodied in them.  

 

The Sleeping Angel Image 

The heavy eyelashes drooped softly on the pure cheek; the head was 
turned a little to one side, as if in natural sleep, but there was diffused over 
every lineament of the face that high celestial expression, that mingling of 
rapture and repose, which showed it was no earthly or temporary sleep, 
but the long, sacred rest which “He giveth to his beloved.”15 

 
This excerpt about the woeful death of Litte Eva from Uncle Tom’s Cabin, illustrates the 

mid-nineteenth-century cultural construction of childhood mortality.  Eva, in Chapters 26 
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Figure 10: Ball & Thomas, Half-Plate By Ball, 1855, half-plate daguerreotype, Thanatos 
Archive 

 

and 27, faces not only death, but also the “dawning of immortal life” and the passage 

“from death unto life.”16  Before her untimely departure, Eva implores her family and 

friends to “not live idle, careless, thoughtless lives” so that they will “become angels, and 

be angels forever.”17  Eva’s death is described as a deep sleep from which the angelic 

child will never awaken.  In this way, the incredibly popular character of Eva becomes 

the literary sleeping angel figure that helped inspire photographers and bereaved parents 

to utilize the same model when depicting a deceased child in visual terms. 

 The aforementioned photograph of Philippa (see Figure 7), her death occurring 

during the same year as the publication of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, exemplifies the most 

common type of representation of the dead child: the sleeping angel.  Designed 

specifically to deny the reality of death, the sleeping angel pose presented the viewer with 
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Figure 11: Hand Tinted Flowers, 1855, sixth-plate daguerreotype, Thanatos Archive 
 

an opportunity to look at the child as if he or she is quite alive and peacefully dreaming.  

The immense popularity of this image type is seen in the vast number of daguerreotypes, 

tintypes, and other early photographic prints made in the mid to late nineteenth century.  

The Thanatos Archive in Seattle, Washington, hosts an online database of over 1500 

posthumous, memorial, and mourning images.18  Within this large online collection, a 

few prime examples of the sleeping angel type of posthumous image include: Half-Plate 

by Ball (Figure 10), Hand Tinted Flowers (Figure 11), Eagle Mat (Figure 12), and Lewis 

Anthony (Figure 13).  In each of these images, the child appears lying upon a bed or 

couch as if sleeping.  In at least two examples, Eagle Mat and Lewis Anthony, the child’s 

head rests upon a pillow and, in the case of the former, the young girl’s cheeks are tinted 

a pale pink.  These deceptive props and coloring techniques aid in the creation of an 

illusion of life.  Or, at the very least, help to convince the viewer that the child has been  
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Figure 12: Eagle Mat, 1859, sixth-plate ruby ambrotype, Thanatos Archive 
 

caught sleeping by the photographer.  In an early description of posthumous 

daguerreotypes, the photographer N.G. Burgess noted that images of the dead tended to 

be obvious as such, but he made an exception for images like that of Philippa: “all 

likenesses taken after death will of course only resemble the inanimate body, nor will 

there appear in the portrait anything like life itself, except indeed the sleeping infant, on 

whose face the playful smile of innocence sometimes steals even after death.”19  

Photographs like this provided the viewer with the opportunity to knowingly and 

temporarily suspend belief in the reality of death and accept the child as a peacefully 

resting angel.  However, the ubiquitous nature of images like these made it impossible to 

completely deny the physical and metaphysical reality of death.  Despite the 
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Figure 13: Lewis Anthony, 1860, sixth-plate daguerreotype, Thanatos Archive 
 

photograph’s intention of deception and the viewer’s willingness to accept the illusion, 

posthumous representations rarely completely dispelled the specter of death. 

 This acceptance of the illusion of life, while difficult to understand from a modern 

point of view, lines up with the nineteenth-century popular interest in practices like 

Spiritualism.   Once as ubiquitous in American culture as the images described above, the 

Spiritualist movement capitalized on a growing discontent with religious order and 

authority while simultaneously providing “proof” of the everlasting life and spiritual 

immortality promised by religious ideology.  It managed to achieve both of these ends 

through the communion of living and dead, through the work of mediums who could 

speak to the souls of the deceased, and through the belief that the dead still walked 

among us as spiritual beings.  In particular, Spiritualism provided “consolation and 

reassurance to bereaved Americans who… could no longer accept the harsh views of 
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evangelicalism about the fate of their loved ones.”20  Ann Braude’s 2001 publication 

Radical Spirits: Spiritualism and Women’s Rights in Nineteenth-Century America 

provides an excellent example of how spiritualism might relate specifically to women and 

the loss of a young child, in the life of Annie Denton Cridge who lost her son, Denton 

Cridge, a few months after his birth.   

 According to the obituaries for Denton Cridge, Annie’s separation from her child 

was momentary, as she recounted watching his spirit leave his body to join the spirits of 

his previously departed grandparents.  However, Denton’s spirit did not actually depart 

this world.  In her first Spiritualist moment, Cridge states that she “held her child in her 

arms every day.”21   Though Cridge states that the child that she held “weighed nothing,” 

one of the enduring tenets of Spiritualism was manifestations; physical engagements with 

the departed soul, that Braude notes was the “real and effective source of consolation.”22  

Braude continues on to state that these manifestations were the avenue through which 

surviving family members and friends were able to reconnect with the departed.  And, it 

is this reconciliation with the deceased, through both spiritual and physical manifestation, 

that led many Americans to seek out the aid of the Spiritualist medium.  While the most 

direct link between Spiritualism and photography arises in the 1860s with William H. 

Mumler’s spirit photographs (see Figure 42), there is a correlation between the desires of 

those seeking Spiritualist engagement with the deceased and the rise of the ubiquitous 

posthumous portrait.   

 If the image were independent of its frame and case, viewers might mistake the 

rosy cheeks of Philippa or the young child in Eagle Mat as signs of life and the image 

itself as a sentimental representation of innocent and sleeping youth.  Children were 
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notoriously difficult to capture at the outset of the photographic era of the nineteenth 

century due to their inability to remain still and the long exposure times of the 

daguerreotype.  Photographers like Edward Whitney spoke of techniques used to deal 

with the challenge of taking likenesses of children,  

I promised long since a communication regarding my manner of catching 
shadows of uneasy, unconscious babydom…A child should be taken as 
soon after entering the operating-room as possible… as soon as the child 
is placed, when parents, nurse, and all present, are talking, laughing, and 
baby is struck dumb with surprise at its strange position, then is the golden 
moment -- then, if ever, you will get it; you may try after the child has 
become familiar with you and the room, but the more you try the worse 
you are off.23   
 

As Whitney describes in this excerpt, likenesses of children were particularly difficult to 

achieve and the moment of success was fleeting.  He also discussed placement of 

children, including tying the child into a chair “held as in its mothers’ arms” in an attempt 

to show the figure relaxed and reclining naturally.24  Clearly, Whitney was referring to 

children who were still vibrantly full of life, which inherently made them difficult 

subjects for the camera.   

 In rare cases, such as Sleeping Child by Oscar Rejlander, the photographer 

actually managed to capture the living child as a figure at rest (Figure 14). The emphatic 

aestheticism of Rejlander’s photograph contrasted strongly with the more 

realistic and affective image of Philippa. Rejlander’s portrait was steeped in art historical 

traditions of idealization most closely associated with the representation of putti. The 

latter iconography, originating in the Greco-Roman tradition, appeared in Guido Reni’s 

influential seventeenth-century Sleeping Cupid, where the angelic cherub is aligned with 

the presentation of the perfect and idyllic sleeping child (Figure 15). 
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Figure 14: Oscar Rejlander, Sleeping Child, 1865, platinum print 
 

 In both Rejlander’s and Reni’s works, the figure of a plump infant lies upon bed 

sheets before a cascading curtain.  Without the benefit of color to juxtapose the crisp 

whiteness of the sheet with the flushed skin-tone of the child, Rejlander’s photograph 

relied upon texture and pattern.  The smooth paleness of the infant’s body contrasts 

beautifully against the deep-toned and richly patterned fabric of its surroundings.  Both 

the stylized composition and the idealized representation promoted the allegorical 

understanding of these images and allowed Rejlander to align photography with the 

classic aestheticism of painting.  Moreover, by alluding to the subject of the sleeping 

cupid, Rejlander’s image capitalized on the sentimental idealism of the nineteenth 

century. 

In light of the popularity of such sentimental imagery during the nineteenth 

century, some viewers could have mistaken a photograph like that of Philippa or Lewis 

Anthony for one of a flushed and sleeping youth, taken in a still and reclining pose.  The 
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Figure 15: Guido Reni, The Sleeping Cupid, 17th century, oil on canvas 
 

cognitive conflict that viewers must have felt upon recognizing the postmortem condition 

of the angelic sleeping child would have been compounded by the tension between the 

peaceful repose of sleep and the endless state of death.  As I will discuss further in 

Chapter 3, a sense of tension informed images like that of Philippa in which the dynamic 

and active body of the child was “made disciplined” through the posthumous photograph.  

Despite the attempt by artists to masquerade the postmortem images of cherubic, sleeping 

children, the onlooker became poignantly aware of what Burgess referred to as the 

“sombre hue of death” that conspicuously pervaded the image.25   

Unlike Rejlander’s photograph, the posthumous presentation of a child lacked the 

aesthetic appurtenances of the idealized sleeping cupid in favor of realistic representation.  

In particular, Rejlander’s combination of the full-length figural form with a natural and 

lifelike pose contrasts strongly with the stiff posture of the figure in Half-Plate by Ball or 

in Hand Tinted Flowers.  While both of these posthumous images represent a full-length 
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Figure 16: Thomas Robinson, Interior Bedroom Scene with Figure, undated, photograph 
 

figure, the stiff pose of the sitter denies the aesthetic appeal apparent in Rejlander’s 

image.  In the case of Lewis Anthony, Eagle Mat, and the image of Phillipa, the closely 

cropped image that focuses in on the figure contrasts with Rejlander’s composition, 

which plays with the aesthetic juxtaposition of the child’s form and the carefully chosen 

decorative elements.  

 The nineteenth-century experience of the image of the “sleeping angel” becomes 

more palpable when its use or function is taken into account.  Small images like that of 

Philippa would certainly have been tucked away in a private location: a chest of drawers, 

a memory box or hope chest, or other personal space.  Even if displayed, it is likely that it 

would have stood upon a bedside or dressing table in a private bedroom, rather than in 

the public sphere of the home: an undated nineteenth-century photograph by Theodore 

Robinson depicts a set of framed daguerreotypes upon a bedroom desk (Figure 16).26 
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Moreover, the very physicality of the daguerreotype lent itself to a private, 

personal experience.  Holding the object in the palm of the hands, the owner needed to 

unlatch and open the case, revealing the photograph within.  In many ways, this was like 

opening a casket lid to reveal the body of the deceased, an action that confirmed the death 

of the sitter while materializing the image as body.  The soft, velvet lining of the 

daguerreotype case, complete with pressed decorative patterns, resembled the fabric 

lining of the coffin.  Echoing the deliberate curl upon Philippa’s forehead, the curling 

pattern on the velvet lining encouraged the viewer/holder to touch the object with a finger 

-- an act that would effectively mimic the stroking of the departed child’s hair (see Figure 

8).  The significance of this type of touch is evident in diary entries and personal letters 

that speak of the last embrace between mother and child, as in the 1821 letter by Susan 

Huntington: “I took him in my arms; and, in a few minutes, he breathed his last sigh, as 

sweetly as ever a spirit disencumbered itself of its earthly habitation; and, before I knew 

it, he was in heaven.”27  Of particular significance to this discussion, the direct correlation 

between the physical engagement of touch and the departure of the soul to heaven 

indicates an intermingling of physical and spiritual ideals, like that discussed in relation 

to the Spiritualist movement. 

 This intermingling of material and incorporeal occurred when the viewer 

observed the image of a young child enclosed within the daguerreotype case in much the 

same way that the physical body of the deceased was safely placed within the casket for 

burial.  The difference, of course, was that the surviving family members, particularly the 

parents, could re-open the daguerreotype case and view their child’s face long after the 
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casket and body had been buried.  This diary entry by Elizabeth Prentiss clearly expresses 

the poignant pain of loss and the longing to see the child’s face once more: 

Here I sit with empty hands. I have had the little coffin in my arms, but my 
baby's face could not be seen, so rudely had death marred it. Empty hands, 
empty hands… and unutterable longings to flee from a world that has had 
for me so many sharp experiences. … God help me, my little lost Eddy!28 
   

The overwhelming desire to recall the baby’s face provides a key motive for a parent to 

commission a postmortem photograph.  

 Since viewers could physically interact with the object and the image, and since 

the figure appeared to be both sleeping and flushed with life, the daguerreotype became a 

corporeal memorial to the deceased.  In contrast to the painted images discussed in the 

previous chapter, in which the child served as a spiritual guide, the daguerreotype 

focused the viewer’s attention on the physicality of the object and the lost loved one.  

While the painting was capable of bringing the child “back to life” in a more convincing 

and realistic manner, it also created a physical distance between the viewer and the 

subject by elevating the child’s spiritual significance and allowing the viewer to pass over 

the physical loss and cleave to the thought of spiritual redemption and everlasting 

heavenly life. 

 The daguerreotype image, however, in its casket-like case and its general inability 

to capture a child in true life-like manner, functioned as a permanent display of physical 

loss.  In addition, it also served as a palpable object with which the parent or surviving 

viewer could somatically interact.  In the face of death, parents could fictively continue to 

embrace their lost child by holding and caressing the daguerreotype.  It enabled the 

family to maintain a corporeal engagement with the child, despite the physical loss 
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through death.  While the image of Philippa certainly provided the family with a 

reminder of the young girl’s short life, other images functioned, like the painted portraits, 

to perpetually unite the family. 

 

Death Amid Life: The Family Portrait 

 An even more poignant family daguerreotype format showed a parent, both 

parents, and sometimes entire families, surrounding the deceased.  In the case of departed 

infants, the body was held upon the lap of one or both parents, more frequently on that of 

the mother, as seen in an 1860 ambrotype of a mother and child (Figure 17), an 1858 

tintype of a mother with her newborn baby (Figure 18), and an 1853 daguerreotype called 

Agnes and Eddie (Figure 19).  In one particular example from The Burns Archive and 

dated 1848, a mother appears sitting at the center of the daguerreotype with her deceased 

infant daughter lying upon her lap (Figure 20).29  The long exposure time and the trauma 

of the passing of her child produced a resolute outward stare from the woman to whose 

left sits an older daughter, hands folded in her lap, gaze fixed upon the camera lens.  To 

the woman’s right, sits the paternal figure, whose starched collar and black necktie echo 

the rigidness of his pose.   A book raised in his right hand becomes slightly blurred by the 

incapability of the camera to accurately capture movement.  

 The cheeks of each figure look flushed with red tinting.  For the daughter at the 

right, the blushing cheeks give her face a sweet innocence.  Though her mouth does not  

expose a hint of emotion, her eyes seem expressively clear and bright and reveal the 

exuberant vitality of her youth.  In this image, the tender age of both children contrasts 

with the wrinkled and worn features of their parents.  Despite the hint of red flush on 
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Figure 17: Baby Holding Brush, 1860, quarter-plate ambrotype, Thanatos Archive 
 

their faces, the parental figures appear somewhat haggard and despondent.  With the 

inclusion of their deceased daughter, the portrait serves as the most complete 

representation of their family, as the middle-aged parents are unlikely to bear additional 

healthy children. 

 Furthermore, the child at the center of the Burns daguerreotype, also with cheeks 

flushed as if alive becomes the focal point of the image by additional tinting of the 

surface.  As a complement to the red in her face, the young girl’s reddish-pink dress 

draws the viewer’s eye to her importance within the figural group.  Though the child 

initially appears asleep upon her mother’s lap, the viewer must eventually concede that 

the young girl was deceased.  The awkward position of her small arms, stiffly laid atop 

her mother’s hand, serves as an additional testament to the rigidity of the postmortem 

body.  If the common use of the red tint and the inflexible posture were not enough to 
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Figure 18: Robert N. Keely, Newborn, 1858, sixth-plate tintype, Philadelphia, PA, 
Thanatos Archive 

 

convince the observer of the young girl’s mortality, the father holds a book -- probably 

the Bible -- another motif frequently seen in posthumous imagery that served as an 

obvious indicator of the family’s “strong religious beliefs” and recognition of death as 

God’s will.30   

Such devotion to God and to the belief that the departed soul of the child has 

found a new home in Heaven was a common theme in writing and poetry of the period.  

For example, a touching 1818 letter from Rebecca Gilman Miller to her mother Hannah 

Robbins Gilman expressed the idea that God has taken the child for some greater good, 

providing a measure of comfort amid sorrow:  

My dear baby is released from his sufferings and is now rejoicing in the 
presence of his God and this consideration sometimes makes me feel so 
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Figure 19: Agnes and Eddie, 1853, sixth-plate daguerreotype, Thanatos Archive 
 

resigned that I would not wish to recall him. What a comforting assurance 
is that of our blessed Saviour's; that “In Heaven their angels do always 
behold the face of my Father which is in Heaven.”31   
 

In the case of the Burns photograph, both the presence of the Bible and even the image 

itself therefore symbolized the family’s faith in the glory of eternal life, the peaceful 

“sleep” of death, and the ability to survive the tragic event as a cohesive unit. 

 This image might also be contrasted with an image like the Adams family 

daguerreotype of 1846 (Figure 21).32  In a very similar composition, a man and woman 

sit side-by-side with a young child, apparently asleep, held between them.  Unlike the 

1848 daguerreotype, the image of the Adams family does not include any paint or tinting.  

Similarly, a controlled expression appears in the furrowed brow of the father and the 

enigmatic look upon the face of the mother.  The couple does not seem to express 
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Figure 20: Religious Family with Daughter in a Red Dress, circa 1848, tinted quarter-
plate daguerreotype, The Burns Archive, New York 

 

happiness or joy, nor do they reveal sadness and mourning.  So, the viewer must turn to 

the figure of the child to comprehend the image.  The child’s eyes are closed, her jaw 

relaxed and mouth open.  Her arms drop to her sides and her feet are crossed and cut off 

by the gold vignette frame.  In many ways this image is incredibly similar to the 1848 

image from the Burns Collection.  The major distinction is that the young girl held by her 

parents is, in fact, asleep.  A close inspection of the image reveals a slight blurring near 

the child’s left hand, which indicates movement during exposure.  The child’s movement 

could not have been facilitated by the mother whose hand is clearly in focus and 

motionless.  Moreover, documents from the Adams family archive reveal that the young 

girl, Anna Gibson Adams, born in 1845, eventually married, became a mother to three 

children of her own, and died in 1884 at the rather young age of 39.33  
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Figure 21: The Adams Family Portrait, 1846, quarter-plate daguerreotype, Library of 
Congress, Washington D.C. 

 

By considering these two images, which share many compositional 

characteristics, a sharper understanding of meaning and function may be gleaned.  Much 

like the “sleeping child” example, the Burns Archive family portrait presents an image 

that challenged the viewer to engage in affective discourse with the image.  In the case of 

both the Burns Archive and Adams family portrait, the viewer is affected by the image’s 

ability to represent both the passage of time and a specific moment in the past, and to 

depict the moment of infancy perpetually present and as decisively departed -- through 

death or through maturation.  The 1848 Burns Archive image clearly provided the family 
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with a final and permanent vision of their lost child.  While the image itself stops the 

forward movement of time, the moment that is captured and the vitality of the youngest 

child are forever departed.  Also capturing a fleeting instance of time for the viewer, the 

Adams family daguerreotype depicts an occasion that could not be recovered -- the sweet 

sleep of a toddler daughter -- though, this moment was not tempered by memories of 

sadness and grief.   While these parents, too, will never have this particular moment back, 

their engagement with the daguerreotype provided the continued presence of their 

daughter in their lives.  Moreover, in both works the photographers have managed to 

capture the family units, regardless of whether or not they include a departed soul, and 

visually connected the members into a physical and emotional whole.   

While the likeness of an individual child would have brought to mind the 

presence of that particular and unique individual, the family portrait focused on the 

moments of touch between surviving relative, typically a parent, and child.  In the case of 

the 1848 Burns work, the mother holds her child, perhaps for the last time before the 

young girl’s body was committed to the earth, and this final embrace is immortalized 

upon the daguerreotype plate.   Mothers lamented the final moments with their children, 

speaking of the lack of warmth in young fingers, or otherwise relishing in the final 

physical interaction with their departing child.  In some cases, the poet or writer implied 

that muscle memory persisted when he or she spoke of the residual effects of touch:  

There was a little golden head  
A few brief seasons pillowèd  
   Softly my own beside;  
That pillow long has been unprest--  
That child yet sleeps upon my breast  
    As though she had not died34 
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The mother’s statement that the child’s physical presence is still felt despite a lengthy 

absence from life confirms the weight of touch that merges with the emotional stress of 

loss.    

The 1848 portrait, which confirms the child’s physical presence through visual 

means, could also become a reminder of the feeling associated with embracing the body.  

In an act of memorializing and mourning, the mother might clutch a daguerreotype of her 

deceased child to her chest in order to “feel” her daughter’s physical presence once more.  

There are, in fact, portraits of individuals in full or partial mourning garb with a small 

daguerreotype of the subject of their grief in hand.35 The small size of the average 

daguerreotype – even the largest full plates measure only six and one-half by eight and 

one-half inches – made it an ideal personal object that fundamentally required corporeal 

interaction or engagement.   

To further and more literally support the notion that these photographic images 

became physical proxies for the departed child, some daguerreotypes also included locks 

of hair of the deceased behind the image and within the case.36  In an 1854 letter to her 

mother, Varina Anne Banks Howell Davis recounted the last days of her son’s life and 

assured her parents that she will soon send them, “some hair and a miniature of Sam.”37  

As Geoffery Batchen eloquently notes in his essay in Photographs Objects Histories, “A 

talismanic piece of the body is used to add a sort of sympathetic magic to the photograph, 

an insurance against separation, whether temporary or permanent.”38  Certainly, the act of 

placing a physical piece of the deceased with an image that presented their likeness made 

concrete the notion that these photographs aided the viewer in recalling the touch and feel 

of their lost loved one.  While Batchen also seems to suggest affect as an aspect of the 
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understanding of and engagement with these images, his approach is primarily 

metaphysical.  He indicates that the knowledge of the physical presence of the deceased 

promotes a particular type of emotional response.  Through the application of affect 

theory, we see how the physicality of the object and of the engagement with the object 

constructed the appropriate sensorial response.  In the case of the images discussed in this 

section, the sensations associated with the embrace of a sleeping and innocent child were 

intrinsically tied to the photographic representation of that child.  

 

Death as Life: The Illusory Portrait 

While many posthumous photographs are readily identifiable as such, 

photographers and customers alike often attempted to deny the reality of death by placing 

the body of the sitter in an upright and animated posture.  Such images constitute my 

third category of postmortem daguerreotypes: the illusory portrait type.  Examples of this 

image type, often unsettling in their composition, include an 1846 image called The 

Green Daguerreotype (Figure 22), an 1850 postmortem image of a young girl (Figure 

23), and the aptly named 1853 daguerreotype Beautiful Boy (Figure 24).  In many cases, 

lack of eye contact or focus, a loose or drooping jaw, or other telltale signs that the 

subject is deceased foil this dramatic attempt to convince the viewer of the sitter’s 

liveliness.  However, as discussed earlier, viewers typically engaged in the temporary 

suspension of disbelief as part of their affective response to the representation.  Due to 

the eerie and disconcerting quality of any photograph depicting death, these illusory 

images arguably were some of the least successful in maintaining the fictive connection 

between departed and survivor that I have been discussing.  In contrast to the more 
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Figure 22: Green Daguerreotype, 1846, sixth-plate daguerreotype, Thanatos Archive 
 

palatable “sleeping child” category, these illusory images attempted to revitalize and 

reanimate the figure, creating an uncanny disguise of death as life.   

 One excellent example of this type of image is the posthumous daguerreotype of 

Sarah A. Lawrence, dressed up as a little drummer girl, from 1847 (see Figure 25).  Also 

from the Burns archive, the image displays a young girl posed against a dark cloth 

background.  Around her neck hangs a coral necklace -- an accessory often given to 

young children in the nineteenth century as a good luck token to ward off sickness -- as 

well as a small drum.  Each hand gently grasps the drumsticks; the stick in her left hand 

lightly touching the rim of the drum and her right arm resting atop the drum, 

foreshortened by the camera lens.  Her paisley patterned dress, necklace, and drum are 
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Figure 23: Girl in Chair, 1850, sixth-plate daguerreotype, Thanatos Archive 
 

tinted red, as are her lips and cheeks, and her hair is meticulously combed into a dramatic 

curl atop her head. 

 The extensive use of red tinting seen in this photograph is relatively rare and 

highly intriguing.  While it was common to tint the lips and cheeks of figures to achieve a 

lifelike flush to the face or to tint an object in the image, like the dress of the young girl 

in the Burns Archive family portrait discussed above, in order to enhance its meaning, it 

is far more unusual to see the amount of tinting that appears in the image of Sarah 

Lawrence.  There are two clear observations to make in relation to the use of color: the 

image was somewhat costly to Sarah’s parents and it was very important to them that she 

look as animated and lively as possible.39   
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Figure 24: Beautiful Boy, 1853, sixth-plate daguerreotype, Thanatos Archive 
   

Moreover, the complex composition of the image, intended to aid in the illusory 

reanimation of the child, brings to mind the myth of Pygmalion.  Regaining popularity in 

both England and the United States during the nineteenth century, the story of an object 

coming to life inspired poetic reinterpretations like this antebellum example, from a poem 

titled “Pygmalion” by Grace Greenwood: 

If voice of earth, in wildest prayer, may reach 
To godhood, throned amid the purple clouds, 
To animate this cold and pulseless stone 
Grant thou one breath of that immortal air 
Which feedeth human life from age to age, 
And floateth round Olympus! -- Hear, O Jove!40 

 
Perhaps the renewed popularity of the myth inspired the commission of images that 

brought the sitter to life.  Or, at the very least, the knowledge of the mythological story 
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Figure 25: Little Drummer Girl, A Posthumous Mourning Portrait, Sarah A. Lawrence of 
119 Hudson Avenue, Green Island, Albany County, New York, circa 1847, tinted sixth-

plate daguerreotype, The Burns Archive, New York 
 

could have informed the engagement with an image that so obviously intended to present 

a figure in a reanimated state.   

Though the photograph appears to depict a child propped up or standing against 

the dark background, the cloth backdrop, wrinkled from the pressure of the body, reveals 

the child’s prone and motionless position.  Her large, dark-hued eyes are open but focus-

less, looking beyond the photographer towards something distant or unseen, a trait that is 

also seen in The Green Daguerreotype.  While the pink tinting helps the girl to appear 

pristine and vibrant, the stiff posture and the distant, glassy gaze betray the truth about 

the child.  Most likely the only photograph taken of Sarah Lawrence, this beautiful 
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example of posthumous imagery of this type measures only 2 ! by 3 " inches.41  Due to 

its small size and the exquisite quality of the image and the tinting, this object was 

certainly a prized possession of Sarah’s parents.   

Several scholars, including Roland Barthes and Susan Sontag, have discussed the 

natural correlation between photography and death resulting from the fact that the 

photograph inevitably reveals an event that is now past or lost.42  On this line, once the 

photographer has captured the fleeting moment on film or plate, it cannot be relived and, 

therefore, is metaphorically “dead.”43  However, Barthes simultaneously recognizes an 

ongoing life in the photographic image; the persistence of the captured moment, frozen in 

time, suggests a pervasive continuation of memory.  In other words, the subject of the 

photograph takes on a new life of perpetual immobility; it is frozen in time and place, but 

with a physical presence that denies true loss or departure.  Certainly, the small image of 

Sarah Lawrence confirms this theory of the continuation of tangibility. 

Still, the illusory image type seems also to confirm the ambiguous relationship of 

photography to memory that was mentioned by Holst-Warhaft.44  As John Berger noted 

in his 1982 Another Way of Telling, a photograph like that of Sarah Lawrence conforms 

to a different sense of mourning and bereavement.  For Berger, an image like this is 

“more traumatic than most memories or mementos because it seems to confirm, 

prophetically, the later discontinuity created by the absence or death.”45  Photographs like 

this confront the mourner with a shocking image in which the fabrication of reanimation 

is paired with the genuine appearance of death.  The work acts upon the viewer in a 

peculiar manner, creating an affect that is somewhat elusive.  The cathartic “touching” 

that is possible in the “sleeping angel” image becomes more complex here since the 
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illusory construction of life creates a disjunction in the viewer.  Since the child in the 

image rarely appears truly animated, one cannot simply ignore the visible truth of the 

image -- the truth of death -- and believe the illusion.  The intense push and pull of truth 

and falsity, real and fake, living and dead, confirms this type of photographic image as 

the most complex and the most affective. 

 

Conclusion 

Though posthumous photographs were taken of adults, adolescents, toddlers, 

infants, and even pets, there is a striking difference between them.  While there are, of 

course, exceptions to every rule, many postmortem photographs of adult sitters tended to 

be less allegorical and more obviously direct in their depiction of death.  Images of 

children assuaged the viewer’s grief by suggesting a graceful, delicate, and peaceful 

death or, as I argue, a corporeal continuity between life and death.  Representations of 

fully matured individuals, on the other hand, were often more straightforward and more 

blatantly direct about death and its presence.  Though photographers were always careful 

and cautious to depict the departed loved one in the best possible manner, there was less 

attempt with older sitters to deny death’s presence.  Much less often do we see an adult 

figure propped up in a chair or presented in such a way as to convince the viewer of their 

animation.  Again, it is not uncommon to see images of “sleeping” adults as in this 1846 

image of a man with a quilt pulled up to his chin (Figure 26); it is also not rare to see 

images that blatantly expose death as in the 1857 tintype of an old woman with discharge 

from her nose (Figure 27).46 
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Figure 26: Man Tucked in Quilt, circa 1846, tinted sixth-plate daguerreotype, The Burns 
Archive, New York 

 

 As Burns suggests in the notations for the 1857 tintype, the inclusion of such 

graphic detail as the bloody discharge could reflect the belief that, “death should not be 

beautified, but shown in its natural, often horrific state.”47  But, the attitude that one 

should be confronted with the realities of death is clearly not applied to images of young 

children.  Obviously, this notion of death as horrific loss, as painful departure, and as sad 

end, is far more easily stomached when it pertains to an individual who has lived a full 

life, achieved adulthood, and pursued the pleasures and misfortunes inherent in existence.  

The lessons to be gleaned from the death of a mature person are far different from those 

to be taken from the passing of an infant or toddler.  

 Similarly, each interaction with an image that depicts the death of an adult 

suspends a particular set of affective forces between viewer and work.  These forces are  
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Figure 27: Old Woman with Discharge From Nose, circa 1857, sixth-plate tintype, The 
Burns Archive, New York 

 

in contrast to those experiences when the image reveals the lifeless body of a young 

child.  The nurturing sensations of touching or embracing the physical body that pervade 

the writing of nineteenth-century women in relation to their departed children does not 

seem to exist in the same way when they speak of losing elderly parents or middle-aged 

siblings.  And, while the loss and emptiness created by death is felt initially in the same 

way, the process of bereavement and the affect of posthumous images are distinct.   

As mentioned in Chapter 1, the changing notions of childhood innocence and 

forgiveness of original sins pervaded nineteenth-century life.  The calls to God to protect 

and care for the child departing this world by a “good death” and the repeated 

declarations that the child was to be reborn in Heaven suggest that the notion of youthful 

innocence was a driving force in the mourning process.  So often, obituaries describe the 
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departed, both child and adult, in terms of their piousness and religious qualities.  This 

seems to have been particularly true for children, who escaped the wickedness of original 

sin before finding peace in heaven.  And, while the concept of “meeting again in Heaven” 

would also apply to the loss of parents or older friends and family, the importance of a 

sinless passing was particularly significant in the case of a deceased child.   

In contrast to the posthumous painted portrait, the daguerreotype carried with it a 

more private or personal connotation matched only by the delicate art of miniature 

portraits.  As noted in Chapter 1, the larger painted image hanging upon a wall conveyed 

a particular sense of spiritual guidance to the family and to other viewers of the work.  

Moreover, the way in which the viewer engaged with that image was distinctly different 

from how one would visually bond with a small photographic image.  As noted above, 

the act of holding the daguerreotype of a departed loved one or family member was a 

particularly intimate, corporeal experience.  It allowed for the physical tie between the 

deceased and the survived to continue.  This physical interaction was impossible in the 

larger painted portrait, a medium inherently distanced by its material nature and aesthetic 

conventions.   

For a mother or a parent, there was nothing that could replace feeling the weight 

of embracing a child.  Many parents spoke of the quick development of their children and 

how the sweetness of infancy was soon “lost” to the age of the toddler.  Just as the state 

of childhood was momentary, so the state of existence was transitory.  However, the 

posthumous photograph, particularly those of young children, toddlers, and infants, 

provided proof that each second of that process of maturation was significant and that 

those moments could be extended and re-experienced through the image.  These 
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depictions of children, in many ways, denied the separation of death and the fleeting 

quality of life while extending the union of living and dead.  As noted by the author W.A. 

in an 1834 edition of Mother’s Magazine, 

Be not rash, therefore, to speak of that infant which perished like a 
blossom from your arms, as a fleeting and unimportant thing. That infant 
mind which here on earth was folded up like a bud, expands and blooms in 
the light and warmth of heaven.48 
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CHAPTER 4 
DEATH AND THE MAKING OF THE IDEAL CHILD 

 

 

Figure 28: Thomas Le Clear, Interior with Portraits, 1865, oil on canvas, National 
Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. 

   

 Due to the advent of photography, the anonymous author of an 1857 editorial in 

Harper’s Weekly claimed that, “Portrait-painting, by the old methods, is as completely 

defunct as navigation by the stars.”1  Photography seemed destined to supplant painting 

as the ideal medium for portraiture, though many painters like Thomas Le Clear 

dismissed the photograph’s burgeoning authority.  Believing the art form to be incapable 

of presenting lifelike, expressive, or engaging images, Le Clear produced his 1865 

Interior with Portraits as a commentary on the authority of the painted image (Figure 

28).2  Le Clear critiqued photography through the creative process of making as well as 

with the finished painting.  Working from a daguerreotype made in the 1840s, Le Clear 

draws our attention to the fact that it is only through oil and pigment that the children in 
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the portrait might be restored to “life.”3  As Angela Miller notes in her recent article 

“Death and Resurrection in the Artist’s Studio,” the finished painting reveals the artist’s 

conviction that only this particular medium “could achieve a more lifelike and engaging 

presentation of the subject than its rival, photography.”4  And yet, without the 

involvement of the original daguerreotype, Le Clear’s grand and fictitious composition 

could not have been completed.   Since the interplay of these adversarial mediums takes 

place in the arena of Le Clear’s canvas, it is the perfect starting point for this final 

chapter.  For, it is this very complex and competitive relationship between painting and 

photography that will pervade the discussions of posthumous imagery in this chapter.   

Here, I intend neither to join in the rhetorical debate over the merits of photography and 

portraiture, nor to criticize the discussion.  Rather, I will accept that there are certain 

qualities of painting and of photography that allow each to mediate the viewer’s 

relationship with posthumous imagery in distinct ways.  

 Miller’s article begins to assert these distinctions through a more complex reading 

of Le Clear’s enigmatic Interior with Portraits.  Miller uses Le Clear’s image to create a 

thoughtful analysis of the “perennial rival and occasional accomplice” of painting, the 

relationship between the two, and the relation between each art form and death.5  

According to Miller, Le Clear’s painting recreates the image of the sitters from an earlier 

daguerreotype, noting that, “the painting, then, completes the peculiar death-into-life 

alchemy of the photograph.  Interior with Portraits resurrects the children in a way the 

photograph, with its insistent reminder of absence, could not.”6  Miller indicates that Le 

Clear’s personal goal was to clearly delineate the power that painting held over 

photography.  Though the photograph was capable of capturing the actual likeness of a 
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sitter, Le Clear’s painted image is able to surpass “the terrible deficiency of the 

photograph” to produce a “premonition of immortality.”7   

 Through Le Clear, Miller identifies the deficiency seen in nineteenth-century 

photography as its inability to move beyond the quality of a memento to become an 

image that can exude life.  This latter characteristic can only be found in the superior 

painted image that moves beyond simple “likeness” -- the immobilized representation of 

a sitter based on realistic depiction -- to achieve the status of “lifelike” -- an image that 

vivifies the sitter.8   Since paintings are inherently capable of producing this lifelike 

quality, they are not restricted by the subject matter of death and they can then achieve a 

“premonition of immortality.”  Only briefly mentioned by Miller and attributed solely to 

the painted arts by Le Clear, I believe this concept of immortality deserves further 

exploration.  Is the photographic image, as Le Clear believed, hindered from producing a 

“lifelike” representation?   Or, can it, too, achieve something more than simple “likeness” 

and thus grant a “premonition of immortality?”  In earlier chapters, I discussed the way in 

which posthumous paintings and photographs acted as channels for religious ideologies 

or particular physical and intellectual responses.  This chapter continues this investigation 

of engagement with the viewer by articulating additional capabilities of the painted and 

the photographic posthumous image and analyzing the intersection of these two 

mediums. 

 This chapter extends Miller’s argument about the engagement between painting 

and photography to other posthumous images and further examines how the Le Clear 

painting assigns particular roles to the children depicted that pertain to their past, present, 

and future lives.  The painting directly presents the roles played by the subjects in life - 
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child, brother, sister, daughter, or son -- and simultaneously constructs the “premonition 

of immortality” by conspicuously noting the adult socio-cultural roles that the children 

never played -- mother, father, aunt, uncle, or active member of the community.  This 

image is particularly useful to this project, due to its engagement not only with painting 

and photography, but also with death, the topic with which Miller’s argument concludes 

but which my interpretation here takes as a starting point. 

 As was discussed in Chapter 1, posthumous portraits of children like Edward 

Pomeroy Starr or Stephen Ball were capable of elevating the deceased child to a saint-

like height from which they could disseminate spiritual guidance to the family.  Chapter 2 

examined the physical interaction between viewer and photographic representation and 

the affective transmission unique to the medium.  In this chapter, posthumous painting 

and photography come together, as they do in Le Clear’s painting, to reveal a more 

nuanced and tension-laden understanding of the importance of the child in nineteenth-

century American culture.  Chapter 3 will explore the roles posthumous images played in 

the construction and perpetuation of ideal characterizations of children as if they were 

still living.    

 Of particular interest to this study will be the way in which images create an 

unrealistic, but powerful notion of innocence and perfection.  In particular, I will explore 

both painted and photographic images as nostalgic windows to an idealized past, present, 

or future and as a way to capture the child as a symbol of consummate behavior or as 

perfect practitioner of discipline.  These thematic categories create tension between life 

and death, viewer and subject, by relying upon the posthumous image to move beyond 

death and consider the way in which these images perpetuate an ideological construct of 
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nineteenth-century American culture.  Angela Miller concludes her article with the 

declaration that, “…the photograph appears merely as an inadequate extension of an 

existing artistic tradition, and the camera as a frail instrument indeed for bringing the 

dead back to life.  Fortunately, the painter is there to come to the rescue, with a 

premonition of immortality.”9  This chapter sets out to prove that both the photograph 

and the painted portrait have the ability to move the viewer to a position that is no longer 

controlled by the phantom of death, but that allows for more nuanced understandings of 

these visceral and powerful images. 

 This chapter discusses painting and photography and the intersections between the 

two mediums.  The first subsection brings the two art forms together to discuss the 

construction of time, both actual and imagined.  Barthes spoke of photographs as 

representations of the future state of death and the “defeat of Time.”10  No matter what 

the image actually presents, Barthes sees the catastrophe of photography as its constant 

reference to death.  However, I show that both paintings and photographs, especially 

those of death, are actually capable of creating a fictive timeline of unrealized future 

events.  Rather than seeing the terminating point of those events, the audience is able to 

deny the finality of death and focus upon the lifespan of the sitter through the “timeline” 

of the painting or photograph.    

 In the second part of this chapter, paintings and photographs are discussed as 

evidence of the child made good through education and learning.  Here, the postmortem 

portrait presents the viewer with a child who embraces education and learning and, 

therefore, matures into an ideal or good individual.  Based, in part, on the child rearing 

theories prevalent in the early to mid nineteenth century, these images rely upon the 
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status of the sitter as deceased to ensure the perfection of their development.  Like the 

figure of Edward Pomeroy in Andrews’ The Children of Nathan Starr (see Figure 2), the 

children become exemplars of behavior.  Unlike Edward, religiosity is supplanted by an 

expression of a secular good. 

 The final section focuses on postmortem photography as a form of physical 

discipline.  It is important to note that the segregation of mediums in the final section is 

due to the fact that it is the actual material of the photograph that allows for this particular 

interpretation.  In a sort of extension of the child made good through learning, this section 

discusses the child as good through discipline.  In this case, the process of sitting for the 

daguerreotype exposure necessitates disciplined stillness and patience.  This section 

discusses the postmortem photograph as peculiarly capable of presenting the self-control 

that many children naturally lack.  Since this discussion is predicated on the process of 

sitting still for the daguerreotype exposure, the final section does not include painted 

imagery.   

 However, it should be clear that the two mediums are included as partners in this 

chapter as a whole due to their shared ability to engage the viewer in these complex 

relationships with representations of the deceased.  I will argue that postmortem portraits 

-- both paintings and photographs -- also constructed an idealized vision of the life of the 

child in antebellum America, a vision that was both ideological and open to multiple 

interpretations.  By studying the interplay between painting and photography in this 

chapter, I hope to reveal that ideological complexity.  While earlier chapters of my 

dissertation support the interpretation of the postmortem image as a private object by 

probing intensely personal interactions, I now intend to further explore a more universal 



 109 

connotation of the posthumous artwork.  The images themselves may be personal, but the 

way in which they communicate a larger cultural ideology is based upon their 

engagement in a wider discourse regarding children, child rearing, and death.  Moreover, 

it is the very intermingling of painting and photography that helps to explore the notion 

that images of the deceased are surprisingly open to interpretation and can even go so far 

as to set aside the focus on mortality in order to more powerfully communicate 

expectations and guidelines for life.  By discussing painting and photography as allies in 

this final chapter, I achieve the goal of discussing postmortem imagery as a cohesive 

element in antebellum American mourning culture.  

 

Nostalgia for the Past, Dreams of the Future 

 While most posthumous images are read as part of the practice of mourning the loss 

of a loved one, they also suggest issues inherent in the dichotomous human tendencies of 

nostalgic reverie and fantasies of the future.  In some cases, artists are able to capture 

these conflicting attitudes in a single posthumous painting or daguerreotype, which 

challenges the assumption that these works of art function solely within the limited role 

of memorial.  In the cases of Frederick Spencer’s portrait of The Clark Children and 

Thomas Le Clear’s Interior with Portraits, the complex composition, intricate weaving of 

gaze and view, and representation of deceased children force a variegated reading in 

order to fully understand the painted image (Figure 29).  It is not simply that these images 

serve to memorialize the lost child, though this is certainly true.  Rather, the image 

constructs a visual timeline of real and imagined events of the past, the present, and the 

future: a perfect timeline of perfect events that nineteenth-century parents wished for 
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Figure 29: Frederick R. Spencer, The Clark Children, 1846, oil on canvas, New-York 
Historical Society 

 

their children.  In a photograph like Father and Son, the departed child’s lost future 

becomes intertwined with the familial relationships that he or she will never experience 

 (Figure 30).  By placing a deceased child in particular compositional alignment with 

other family members, the chasm between what is and what could have been becomes 

tangible to the viewer.  In all of these cases, the image constructs a timeline of idealized, 

but never realized, events that stretch beyond the life of the sitter. 

Of the three images chosen for this section of the chapter, only Le Clear’s Interior 

with Portraits, currently on display in the Smithsonian American Art Museum and 

readily accessible, has garnered notable attention from scholars, most significantly from 

Angela Miller.  Spencer’s Clark Children from the New-York Historical Society 
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Figure 30: Father and Son, late 1800s, cabinet card, Thanatos Archive 
 

collection and the Thanatos Archive cabinet card from an unknown photographer called 

Father and Son are significantly less well known, if known at all.  Neither has drawn 

significant criticism or analysis, though the Spencer painting was published in a catalog 

for the New-York Historical Society exhibition titled, “Group Dynamics: Family 

Portraits and Scenes of Everyday Life.”11   Though the images are significantly different 

in terms of style, materials, and function, they all share a peculiar characteristic that 

makes them useful examples for this portion of my study.   

Each of these works displays a complex composition in which the object as a whole 

is affected by an image represented within it.  In Spencer’s piece, the portrait of one 

daughter appears as an artwork within the portrait of her siblings.  In Father and Son, the 

father is present through a memorial image hanging upon the wall above the figure of the 

boy.  And, in Le Clear’s painting, the depiction of the children posing before the 

backdrop, though not specifically an artwork within the artwork, acts similarly.  
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Essentially, the use of a vignette within the larger painting allows for all parts of the work 

to be analyzed against one another in addition to a discussion of the object as a whole.  

Spencer’s inclusion of the portrait of one Clark daughter within the larger family portrait 

encourages an analysis of time to better understand the relationship between all of the 

children depicted.  All of the images discussed in this section of the chapter invite a more 

complex reading of the construction of the passage of time. 

 In The Clark Children, the children of Ralph and Abigail Anna Bogert Clark, are 

gathered around a red brocade couch upon which two boys are seated.12  The younger 

boy William Post, dressed in the pantalettes and dressing gown of an unbreeched youth 

looks upward toward his older brother James Bogert, clothed in a dapper three-piece suit.  

To William’s right, his sister Virginia Adeline, ringlet-haired and donned in a white 

dress, stands looking toward a framed portrait painting held upright by her older sister 

Elizabeth.  The family resemblance between the children depicted by Spencer is apparent, 

particularly between the young girl depicted in the painting and the eldest figure of 

Elizabeth. The space occupied by the family group includes a decoratively patterned rug 

upon which appear a discarded book and a wheel hat full of ripe apples.13  Behind 

Virginia, an ornamented bonnet sits upon a red upholstered ottoman.  In the style of the 

Old Masters, Spencer allows the back wall of the room to disappear, and replaces it with 

a vast and idyllic landscape, two classical columns, and a red curtain.  According to 

Phoebe Lloyd, Anna Mary, the young girl depicted here, died at the age of five, three 

years before Spencer completed the 1846 family portrait.14   

 Unlike Andrews’ image of Edward Pomeroy or Eddy’s depiction of Stephen Ball, 

Anna Mary is not reanimated and reintegrated with her family group, but is, quite 
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literally, carried by her sister as a type of effigy.  While the original portrait of Anna 

Mary, possibly completed on the occasion of her death, serves the traditional 

memorializing function, this complex group portrait must be understood as a profoundly 

different image type.15  In order to fully explore the intricate associations present in this 

work, one must observe and understand the exchange of gazes and interactions.  For it is 

within these intertwined communications that the complex meaning of the portrait 

resides.  The painting is not simply a memento to a lost child, but a multifaceted 

commentary on family dynamics, childlike innocence, maturation, and death. 

 The viewer is drawn into the painting not by the portrait of Anna Mary, but by the 

younger of the Clark children.  In the work, Spencer utilizes the lines of sight and gesture 

of William and Virginia to draw the attention of the audience to other figures within the 

frame.  William Post, seated at the center in a yellow dress, leads the viewers’ gaze in 

several different directions as he looks upward toward his elder brother, extends an apple 

upwards to the sister that stands at his right, and points toward his abandoned wheel hat 

and remaining fruit with his left hand.  Though the diminutive boy is very active, the two 

siblings with whom he attempts to engage are stiff and static in their postures.  Moreover, 

of all of the points to which he sends the viewer’s eye, the initial movement is toward his 

elder brother. 

 James Bogert, dressed in a dark suit, silver vest, crisp white shirt, and black tie, sits 

in a rigidly upright and somewhat awkward pose and looks past the figure of his sister, at 

the left, and beyond the frame.  His glassy gaze pulls our attention over to Virginia, who 

grasps a small bouquet of red and yellow flowers in her hand.  Her beautifully curled hair 

and spotless white dress are evidence of the significance of the occasion for this portrait, 
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and her face, depicted in profile, turns the viewer back to the middle of the canvas.  It is 

here, at the center, that Elizabeth stands, porcelain face framed by dark hair, presenting 

the portrait of her deceased sister.  The way in which Spencer visually weaves the 

spectator through the family group allows each figure to serve a particular function, but 

each function is bound up in the conspicuous effigy of Anna Mary. 

 Were this painting simply a family group without the presence of death, or if Anna 

Mary were physically reunited with her siblings here as a living member of the family, 

the image would have very different connotations.  As it is, the inclusion of Anna Mary 

as an obviously “missing” object allows for the group portrait to take on more complex 

trappings of social understanding, after the viewer concedes an acknowledgment of her 

death.  In other words, though this interpretation of the image seems to hinge on the 

representation of the departed sibling, it is not, in fact, only about her death, but about the 

way in which her presence elucidates contemporary constructions of nostalgic dreams of 

the past and hopes for the future.  By placing the image of Anna Mary near the center of 

the composition, she becomes the symbolic axis around which these aspirations revolve 

and the point from which they originate. 

 Each figure in the image is presented with an object that he or she grasps physically 

and an additional object that has been set aside, discarded, or detached in some way.  

James Bogert holds a book in one hand while a second tome lies at his feet.  William Post 

holds an apple in his right hand while his wheel cap, placed upon the floor, displays the 

remaining fruit.  Virginia Adeline has removed her pink shawl, which she holds draped 

upon her arm, and her bonnet, which sits upon a stool behind her.  Finally, Elizabeth 

holds aloft the portrait of her departed sister, whose spiritual and ethereal state confirms 
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the nature of her physical body as being detached or set aside.  This careful juxtaposition 

of the physical object that can be touched and the spiritual object that is out of reach is 

unified in the painted effigy -- it uniquely serves the function of returning the departed 

object to the family group while simultaneously granting detachment.  In this way, the 

family portrait as a whole references not irrevocable loss, but the intersection between 

that which one has and that which one has not.  Or, more important, what once was and 

what may be. 

 More poignant than the other things set aside, the painted portrait of Anna Mary is 

an object laden with a complex understanding of past, present, and future.  The painting 

references the nostalgic past and memory of the young girl’s life and the other children’s 

physical interaction with the portrait ensures her permanent place within the family 

structure.  And, the belief in the spiritual afterlife would assure the family of a 

reconnection with their daughter or sister in the future.  Moreover, the fact that Spencer 

does not reanimate the young girl and place her among her siblings, but allows her access 

to the family group through an iconic image plays a significant role in the painting’s 

transmission of meaning.  We understand her not as a figure who has somehow 

physically returned to the family group, for, like the hats and the book, her spiritual 

presence was never fully detached from the domestic structure.  Rather, in Spencer’s 

portrait, she acts as a unifying element through which the composition and meaning of 

the work are aligned.   

 The precarious state of youthfulness is fundamentally present in Spencer’s portrait.  

Still adorned in the genderless garments of a toddler, William looks toward his brother in 

recognition of his future. 16   The older boy’s mature dress alludes to his own future as an 



 116 

adult, but this prophetic future is put on hold by his full youthful cheeks and the missed 

buttons on his vest. He seems here to be playing at adulthood while still casting a 

nostalgic eye to his youthful innocence.  This duality is evident in the figures of the girls 

as well, as they sentimentally present or address their missing sister and simultaneously 

confirm their roles as maturing young ladies.  The image, therefore, speaks to more than 

simply a memento of loss, but to a significantly complex construction of time and 

familial relations. 

 Even the space within which the family group is organized speaks to the 

juxtaposition of interior and exterior, physical and fantastic, earthly and otherworldly.  

Though the children seem to be confined to a finely trimmed sitting room, an expansive 

garden replaces the rear wall.  Not only is the space definitively outdoors, it is also 

outside of the realm of the physicality of the room.  The Eden-like landscape is clearly a 

fantastic imagining of the artist -- and the commissioning family? -- that draws a 

conscious parallel between the real and the ideal.  While the children appear physically 

real within the painting -- they are in real life as they appear in the painting -- the 

landscape beyond hints at what they could be or what they will be.  For example, William 

is the youngest boy in the family.  Still a toddler when the painting was completed he is 

accurately depicted as unbreeched.  And yet, his commanding gesture and glance toward 

his older brother are indicators of his maturation and development.  Beyond the confines 

of the home, in the expanse of the fantastic garden, William’s future is yet unwritten.  

Should the parents or family, in viewing the image, wish to envision William’s 

adulthood; they will imagine a life of success and happiness.  It will be an idealized life 

unmarred by death or tragedy and full of promise.  In that serene and immaculate space, 
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the children’s innocence is perpetually preserved and their future opportunities and 

successes are immeasurable.   

  While Spencer’s portrait positions the surviving siblings in a contemporary 

composition alongside the visual reminder of the deceased, Thomas Le Clear’s Interior 

with Portraits takes a different approach to the posthumous image and its relationship to 

constructions of a nostalgic past and an idyllic future (see Figure 28).   Through a 

complex organization of space and a somewhat overwhelming collection of iconic 

images, Le Clear creates a scene that is fundamentally rooted at the intersection of 

physical and spiritual time.  The image thematically juxtaposes photography and painting 

in several ways, noting the moment of confluence between those two art forms.  

Moreover, the painting positions life and death, past and future, present and absent in 

such a way as to encourage reflection. 

 The main subjects of the painting are the figures of the young boy and girl who 

stand in front of a monochromatic landscape backdrop.  Though their attention should be 

turned to the photographer who readies his camera at the right hand side of the painting, 

the young boy peers out of the canvas and toward the viewer.  The large space, perfectly 

equipped for photographic picture taking with its large skylight windows, is cluttered 

with ephemera more suited to a painter’s studio: plaster busts, furniture, pitchers and 

vases, paintings and sculptures, perhaps continuing Le Clear’s agenda of contrasting the 

legitimacy of painting with that of photography.  The partially open door at the left and 

the curtained entry to the room of sculptures at the right suggest the vastness of a costly 

space, but the cracked walls and chipping plaster indicate a sort of picturesque disrepair. 
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  According to Angela Miller,  “Interior with Portraits is thus a puzzle painting -- a 

work that toys with the relationship of past to present, illusion to reality, painting to 

photography, and ultimately life to death.”17  While Miller’s primary focus seems to be 

on the confluence of painting and photography that occurs within the image, I am 

particularly concerned with how it constructs a reduction of the chronological timeline 

into a static moment within which the life and death of each child is preserved.  While 

Miller sees the image as that which restores the figures to life, I suggest that it is not the 

children themselves that are reanimated, but rather that the timeline of their lives is 

reconstructed in this visual enigma.  In this way, the figures do not serve as targets for 

mourning, but become elements that trigger nostalgic reverie. 

 Certain elements of the painting’s commission aid in the interpretation of this 

image as a distinct attempt to reclaim a personal past that looks beyond death.  The 

figures depicted are the brother and sister of Franklin Sidway, who hired Le Clear to 

produce the painting.  However, in 1865, when the painting was completed, Franklin’s 

brother -- James Henry -- had just been killed in the line of duty as a firefighter at the age 

of twenty-five.18  His sister, Parnell Sidway, would have been twenty-eight years old in 

1865, but she had also died, albeit sixteen years earlier in 1849 when she was only 

twelve.19  And yet, when deciding how to commemorate the lives of his siblings, Sidway 

chose not to present them as they were when they had died.  Instead, he desired that Le 

Clear work from a daguerreotype of the two children taken around 1847, when both were 

vibrant and healthy and looking towards bright futures.20  Though Miller notes that 

Sidway was hardly pleased with the initial painting, rejecting it upon first sight, he 

eventually accepted the work, which remained in the family for many years.21 
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 Of course, Sidway’s initial reaction would have been natural based on the perceived 

lack of emphasis placed upon the portraits of his siblings.  According to Miller, this was 

due to Le Clear’s selfish desire to attenuate the authority of the photographic image, 

which had become wildly popular by the 1860s.22  But, what of Sidway’s original 

request?  The choice to represent the children as they appeared in the 1847 daguerreotype 

indicates a desire on the part of the patron to suppress the deaths of the individuals in 

order to better recall this earlier moment in time.  However, when viewing the painting, 

one must concede the truth that these children no longer exist in any form other than that 

which Le Clear constructs.  By placing them within this chronologically static image, 

which presents objects and ideas from both 1847 and 1865 anachronistically, the figures 

become part of a retrospectively invented timeline.  They exist here not just so their loss 

can be mourned, but so that an imaginary span of their lives can be created and recalled.   

 Despite Miller’s interpretation of the image as presenting the children as “incidental 

elements,” when one considers the type of attention paid to other figures, the children 

become the fundamental anchors of the composition.23  The photographer, whose portrait 

includes a prominent emphasis on his backside, is clearly a target of subtle ridicule for Le 

Clear.  And yet, he is anonymous.  This works for Le Clear’s purpose to denigrate all 

photographers and suggests that the man under the hood is insignificant.  It is the process 

of photography that is important here.  It is the technique through which the children’s 

portrait is reinterpreted and it positions our chronology firmly between the 1840s and 

1860s, when this particular type of wet-plate collodion camera was in use.  The fact that 

Le Clear clothes the photographer in white draws the viewer’s eye to his position, which 

is relegated to the right side of the canvas.  The eye then vacillates predominately 



 120 

between the children and the photographer, with occasional scans of the objects strewn 

about the space.  It is in these additional scans that one takes note of the empty chairs. 

 Two chairs in particular bear indicators of recent occupants: the upholstered seat at 

the left foreground with cane, hat and newspaper, and the simple wooden chair nearest 

the children with a handbag, umbrella, and removed bonnet.  The trappings are clearly 

those belonging to adults, who Miller rationally identifies as the parents of the children.24  

However, if one continues to accept that the painting concedes an overlapping timeline, 

the cane and hat could very easily belong to the twenty-five year old James Henry.  A 

symbol of the truncated adult life that he lived, the empty chair becomes associated not 

with an absent father, but with James’ adult life.  A similar association can be made with 

the women’s objects near Parnell, whose death at the age of twelve occurred just as she 

would have been eliminating the accessories of the child and adopting the accoutrements 

of a young woman.  These elements become symbols of an unrealized maturation that, 

due to its nonexistence, is naturally conceived of as ideal.  Of course, Parnell would have 

grown up, fallen in love, been married, raised children, and lived a perfect life until an 

old age.  The elements in the painting that hint at female adulthood allow the viewer to 

engage in a fantasy future for the departed child.  Since Parnell would have been nearing 

thirty years of age in 1865, it would have been natural for Sidway to think of her and the 

adult life that she might have lived.  It is this idealized imagining that attributes these 

objects not to an additional figure whose important absence one must address, but to an 

already fundamental player in the scene. 

 A variety of objects in the room also speak to the convergence of time: an Old 

Master style portrait and the freshly painted portrait upon the easel or the contemporary 



 121 

copies of classical sculptures.  These, really, are the incidental objects that support the 

reading of the image as one that does not simply stop or reverse time, but constructs time.    

While this construction is significant within the frame of Le Clear’s painting, a recent 

publication by Thomas Allen, A Republic in Time: Temporality and Social Imagination 

in Nineteenth-Century America suggests that this very centrality of time helped in the 

construction of the American nation.25  Within the walls of this studio, Le Clear paints an 

image that acts as a veritable timeline for the figures depicted.  However, outside of the 

frame, Allen would argue that Le Clear’s image takes on a larger burden of contributing 

to the construction of a wider cultural identity.  In one static image, Sidway is able to 

recall a nostalgic past, relive a contemporary moment, construct an imagined and 

idealized future for the children, and honor the fidelity that exists between the now 

separated siblings, symbolized by the black and white hound dog that peers in through 

the open door.  

 Finally, I turn to the late 1800s cabinet card called Father and Son (see Figure 30).  

Currently part of the collection of the Thanatos Archive, an unknown photographer 

created this image on the occasion of a young boy’s death.  The youth lies upon a covered 

couch dressed in a short pants three-piece suit and white lace collar with his dark hair 

combed back from his face.  The portrait of a man, whose dark hair color and style 

matches that of the boy, and a cruciform floral arrangement hang upon the wall over the 

child, whose hands clasp over his stomach and whose head inclines towards the camera.  

The Thanatos Archive website identifies the picture on the wall above the child as, “a 

memorial photo of a man -- most likely his father...” and the flowers as those that would 

have been procured for a funeral.26   
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 While there is little doubt that the image is a posthumous portrait of the young boy, 

the inclusion of the father’s image above the child, and the possibility that it too is a 

memorial image, is particularly intriguing.  On one hand, two memorial images draw the 

conclusion that this particular family has an acute familiarity with the loss of loved ones.  

Moreover, the juxtaposition of the image of youth with that of age reminds the viewer 

that the boy’s maturation was cut short and that his potential as a man will never be 

realized.  In this way, and like the complex paintings discussed earlier in this section, 

Father and Son constructs a timeline that can never come to fulfillment.  Rather than 

seeing the older male figure as simply the deceased boy’s father, the viewer recognizes 

that the “father” also stands in for the boy’s lost future. 

 The visual connections between the two figures are obvious: the same dark hair 

brushed back in the same style, dark suits with white collars, and both heads turned to the 

left.  These similarities, which make the familial bond of father and son concrete through 

resemblance, also encourage the viewer to perceive of the two images as representing the 

same individual at different points along a timeline.  More significantly, the image of the 

elder man shows a point along the boy’s chronology that will never be attained.  The 

young boy will not become a man, he will never marry, and he will never know the joys 

of fatherhood.  However, by positioning the two images in this manner, the photographer 

permits the viewer to construct an imaginary lifespan that continues on, past the child’s 

death, to a fictive point in the future where his life as an adult is experienced.  In this 

way, the cabinet card, like the two paintings discussed above, helps the viewer to imagine 

an existence unfettered by death or loss. 
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 In each of these cases, the images concern themselves with the deceased.  These 

lost children permeate the works in a way that cannot be overlooked or ignored.  

However, unlike earlier images that construct the child as a spiritual guide or an 

otherworldly source of morality and virtue, these children do not seem to be empowered 

in the same way.  Rather, they are a sort of secular guide, taking the viewer through the 

remembrance of the past and the unfolding of the future.  They become guides through 

time, rather than through faith. 

 

The Child Made Good by Learning 

 “Now, children, I have given you one reason why you should pay attention to 

sermons, and that is, that, if you do not, you cannot learn; and the second reason is, that 

you cannot be made good but by learning.”27  This selection from a nineteenth-century 

sermon by the Reverend Edward Kirk clearly aligns education, both religious and 

otherwise, with the path towards goodness.  It is well documented in the nineteenth 

century that children who attended to their studies were considered more pious and 

certainly more disciplined than those who were less inclined to study.  The same Kirk 

sermon touches on the importance of learning,  

If there are two children in a class at school…and if one of them, all the 
time that he ought to be studying, is looking about, is talking to some other 
child, is reading some other book, or is thinking about something 
else…you know which of these children will be prepared to recite the 
lesson…28  
 

It is clear, through the tone of this sermon that the attention paid to education is not 

simply about learning the material at hand, but about developing the appropriate skills of 
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Figure 31: Prior-Hamblin School, Little Girl With Slate, 1845, oil on canvas, National 
Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. 

 

behavior and decorum.  The child who can master the skills needed to attentively listen, 

study, and recite, is a child that acts as a role model for his or her peers. 

 The homily-styled oration was highly popular in the nineteenth century, taking 

form in religious texts like the collection of Kirk sermons in England and America, and in 

secularized tomes on child rearing, development, and behavior.  Many of these narratives, 

both factual and fictional, culminate in lamenting the passing of a child, whose character 

acts throughout the tale as an exemplar of ideal behavior.  Certainly, there are numerous 

paintings from the early nineteenth century that aid the viewer in visualizing this flawless 

image of the child.  Claire Perry’s 2006 publication Young America: Childhood in 19th-

Century Art and Culture includes a chapter on “The New Scholar” in which she suggests 
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that images of children in school or with educational objects align the classroom and 

education with the ability to navigate the political sphere of adulthood.29   

 One image, in which piety and education act as an amalgamation for the viewer to 

interpret, is Little Girl with Slate by an unknown artist of the Prior-Hamblin School 

(Figure 31).  The small portrait of a blonde haired girl in a red and white dress elicits 

thoughts of religion and of schooling through the slate that appears upon her lap.  A 

common device found in classrooms of the 1800s, the slate was used to practice writing 

and arithmetic.  In this case, the words, “Suffer Little Children to come unto me for of 

such is the kingdom of Heav(en)” are written in delicate cursive across the black surface 

and turned such that the audience can read the Biblical passage. 30  The use of a Biblical 

passage reinforces the message in the sermon of Revered Kirk and supports the vision of 

the child as the embodiment of pious thought and devotion.   

 While Perry wishes to see these children as symbolizing the future of the American 

political system and the subsistence of the political republic which would one day be in 

the hands of these children, how can a viewer understand an image that underscores these 

same ideals but depicts a child who has already died?   As Phoebe Lloyd discusses in 

Death and American Painting, images of children often depict specific symbolic tropes 

that aid in the identification of their status as deceased.  A drooping rose held in the hand 

of a young girl upon a stage-like porch, the heart shaped leaves of morning-glories in a 

toy cart pulled by a young boy, a body of water that suggests passage, or the pocket 

watch in Shepherd Alonzo Mount’s A Portrait of Camille (see Figure 39): all of these 

represent passage, transience, or loss.31  Certainly, Lloyd’s failure to mention books or 

education materials may simply be that they are rarely used in posthumous images.  
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Figure 32: Posed with Book, circa 1848, sixth-plate daguerreotype, Thanatos Archive 
 

However, the juxtaposition of a deceased child with symbols that are typically associated  

with the perpetuation of a type of lifestyle is of particular interest when one views the 

1848 postmortem daguerreotype of a boy with a book (Figure 32) or Sarah Miriam 

Peale’s posthumous portrait of Mary Griffith (Figure 33). 

 Seated upright in a wooden chair with beautifully curved arms, the young boy 

appears to have drifted off to sleep while reading a favorite book.  While his right arm 
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rests gently upon the graceful curve of the chair, his left is awkwardly and stiffly 

positioned floating above the arm of the chair.  Perhaps an early sign of rigor mortis, the 

presence of death in this image is also apparent in the cropped hair (which often indicated 

an illness with high fever), the rigid upper body position, and the slightly drooping head.  

And, while this photograph is a nice example of the artist and viewer attempting to create 

an illusory image of life, the inclusion of the open book suggests a more nuanced 

interpretation of that illusion.  Here, we are not simply to view the child as living, but as a 

living embodiment of education, learning, and goodness. 

 The inclusion of the open book is a rare element in postmortem photography, due to 

the difficulty of staging the image.  Placing items around the body of the deceased, or 

even unused upon the lap is fairly typical, but the presentation of the act of reading an 

open text is uncommon.  An image like this was likely the request of the grieving parents 

whose desire to disguise death in the image is paired with an interest in presenting their 

son as a child made both spiritually and intellectually good through learning.  Rather than 

focusing the image on the fact that the boy had succumbed to his illness, the photograph 

reminds the viewer of the child’s interest in education and the successes achieved in his 

brief lifetime.  Simultaneously, the image projects ideas of the boy’s unrealized future 

and presents an idealized pattern of behavior for other children.  Though the book upon 

his lap cannot be identified, its size is similar to that of a Biblical text.32  In this way, his 

studious nature becomes symbolic of both a secular and a religious goodness, made 

possible only through the act of edification. 

 While the presence of death is decidedly obvious in the daguerreotype of the young 

boy, it is the very absence of definitive elements of mourning imagery that makes the 
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portrait of Mary Griffith such a fascinating example for this chapter and this particular 

 

Figure 33: Sarah Miriam Peale, Mary Leypold Griffith, 1841, oil on canvas, The 
Washington County Museum of Fine Arts, Hagerstown, Maryland 

 

analysis of posthumous imagery in relation to learning and study.  Though there are 

subtle cues to confirm that the subject of the image is deceased, the posthumous  

symbolism here is diminished by the obvious references to school and learning that are 

emphasized in the work.  Without the standard trappings of death, Peale’s portrait 

challenges the viewer to see beyond the painting’s status as memorial and look to a more 

nuanced and interesting interpretation: the image conveys the notion of the ideal child 

and her significant quest for learning.  



 129 

  In the center of the image and gazing contentedly out at the viewer, Mary Griffith 

sits upon a decoratively patterned rug scattered with books.  Behind her, a royal blue 

brocaded curtain with gold-detailed tassels enhances a bare brown wall.  Additionally, a 

wooden chair lies on its back behind the figure of Mary, truncated by the frame of the 

image, but intentionally conspicuous.  Mary is dressed in a ruffle-sleeved red garment, 

white pantalettes and socks, and black shoes, with her short hair parted down the center.  

In her right hand, she holds a pair of scissors with which she cuts a pattern into a long 

strand of paper or ribbon.  Unlike the images that Lloyd analyzes in her text, there appear 

to be no major symbols of death or passing that are so often associated with posthumous 

images.  Mary does not hold flowers, and none appears in the room around her.  The only 

symbolic indication of her passing is the empty chair, knocked upon its side, unused.  

Empty cribs or empty chairs are not unusual additions to posthumous imagery, connoting 

the lost or the missing.  In reality, the only definitive evidence that the image is 

posthumously done is the extant commission papers and letters that provide the 

provenance of the image.33  

 More important to the image seems to be the inclusion of the books that lay around 

the central figure of the young, deceased girl.  Amid these items and without the standard 

trappings of posthumous paintings, the representation of Mary becomes an intriguing and 

enigmatic image.  The portrait avoids the pious quality that emanates from images like 

Andrews’ representation of Edward Pomeroy Starr or Eddy’s Stephen Ball.  Here, Mary 

becomes not a spiritual guide, but a role model of a more practical and mundane manner.  

Rather than upholding virtuous notions of spirituality, goodness and innocence, Mary 

reminded the viewer of the significance of schooling and education.   
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 Born in June of 1838, Mary was less than three years old when she passed away on 

January 27th, 1841, after a short illness.34  Considering her tender age, the viewer is even 

more impressed by Mary’s mature posture and attention to educational objects.  The 

young girl does not distract herself with dolls or other toys, but with tools of edification 

that include a fold out accordion alphabet book with pages like, “Y y, Yellow Bird”.  It 

may be significant to note that the text of the alphabet book faces the young girl, while 

the book discarded to the right corner of the painting is turned so that it may be read by 

both Mary and by the onlooker.  In fact, Peale creates a painting that lures the audience 

into the sitter’s space both by the orientation of the text and by Mary’s direct outward 

gaze.  And, in an unusual treatment of posthumous images, the audience was able to 

consciously set aside the underlying motivation for the commission of the portrait and 

focus on the way in which Mary served as a paradigm for her younger sibling and 

allowed her parents to close their eyes to the reality of her death. 

  Mary Leypold Griffith died in early 1841.  Sometime in that same year, her parents 

commissioned Sarah Miriam Peale to paint her portrait and her mother gave birth to 

another baby girl named Sarah “Sally” Bryarly Griffith.   Mary’s death left her parents 

without their eldest daughter and left Sally without an older sister from whom to learn 

and model behavior.  When the image is considered in this way, the lack of posthumous 

indicators becomes significant to the portrait’s function.  Mary is highly physical in the 

image, as opposed to being represented as a spiritually enhanced being.  She does not 

guide her family to a place of pious reflection.  Rather, her role as a mentor is coherently 

represented through her attention to the mundane and earthly pursuits of education and 

distractions.   
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 For Sally, then, Mary’s visage becomes an ideal to which she must strive.  She must 

follow in the footsteps of her older sibling, whose enthusiasm for learning is presented as 

an exemplary archetype.  This representation has little to do with the fact that Mary died 

and much more to do with the ennobled perception of the young girl that her parents have 

projected through the compositional and iconographic choices in the portrait.  Though 

Mary’s unfortunate death can never be forgotten, erased, or completely ignored, the 

qualities of life and vitality that the image transmits are more profound and affective.  

Sarah Miriam Peale’s representation of Mary Leypold Griffith is a portrait that eclipses 

the shadow of death to explore the concept of the ideal nineteenth-century child “made 

good by learning.” 

 

Discipline Through the Camera’s Lens 

 The young subject of the Southworth and Hawes portrait is clothed in an off-the-

shoulder dressing gown, edged and decorated with a simple lace (Figure 34).  Judging by 

the nineteenth-century gender identifier of side-parted hair, the child is recognizable as a 

young boy who peers out toward the camera.  However, the long exposure time of the 

daguerreotype camera blurs the youth’s face as he moves.  From the right side of the 

image frame, a hand reaches toward the boy to grasp his arm in an unsuccessful attempt 

to keep the child still.  The hidden parent, whose dark clothed torso can be seen at the 

right, is a common inclusion in early daguerreotypes of children.  Whether to hold them 

still or to keep them comfortable and tearless, the marginalized physical figure of the 

parent is an oft-discernable inclusion.  Their presence speaks to the paired trouble of 
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Figure 34: Southworth and Hawes, Unidentified Child, 1850-55, sixth-plate 
daguerreotype, Collection of Edward L. Hawes 

 

lengthy exposure and youthful inability to sit still.  If only the latter issue is considered, 

one must acknowledge that the child’s discipline is being tested by the photographic 

process and overseen or managed by both the parent and the photographer. 

 In his 1997 essay “Likeness as Identity: Reflections on the Daguerrean 

Mystique,” Alan Trachtenberg argues that the physical aura of the daguerreotype and the 

viewer’s physical interaction with it make the image itself enigmatic and animated, for it 

is both positive and negative, static and alive.  When a viewer holds the daguerreotype in 

his or her hand, the play of light upon the surface makes it oscillate back and forth 

between being a shadowy image of a dark figure and the unmistakable representation of a 
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recognizable sitter.  Trachtenberg argues that this mutability and endowment of “life” has 

ironically provided fuel for theorists and scholars to relate this early photographic process 

with death.35   

 For my purposes, Trachtenberg opens a line of discussion about the vitality of the 

daguerreotype despite its supposed inability to represent movement.   Because the 

antebellum camera was unable to capture a figure in motion clearly, the recorded image 

sometimes became a blur or, as Trachtenberg says, an “absence.”36  He goes on to ask, 

Is a “he” depicted without a body or head still the same “he?” Is the 
picture of a person with a blur in place of a head, or the head cropped 
away, any less a picture “of” that person, no matter how little a likeness it 
projects?37 
 

Trachtenberg’s conflation of the blurred image with “absence” -- an unclear sitter is not 

actually present -- prompts another inquiry: is a crisply focused picture of a deceased and 

literally “absent” individual still a representation of that person?  If the likeness is true, 

but the essence of the individual is gone through death, how might that image be 

understood?  This chapter will build upon this line of questioning to discuss issues of 

presence in posthumous daguerreotypes of children.  If the issue, for Trachtenberg, is one 

of movement equating to absence, then stillness must equate with concrete presence.  For 

a child to display such physical acumen, he or she would have to possess great discipline.  

As seen in an image like Posed with Book, the clearly delineated form of the child marks 

him, according to Trachtenberg, as present before the camera (see Figure 32).  The ability 

to maintain stillness acts as a sign of discipline in the young child, though here that 

ability is a quality of death rather than of self-control.  Therefore, I argue in this 
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Figure 35: Mary Ellen Robins, 1864, sixth-plate ruby ambrotype, La Porte, Indiana, 
Thanatos Archive 

 

subsection that images like this become photographic manifestations of ideal socio-

cultural constructions of childhood self-discipline.   

 The sixth-plate ruby ambrotype of the two-year old Mary Ellen Robins of La Porte, 

Indiana, is identified by the curators at the Thanatos Archive in Chicago as a posthumous 

image (Figure 35).  The young girl, who died in 1864, appears before the viewer with her 

hands lying limply upon her lap and her eyelids half-closed over her dark eyes.  A clear 

mark upon the image denotes how it was originally framed in such a way as to crop out 

the massive form of a draped figure upon whose lap Mary sits.  Emerging from beneath 
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the draped fabric is the dress of Mary’s mother, who serves as the posing stand for the 

young child’s final portrait.  Unlike the earlier Southworth and Hawes image, in which 

the parental arm aids in the stabilization of the young boy, Mary has no need to be braced 

against movement.  Rather, the presence of the supporting figure in this image helps to 

maintain the illusion of life and discipline. The photographer depicts Mary as a figure in 

control of her physical presence by keeping the child upright and avoiding the obvious 

connotations of a reclining body.  Of course, by hiding the parental form beneath a fabric 

drapery and cropping the feet with the framing of the image, Mary herself becomes the 

embodiment of idealized notions of discipline. 

 Concepts of discipline and punishment evolved as the understanding of childhood 

maturation processes developed in the nineteenth century.  While the influence of writers 

like Locke and Rousseau allowed for a new and more nuanced understanding of 

childhood, parents still needed their offspring to engage in a world of adult associations.  

Therefore, in many cases, punishment remained severe and expectations of disciplined 

behavior continued to be lofty.38  The expectation that children be controlled and 

subdued, against their natural inclinations for energetic play, seemed to underlie the child 

rearing advice doled out by mothers’ magazines and periodicals of the early nineteenth 

century.  And, while that obedience is not always seen in every day behavior, the 

photograph was certainly capable of capturing a permanent record of a child’s ability to 

perfect the practice of discipline.     

 The young boy sits alone at an ornately carved table (Figure 36).  His hands are 

crossed and set lightly atop the wooden surface and his angelic face is turned to gaze 

outward at the viewer.  The soft backdrop, which includes a representation of a tree 



 136 

 

Figure 36: Southworth and Hawes, Unidentified Child, 1850, whole plate daguerreotype, 
George Eastman House Collection 

 

sapling, and slightly out of focus edges of the frame make the controlled pose of the 

young boy particularly impressive.  In this image, the child’s own discipline allows him 

to maintain this mature pose for somewhere between twenty and ninety seconds, as was 

the duration of the daguerreotype exposure around 1850.  One can imagine, and 

photographers often spoke of, the difficulty of daguerreotype portraiture, which often 

called for special tools with which to arrest the movement of the sitter. 

 Consider this excerpt in which an early French Daguerreotypist, Francois Fauvel-

Gouraud, describes the process of taking the likeness of an adult male: 
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Figure 37: Daguerreotype studio posing stand circa 1850 
  

…you will fix the sitter.  His head should be placed on a semi-circle of 
iron, fitted to the back of the chair.  His arms may be arranged at pleasure.  
He should fix his eyes on some well defined object in any direction which 
he may prefer… if everything has been arranged as it should be, your 
portrait will often be made, even in less than twenty seconds, and in the 
most satisfactory manner.39  
 

The posing stand, used to stabilize the body at the neck and the waist, was a common tool 

in a daguerreotypist studio (Figure 37).  If such precautions are taken to ensure an ideal 

representation of an adult figure, it is easy to imagine what additional difficulties a sitter 

under the age of four brings to the portrait process.  Certainly, the parent of the young 

boy seated motionless at the table would be proud of his physical restraint and disciplined 
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behavior.  His ability to maintain composure and sit calmly for the duration of a 

daguerreotype exposure would speak to the success of both parental control and the 

child’s obedience.  

 But there is a tension that is underscored in a brief discussion of representations of 

children by the Revered James Garland Hamner in an 1850 issue of The Mother’s 

Magazine and Family Journal:  

It is a pity that the portraits of children are not more frequently taken.  In 
them only, we find pure, unadulterated expression -- we mean, such an 
expression as is indicative of disposition, and not caricatured, distorted, or 
exaggerated by any passion. … The portrait of a child is not a hard, dead, 
lifeless sort of a thing; a child will, and must, have animation.  Not even 
the most dull of all sign painters could help making a child’s countenance 
reflect the natural tenor of its mind.40   

 
Clearly, the desire to produce children who are well behaved and the interest in nurturing 

a childlike sense of energy and personality finds purchase, according to Reverend 

Hamner, in portraiture.  A similar tension seems to materialize in posthumous 

daguerreotype photographs of children in the antebellum period and develops around the 

way in portraits after death epitomize conceptions of self-mastery. 

 The boy holds a spotted toy horse in his small right hand (Figure 38).  His left arm 

lies softly upon the arm of the draped chair upon which he sits. His legs dangle from 

beneath his patterned garment while the boy’s body sits upright in the chair.  His head 

rests lightly against the upper portion of the covered seat with closed eyes and rose-tinted 

cheeks.  This ninth-plate daguerreotype taken around 1850 captures the “animation” of 

which Reverend Hamner speaks in the sweetly serene face of the young boy and the 

gentle grasp that he holds upon his toy horse.  Posed as if he fell asleep after exhausting 

himself with play, the placement of the young boy’s body is natural and relaxed enough 
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Figure 38: Boy with Toy Horse, circa 1850, ninth-plate daguerreotype, Thanatos Archive 
 

to maintain the illusion of “animation” or of “lifelikeness.”  Though the image is clearly a 

postmortem photograph of the young child, the tinted lips and cheeks and the natural 

pose attempt to disguise this fact from the viewer.  

 The stillness of the body and the quiet state of repose of the young boy also draws 

parallels to the discipline necessary to sit for a daguerreotype portrait of this type.  As 

Karen Sánchez-Eppler notes in a recent study about childhood and national reform in 

nineteenth-century America, images like this serve to elucidate “how in more than a 
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straightforward, technical way the dead baby proved a far more satisfactory photographic 

subject, even when the goal of such mortuary photography was to produce a lifelike 

image.”41  The struggle described in this statement also appears palpably present in the 

image of the Boy with Toy Horse.  Is the viewer to mourn the loss of the young boy’s life, 

applaud him as a symbol of idealized discipline, or some combination of both?   

 Again, this image abjures and complicates the iconographic meanings typically 

associated with death in photographic representations.  Flowers or a Bible, which might 

immediately direct the viewer to a spiritually inspired response to the image and the 

subject, do not accompany the young boy.  Therefore, one must take the image to be in 

the category of those that intend to produce what Sánchez-Eppler called a “lifelike 

image.”  If the viewer is intended to temporarily suspend disbelief about the boy’s 

mortality, the young child’s nonchalant pose and the ease with which he remains still for 

the camera becomes indicative of his equanimity.  He is a practitioner of poise and self-

control, even if these qualities are bestowed upon him by death.   

 

Conclusion 

 “Camille moves toward a shining star fixed in the heavens, while the pleasures of 

adoring grandfathers and ticking pocket watches remain behind.”42  Shepard Alonzo 

Mount created the posthumous painting of his granddaughter Camille, to which this 

sentimental statement refers, in 1868 after her death from an infection brought on by 

teething (Figure 39). Owned by the Long Island Museum of American Art in Stony 

Brook, New York, the angelic portrait presents a bust-length image of the infant girl 

floating amid fluffy white clouds in a stunningly blue sky.   A cruciform shaped star, like 
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Figure 39: Shepard Alonzo Mount, A Portrait of Camille, 1868, oil on canvas, Long 
Island Museum 

 

that which led the wise men to Bethlehem, hangs conspicuously above her head.  Her 

body, clothed in a scoop-necked white chemise, hovers above a truncated landscape upon 

which lies an open pocket watch.   

 The face of the young girl reveals the sweetness of infancy and youth.  Her rosy 

cheeks are plump and her small nose leads our gaze upwards to her enormous and 

brightly shining blue eyes.  The Cupid’s bow shape of Camille’s rose-colored upper lip is 

restated in the center-parted and backswept bangs of her feathery blond hair.  The image, 

as a whole, presents the viewer with a vision of an angelic and idealized child best 
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described by Deborah Johnson in her 1989 publication on Mount as, “a pictorial concept 

derived from Christian iconography.”43  Like the round-cheeked putti of Renaissance art, 

the floating form of Camille becomes a beacon of the untainted and idyllic qualities of a 

pristine child or childhood.  

 While images like Mount’s are powerful in their ability to elevate the child to a 

heavenly status, some of the most intriguing posthumous images of children are those 

that forcefully create an illusion of life.  Whether it is Le Clear’s complex use of space 

and time to construct a timeline of life or Peale’s portrait of Mary Griffith, contentedly 

distracting herself with the playthings of a young girl, images like these present a rare 

opportunity to explore the complex meanings of childhood in nineteenth-century 

American posthumous imagery.  Though they are, inevitably, tied to concepts and 

constructions of death, mortality, spirituality, and salvation in the minds of the pious 

parents and siblings who survive to view them, it would be short-sighted to simply 

categorize all posthumous works as commemorative and nothing more.  The images 

discussed in this chapter moved, in some ways, beyond death.  They did not ignore it, nor 

did they foreground it as the most important aspect of the work, for the artists 

acknowledged the existence of death within the image, but they also denied its total 

control of the image.   

  This conflicting attitude towards the acceptance of death also notably appeared in 

the writings of women in the nineteenth century.  In journals, diaries, and letters, mothers 

attempted to maneuver through the feelings of loss, sadness, guilt, and fear in order to 

find a way to healthfully recall memories of their lost child:   
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It is pleasant, yet mournful to the soul, to lean over the last resting place, 
of those dear ones, and drop a few tears to their memories.  There lie, the 
venerated grandmother, the dear and honored Father, those noble brothers, 
and the darling little boy, -- whose death made such a dreary void in our 
hearts, and beside our heart -- Long years he has lain there, but he is not 
forgotten, and I hope and trust, that I shall yet see him as he is.44   
 

An image that allows for a similarly therapeutic engagement with the departed would 

inevitably be an appealing option for any mother or family.  It would allow them the 

chance to occasionally reflect upon the past and also consider the inevitable future 

reunion.   
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CHAPTER 5: 
CONCLUSION 

 

 The visual culture of mourning that persisted in nineteenth-century America was 

profoundly important to the practices of grieving for, remembering, and memorializing 

the dead.  As has been underscored throughout this dissertation, the artistic 

representations of the antebellum period included complex layers of understanding and 

interpretation that went beyond the function of objects simply as tools of memorial.  

Here, I have shown that the works embodied a more comprehensive cultural meaning that 

situated these images as representations of idealized constructions of the concept of 

childhood, catalysts for physical sensation, and symbols of spiritual guidance and 

inspiration.  Analyzing posthumous imagery beyond the constraints of commemorative 

status broadens our knowledge of early American culture and of the practice of 

mourning. 

 Made evident by recent publications like Audrey Linkman’s Exposures: 

Photography and Death in 2011 and several symposia on the topic of death: the 2011 

Nineteenth Century Studies Association conference called “Spiritual Matters/Matters of 

the Spirit,” the 2012 University of Houston symposium on “The Art of Death and 

Dying,” and the 2013 LUCAS International Graduate Conference focused on “Death: the 

Cultural Meaning of the End of Life,” the general topics of death, dying, and spirituality 

are currently quite popular.1  The academic and theoretical currency of the subject matter 

seems to be bolstered, in part, by the belief that the standard line of interpretation 

regarding posthumous imagery is in need of a revision.  In their 2007 publication Death 

Becomes Her: Cultural Narratives of Femininity and Death in Nineteenth-Century 
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America, Elizabeth Dill and Sheri Weinstein approach death through the lens of 

feminism, suggesting that the culture from which American women emerged was 

informed and constrained by experiences with death.2  By considering literary sources, 

the stories that inspired them, the women who wrote or read them, and the way in which 

they impacted the lives of women and cultural constructions of femininity, Dill and 

Weinstein recognize and address an apparent gap in the scholarship around this topic. 

Audrey Linkman brings the postmortem image, a predominately nineteenth- and early 

twentieth-century phenomenon, into the late twentieth and twenty-first centuries by 

discussing the photograph as it resurfaces in contemporary bereavement therapy. 

Linkman’s text serves as a bookend to the scholarship on earlier posthumous images by 

discussing how these representations continue on into the present.  

My project notes another gap in the scholarship surrounding images of the dead 

and seeks to rectify the omission by selecting images of children as the primary focus for 

discussion.  While postmortem images of children are common, critical analysis of them 

has been hesitant and incomplete.  Perhaps the delicate nature of childhood mortality or 

the disquieting quality of images of young lives cut short has negatively impacted or 

stunted interpretation. In any case, few scholars have offered close readings of 

postmortem and posthumous representations of children.  With that in mind, this 

dissertation has endeavored to provide a sensitive, but strongly critical view of such 

images in order to illuminate the nature of childhood death and its representation in 

nineteenth-century America, with particular attention to the ability of the posthumous 

image to engage the viewer in a complex conversation about corporeality, spirituality, 

and mortality. 
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Though there were numerous challenges in working on this project, the greatest 

was the lack of primary textual evidence that correlated with specific images.  While 

there was no shortage of compelling examples of posthumous paintings and photographs, 

very little source documentation exists to support visual analysis and interpretation of 

these pictures in most cases.  Typically, more information is available for painted 

portraits, including biographical information about the artist or sitter and documentation 

of the artwork’s commission.  However, since my focus has been on antebellum 

American painting, including quite a few works by lesser-known itinerant painters, I 

faced a significant challenge in gathering evidence.  In most cases of photographic 

images, names of sitters and family members were unknown and information about their 

deaths was elusive.   Likewise, the creator of the work is often unidentified and the 

circumstances under which the image was taken are undocumented.  I have stressed the 

importance of the instances where specific information is provided through primary 

source documents, as in the daguerreotypes of Sarah Lawrence and Philippa Lee and the 

portraits by Ambrose Andrews and Frederick Spencer, in order to support my 

interpretations.   

Moreover, though collections of nineteenth-century journals and diary entries, 

particularly those in the North American Woman’s Letters and Diaries database, provide 

first-hand accounts of death, mourning, and spiritual ideology, very few discuss these 

issues in direct correlation with paintings or photographs.3  Still, I believe that there is 

ample evidence that imagery, and the photograph specifically, was capable of delivering 

the visage of a loved one across the physical and spiritual distance between life and 

death.  Certainly, the ability of the photograph to compel the viewer’s recollection 
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combined with the many examples of entries dealing with the loss of a child, the 

acknowledgment of memory as physical presence, and the reflections on religion and 

spirituality, provide sufficient data to support reading the images as tangible 

manifestations of these musings.  

 

Death and Visual Culture After the Civil War 

 I decided to focus this project chronologically on the antebellum period because 

attitudes toward death and mourning changed dramatically after the momentous events of 

the Civil War.  A national cataclysm that left nearly 620,000 Americans dead or missing, 

the Civil War presented mortality to the United States in an entirely new fashion and on 

an unprecedented scale.  As Gary Laderman notes in The Sacred Remains: American 

Attitudes Toward Death, 1799-1883, “… the destruction of life during the Civil War 

made the awareness of death even more compelling and challenged established patterns 

of thought and action for both soldiers and civilians.”4  He continues to point out that the 

understanding of death as a physical state of being, the practices for disposing of the 

dead, and the connotative and symbolic understandings of death were categorically 

altered by the tragic and traumatic events of the Civil War.    

 While visual culture continued to be punctuated by images of death, postbellum 

America was faced with representations of the dead from the battlefields, like those taken 

by Mathew Brady, Alexander Gardner, and Timothy O’Sullivan (Figure 40).  These 

images, powerful and direct representations of violent death and ruined bodies, displayed 

the destruction of the corporeal form, thus substantiating the magnitude of loss. While not 

“popular” images, many Americans did not want to see the photographs from the war; the 
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Figure 40: Timothy O’Sullivan, A Harvest of Death, Gettysburg, July 1863, 1863, 
albumen silver print 

 

photographs of Civil War death politicized the corpse.  As is evident throughout 

“Gardner’s Photographic Sketch Book of the War,” the presentation of a peaceful or 

honored death was reserved for those who died fighting for the Union, and those who 

donned Confederate regalia were often depicted as the tortured dead.5  Despite the 

familiarity that many viewers had with postmortem imagery, the frankness of the 

battlefield scenes aided in what Laderman refers to as the “ongoing domestication and 

objectification of the corpse.”6  And yet, the popularity of the portrait of the living 

soldier; both those who might well be sacrificing their lives and those who had returned 

from war alive or injured, endured.   

 By the late nineteenth century, the postmortem representations of the deceased 

were no longer images with which surviving loved ones wished to commune or engage.  
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Rather, these depictions of the dead, particularly those of cruel or untimely death on the 

battlefield, necessitated a departure from intimacy.  As a result, the relationship between 

the mourner and the image of the departed, or even with the body itself, changed 

radically in the Civil War era.  The necessity for embalming, preservation, and 

transportation of the physical remains further alienated them from their earlier association 

with memory and spiritual ascendance.  In some ways, the postbellum photographer 

exploited medical discourse as a way to aggrandize their professional status in light of the 

new realism of postmortem imagery and the rise of the “medical professional.”  Though a 

body transported back from the battlefield often failed to resemble the departed and 

memorializing it as such would be undesirable to the family, its value to the field of 

medicine helped inspire a new wave of photographic images.7  In the same way, changes 

in burial practices and rituals were inevitable and many of the traditions of antebellum 

mourning culture were destroyed.   

 When the opportunity arose, particularly in the case of a child, there still existed a 

perpetuation of postmortem imagery depicting the intact body lying in state.  However, a 

distinctive change appeared in images of this period.  Though some representations still 

attempted to achieve the illusory qualities of the antebellum postmortem image, many 

embraced the presence of death.  In much the same pose as earlier photographs, a young 

girl lies peacefully upon a patchwork quilt in a cabinet card from 1878 (Figure 41).  Her 

face turns toward the viewer, her dark hair falls neatly across her forehead, and her form 

is clad in a white dress trimmed in satin bows and lace.  The young girl’s hands rest upon 

her stomach clasping a bunch of flowers and a beautifully painted waterfall hangs as a 

backdrop to the photograph.  Though the same “sleeping angel” motif seen in the 
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Figure 41: J. Phillips, Young Girl Upon a Patchwork Quilt, Waterfall Background, circa 
1878, cabinet card, Burns Archive, New York 

 

daguerreotype of Philippa Lee (see Figure 7) appears initially to be present in this image, 

several obvious references to the young girl’s passing break the illusion.  Her body lies 

upon the quilt rather than beneath it as she would if she were simply sleeping, displaying 

the body as an object of mourning, rather than as a subject intended to simply 

memorialize or to appear to reanimate the sitter.  The inclusion of flowers, deliberately 

staged in the girl’s hands, also makes clear and direct reference to funerary practices of 

the last quarter of the nineteenth century.  During this time, flowers served to beautify the 

services for the dead and to aid in masking odors that may have arisen from laying out 

the body for viewing.8  The most obvious way in which this image breaks from 

antebellum tradition is in its dramatically painted backdrop.  Clear evidence of artistic 

staging, this prop belonged to a photographer specifically charged with creating an 

aesthetically pleasing presentation of a corpse, for its iconography had direct symbolic 



 154 

associations with death.  The river of life, having run its course, culminates in a waterfall 

beneath which the body of the young girl finds eternal rest.   

 Though the overall presentation of the child’s form suggests a clear association 

with the postmortem photographs of the antebellum period, the altered cultural attitude 

toward the representation of death is also evident.  This image no longer relies upon the 

same suspension of disbelief or the same acknowledgment of illusion.  Rather, it 

embraces death in a distinctively different way.  The postbellum representation clearly 

marks the body as dead and made beautiful through means of funerary preparation.  This 

is a contrast to the antebellum period creation of beautiful death through which the 

surviving viewer could manifest a tangible relationship with memory.  For Americans 

after the Civil War, the image accepts and registers the absence of life, constructs a sense 

of order, and fabricates beauty amid the chaos and unpleasantness of death.   

As the end of the nineteenth century approached, this need for control over death 

and its presentation became increasingly evident in images like Girl with Doll 

Surrounded by Flowers from the Burns Archive (Figure 42).  Here, any illusion of life is 

completely removed and the child is presented to the viewer as a body clearly devoid of 

animation.  Tucked safely within the lace-lined coffin and surrounded by flowers, the 

inert figure embraces an equally lifeless doll.  The toy, which would have presented itself 

in antebellum imagery as a symbol of the child’s life, becomes a reference to death and 

loss in the post-Civil War image.  Images like this suggest that the reality and intensity of 

experiences with and representations of death after 1865 effectively dissolved the 

sentimentality of antebellum postmortem visual culture.  

  



 155 

 

Figure 42: Girl With Doll Surrounded By Flowers, circa 1890, cabinet card, Burns 
Archive, New York 

 

 The attitude of Americans toward the physical body continued to change as the 

nineteenth century waned.  Medical professionals gained control of the body, which had 

previously been under the stewardship of the family, both at war and at home.9  The 

concern for the integrity of the body, formerly associated with the preservation of the 

soul and of the memory of the deceased, became consumed by the interest of doctors and 

scientists in using the body for improved medical intervention and study.  As the 

corporeal remains became more scientifically important, the spiritual afterlife of the soul 

became key in religious and socio-cultural life.  While funeral directors were capitalizing 

on the newly established mourning practices of post-war America, which moved the 

memorial services out of the private home and into a public commercial arena, artists and 



 156 

 

Figure 43: William H. Mumler, Mrs. French of Boston with Spirit Son, circa 1868, 
albumen carte de visite  

 

spiritual racketeers were using photography to engage the mourning public in a new form 

of imagery: spirit photography.   

 Popularized by the Spiritualist movement of the Gilded Age in America, 

photographers like William Mumler began to offer customers the chance to reunite with 

the essence of their deceased loved one through the photographic representation of 

apparitions (Figure 43).  Spiritualism, which first appeared in America in the late 1840s, 

was a widely held belief that communication with the dead was possible through the use 

of a medium and the performance of a séance.  The practice gained popularity after the 

Civil War as individuals tried to find consolation and closure.  In Ghosts of Futures Past, 

Molly McGarry cites an 1867 editorial in The Nation as saying,  
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The continuing power of Spiritualism, he argued, lay in the ubiquity of 
death: “Still, mothers are losing their children by death…each day how 
many die…mourned with ‘blind longing and passionate pain.’  And this 
being so, it is vain to look for a speedy ending to a belief that offers the 
living one more opportunity to speak with the beloved dead.”10 
 

Not only were survivors now able to commune with the spirits of the dead, but also, as 

Laderman notes, Spiritualism presented a popular “cultural strategy for making sense of 

death while discounting the significance of the body.”11  Since the disembodied spirit 

remained accessible through the work of the medium, the physical remains no longer 

played the same role in the mourning process or construction of memory. In much the 

same way, though the postmortem photograph remained popular, its role in the practice 

of mourning changed.  Images that previously attempted to disguise death behind the face 

of a sleeping angel became more blatant and obvious, and the engagement with the image 

was no longer about denying the presence of death.  

 Through a technique of double exposure photography, Mumler presented his 

clients with portraits that superimposed the solidly tangible representation of themselves 

upon a previously exposed plate.  The “trick” of the photographs lay in the previous 

exposure, which, when finally processed, revealed a spiritual presence behind, above, or 

on top of the image of the sitter or sitters.  In some cases, Mumler’s collection of “spirit 

figures” included a model that resembled the actual deceased in some way: a young man 

in military garb, an older woman in a white dress, a young child with a toy.  If the 

patron’s loved one was not a match for one of Mumler’s pre-exposed plates, he could, at 

the very least, promise the appearance of a spiritual mediator through whom their 

thoughts and prayers could return to those who had passed in the land of the dead. By 

promoting the belief that the spirits of the deceased were still accessible to survivors, 
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McGarry suggests that, “Spiritualists’ direct communication with the afterlife obviated 

the need for mourning.”12  In truth, what need was there to lament the loss of a child, 

husband, mother, or father, if that person’s essence remained within reach?   

 However, Mumler’s role in the popularity of Spiritualism was to be somewhat 

short lived as he was placed on trial for fraud in 1869.  Though he was eventually 

declared not guilty due to lack of evidence, his reputation was destroyed and he died in 

poverty.13  Despite the rise and fall of William Mumler, the Spiritualist movement 

continued to thrive in American culture through the end of the nineteenth century, 

helping to transition away from the antebellum culture of mourning.  Becoming less of a 

shared public experience, later nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Americans began 

to dissolve the public displays of mourning, like dress and behavior, for more modern 

mourning practices.  Though a publicly attended funeral service is the norm for 

contemporary culture, the ongoing and outward expression of mourning through clothing, 

jewelry, or limitations on activities is no longer enacted. 

In the process of presenting this topic, I encountered expected skepticism and 

reluctance from those to whom the early American tradition of venerating the dead 

through a variety of ephemeral artifacts seems very far removed.  I discovered that the 

answers to questions about the topic of my research are rarely simple, often heavily 

explanatory, and typically laden with excuses about the sensitive nature of the theme of 

death.  More important, these responses made obvious the distance between the culture of 

death and mourning and the twenty-first-century individual.  While the nineteenth-

century American public sharing of the visual tradition of mourning seems morbid and 



 159 

heterodox, the twentieth- and twenty-first-century disassociation from death and 

mourning rituals seems an equally curious tendency. 

 

Death in Contemporary American Visual Culture 

In The Hour of Our Death, Philippe Ari!s constructs the most comprehensive 

discussion of the recent construction of the taboo of death, noting that the socio-cultural 

quality of death is in constant flux.  While he acknowledges that death and dying are 

fundamental elements of human existence --“a social and public fact”-- he suggests that 

the twentieth century brought on a “new type of dying.”14   According to Ariès, there are 

two major characteristics that led to this novel version of mortality, the first of which is 

its basic removal from the public arena.  The displays of public and shared mourning, the 

wearing of identifiable clothing and jewelry, that were previously extended toward the 

average individual in a community are now primarily acceptable for statesmen or those of 

celebratory status.  It is these particular figures that are openly and publically mourned 

for an extended period of time, while the loss of an individual in a community is marked 

by a single public ceremony followed by predominately private mourning customs.  As 

such, the traditions historically associated with death and mourning have disappeared; for 

example, mourning time periods and costumes.   

What is particularly notable to Ariès in this case is the rapidity with which this 

alteration occurred.15  Though most issues associated with death change quite slowly over 

time, these two specific qualities evolved dramatically and completely in an exceptionally 

short time period.  Essentially, death during the last century became less culturally 

visible, and Ariès categorically suggests that, “A heavy silence has fallen over the subject 
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of death… Neither the individual nor the community is strong enough to recognize the 

existence of death.”16  In light of medical advances and the movement of the event of 

death from the home into the hospital or hospice, Ariès concludes that twentieth-century 

individuals have become ashamed or embarrassed by death.  After all, with the 

technologic and scientific advancements of the current age, should death not be 

something that we can now avoid?17  Unfortunately, since the physical avoidance of 

death and dying is not possible, modern culture has resorted to intellectually and 

emotionally marginalizing the subject.   

Despite the cultural changes that pushed death out of the public arena, Ariès notes 

a paradox in American culture in which death seems to find its way “back in through the 

window.”18  Though it appears that America has mimicked the full eradication of death 

seen in English society, Ariès considers the funeral parlor system of the United States as 

a mediator for death and the public and private space.  More specifically, the commercial 

feature of funeral practice in America serves as a symbol of the contradiction between 

nineteenth- and twentieth-century mourning cultures.  Though the basic rites or customs 

are maintained -- the use of a casket, preservation of the body, and viewing of the 

deceased -- all “have been adapted to the tastes of an age in which death has ceased to be 

beautiful and theatrical and has become invisible and unreal.”19  Though people come to 

view and visit with the deceased, the removal of the custom from the private space to that 

of the public funeral home changes the traditional rite to one in which the setting, 

engagement, and affect are controlled according to the new cultural standards for 

bereavement.    
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Furthermore, the essential job of the mortician, to make the deceased look lifelike, 

supplants the function of the posthumous photograph of the nineteenth century.  Since it 

is assumed, in the modern day of ubiquitous photographs, that the mourning family is not 

in need of a final permanent image of the deceased, they would be unlikely to 

commission the production of a posthumous image of the departed.20  Rather than 

depending upon a lasting photographic image, the final vision of the deceased is provided 

by the funeral director or mortician.  Within the sterile and generic space of the funeral 

home, the remains of the deceased are presented as approachable and quietly sleeping, 

and the mourner is allowed the opportunity to view the departed as if they are not really 

deceased.  However, it should be noted that the same temporary suspension of disbelief 

that allowed the nineteenth-century viewer to perceive a posthumous image as if showing 

the figure alive also exists in the contemporary act of viewing the presentation of the 

body in a funeral home.  As Ariès notes, the effect of this illusory life “serves less to 

preserve or honor the dead than it does temporarily to maintain the appearance of life in 

order to protect the living.”21  Thus, there is still a general need to reconcile the older 

traditions of mourning with the contemporary attitude toward death and an overarching 

desire to remove death entirely from modern day life. 

 While there is no doubt that the modern attitude toward death as a whole is vastly 

distinct from that of the Antebellum era American, there is nonetheless a peculiar recent 

phenomenon that suggests that an underlying and shared human response to the death of 

a child persists.  In April 2005, Cheryl Haggard, a mother who had lost her son Maddux 

six days after his birth, co-founded an organization called Now I Lay Me Down to Sleep 

(NILMDTS) with photographer Sandy Puc’.22  The mission of the organization is to 
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connect grieving families with professional photographers who “provide beautiful 

heirloom portraits to families facing the untimely death of an infant.”23  Part of a growing 

network that services the entire United States and 40 countries worldwide, the underlying 

function of the organization is to provide access to professional photographers who honor 

the memory of the departed child and aid the family in the process of healing.  The 

trained volunteer artists who work with NILMDTS are dedicated to providing families 

with sensitive and beautiful photographs free of charge.   

With the child mortality rate in the United States having dropped from roughly 

33% in the 1800s to about 6.5% for children between the ages of one and nineteen and 

about 0.68% for children under the age of one, many families never experience the death 

of an infant or young child.24  Still, many families that are devastated by the loss of a son 

or daughter wish to memorialize and mourn their child.  However, considering the 

contemporary attitude towards death and mourning and the dramatic rise in survival rates, 

access to an organization like NILMDTS that provides visual imagery to aid the 

mourning process becomes even more critical for grieving contemporary parents.  

Despite the current cultural tendency to avoid “direct contact” with death and to silence it 

whenever possible, this organization allows for an important element of nineteenth-

century mourning culture to reemerge in the twenty-first century: the posthumous 

memorial image. 

 Heel to heel upon a woolen blanket, the infant’s small feet appear in the 

foreground of the black and white photograph with the wedding rings belonging to her 

mother and father set gently around each big toe (Figure 44).  The implied heart shape 

created by the child’s feet and the precise center of focus immediately give way to an 
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Figure 44: Aisley Evelyn, August 2012, digital photograph, private collection 
 

extremely shallow space and a simple gray background. The image artistically and 

symbolically presents the three members of the family created by the birth of Aisley 

Evelyn to Loni and Matthew on August 5th, 2012. 25  What is less obvious about the 

carefully composed and beautifully lit photograph is that, due to a complication with her 

umbilical cord, Aisley was stillborn at birth.  Despite the efforts of the medical 

professionals present at the time of delivery, Aisley could not be revived, and Loni and 

Matthew were faced with the traumatic reality of their daughter’s death.  One of several 

portraits taken by a NILMDTS photographer to help the couple memorialize the short life 

of their first child, it is a keen example of the return of posthumous imagery to 

contemporary visual culture. 



 164 

 Most twenty-first-century parents would hesitate to consider the photographic 

immortalization of a departed child and even Loni writes about her initial hesitancy: 

“While I was holding her a few people captured pictures of her.  At the time I was so in 

shock…but these pictures are everything to me now.  They won’t allow me to forget her 

features.”26  Loni continues,  

…there’s one picture that is close up to her beautiful little face where she 
looks like she’s genuinely just sleeping.  I don’t have to trick myself into 
thinking she’s sleeping in this one as much as the others.  I keep it on my 
phone so I can look at it often.27   
 

Much like the nineteenth-century daguerreotype, the photograph of Aisley projects the 

viewer into a state of temporary suspension of disbelief.  The innate desire to envision the 

child as healthy, living, breathing, and peacefully sleeping is ingrained in the photograph 

and in one’s interaction with it.   

The natural hesitancy towards the taking of pictures initially felt by Loni and 

Matthew eventually gave way to asking NILMDTS to provide them with professional 

photographs of Aisley.  On her blog, Loni reflects about the meaning of these images and 

other preserved mementos of her daughter, “Every picture means so much.  Our time 

with her was so limited that we cling to everything of hers that we can.  Every picture, 

every wisp of hair, every little memory.”28  In addition to the photographs of Aisley, 

several locks of her hair were preserved, some of which Loni has placed in a locket.  In 

retaining a physical relic of her daughter in a necklace worn daily, Loni references the 

tradition of creating mourning jewelry with or from human hair, which was also common 

in nineteenth-century American culture.29  Despite the vast cultural difference between 

the mourning practices in the nineteenth century and those of the contemporary moment, 
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Loni and Matthew’s choice to commemorate their daughter in these images seems driven 

by much the same desires for memory and sustained connection that inspired parents in 

prior decades.30  

It is important to note that the services provided by NILMDTS are specifically for 

families who have lost an infant at a hospital or hospice facility, whether through 

stillbirth or due to other medical complications during pregnancy or birth.  Many of these 

children spend their short lives in protective incubators or physically overwhelmed by 

medical wires and tubes, both of which are typically removed for the photographic 

session.  In the case of family snapshots, the very medical devices used to save or prolong 

the child’s life interrupt the parents’ interactions with them and mars photographic 

representations.  The goal of NILMDTS photographers is to grant the parents images of 

their child without the medical instruments and in a state that appears, in many cases, 

lifelike.  As such, and much akin to the experience in antebellum America, these images 

are often the only visual representations that the family has of the child, outside of those 

that are overrun by medical equipment.  

  In terms of a stylistic comparison between an image like that of Aisley and a 

posthumous representation of the nineteenth century like that of Philippa (see Figure 7), 

the artistic manner of the contemporary photograph creates a curious juxtaposition to the 

frankness of the earlier work.  Due to a combination of the contemporary cultural 

construction of death and mourning and the conscious attempt by the photographers, 

most of the images from NILMDTS successfully erase the blatant presence of death.  

Through greater control over depth of field and loci of focus, modern camera technology 

aids the contemporary photographer in creating images that are intimate and sensitive. 
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Photographs like those of Aisley straddle an interesting line that simultaneously embraces 

the reality of death and also disguises death’s presence.  The common twentieth-century 

cultural standard towards death and mourning suggested by Ariès is one in which the 

devastating loss of a child results in the marginalizing of the grieving parent or surviving 

family member.  By producing imagery that denies the physical appearance or presence 

of death, photographs like that of Aisley provide a contemplative image for use in the 

processes of mourning and memorializing while adhering to current cultural standards 

and expectations. 

Photographs from the nineteenth century generally presented the child in full or 

nearly full-body length from a bit of a distance in order to capture much of the figure 

within the frame.  This ensured that the viewer could visually recall all of the physical 

aspects of the child.  In contrast, the current trends in posthumous imagery include 

zooming in on a particular feature, or closely cropping an image of the head, hands, or 

feet of the child in close proximity of his or her parents.  By focusing closely on the 

minute details of the body, the NILMDTS photographer prevents death from 

overshadowing the image of the child.  Here, the artist exerts control over death, 

marginalizing it while emphasizing the delicate features of the infant’s form.  Bruce 

Muncy, a NILMDTS photographer based our of Roanoke, Virginia discusses these 

closely cropped images in an article from February of 2012: 

When I zoom in on fingertips and toes and little ears, there’s fingerprints, 
they are actually beautifully and wholly formed. So that's to me the 
incredible thing, how much of a miracle each one of those lives are, and 
for me to be able to record that, and to give the parents something to 
remember that little life by, I think that's all I need to do.31 
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The parents study the features of the child in the closely cropped posthumous photograph 

as if to commit the small details to memory in much the same way that a healthy newborn 

child would be the subject of adoring examination.  In short, the artistic composition of 

the contemporary image embraces a modern sense of acceptability, while continuing the 

tradition of posthumous representations of children begun in the nineteenth century.  

  Despite the difference in compositional construction and the knowing intention 

of the modern photographer to mask death, one might still ask about the motivation of the 

parent who commissions an image of their departed child.  Despite the passage of time, 

the incentive of an early twenty-first-century parent seems to be essentially the same as 

their nineteenth-century counterparts.  Certainly, the basic motivation of the 

memorializing object persists into the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.  The need to 

honor and remember the departed would inspire parents to commemorate their child 

through photography.  In addition, the desire to capture the physical presence of the child 

is universal.  Through the photographic image, the child’s corporeality and existence is 

underscored and maintained.  Whether used to recall the features of the face, feet or 

hands, or used to reinforce that the child did live, if only for a brief moment, these 

photographs are a tangible memento of the physical existence of the individual.   While 

the images are not material in the same way as their nineteenth-century ancestors -- they 

are not meticulously framed with relics -- their digital quality allows for them to be 

accessible at all times through cellular telephones and other digital devices.  The fact that 

a mourning parent might instantaneously and immediately call up and gaze upon the face 

of his/her departed child, as Loni mentions in her blog, lends a uniquely contemporary 

materiality to the digital posthumous image. 



 168 

 The Return of the Visible Death 

 Philippe Ariès claims that the twentieth century spawned the “invisible death.”  

He speaks of concealing illness until the very end, the privacy of death, dying, and 

mourning, and the isolation of death to medical facilities and professionals as having a 

powerful effect upon the removal of death from modern culture.32  What is important to 

my study is one of the final points made by Ariès concerning the treatment of and attitude 

towards the bereaved.  He says that they are “mercilessly” forced to “say nothing,” 

implying that those who are left behind to mourn the dead are expected to do so in 

silence, in private, and without the benefit of the community.33  While the nineteenth-

century mourning culture provided an explicit environment in which bereavement could 

be shared and where death was present and acknowledged, the contemporary culture of 

the twenty-first century not only expects mourning to take place behind closed doors, but 

also explicitly demands it.  Again, while there are public memorials that take place, or 

even public or semi-public funerary services, these generally occur immediately after the 

passing of the individual.  The general community comes together for this mourning 

practice and then the immediate family and others are left to continue to grieve in private.  

Any further public mourning, beyond what is deemed appropriate by cultural norms: 

wearing of mourning clothing or jewelry, not attending public events during a set 

mourning period, or other “traditional” behavior, is met with curiosity at best and 

condemnation at worst.  Rather, in contemporary culture, an event like a public memorial 

service is seen as enough to encapsulate the grieving process and any additional 

remembrance should be done in private.  While this characterizes the general mourning 

practice of the twentieth and twenty-first century, nowhere is it more significant than with 
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parents mourning the death of a child.  For here, in this situation, we find the most 

appalling example of our inability to deny death. 

 What is peculiar about the loss of a child in contrast to the death of older 

individuals: adults, parents, grandparents, or community elders, is that in addition to the 

standard contemporary tendency to ignore or avoid discussions of death with the 

bereaved, this particular loss creates specific sensations of guilt and blame.   As both 

Laderman and Ariès discuss, the topic of death, even at certain moments during the 

funeral ceremony, is shrouded, hidden, or otherwise avoided.  While the dead are 

eulogized by the bereaved in particular ceremonial acts, the general tendency at a funeral 

viewing or ceremony is to commune with the living.  Often, this takes the form of talking 

around the subject of death, rather than talking about it, particularly in interactions with 

the immediate family of the deceased.  Interestingly, this avoidance is not simply the 

practice of the funeral goers, but a culturally decreed behavior for the mourner, as Ariès 

notes: “The pain of loss may continue to exist in the secret heart of the survivor, but the 

rule today, almost throughout the West, is that he must never show it in public.  This is 

exactly the opposite of what used to be required.”34  Ariès continues by suggesting that 

choosing not to hide grief, or being unable to do so, results in being ostracized from the 

community, “The obstinate bereaved is mercilessly excluded as if he were insane.”35 

What Ariès condemns in his discussion is that contemporary culture necessitates private 

grieving over what he sees as the more healthy public mourning that occurred in prior 

decades or centuries.  Once the acceptable public events have occurred, or even if they 

continue to occur on an annual basis like a memorial dinner or fundraiser, the expectation 

is that those in mourning no longer display that grief.  They are to internalize it, share it 
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in appropriate private settings like the home or the office of a counselor, but they are not 

to continue to grieve publicly. 

 While the first hurdle that a bereaved parent must overcome is the standard 

expectation that one mourn in private, the remaining issues of guilt and blame are far 

more polarizing.  Less likely to be felt over the passing of an elderly parent or 

grandparent, parents mourning the loss of a child or infant are often highly susceptible to 

sensations of guilt.  The personal sense of responsibility felt by a mother or a parent over 

the loss of a child is acute and powerful, as is evident in this quote by Loni about the 

stillbirth of Aisley, “She was healthy, strong and perfect, why couldn’t she survive the 

last moments of childbirth?? Why wasn’t my body perfect for her exit? I TRUSTED it. I 

trusted you [God].”36  Rather than immediately accepting the reality of the passing of her 

daughter, Loni first attempted to find an answer to the tragic event, an answer that she 

believed lay in her own body’s inability to protect the young girl during birth.  Certainly 

an understandable reaction to the death of a child, the self-proclaimed guilt that many 

parents feel is, in fact, a natural part of the grieving process.  However, when parents like 

Loni present their grief in a blog post, a published article, or a book, they are challenged 

by others who feel that the public presentation of their grief is disconcerting, 

inappropriate, or, worse yet, an opportunity to critique or lay blame upon the parent. 

 The public mourning of a grieving mother over the loss of her child can certainly 

set some people on edge and even make them uncomfortable enough to become angry or 

aggressive.  Loni’s blog presents several examples of interactions that created 

uncomfortable moments not only for her, but also more specifically for the individual 

with whom she was engaged.  The response to the question, “Do you have any children?” 
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often leaves Loni weighing the easier option of saying “no” with the more accurate, but 

far more challenging answer of, “yes, but my daughter died.”37  Upsetting claims of 

blame placed upon her and her husband might further exacerbate Loni’s tendency to 

choose the first alternative.  If the fact of her daughter’s death is unknown, Loni can 

continue the interaction without fear of the alienation or accusation that she encountered 

from an “Anonymous” blog reader:  

Knowing that this was a “home birth” and that you have NOT once 
mentioned home birth in all the blog entries that you have written...I 
would like to just say one thing, that "women who give birth at home trade 
the "birth experience" for "safety". There are "risks" with both home birth 
and hospital birth, but I can't understand why anyone would want to 
sacrifice safety for experience...just saying!38 
 

Unfortunately, this type of blaming of the parent is not uncommon and, combined with 

the instinctive guilt initially felt by a grieving parent, can be devastating to the mourning 

and healing process.  It is in an interaction like this that one sees the true evidence of the 

erosion of the cultural and community sharing in mourning.  In contrast, the nineteenth-

century mother, enveloped in a culture of communal mourning, might receive a letter of a 

more emphatic nature, as Isabella Graham did from her acquaintance Mrs. Gilbert after 

the death of Isabella’s child, 

It is certain that your peculiar circumstances, at this time, are such as 
would excite the tenderest concern in every heart that is capable of feeling 
another's pain; but, perhaps, there are few of your friends that more 
sincerely sympathise in your affliction than myself.39   
 

These letters avoid any reproach of the parent, often calling the child’s death the will of 

God and thus dispelling the parental responsibility in the event entirely.   

 Ariès presents a rather pessimistic attitude toward the current state of community 

and solidarity in contemporary culture by indicating that the forbidden quality of 
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mourning is due to the fact that the community has “abandoned responsibility for the 

organization of a collective life.  The community in the traditional sense of the word no 

longer exists.  It has been replaced by an enormous mass of atomized individuals.”40  

While this theory certainly seems plausible and the effect of this “atomizing” is 

recognizable in modern society, there are also instances that suggest the development of a 

new type of community.  The popularity of blogs like Loni’s, with nearly 300 identified 

readers, or “followers,” and the growing demand for the work of the NILMDTS 

photographers indicates that there is a vital support community for bereaved parents.  

While this society of people is not nearly the same as the physical collection of 

individuals present for a mourning parent in the nineteenth century, its existence as an 

entity that embraces the shared notion of mourning points to, perhaps, another cultural 

shift on the horizon.   

Through digital media, websites, and social networking, a new kinship is being 

constructed to support, console, and share in the grieving process.  Loni believes that 

through her blog she can shed light upon the societal alienation felt by grieving parents in 

the hopes of effecting change.  Much like a nineteenth-century diary, writing allows Loni 

to successfully navigate the grieving process.  However, in a profoundly more communal 

manner than the traditional diary, the blog becomes a more communal source through 

which she is able to share her experiences and invite others into her mourning process.  

Moreover, Loni’s blog re-presents the reader with the memorial image, which quickly 

catalyzes the reader/viewer.  By providing us with the very images that enable Loni and 

Matthew to reconnect and maintain a relationship with their daughter, the grieving 

parents invite us to join in their experience.  By including the reader/viewer in their 
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grieving process, Loni and Matthew construct a controlled community in which they are 

safe and supported.  Though some critical reader/viewers, like the “Anonymous” 

individual quoted above, find their way into the sanctuary of Loni’s blog, most who 

engage with her there are other parents in grief who wish to share experiences.  While it 

may not have been her original intention in writing the blog, Loni has recreated the type 

of support system that would have been available to a nineteenth-century mother.  It is 

within this constructed community that grieving parents and families may find fellowship 

that works to combat the alienation more commonly felt.  While it is unlikely that 

contemporary society can ever again embrace the truly shared experience of mourning 

that existed in the nineteenth century, the engagement made possible through modern 

digital media may increase acceptability, understanding, and empathy for grieving 

families and parents.   

With her infant son held gently in her arms, the mother leans down her head to 

softly touch her lips to the child’s forehead (Figure 45).  Presented to the viewer against a 

darkened background, the black and white image, softly lit from the left, draws our 

attention to the baby’s delicate features.  Other than the slightly unnatural pose of the 

boy’s arms and legs, there is nothing about the tender photograph that would indicate that 

the image is one of great loss.  This photograph, like many posthumous portraits, is first 

and foremost, a private memorial to the child that the Haggard’s lost in 2005.  However, 

as the first image to be taken by the photographer who would help found NILMDTS, it 

also represents a growing trend in American culture, the re-emergence of communal 

experience of death.  Audrey Linkman declares that images like those of Maddox, Aisley, 

and other twenty-first-century children that have begun to appear on websites, blogs, and 
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Figure 45: Sandy Puc’, Cheryl Haggard and Her Son Maddox, 2005, digital photograph, 
Now I Lay Me Down To Sleep 

 

other publicly accessible sites is a “logical extension” of a new and “official attitude” 

toward memorializing these types of deaths.41  By sharing the images and their 

experiences, as Loni does on her blog, the understanding of mourning, the empathetic 

sensitivity to parents’ loss, and the appreciation of the significance of life and death may 

once again become the experience of the shared community. 

 Posthumous images are laden with a poignancy that has sparked the interest of 

numerous scholars -- from Barthes to Miller -- and has resulted in a variety of 

interpretations -- from memento mori to commodity of culture.  While many of these 

scholars rightfully conclude that postmortem images serve the primary function of 

memorializing the dead, this study poses several more nuanced understandings.  Though 

these images are clearly of death, they are not solely about death.  By considering 

important issues like spirituality, corporeality, and temporality, this dissertation allows 

the presence of death and memorial to exist alongside new interpretations in order to 
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redefine the historical significance of posthumous imagery.  These paintings and 

photographs can no longer be accepted as simply personal objects that commemorate the 

death of a child, they have become powerful talismans of the shared experience and 

understanding of life in nineteenth-century America.    
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