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ABSTRACT 
 
Though the term “Impressionism” typically conjures up images of the lively cafés and 

grand boulevards of nineteenth-century Paris, multiple members of this seminal artistic 

cohort possessed close professional, familial, and historic ties to the Americas, leading 

them to mine these regions for artistic inspiration. Caribbean-born artists Camille Pissarro 

(US Virgin Islands, 1830–1903) and Francisco Oller (Puerto Rico, 1833–1917) lived and 

worked in Europe and the Americas, presaging, adapting, and even abandoning the 

ideological precepts and aesthetic language of Impressionism at different moments 

throughout their careers. The existence of these understudied networks of artistic 

production and exchange challenge the Benjaminian notion of Paris as the capital of the 

nineteenth century, revealing the highly globalized nature of the art world during a 

moment of extraordinary political volatility and social change. This project explores the 

work of Caribbean contemporaries Pissarro and Oller within the social, political, and 

artistic milieus of the Americas in the nineteenth century. My project follows their work 

across oceans and hemispheres, travels often undertaken by artists in the age of 

telegraphy, railroads, and steamships, and yet rarely pursued by the scholars who study 

them. As a result, the unilateral relationship between Paris and the world gives way to a 

rhizomatic web of hemispheric and transatlantic exchanges where understudied 

geographic locals such as Caracas, Venezuela, Charlotte-Amalie, St. Thomas, and San 

Juan, Puerto Rico emerge as critical points of artistic encounter. In departing from the 

hegemony of the Parisian metropolis, the global entanglements of nineteenth-century 

artistic production, rarely broached in the art historical literature, can be more fully 

understood.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

FRAGMENTARY IMPRESSIONS: CAMILLE PISSARRO AND  

FRANCISCO OLLER IN THE AMERICAS, 1848–1898 

 

“Break a vase, and the love that reassembles the fragments is stronger than that love 

which took its symmetry for granted when it was whole.” — Derek Walcott1 

 

Though the term “Impressionism” typically conjures up images of the lively cafés and 

grand boulevards of nineteenth-century Paris, multiple members of this seminal artistic 

cohort possessed close professional, familial, and historic ties to the Americas, leading 

them to mine these regions for artistic inspiration. Caribbean-born artists Camille Pissarro 

(US Virgin Islands, 1830–1903) and Francisco Oller (Puerto Rico, 1833–1917) lived and 

worked in Europe and the Americas, presaging, adapting, and even abandoning the 

ideological precepts and aesthetic language of Impressionism at different moments 

throughout their careers. The existence of these understudied networks of artistic 

production and exchange challenge the Benjaminian notion of Paris as the capital of the 

nineteenth century, revealing the highly globalized nature of the art world during a 

moment of extraordinary political volatility and social change. This project explores the 

work of Caribbean contemporaries Pissarro and Oller within the social, political, and 

artistic milieus of the Americas in the nineteenth century. My project follows their work 

 
1Derek Walcott, “The Antilles, Fragments of Epic Memory: The 1992 Nobel Lecture,” 
World Literature Today 67, no. 2 (Spring 1993): 262.  
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across oceans and hemispheres, travels often undertaken by artists in the age of 

telegraphy, railroads, and steamships, and yet rarely pursued by the scholars who study 

them. As a result, the unilateral relationship between Paris and the world gives way to a 

rhizomatic web of hemispheric and transatlantic exchanges where understudied 

geographic locals such as Caracas, Venezuela, Charlotte-Amalie, St. Thomas, and San 

Juan, Puerto Rico emerge as critical points of artistic encounter.2 In departing from the 

hegemony of the Parisian metropolis, the global entanglements of nineteenth-century 

artistic production, rarely broached in the art historical literature, can be more fully 

understood.  

Pursuing the global threads of nineteenth-century art to their diverse 

manifestations in the Americas presents an exciting opportunity to redefine the 

geographic contours of the field, explore novel methodologies, expand and critique the 

art historical canon, and challenge the prevailing narratives concerning artists working 

between the Americas and Europe. However, it also poses a fundamental challenge to the 

art historian of the present. While all historical objects and archives are inherently 

decontextualized, fragmentary, and incomplete, these terms assume an extreme meaning 

for scholars seeking to study the art and material culture of nineteenth-century Latin 

America and the Caribbean. Emerging like a powerful hurricane in the crucible of the 

Atlantic, forces of revolution transformed the social, political, and artistic landscapes of 

the nineteenth-century Atlantic world, leaving behind an archive that was equally altered. 

At the same time, the insidious effects of colonialism and imperialism have disrupted the 

preservation and stewardship of memory in these regions for over four hundred years. 

 
2 See Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, “1. Introduction: Rhizome,” in A Thousand 
Plateaus, trans. Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987). 
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These circumstances, compounded by the challenges of a warming tropical climate and 

political instability in the present, have reduced the historical record of cultural 

production in these regions to miniscule archival fragments with serious consequences 

for the study of the oeuvres of Camille Pissarro and Francisco Oller.  

 While endeavoring to piece together these fragmentary art histories, I have often 

been reminded of a fundamental aesthetic hallmark of the nineteenth-century Parisian 

avant-garde—the tache. According to John House, the use of the tache—a distinct touch, 

dash, or mark of color—represented the dominant formal characteristic of Impressionist 

painting and the central preoccupation of critics when Pissarro and his colleagues made 

their Parisian debut in 1873.3 For critics like Frédéric Chevalier, the swirl of 

Impressionist taches, their “fury of brushstrokes” represented a “savage, irreverent, 

undisciplined and heretical” mode of artistic production, descriptors that would become 

synonymous with modernism well into the twentieth century.4 While the focus of this 

 
3 John House, Impressionism: Paint and Politics (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2004), 5. For accounts and analyses of the first Impressionist exhibition and 
Impressionism generally, see Mary Tomkins Lewis, ed. Critical Readings in 
Impressionism and Post-Impressionism: An Anthology (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2007); Richard R. Brettell, Impressionism: Painting Quickly in France 
1860–1890 (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2001); Charles Moffat, ed. 
The New Painting: Impressionism 1784–1886 (The Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco 
with the National Gallery of Art, Washington, 1986); Richard Shiff, “Defining 
‘Impressionism’ and the ‘Impression,’” in Cézanne and the End of Impressionism: A 
Study of the Theory, Technique, and Critical Evaluation (Chicago and London: 
University of Chicago Press, 1986), 14–38; Belinda Thomson, Impressionism, Origins, 
Practice, Reception (London: Thames & Hudson, 2000); and Anthea Callen, The Art of 
Impressionism: Painting Technique and the Making of Modernity (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2000).  
 
4 Frédéric Chevalier, quoted in House, 5. For further analysis of the association of 
Impressionism with attributes of radicalism, see Stephen F. Eisenman, “The Intransigent 
Artist or How the Impressionists Got their Name,” in Moffat, ed.; Philip G. Nord, 
Impressionists and Politics: Art and Democracy in the Nineteenth Century (London and 
New York: Routledge, 2000); and Albert Boime, Art in an Age of Civil Struggle, 1848–
1871 (University of Chicago Press, 2007).  



   

   
 

4 

study lays far beyond the formal characteristics of Impressionism—indeed, the tache 

technique does not figure heavily in any of the works of art I have chosen to study—I am 

nevertheless drawn to its metaphorical qualities as I attempt to conceptualize new, global 

directions in the study of nineteenth-century art at the borders of Europe, the United 

States, Latin America, and the Caribbean. Viewed in isolation, a tache dashed off by 

Pissarro or Oller represents little more than a disjointed and meaningless fragment of 

color—only when one assumes a new perspective might countless individual taches 

coalesce into a masterpiece. In attempting to trace transnational and hemispheric currents 

within the work of Camille Pissarro and Francisco Oller, I have often grappled with 

objects and archives tache-like in their fragmentation. Beginning with the overlooked—a 

faint inscription, a mislabeled drawing, a lost portrait—I seek to exploit the conditions of 

fracture, absence, and loss that characterize and unify their respective oeuvres. By 

stretching the generative potential of the archive to its limits, I propose to challenge 

scholarly assumptions, catalyze the geographic expansion of the discipline, and tease out 

unexplored narratives of artistic production in the Americas. In doing so, I hope to pursue 

a more inclusive scholarly discourse within the field of nineteenth-century art.  

 

A Historiography of the “Global” Nineteenth Century 

As scholars have often noted, Paris was neither the largest nor the richest city in the 

world in the nineteenth century, and yet it was Paris that the German critic Walter 

Benjamin (1892–1940) marked as its indisputable capital of modernity.5 Writing from the 

 
 
5 See Hollis Clayson and André Dombrowski, “Introduction,” in Is Paris Still the Capital 
of the Nineteenth Century?: Essays on Art and Modernity, 1850–1900 (London: Ashgate, 
2016). 
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French capital between 1927 and 1940, Walter Benjamin (1892–1940) identified 

nineteenth-century Paris as the crucible of modern consumer capitalism and all of its 

accoutrements. For Benjamin, Paris represented the center of an emergent global 

modernity whose “phantasmagoria of capitalist culture” reached its pinnacle at the World 

Exhibition of 1867.6 In that moment of unprecedented international competition and 

display, Benjamin asserted that “Paris was confirmed in its position as the capital of 

luxury and of fashion,” definitively recognizing Napoleon III’s Second Empire as the 

center of gravity in an increasingly globalized world.7 Benjamin’s writings drew heavily 

on the poetry and criticism of Charles Baudelaire (1821–1867) whom he identified as 

“the representative writer of urban capitalist modernity.”8 For Benjamin, the poet’s 

interests in fashion, prostitution, and the urban flaneur, themselves drawn from other 

sources, were nevertheless emblematic of the culture of consumption that defined the 

epoch.9  

It will come as no surprise to any reader that the study of nineteenth-century art 

has followed the Baudelairean/Benjaminian paradigm marking Paris as the capital of the 

 
6 Walter Benjamin, “Paris: Capital of the Nineteenth Century,” Perspecta 12 (Jan. 1969): 
168. 
 
7 Ibid.  
 
8 Michael W. Jennings, ed., The Writer of Modern Life: Essays on Charles Baudelaire, 
trans. Howard Eiland (Cambridge, MA; London: Belknap, 2006), 1. 
 
9 Ibid. For Baudelaire’s musings on fashion, prostitution, and the urban flaneur see 
Charles Baudelaire, “The Painter of Modern Life,” in The Painter of Modern Life and 
Other Essays, ed. and trans. Jonathan Mayne (New York: Phaidon Press); Charles 
Baudelaire, The Flowers of Evil, trans. Anthony Robert Mortimer (Richmond, Surrey: 
Alma Classics, 2017). Baudelaire’s interests in these subjects drew in turn from the 
writings of Edgar Allan Poe, evincing once again the potency of transnational discourse 
in the nineteenth century. See Lois and Francis E. Hyslop, ed. and trans., Baudelaire on 
Poe: Critical Papers (State College, PA: Bald Eagle Press, 1952). 
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nineteenth century. The novel technologies, urban milieus, cultural phenomena, social 

types, and modes of experience discussed at length by Benjamin and Baudelaire emerge 

frequently in the visual terrain of Impressionism, leading art historians to rely heavily on 

their insights. In their pioneering scholarship on the social history of art, art historians 

such as T.J. Clark, Robert Herbert, and others identified quintessentially Parisian locales 

such as the boulevard, the arcade, the café-concert, and so on as the sites of modernity, 

and consequently, locations of principal interest for scholars of nineteenth-century art.10 

However, as Elizabeth Mansfield aptly summarizes, the Baudelairean/Benjaminian 

paradigm championed an exclusive discourse of modernity that “heroized masculine 

creativity and spectatorship, normalized stereotypes of gender and sexuality, and relied 

on a Francocentric cultural geography.”11 Feminist art historians including Griselda 

Pollock, Kathleen Adler, and Tamar Garb have already exploded this paradigm, 

expanding the notion of the “spaces of modernity” to include the gendered realms 

explored by women artists like Berthe Morisot (French, 1841–1895), Mary Cassatt 

(American, 1844–1926), and others.12 Following in the footsteps of Edward Said, 

 
10 See T.J. Clark, The Painting of Modern Life: Paris in the Art of Manet and His 
Followers (Princeton University: Princeton University Press, 1984); Clark, Farewell to 
an Idea: Episodes from a History of Modernism (New Haven; London: Yale University 
Press, 2001); and Robert Herbert, Impressionism, Art, Leisure & Parisian Society (New 
Haven & London: Yale University Press, 1988). 
 
11 Elizabeth C. Mansfield, “Review: Is Paris Still the Capital of the Nineteenth Century? 
Essays on Art and Modernity, 1850–1900,” CAA.Reviews (February 8, 2019), DOI: 
10.3202/caa.reviews.2019.17 
 
12 Griselda Pollock, “Modernity and the Spaces of Femininity,” in Vision and Difference: 
Femininity, Feminism, and Histories of Art (London and New York: Routledge, 1988), 
50–90; Kathleen Adler, “The Suburban, the Modern and ‘une Dame de Passy,’” Oxford 
Art Journal 12, no. 1 (1989): 3–13; Tamar Garb, Sisters of the Brush: Women’s Artistic 
Culture in Late Nineteenth-Century Paris (New Haven and London: Yale University 
Press, 1994); Ruth Iskin, Modern Women and Parisian Consumer Culture in 
Impressionist Painting (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014); Norma Broude, 
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scholars such as Linda Nochlin, Marni Reva Kessler, and others mobilized a postcolonial 

discourse to redefine Baudelaire’s paradigm of the flaneur as a means of understanding 

the dynamics of power and the gaze in nineteenth-century painting. However, all of these 

studies remained largely rooted in the perspectives of artists from the French metropole.13 

As a result, a reexamination and expansion of the geographic contours of the field with a 

mind for incorporating the perspectives and experiences of artists working beyond the 

city of light offers a productive avenue for new research.  

The hemispheric and global turn that has redefined the history of art in recent 

years provides an important historiographic groundwork for my own interventions. The 

reasons for this paradigmatic shift are manifold. As Thomas DaCosta Kauffman has 

observed in his edited volume Circulations in the Global History of Art, “the emphasis on 

‘the global’ is tied to the fact of economic globalization, whether or not we think of it in 

those terms.”14 Through the processes of globalization, including the globalization of 

 
Impressionism: A Feminist Reading: the Gendering of Art, Science, and Nature in the 
Nineteenth Century (New York: Rizzoli, 1991).  
13 See Linda Nochlin, “The Imaginary Orient,” Art in America 71, no. 5 (1983): 119–131, 
187–191 and Marni Reva Kessler, Sheer Presence: The Veil in Manet’s Paris 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2006). Important texts by postcolonial 
theorists include Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978); Said, 
“Jane Austen and Empire,” in Culture and Imperialism (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 
1993), 80–97; Robert Aldrich, “Colonial Culture in France,” Greater France: A History 
of French Overseas Expansion (Basingstoke, UK: Macmillan, 1996); Robert Aldrich, 
Vestiges of the Colonial Empire in France: Monuments, Museums and Colonial 
Memories (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005); Dipesh Chakrabarty, Provincializing 
Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference (Princeton University Press, 
2000); and Achille Mbembe, “Provincializing France?” Public Culture 23, no. 1 (2011): 
85–119. 
 
14 Thomas DaCosta Kaufmann, Circulations in the Global History of Art (Milton Park, 
Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2015), 1. For further analysis of the global turn, see Aruna 
D’Souza, Art History in the Wake of the Global Turn (New Haven and London: Yale 
University Press, 2014); Claudia Mattos, “Whither Art History? Geography, Art Theory, 
and New Perspectives for an Inclusive Art History,” Art Bulletin 96, no. 3 (September 
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contemporary art and the art market, art historians working in the United States and 

Europe have come to realize how narrowly the parameters of the discipline have been 

defined.15 These processes have been bolstered by diverse and international community 

of scholars, professionals, students, and museum-goers who increasingly demand 

accountability from a discipline that has long supposed to answer universal questions. As 

Kauffman summarizes, “The critique of traditional canons, the impact of postcolonial 

studies, the spatial turn in art history itself—all these have led art historians to broaden 

their perspective, which has increasingly embraced the world as a whole.”16 Furthermore, 

in the wake of the 2015 refugee crisis in Europe and the 2016 election in the United 

States, once esoteric and abstract disciplinary concerns have assumed a public and 

personal urgency as scholars are confronted with the rising tide of racist, populist, 

nationalist, isolationist, and anti-immigrant sentiment in their daily lives. If, as Erwin 

Panofsky once asserted, art historians are truly “interested in reality”, this reality must 

encompass a multiplicity of voices across geographies and temporalities.17 What 

Kauffman describes as the “spatial turn” is critical to my interests in the underexplored 

artistic terrains of the Americas in the nineteenth century, while my expressed focus on 

the work of Camille Pissarro and Francisco Oller, both associated with the Impressionist 

movement in France, enables a productive expansion and critique of the art historical 

canon from a global perspective.  

 
2014): 259; and Kobena Mercer, Exiles, Diasporas & Strangers (London: Iniva, Institute 
of International Visual Arts; Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2008).  
15 Mattos, 259. 
 
16 Kauffman, 1.  
 
17 Erwin Panofsky, “Art History,” in The Meaning of the Humanities, ed. Theodore 
Meyer Greene (Princeton University Press; London: Oxford University Press, 1938), 115. 
 



   

   
 

9 

In the field of nineteenth-century art history, the shifting parameters of the discipline 

have been apparent for some time. The peer-reviewed e-journal Nineteenth-Century Art 

Worldwide, self-described as covering “the visual culture of all parts of the world—from 

the Americas to the Far East and from Scandinavia to Africa and Australia” is nearing its 

20th anniversary in 2021. In justifying this expansive scope, the editors assert that the “the 

nineteenth century represents the beginning of the formation of a ‘global culture,’” 

grounding the parameters of the journal in a presumed historical reality.18 Similarly, the 

journal’s parent organization, the Association of Historians of Nineteenth-Century Art, 

asserts that “Nineteenth-century art is broadly defined as all art that was produced 

between the American Revolution and the First World War, regardless of geographic 

boundaries.”19 Over one decade ago in 2009, the Clark Art Institute in Williamstown, 

Massachusetts hosted a symposium that asked its participants “Is Paris Still the Capital of 

the Nineteenth Century?”20 André Dombrowski and Hollis Clayson published the 

findings of the symposium in their 2016 edited volume, Is Paris Still the Capital of the 

Nineteenth Century?: Essays on Art and Modernity, 1850–1900, a project intent on 

“revisiting, and perhaps revising, the disciplinary histories and legacies of studying the 

 
18 “Vision Statement,” Nineteenth-Century Art Worldwide, accessed May 10, 2020, 
https://www.19thc-artworldwide.org/about-the-journal. 
 
19 The Association of Historians of Nineteenth-Century Art increasingly features the 
work of scholars specializing in Latin American and Caribbean art in their online 
programming. Consider for instance, the recent “Instagram takeover” by Asiel 
Sepúlveda, specialist in Cuban nineteenth-century art. “AHNCA: The Association of 
Historians of Nineteenth-Century Art,” Instagram, accessed January 6, 2021,  
https://www.instagram.com/p/CDrNcsKFtHy/.  
 
20 Mansfield, “Review: Is Paris Still the Capital of the Nineteenth Century? Essays on Art 
and Modernity, 1850–1900.” 
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painting of modern life.”21 In their interrogation of the famed centrality of Paris, the 

editors looked to transnational exchanges between France, South Africa, Turkey, Japan, 

and the United States.22 Yet the Baudelairian/Benjaminian paradigm loomed large over 

the project—the initial conference in 2009 marked the 150-year anniversary of 

Baudelaire’s The Painter of Modern Life and the twenty-fifth anniversary of the 

publication of Clark’s The Painting of Modern Life, and the seventieth anniversary of 

Benjamin’s “Paris, Capital of the Nineteenth Century.” In defending this choice, the 

authors explained that “these are milestones worth recalling, both for art history and the 

study of French modernity and modernism especially now that art history’s field of 

gravity has decisively shifted toward the study of post-1945 art.”23 These words tinge the 

project with an almost wistful, elegiac quality where the question, Is Paris Still the 

Capital of the Nineteenth Century? suggests a requiem for a bygone era of scholarship 

rather than a productive new avenue of investigation. Such growing pains demonstrate 

the difficulties inherent in embracing a new scholarly paradigm, but also point to the 

continued need for a decisive break from the Baudelairian/Benjaminian model in the 

form of art historical methodologies that embrace new spatial, geographic, and archival 

paradigms.  

By contrast, arguably nowhere has the trends described above been more 

pronounced in the field of “American” or US art. Over the past decade or so, the field has 
 

21 Hollis Clayson and André Dombrowski, Is Paris Still the Capital of the Nineteenth 
Century?, 287. Dombrowski has continued this work at the University of Pennsylvania in 
Philadelphia, participating in the 2019 symposium “Impressionism Around the World,” at 
the Philadelphia Museum of Art. The symposium sought to explore the popularity of this 
“quintessentially French movement” around the year 1900 and was hosted during the 
reinstallation of the nineteenth-century European galleries.  
22 Clayson and Dombrowski, 287.  
 
23 Ibid., 288.  
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been driven by a marked “transnational turn,” defined by Amelia Goerlitz and Wanda 

Corn as the “continuing expansion of the canon to include marginalized immigrant, 

border, bi- and tricultural artists” as well as an “increased attention to exchange between 

American artists and non-European cultures.”24 As the concept of national artistic identity 

has proved increasingly unsatisfactory, Americanists have found themselves engaged in 

questions of hybridity, diaspora, migration, travel, and transnational exchange. While this 

tendency has been particularly pronounced in the fields of modern and contemporary art, 

Americanists working in nineteenth-century studies are increasingly turning their 

attentions beyond the geographic borders of the United States.25 Anna Arabindan-Kesson, 

for instance, has straddled the histories of the United States and Britain through an 

interrogation of the materiality of cotton, while scholars like J.M. Mancini, Taína 

Caragol, Kate Lemay, Shana Klein, and others are looking to the expansionism of the 

 
24 Wanda Corn, quoted in Amelia Goerlitz, “Shifting Terrain: Mapping a Transnational 
American Art History,” American Art 31, no. 2 (Summer 2017): 62; Caroline A. Jones 
and Steven Nelson, “Global Turns in US Art History,” Perspective 2 (2015). 
 
25 Among these projects are Barbara Groseclose and Jochen Wierich, Internationalizing 
the History of American Art (University Park: Penn State University Press, 2009); David 
Peters Corbett and Sarah Helen Monks, Anglo-American: Artistic Exchange between 
Britain and the USA (Chichester, West Sussex, U.K.: John Wiley & Sons, 2012); Cynthia 
Mills, Lee Glazer, and Amelia Goerlitz, East–West Interchanges in American Art: A 
Long and Tumultuous Relationship (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Scholarly 
Press, 2012); Wanda Corn, The Great American Thing: Modern Art and National 
Identity, 1915–1935 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999); ShiPu Wang, The 
Other American Moderns: Matsura, Ishigaki, Noda, Hayakawa (University Park, PA: 
Penn State University Press, 2017); and E. Carmen Ramos, Our America: the Latino 
Presence in American Art (Washington, DC: Smithsonian American Art Museum, 2014). 
The divisions between European, U.S., and Latin American modernism are increasingly 
fluid in projects such as E. Carmen Ramos, Rufino Tamayo: The New York Years 
(Washington: DC: Smithsonian American Art Museum; London: D Giles Limited., 
2017); Michele Greet, Transatlantic Encounters: Latin American Artists in Paris 
Between the Wars (Yale University Press, 2018); and Barbara Haskell and Mark A. 
Castro, Vida Americana: Mexican Muralists Remake American Art, 1925–1945 (New 
York: Whitney Museum of American Art; New Haven: Yale University Press, 2020).  
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United States in the Caribbean and the Pacific as a novel locus of scholarly inquiry.26 In 

particular, the funding priorities of the Terra Foundation for American Art have 

profoundly influenced the direction of the field through their vigorous support of projects 

that place the art of the United States in an international context.27 Terra-funded projects 

such as Edward J. Sullivan’s From San Juan to Paris and Back: Francisco Oller and 

Caribbean Art in the Era of Impressionism (2014) and Anna Marley’s Creando 

Historia/Making History in the Americas (2016), a consideration of nineteenth-century 

history painting in the United States, Mexico, and Brazil at the Pennsylvania Academy of 

the Fine Arts in Philadelphia, demonstrate the Terra Foundation’s influence in 

encouraging the adoption of transatlantic, transnational, and hemispheric perspectives by 

scholars of American art.28 Importantly, this transnational turn has had important 

implications for “hemispheric” conceptions of American art that seek to illuminate 

narratives of artistic production in the Americas beyond the borders of the United States. 

For instance, by seeking to map artistic enterprise across borders, Katherine Manthorne’s 

conception of the “traveler-artist” has informed the scholarship and collecting practices 

of specialists and connoisseurs in the fields of both US and Latin American art, paving 

 
26 Anna Arabinden-Kesson, Black Bodies, White Gold: Art, Cotton, and Commerce in the 
Atlantic World (Durham: Duke University Press, 2020); J. M. Mancini, Art and War in 
the Pacific World: Making, Breaking, and Taking from Anson’s Voyage to the Philippine-
American War (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2018); Taína Caragol and Kate 
Clarke Lemay, “Imperial Visons and Revisions,” Bully Pulpit,  Panorama: Journal of the 
Association of Historians of American Art 6, no. 1 (Spring 2020), 
https://doi.org/10.24926/24716839.10096. 
 
27 Goerlitz, “Shifting Terrain,” 62. 
 
28 Edward Sullivan, From San Juan to Paris and Back: Francisco Oller and Caribbean 
Art in the Era of Impressionism, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2014). 
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the way for a more expansive conception of the arts of the Americas.29 These models of 

scholarly endeavor have proved formative to my present study of Pissarro and Oller, 

particularly in relation to their artistic production within the US “territories” of Puerto 

Rico and the US Virgin Islands.  

Finally, curators and museum professionals have driven this paradigm shift by 

embarking upon productive museum initiatives that reexamine their historic collections 

with a globalized framework. In 2015, Impressionism and the Caribbean: Francisco 

Oller and his Transatlantic World, an exhibition project built largely on Sullivan’s 

scholarship, introduced Oller to a broad scholarly and general public on the US mainland 

for the first time and proved to be paradigm shifting. The exhibition achieved the difficult 

task of presenting Oller’s oeuvre both in the regional context of the artist’s native Puerto 

Rico, as well as the broader, global history of the nineteenth century, placing the 

traditions of Puerto Rico, Spain, France, and the United States in a seamless dialogue that 

provided an innovative model of transnational art historical inquiry for curators and 

scholars. In the years that followed, exhibitions like Pissarro: A Meeting in St. Thomas, 

an exploration of the Caribbean work of Pissarro and Fritz Melbye at the Ordrupgaard 

Museum, Copenhagen (2017) and Gauguin and Laval in Martinique at the Van Gogh 

Museum in Amsterdam (2019) explored the work of canonical figures in the history of 
 

29 See Katherine Manthorne, Tropical Renaissance: North American Artists Exploring 
Latin America, 1839–1879 (Washington, DC., 1989). Manthorne’s scholarship has 
arguably informed the collecting practices of the Patricia Phelps de Cisneros Foundation 
and generated curatorial projects, including Katherine Manthorne, ed., Pablo Diener, Luis 
Pérez-Oramas, and Rafael Romero, Traveler Artists: Landscapes of Latin America from 
the Patricia Phelps de Cisneros Collection, (New York: Coléccion Patricia Phelps de 
Cisneros, 2015) and Valéria Piccoli, Peter John Brownlee, and Georgiana Uhlyarik 
Picturing the Americas: Landscape Painting from Tierra del Fuego to the Arctic 
(Toronto, Ontario, Canada: Art Gallery of Ontario; São Paulo, Brasil: Pinacoteca do 
Estado de Saõ Paulo; Chicago: Terra Foundation for American Art; New Haven; London, 
in association with Yale University Press, 2015). 
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French art in the context of the Caribbean.30 Likewise, curator Denise Murrell’s widely 

celebrated Posing Modernity: The Black Model from Manet and Matisse to Today at 

Columbia’s Wallach Gallery and the Musée d’Orsay interrogated Edouard Manet’s 

Olympia (1865) using methods from critical race theory. By emphasizing the ways in 

which the intersection of race, gender, and class undergirded the modernity of Manet’s 

masterpiece, Murrell succeeded in bringing the subject race to the forefront of art 

historical discourse. Her examination of African diasporic communities in nineteenth-

century Paris and the participation of Black women, including Manet’s model Laure, in 

the artistic economy of the epoch frame my own interests in the representation of Black 

women in the works of Camille Pissarro.31 In seeking to address themes of hybridity, 

diaspora, migration, travel, and transnational exchange, these curatorial projects have 

challenged the geographic narrowness of the field, laying the groundwork for an 

expanded understanding of artistic production in the nineteenth century that I will 

continue to pursue in my study of Pissarro and Oller.  

 

Liminal Geographies: Latin America and the Caribbean 

While the respective oeuvres of Pissarro and Oller exist on the borders of Europe, the 

United States, Latin America, and the Caribbean, the objects I have chosen as sites of 

inquiry were produced in the latter regions and possess a particular relevance for their 

unique histories. Within the field of nineteenth-century art, there are relatively few 

 
30 Maite van Dijk and Joost van der Hoeven, Gauguin and Laval in Martinique (Bussum: 
Thoth Publishers, 2018); See Anne Birgitte-Fonsmark, Richard Brettell, and Per Nielsen, 
Pissarro: Et møde på Skt. Thomas (Copenhagen: Ordrupgaard, 2017). 
 
31 Denise Murrell, Posing Modernity: The Black Model from Manet to Matisse to Today 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2018).  
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studies that concentrate specifically on the arts of Latin America, and even fewer that 

seek to interrogate the Caribbean specifically.32 In fact, as Edward Sullivan and others 

have stressed, the role of the Caribbean within the larger picture of artistic production in 

the Americas has been often ignored by art historians in both the United States and Latin 

America.33 This is perhaps because the process of mapping the Caribbean itself is 

notoriously difficult—its shifting boundaries might include or exclude locals such as 

coastal Venezuela, Northeast Brazil, Central America, Louisiana, or South Florida 

depending on the project at hand.34 To further complicate matters, the histories of the 

Hispanophone islands, those of Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Dominican Republic, are 

habitually excluded from both Latin American and Caribbean studies—while specialists 

of the former often turn their attention to Mexico, the Andes, and the Southern Cone, 

those of the latter have largely centered the Anglo- and Francophone islands.35 Finally, 

the specific case of Puerto Rico, critical to the present study, is marked by an additional 

layer of ambiguity stemming from its neocolonial relationship to the United States.  

As a result, both Pissarro and Oller have been stalked by a certain liminality. 

Despite the relative visibility and importance of both figures within the history of artistic 
 

32 The works of nineteenth-century Caribbean artists often appear in cross-temporal 
studies of the region. See for instance, Deborah Cullen and Elvis Fuentes Rodríguez, 
Caribbean: Crossroads of the World (New York: El Museo del Barrio, in association 
with Yale University Press, 2012). 
33 Sullivan, From San Juan to Paris and Back, 15; Tatiana Flores and Michelle Stephens, 
“Contemporary Art of the Hispanophone Caribbean Islands in an Archipelagic 
Framework,” Small Axe 20, no. 3 (Nov. 2016): 81; See also Flores and Stephens, 
Relational Undercurrents: Contemporary Art of the Caribbean Archipelago (Durham: 
Duke University Press, 2017). 
 
34 Flores and Stephens, “Contemporary Art of the Hispanophone Caribbean Islands in an 
Archipelagic Framework,” 81.  
 
35 See Ada Ferrer, “History and the Idea of Hispanic Caribbean Studies,” Small Axe 20, 
no. 3 (Nov. 2016): 49–64.  
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production in the nineteenth century, their respective oeuvres exist on the margins of art 

historical discourse. While the mature Pissarro has been lauded as the “Dean” or 

“Grandfather” of Impressionism, the youthful Pissarro developing his craft amid the post-

emancipation landscapes of St. Thomas and the nascent Venezuelan republic remains a 

protean figure. Similarly, Oller’s Puerto Rican identity has placed his work largely under 

the radar of art historians specializing in the arts of the Europe, the United States, and 

Latin America, even in spite of his unique distinction as the only artist from Latin 

America to make significant contributions to the French Impressionist movement. 

Paradoxically, the transatlantic biographies of Pissarro and Oller have served to obfuscate 

the fascinating transnational complexities of their respective oeuvres, the difficulty of 

assigning each to a single movement or national school resulting in obscurity. E. Carmen 

Ramos has articulated this phenomenon as a limiting “invisibility,” particularly 

applicable to the work of Latino artists.36 Similarly, Taína Caragol has described the 

problem of the “strict boundaries that have been assigned to the fields of American and 

Latin American art, which traditionally exclude artists on the verge of both cultures.”37 

This principle is well-illustrated by the absence of Oller (and Puerto Rican artists) in 

general from historical surveys and major collections of both American and Latin 

American art.38 While not a Latino artist, the early work of Camille Pissarro, whose 

 
36 E. Carmen Ramos, Our America, 10. 
 
37 Taína B. Caragol, “Archives of Reality: Contemporary Efforts to Document Latino 
Art,” American Art 19, no. 3 (Fall 2005): 3. Also see Tomás Ybarra-Frausto, “Imagining 
a More Expansive Narrative of American Art,” American Art 19, no. 3 (Fall 2005): 9–15. 
 
38 Jacqueline Barnitz’s comprehensive study of Latin American art, for instance, fails to 
consider the robust contemporary Puerto Rican art in a substantive way. Jacqueline 
Barnitz, Twentieth Century Art of Latin America (Austin: University of Texas Press, 
2001).  
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native US Virgin Islands experienced the pressures of American colonization as early as 

1867, is similarly absent from surveys of both fields. To quote Kobena Mercer, both 

artists “fall into the interstices of nation-based mappings” in their own ways, resulting in 

a persistent exclusion from art historical discourse that my project endeavors to fill.39 

 
Structure and Methodology  

The shifts in the field of nineteenth-century art have made plain that while the importance 

of Paris as a center of art, science, and culture cannot be overstated, the hegemonic 

emphasis on the Parisian metropole has produced a scholarly paradigm that fails to 

capture the truly globalized nature of the art world in the nineteenth century. Artists such 

as Manet, Edgar Degas (1834–1917), Paul Gauguin (1848–1903), Odilon Redon (1840–

1916), and many others possessed complex artistic, professional, familial, and personal 

ties that reached far beyond Paris, inscribing their work in a transnational context that is 

only just now being thoroughly examined. In turning my scholarly focus to the Caribbean 

works of Camille Pissarro and Francisco Oller, I seek to move beyond studies of 

dispassionate observers in foreign lands, looking to the work of artists native to the 

Caribbean. Though their colleagues Manet, Degas, and Gauguin traveled extensively 

throughout the Americas, Pissarro and Oller were the only Impressionists who actively 

participated in the artistic landscape of the Americas. This project wrestles with what 

Kobena Mercer has described as “the critical and creative role of entanglement and 

displacement” between the varied histories of artistic production in Europe, the United 

 
39 Mercer, 52. 
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States, Latin America, and the Caribbean.40 In looking to the work of Pissarro and Oller, I 

seek to leverage these entanglements to provide a transnational and enriched imagining of 

their lives and oeuvres. 

Throughout this project, I have grappled with how best to present the 

transnational dimensions of the work of Pissarro and Oller in a way that sufficiently 

captures the complexity of the political, social, cultural, and historical landscapes of the 

Americas, while simultaneously drawing out the transatlantic and hemispheric currents of 

artistic production in the nineteenth century. Postcolonial theorists have encouraged the 

abandonment of hierarchical, center-periphery models of history in favor of methods that 

consider, as Edward Said once noted, the ways in which distinct “geographical entities . . 

. support and to an extent reflect each other.”41 How might this project, borrowing a 

phrase from Christopher Pinney, “creatively deform the geometrical spatializations of 

colonial worlds”?42 I have settled on a discursive model that examines specific locals and 

their distinctive variants of artistic production within the global unfolding of modernity.  

This project is organized into three case studies, each focusing on a single geographic 

zone that featured prominently in Pissarro and Oller’s respective oeuvres: Venezuela, the 

US Virgin Islands, and Puerto Rico. Framed on one end by the global Revolutions of 

1848 that precipitated the abolition of slavery in Pissarro’s native St. Thomas and the 

 
40 Mercer, 52.  
 
41 Said, Orientalism, 12.  
 
42 Christopher Pinney, “Notes from the Surface of an Image,” Photography’s Other 
Histories (Duke University Press, 2003), 202–220. See also Homi Bhabha, The Location 
of Culture (Hoboken: Taylor and Francis, 2012). 
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ouster of President José Antonio Páez in Venezuela, the project concludes with an 

examination of Oller’s work in the wake of the War of 1898. By using each chapter to 

focus on a unique geographic, social, and political moment in the history of 

Impressionism, my project underscores the global character of this nineteenth-century 

artistic movement, while simultaneously contributing to the scholarship the history of 

artistic production in the Americas. Though each chapter focuses on a distinct geographic 

locale, the case studies were chosen for their historic contemporaneity and their relevance 

to the formation of Pissarro and Oller’s artistic identities. As a result, the complete 

project is fluid in nature, much as the Atlantic world constitutes an “aqueous continent” 

encompassing a multitude of individual, yet interconnected people, geographies, and 

narratives.43  

The study of artists on the margins necessarily relies on the radical adoption of 

similarly marginal or fragmentary forms of art historical evidence. Drawing from a deep 

body of postcolonial scholarship on the complexities of the colonial archive, my project 

aligns itself with established and emerging scholarly methods that probe archival losses, 

absences, and fragmentation.44 The generative potential of absence, foregrounded in the 

innovative work of Saidya Hartman, Okwui Enwezor, Jennifer Van Horn, Denise 

 
43 Sullivan, From San Juan to Paris, 20.  
 
44 For postcolonial theories of the archive, see Thomas Richards, The Imperial Archive: 
Knowledge and the Fantasy of Empire (London and New York: Verso, 1993); Sandhya 
Shetty and Elizabeth Jane Bellamy, “Postcolonialism’s Archive Fever,” Diacritics 30, no. 
1 (Spring 2000): 25–48; Michael Lynch, “Archives in Formation: Privileged Spaces, 
Popular Archives and Paper Trails,” History of the Human Sciences 12, no. 2 (May 
1999): 65–87; George E. Marcus, “The Once and Future Ethnographic Archive,” History 
of the Human Sciences 11, no. 4 (November 1998): 49–64; and Charles W. J. Withers, 
“Constructing ‘The Geographical Archive,’” Area 34, no. 3 (2002): 303–11.  
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Murrell, and others, provides a critical framework with which to explore otherwise 

elusive artistic geographies and temporalities.45 My efforts find a parallel in Murrell’s 

groundbreaking research on the community of free people of color in Paris, a project 

“informed by an excavation of over-looked fragments of the art-historical archive” 

characterized by “ideologically determined silence.”46 Similarly, historian Marisa Fuentes 

has invited scholars to read along the bias grain of archival silences, expanding the 

scholarly utility of the historical sources in a process that she has described as akin to 

“cutting fabric on the bias to create more elasticity.”47 My embrace of these methods will 

facilitate an understanding of Pissarro and Oller not previously possible using traditional 

methods of art historical research that rely on expansive archival caches and tome-like 

catalogue raisonnés.  

 

Pissarro and Oller in the Americas 

Pissarro was born in 1830 in the thriving port city of Charlotte-Amalie, St. Thomas, a 

colony in the archipelago of the Danish West Indies (present-day US Virgin Islands). His 

father, Frédéric Abraham Gabriel Pissarro, a merchant of French Sephardic Jewish 

descent, had immigrated to St. Thomas from Bordeaux to look after the haberdashery 

business and widow of his recently deceased uncle, Isaac Petit. Petit’s widow, Rachel 

 
45 See Okwui Enwezor, Archive Fever: Uses of the Document in Contemporary Art (New 
York, N.Y.: International Center of Photography; Göttingen: Steidl Publishers, 2008) and 
Saidya Hartman, Lose Your Mother: A Journey Along the Transatlantic Slave Trade 
(London: Profile Books LTD, 2021). 
 
46 Murrell, 10.  
 
47 Marisa Fuentes, Dispossessed Lives: Enslaved Women, Violence, and the Archive 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016), 7.  
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Manzano Pomié, was born in St. Thomas, descended from a family of French Sephardic 

Jews who had fled Saint Domingue during the Haitian Revolution.48 Upon their meeting 

in St. Thomas, Rachel and Frédéric conceived a child and eventually married. Though 

this union between nephew and aunt ignited controversy in the Jewish community of the 

island, the Pissarros established themselves as successful merchants in the bustling port 

city of Charlotte-Amalie.49 In 1841 at twelve years of age, Camille Pissarro was sent to 

France to receive a mercantile education in preparation for a career in the family 

business. At the “Pension Savary,” a lycée located in Passy on the edges of Paris, the 

instructor, “M. Savary,” purportedly recognized Pissarro’s aptitude for draftsmanship and 

began tutoring him in drawing.50 Ralph Shikes and Paula Harper have described 

Pissarro’s introduction to the Parisian art world during this period, suggesting that his 

education at the Pension Savary likely included trips to the Louvre, the annual Salons, 

and perhaps even a trip École des Beaux-Arts prior to his return to St. Thomas in 1847.51 

 
48 Judah M. Cohen, Through the Sands of Time: A History of the Jewish Community of 
Saint Thomas, U.S. Virgin Islands (Waltham, MA: Brandeis University Press, 2004), 12–
3. 
 
49 Ralph Shikes and Paula Harper, Pissarro: His Life and Work (New York: Horizon, 
1980), 20. 
 
50 Several scholars have asserted that prior to Pissarro’s enrollment in the Pension Savary, 
Pissarro was educated at a Moravian School in St. Thomas alongside enslaved Afro-
Caribbean children. However, these assertions are dubious as universal education for 
enslaved children was not instituted in St. Thomas until 1846 as a part of amelioration 
measures by Anna Heegaard, a free woman of color from St. Croix, who used her 
influence as Governor-General Von Scholten’s common-law wife to encourage his liberal 
agenda. For further reading on education in the Danish West Indies, see Neville A. T. 
Hall, “Establishing a Public Elementary School System for Slaves in the Danish West 
Indies,” Caribbean Journal of Education 6, no. 1 (Jan. 1979): 1–33 and Birgit Julie Fryd 
Johansen, “Slave Schools in the Danish West Indies, 1839–1853,” (master’s thesis, 
University of Copenhagen, 1988). 
 
51 Shikes and Harper, 21–2.  
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After a formative period working in St. Thomas and Venezuela, Pissarro ultimately left 

his native island and returned to Paris, where he would spend the remainder of his artistic 

career. Pissarro never renounced his Danish citizenship despite his long-term residence in 

France, permanently solidifying his status as an outsider.52  

Like Pissarro, Oller was a native of the Caribbean. Born Francisco Manuel Oller y 

Cestero in 1833, Oller was the third child of Cayetano Juan Oller y Fromesta and María 

del Carmen Cestero Dávila, a wealthy creole family of Spanish descent in the city of 

Bayamón, Puerto Rico, then a military outpost of the dwindling Spanish empire. Oller’s 

paternal grandfather, Dr. Francisco Oller y Ferrer, gained renown throughout Puerto Rico 

for introducing the smallpox vaccine to the island.53 Oller’s artistic education began in 

Puerto Rico, and like Pissarro, his earliest artistic forays transpired in the Caribbean. At 

the age of twelve, Oller enrolled in the drawing classes of Juan Cleto Noa, a local artist 

and educator.54 His burgeoning talent quickly caught the attention of local authorities—

when he was sixteen years old the Spanish-appointed governor of Puerto Rico, General 

Juan Prim, offered Oller a scholarship to pursue a course of study in Europe. Two years 

later Oller departed for Madrid and enrolled at the Real Academia de Bellas Artes de San 

Fernando, marking the first of several formative periods abroad.55 While Pissarro 

departed St. Thomas forever after a period of concentrated creative activity, Oller’s 

artistic career was defined by several extended transatlantic sojourns: Spain (1851–1853), 

 
52 This biographical peculiarity continues to create consternation within museums as 
curators debate whether to categorize Pissarro’s work as French, Danish, or even 
American.  
 
53 See Osiris Delgado Mercado, Francisco Oller y Cestero (1833–1917): Pintor de 
Puerto Rico (San Juan: Centro de Estudios Superiores de Puerto Rico y el Caribe, 1983), 
10. 
 
55 Ibid., 48.  
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France (1858–65), France and Spain (1873–1884) and a final return to Paris to exhibit his 

masterwork, El Velorio (The Wake) in 1895. During these Parisian interludes, Oller was 

an active participant in the development of Impressionism, painting alongside Pissarro, 

Claude Monet, Paul Cézanne, and others.56 Next to Mary Cassatt, Oller represents one of 

only two artists from the Americas to contribute significantly to the French Impressionist 

movement.57 Upon each return to Puerto Rico, Oller deployed their lessons for his own 

artistic, pedagogical, and political needs. Later in his career, Oller found himself in a 

marginal position vis-à-vis the unbalanced relations of power between Puerto Rico and 

the United States, despite his relatively privileged upbringing in Puerto Rican society. 

Before joining the ranks of the Parisian avant-garde, Camille Pissarro spent his 

formative years traveling in South America and the Caribbean alongside his artistic 

companion, the Danish artist Fritz Melbye (1826–1869). During this foundational period, 

the young artist produced nearly two hundred drawings of landscapes and daily life in the 

Americas.58 In 1852, these peregrinations culminated in an extended sojourn in 

Venezuela, where the artist embarked upon a fertile period of artistic production that 

 
56 Delgado, Francisco Oller y Cestero, 21–32.   
 
57 Another Latin American figure to participant in the Impressionist circles of Oller, 
Pissarro, and Cézanne was the mysterious Cuban, “Dr. Aguiar.” Aguiar is occasionally 
mentioned in the correspondence of Pissarro and Cézanne and was identified as the 
subject of Oller’s painting The Student by Paul Gachet fils. A single extant work by 
Aguiar, Houses at Auvers (1875) belongs to the collection of the Musée d’Orsay. Anne 
Distel, “Francisco Oller y Cestero (1833–1917),” in Anne Distel and Susan Alyson Stein, 
Cézanne to Van Gogh: The Collection of Doctor Gachet (New York: Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, 1999), 128. Though Oller did not possess American citizenship during 
this period, he would receive it at the end of his life in 1917 with the passage of the Jones 
Act. 
 
58 Richard Brettell and Christopher Lloyd, A Catalogue of the Drawings by Camille 
Pissarro in the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980), 4–
9. 
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would have profound implications for his mature artistic career in France. Chapter Two 

explores a selection of these drawings, considering Pissarro’s early meditations on the 

theme of exchange against the tumultuous political backdrop of post-Independence 

Venezuela. Within this turbulent environment, Pissarro began his explorations of the 

marketplace, rural roadways, and peasant life, motifs that would provide sources of 

inspiration for the remainder of his career. My exploration pivots on the interpretation of 

a faint inscription, seeking to understand why the young artist included the politically 

charged phrase “Viva Paez [sic]” on an otherwise typical marketplace scene. By 

examining Pissarro’s early artistic development within the turbulent political landscape of 

post-Independence Venezuela, I seek to advance an understanding of the artist’s late 

career marketplace scenes and views of French peasant life within an expanded global 

context. In many ways, the challenges facing Venezuela today reflect the turbulent 

political landscape of the nation’s infancy, heightening the relevancy of my topic as I 

seek to explore Pissarro’s life and work within this environment. Newly liberated from 

Spanish rule, mid nineteenth-century Venezuelans embarked upon the arduous process of 

nation-building, grappling over the meaning of citizenship, the fate of slavery, and the 

value of a free market. At a moment when more Venezuelans have applied for asylum in 

the United States than any other nationality, my project could not be more urgent.59  

Between 1847 and 1855, Pissarro produced a remarkable body of drawings that 

ranged from jottings, preparatory sketches, and aide memoires to fully realized 

compositions and presentational drawings, including many scenes of his native St. 

Thomas. Chapter Three continues to interrogate Pissarro’s early works on paper, looking 

 
59 Luis Hassan Gallardo and Jeanne Batalova, “Venezuelan Immigrants in the United 
States,” Migration Policy Institute, April 10, 2020, 
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/venezuelan-immigrants-united-states-2018. 
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to a single work from the collection of the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford produced 

during the artist’s final years of residence in Saint Thomas. Known within the collection 

of the Ashmolean Museum as “Study of a seated female figure sewing (recto),” this 

modest brown ink and pencil drawing features an Afro-Caribbean woman at work. Dated 

circa 1852, the drawing was produced on St. Thomas in the immediate wake of the 

Revolution of 1848 that precipitated the total abolition of slavery in the Danish West 

Indies.  
The official title provided by the Ashmolean Museum indicates that the figure is 

sewing, suggesting that she is a washerwoman, a common occupation for Black women 

in mid-nineteenth century St. Thomas. However, my research has revealed that this 

assessment is inaccurate. Identifiable by its claws, flippers, and distinctive shell, the 

object in her lap is in fact a Hawksbill sea turtle, a species native to the Caribbean whose 

valuable shell was harvested throughout the region for use in the decorative arts. This 

chapter uses Pissarro’s representation of the Caribbean tortoiseshell trade as a means of 

exploring the politics of labor and the creative production of Black women in the post-

emancipation Virgin Islands. While art historians have recently explored how the visual 

discourse of the Caribbean picturesque informed the representation of Black women in 

the works of artists like Pissarro and others working in the Americas, much work remains 

to be done by way of recovering their experiences. Furthermore, despite a plethora of 

tortoiseshell accoutrements in collections of American decorative arts, this material has 

not been subjected to the same level of scholarly engagement as other colonial-era 

commodities such as sugar, cotton, or tobacco.60 A study of the material qualities of 

 
60 With regard to the objects of study in this project, my research relies on methods 
borrowed from visual and material culture studies, championed by Jules Prown, Wendy 
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tortoiseshell and the history of its trade in the Caribbean offers insight into the creative 

labor of Black women post-emancipation and their participation in a global economy of 

luxury goods, as well as their contributions within the history of decorative arts. Finally, 

the longstanding misidentification of the drawing by the Ashmolean Museum raises 

questions over the persistence of the picturesque in art historical scholarship and 

curatorial practice. This chapter will consider how the visual discourse of the Caribbean 

picturesque has informed the scholarly understanding of Pissarro’s early life and work in 

the Virgin Islands. 

In a marked departure from my consideration of Pissarro’s early career works, 

Chapter Four turns to the late career works of Francisco Oller. In the wake of the War of 

1898 and the subsequent invasion and occupation of Puerto Rico, Oller immersed himself 

in a series of portraits featuring US leaders past and present.61 This project culminated in 

 
Bellion, and others in the field of American art, that center practices of centering 
practices such as gift giving, collecting, looting, and sartorial display, material culture 
studies. See for instance Jules Prown, Art as Evidence: Writings on Art and Material 
Culture (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001); Jules Prown and Kenneth Haltman, 
American Artifacts: Essays in Material Culture (East Lansing: Michigan State University 
Press, 2000);Wendy Bellion and Monica Dominguez Torres, “Objects in Motion: Art and 
Material Culture across Colonial North America,” Winterthur Journal (2011); and 
Edward J. Sullivan, The Language of Objects in the Art of the Americas (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2007); and Arjun Appadurai, “Commodities and the Politics of 
Value,” in Interpreting Objects and Collections, ed. Susan M. Pearce (London: 
Routledge, 1994). 
 
61 For further reading on Gilded Age portraiture, see Barbara Dayer Gallati and Valerie 
Steele, Beauty’s Legacy Gilded Age Portraits in America (London: GILES, 2013); 
Richard Ormond and Elaine Kilmurray, John Singer Sargent: Portraits in the 1890s 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002); Sylvia Yount, Cecilia Beaux: American 
Figure Painter (Atlanta: High Museum of Art; Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2007); and Erin Pauwels, “‘Let me take your head’: Photographic Portraiture and the 
Gilded Age Celebrity Image,” in Beyond the Face, ed. Wendy Wick Reaves 
(Washington, DC: National Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian Institution; London: D. Giles 
Limited, 2018), 136–155. 
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1902, when the artist unveiled a monumental, grand manner portrait of George 

Washington based on Gilbert Stuart’s iconic Lansdowne portrait before his students at his 

newly established school of painting and drawing. Completed during the transition from 

Spanish colonial to United States rule, Oller’s Portrait of George Washington represents 

a Puerto Rican interpretation of one of the most enduring symbols of the United States. 

This chapter considers Oller’s portrait, now lost, against the backdrop of Americanization 

and the debates surrounding US imperialism and Puerto Rican sovereignty after 1898. I 

argue Oller saw in the arrival of the United States an opportunity to achieve his career-

long vision of a liberalized and enlightened Puerto Rican society, a mission that was 

grounded in the artist’s commitment to art education and fueled by an emergent sense of 

Puerto Rican nationhood at the turn of the century. This chapter explores the brief 

moment of optimism embodied by Oller’s Portrait of George Washington, as well as the 

ways in which the artist’s aspirations were misaligned and ultimately unfulfilled by the 

promises of American Empire. 

The existing literature on the transnational currents of Impressionism tends to 

treat figures like Pissarro and Oller monographically, focusing on their individual 

biographies and artistic development. This method offers an advantage by allowing for 

the study of each artist in his own unique social, historical and political context, as well 

as their mutual entanglements. By adopting this discursive format, my project offers 

concentrated glimpses into the Caribbean worlds of Pissarro and Oller using overlooked 

objects and archives as a point of departure. By placing these artists in direct 

conversation, my project also spotlights circuits of artistic exchange and hybridization, 
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locating these seminal figures of the Impressionist movement within an international 

network of artists, writers, and geographers, etc. from Paris to New Orleans to St. 

Thomas and beyond.  
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CHAPTER 2 

PLAYING THE MARKET: CAMILLE PISSARRO AND VENEZUELA’S  

VISUAL ECONOMIES  

 

“In St. Thomas, 1852, being a well-paid clerk, I could not stand it any longer. 

Without a second thought, I abandoned everything and fled to Caracas 

to break the bonds that tied me to bourgeois life. 

It is true that I have suffered greatly, but at least I have lived.”62 

 

Writing from Pontoise at the height of the Impressionist movement in 1878, a mature 

Pissarro mused over his artistic career, tracing its origins to a decisive moment. Twenty-

six years previously, the aspiring artist left his native St. Thomas for Venezuela, where he 

and his fellow traveler-artist Fritz Melbye would spend a period of nearly two years 

producing a remarkable body of drawings, watercolors, and oil sketches. Pissarro’s 

reminiscence, relying on metaphors of enslavement through his reference to “bondage” 

and couched in his disdain for the French bourgeoisie, emphasized his increasingly 

radical politics in the wake of the Franco-Prussian War. From the perspective of the 48-

year-old painter, the departure from St. Thomas represented a dramatic rupture from what 

he perceived to be a conventional, colonial upbringing in Charlotte-Amalie, the island’s 

bustling commercial port. Describing the risky exchange of a merchant’s fate for that of 

 
62 Camille Pissarro to Eugène Murer, 1878, in Correspondance de Camille Pissarro, 
1865–1885, ed. Janine Bailly-Herzberg (Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 1980), 
122–23. 
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an artist’s, Pissarro presented his embarkation to Venezuela as a daring professional 

gamble that ultimately resulted in the birth of his artistic self.  

In the existing scholarship on the subject of Pissarro’s Caribbean origins, 

historians have identified the artist’s birthplace of St. Thomas as the crucible of his 

aesthetic and political avant-gardism. Pissarro’s presence as an eighteen-year-old clerk on 

the island during the 1848 slave revolts that rocked the colony and precipitated the 

immediate abolition of slavery in the Danish West Indies has been erected as an enticing 

frame through which to view his later avant-gardism and anarchist political views.63 

Nicholas Mirzoeff, for instance, has described Pissarro’s early works as constitutive of an 

“Abolitionist Realism,” arguing that revolutionary sympathies between Sephardic Jews 

and enslaved Africans in the pre-emancipation Caribbean were the source of the artist’s 

own “famed radicalism.”64 However, little attention has been paid to the complex 

historical and political circumstances of post-Independence Venezuela in spite of 

Pissarro’s own insistence on the transformative nature of his South American sojourn. In 

 
63 See for instance Shikes and Harper, 23; Joachim Pissarro, Camille Pissarro (New 
York: Harry N. Abrams Publishers, 1993), 57–75; Nicholas Mirzoeff, “Pissarro’s 
Passage: The Sensation of Caribbean Jewishness in Diaspora,” in Diaspora and Visual 
Culture: Representing Africans and Jews, ed. Nicholas Mirzoeff (London: Routledge, 
2000), 57–75; Jon Sensbach, “The Art of Freedom: Camille Pissarro and the Age of 
Emancipation” (Conference presentation, The Art of Revolutions, American 
Philosophical Society, Philadelphia, PA, October 27, 2017); and Richard S. Brettell, 
“Camille Pissarro and St. Thomas: The Story of an Exhibition,” in Camille Pissarro in 
the Caribbean, 1850–1855: Drawings from the Collection at Olana, eds. Brettell and 
Karen Zukowski (St. Thomas, U.S. Virgin Islands: Hebrew Congregation of St. Thomas, 
1996), 12. 
 
64 Mirzoeff, “Pissarro’s Passage,” 58. See also, Mirzoeff, “Abolitionist Realism: Reality, 
Realisms, and Revolution,” in The Right to Look: A Counterhistory of Visuality (Duke 
University Press, 2011), 155–187. 
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Venezuela, Pissarro began his exploration of market scenes, rural roadways and 

landscapes, and peasant life, subjects that would hold him in sway for the remainder of 

his artistic career. While Richard Brettell shrewdly observed that the prototypes for 

nearly every subject of Pissarro’s mature oeuvre can be found in the production of this 

seminal period, he and others have stopped short of a focused consideration of the 

historical conditions of their production.65 By examining Pissarro’s early artistic 

endeavors within the turbulent political landscape of post-Independence Venezuela, I 

advance an understanding of the artist’s late career marketplace scenes and views of 

peasant life in the French countryside within an expanded global context.  

In 1852, Pissarro arrived in a politically divided country plagued by economic and 

social instability, much like the Venezuela of the present.66 Newly liberated from Spanish 

rule, mid-nineteenth-century Venezuelans embarked on the arduous process of nation 

building, grappling over the meaning of citizenship, the fate of slavery,67 and the value of 

 
65 Brettell, “Camille Pissarro and St. Thomas: The Story of an Exhibition,” 14. 
 
66 For an analysis of the contemporary crisis in Venezuela and its historical origins, see 
John Polga-Hecimovich, “The Roots of Venezuela’s Failing State,” Origins 10, no. 9 
(June 2017) and Oriana Van Praag, “Understanding the Venezuelan Refugee Crisis,”  
September 13, 2019, Insights & Analysis, Wilson Center, 
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/article/understanding-the-venezuelan-refugee-crisis.  
 
67 While an in depth examination of the role slavery in Venezuela lies outside the scope 
of this chapter, for further reading on its history and abolition see John V. Lombardi, The 
Decline and Abolition of Negro Slavery in Venezuela, 1820–1854 (Greenwood 
Publishing Corporation: Westport, CT., 1971), 99–100; Lombardi, “Manumission, 
Manumisos, and Aprendizaje in Republican Venezuela,” Hispanic American Historical 
Review 49, no. 4 (1969): 656–678; Cristina Soriano, “Pardos, Free Blacks, and Slave 
Rebellions in Venezuela during the Age of the Atlantic Revolutions,” in The Oxford 
Research Encyclopedia of Latin American History (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2019); Miguel Acosta Saignes, Vida de los esclavos negros en Venezuela (Caracas: 
Hespérides, 1967); and Angelina Pollak-Eltz, La esclavitud en Venezuela: Un estudio 
histórico-cultural (Caracas: Universidad Católica Andrés Bello, 2000). 
 



   

   
 

32 

a free market of capitalist design. It is this last challenge that I find most interesting. As 

Venezuela carved out a piece of the global market for itself in the first half of the 

nineteenth century, the nascent nation experienced a series of rapid economic 

transformations. While the Venezuelan economy boomed, commodity speculation, 

predatory lending, and the national debt also skyrocketed, sparking fierce political 

debates over the role of government in ensuring an equitable marketplace.68 These 

contentious battles on the subject of fair exchange would define Venezuela’s national 

destiny for decades to come. 

It could be said that the concept of exchange served as a leitmotif of Pissarro’s 

life and artistic career. His hometown, the thriving port city of Charlotte-Amalie, was one 

of the busiest commercial centers of the Atlantic. “Let it be understood by all men,” a 

visitor of 1860 declared: 

. . . that in these latitudes the respectable, comfortable, well-to-do route 
from every place to every other place is via the little Danish island of St. 
Thomas. From Demerara to the Isthmus of Panama, you go by St. 
Thomas. From Panama to Jamaica and Honduras, you go by St. Thomas. 
From Cuba to the Bahamas you go by St. Thomas . . .69  
 

Fostered by Danish policies of free trade, St. Thomas served as a transatlantic entrepôt 

for travelers and traders from across the Caribbean, North and South America, Europe, 

and Asia. Pissarro’s Franco-Sephardic family was actively engaged in the trading 

economy of the island, operating a dry goods and haberdashery business where Pissarro 

 
68 Susan Berglund, “The Public Debt of Venezuela: Causes and Effects, 1830–1870,” in 
The Public Debt in Latin America in Historical Perspective, ed. Reinhard Lierh, 
(Vervuert: Iberoamericana, 1995), 417–445. 
 
69 Anthony Trollop, The West Indies and the Spanish Main (London: Chapman & Hall, 
1860), 6. 
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worked as a clerk until he was twenty-one.70 Like the foreign goods that passed through 

the family shop, Pissarro’s youthful partnership with the Danish painter Fritz Melbye 

provided an opportunity for transnational exchange, this time of artistic knowledge and 

ideas. Their collaborations culminated in Pissarro’s departure for Venezuela, where the 

artist determined to exchange his mercantile, bourgeois destiny for the life of an artist. 

And finally, Pissarro’s mature treatment of marketplace scenes evince an enduring 

preoccupation with social interactions and exchanges in the French countryside. 

Yet when Pissarro and Melbye set up shop in Caracas in the 1850s, they found a 

nation poised on the brink of civil war, precipitated by decades of problematic and ill-

fated exchanges in the Venezuela economy. This chapter considers Pissarro’s early works 

on the theme of exchange, looking to representations of the marketplace and gambling 

from a selection of drawings produced during the artist’s Venezuelan sojourn of 1852–4. 

I assert that these objects must be considered within the debates over capitalism and the 

free market that defined Venezuelan society in the post-Independence period. By doing 

so, Pissarro’s career-long fascination with marketplace scenes can be fully understood 

within the transnational network of economic and creative exchanges that shaped the 

nineteenth-century art world. 

 

Pissarro and Melbye: Artistic Encounter and Exchange 

Pissarro’s travels to Venezuela in the 1850s were tremendously influenced by the 

knowledge and expertise of his travel companion, Fritz Melbye. Melbye first arrived in 

St. Thomas in 1851 during an artistic tour of the greater Caribbean, part of a wave of 

 
70 Shikes and Harper, 17–20. 
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American and European artists who traveled to the region in the mid-nineteenth 

century.71 His encounter with Pissarro marked the beginning of their fertile artistic 

partnership, catalyzing the young artist’s decision to journey to Venezuela.72 In light of 

the importance of this “meeting on St. Thomas”73 to Pissarro’s professional and artistic 

development, the artist’s early biographers grandly mythologized this seemingly chance 

encounter, employing narratives resembling those dissected by Linda Nochlin in her 

canonical essay “Why Have there been No Great Women Artists?” According to 

 
71 Artists who traveled in the region in the nineteenth century included Frederic E. 
Church (American, 1826–1900), Martin Johnson Heade (American, 1819–1904), James 
Abbott McNeill Whistler (American, 1834–1903), Manet, and Degas among many 
others. For more on this topic, see Katherine Manthorne, Tropical Renaissance; Fausto 
Ramírez Rojas, “La visión europea de la América Tropical: los artistas viajeros,” in 
Historia del arte mexicano (Mexico City, 1982), 139–63; Manthorne, ed., Diener, Pérez-
Oramas, and Romero, Traveler Artists; Piccoli, Brownlee, and Uhlyarik Picturing the 
Americas; Cándida Fernández de Calderón, European traveler-artists in Nineteenth-
century Mexico (México: Fomento Cultural Banamex, 1997); and Daniela Bleichmar, 
Visual Voyages: Images of Latin American Nature from Columbus to Darwin (San 
Marino, CA: The Huntington Library, Art Collections, and Botanical Gardens; New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2017); and Ana Lucia Araujo, Brazil Through French 
Eyes: A Nineteenth-Century Artist in the Tropics (University of New Mexico Press, 
2015). For further reading on Fritz Melbye’s peripatetic career, see Richard R. Brettell, 
“Camille Pissarro and Fritz Melbye: Two Painters ‘sans maître’,” in: Pissarro, Critical 
Catalog of Paintings, eds. Joachim Pissarro and Claire Durand-Ruel Snollaerts (Paris: 
Wildenstein Institute, 2005), 1: 3–11; Patricia G. Berman, In Another Light, Danish 
Painting in the Nineteenth Century (New York: Vendome, 2008); and “Melbye: Maler 
der Meere,” accessed January 7, 2021, http://melbye-art.com/index.html. 
 
72 Shikes and Harper, 25–6. 
 
73 The phrase “Meeting on St. Thomas” is borrowed from the recent exhibition, Pissarro: 
A Meeting on St. Thomas [Pissarro: Et møde på Skt. Thomas] at the Ordrupgaard 
Museum in Copenhagen. See Anne Birgitte-Fonsmark, Richard Brettell, and Per Nielsen, 
Pissarro: Et møde på Skt. Thomas and Alice M. Rudy Price, exhibition review of Camille 
Pissarro: Meeting on St. Thomas, Nineteenth-Century Art Worldwide 17, no. 1 (Spring 
2018), http:/www.19thc-artworldwide.org/spring18/price-reviews-camille-pissarro-
meeting-on-st-thomas. 
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Nochlin, the myth of the male artist-genius begins with the “fairy tale of the Boy 

Wonder,” in which an older artist or discerning patron recognizes the talent of a young 

artist, typically “in the guise of a lowly shepherd boy drawing sheep on stone.”74 In the 

absence of a European pastoral setting, historians reimagined Pissarro’s legendary 

biography with West Indian flavor—the boy-genius-shepherd is transformed into 

Pissarro-the-clerk, who evades his duties to roam the streets of St. Thomas, sketching 

swaying palms and majestic ships coming into port as seen his earliest extant works (fig. 

1). 75 The peripatetic Melbye appears in this narrative as a romantic, seafaring personage 

recently returned from an exotic artistic sojourn in South America, who happens upon the 

young Pissarro sketching away on the docks of Charlotte-Amalie under the tropical 

Caribbean sun. Immediately recognizing his genius, Melbye urges Pissarro to leave the 

mundane island, first to Caracas and eventually to Paris, where he will indelibly 

transform the history of modern art. 

This artistic fairy tale is entangled in colonizing ideologies where the Caribbean is 

imagined as an Edenic paradise, endowed with valuable commodities ripe for discovery 

and exploitation.76 Like gold or sugarcane, Pissarro’s genius is constructed as a powerful, 

yet unrefined commodity, produced by the Caribbean environment of St. Thomas but 

destined to be realized elsewhere. The paradisiacal terrain of the Virgin Islands serves as 

a metaphor for the artist’s pure talent, untouched by the corruption of academic art in 

 
74 Linda Nochlin, “Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?,” Art News 69, no. 9 
(Jan. 1971): 26. 
 
75 Shikes and Harper, 25–6; See also, John Rewald, Camille Pissarro (New York: H. N. 
Abrams, 1963).  
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France as Cézanne insisted when he declared, “He had the good fortune to be born in the 

West Indies, where he learned how to draw without masters.”77 While Pissarro’s 

biographers emphasized the importance of St. Thomas to Pissarro’s oeuvre, they 

remained equally satisfied with the notion of the island as a cultural wasteland. Quoting 

the words of Pissarro’s brother Alfred, Shikes and Harper assert that St. Thomas was a 

“cursed hole, good at best to amass a fortune,”78 a place where Pissarro’s talent would 

have languished if not for Melbye’s fortuitous discovery. Despite the demythization of 

avant-garde figures like Paul Gauguin by feminist art historians, the mythos that 

surrounds Pissarro’s island origins has largely escaped scholarly critique.79 

Alternatively, I suggest that it is productive to consider the critical, if not fateful, 

“meeting on St. Thomas” as the beginning of a partnership defined by the mutual 

exchange of artistic knowledge in a transnational context. A burgeoning artist himself, 

Fritz Melbye had achieved moderate professional success prior to his travel to St. 

Thomas, exhibiting his paintings in Copenhagen in 1849.80 Melbye opened Pissarro’s 

eyes to the possibilities of working as a professional artist, acting as a teacher and mentor 

 
77 Paul Cézanne, as quoted by Joachim Gasquet. Joachim Gasquet, Joachim Gasquet’s 
Cézanne: A Memoir with Conversations, trans. Christopher Pemberton (London: Thames 
and Hudson, 1991), 164.   
 
78 Shikes and Harper, 25. 
 
79 For a thorough deconstruction of the mythic biography of Paul Gauguin, see Abigail 
Solomon-Godeau, “Going Native: Paul Gauguin and the Invention of Primitivist 
Modernism,” Art in America 77, no. 7 (1989): 119–20; Tamar Garb, “Gauguin and the 
Opacity of the Other: The Case of Martinique,” in Belinda Thomson, Gauguin’s Vision, 
(Edinburgh: National Galleries of Scotland, 2005), 24–31; and Belinda Thomson, ed., 
Gauguin: Maker of Myth, (Washington: National Gallery of Art, 2011). 
 
80 Shikes and Harper, 26.  
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in the absence of formalized academic training. For Pissarro’s part, the young artist 

helped to secure lodging for Melbye in Charlotte-Amalie and likely familiarized his 

friend with the local terrain of the island.81 Some have speculated that it was on Pissarro’s 

urging that Melbye traveled to the Santo Domingo (present-day Dominican Republic) 

and Haiti on a brief artistic sojourn in April and May of 1850.82 As Richard Brettell and 

Joachim Pissarro have emphasized, Pissarro and Melbye participated in a “visual and 

technical dialogue” characterized by formal similarities and shared subject matter that 

facilitated their mutual artistic development.83 A departure from these myths of discovery 

and unrefined potential will enable an understanding of Pissarro and Melbye’s years in 

Venezuela as a productive period of artistic encounters and exchanges, themes that would 

shape Pissarro’s oeuvre for decades to come.  

During his Atlantic peregrinations, Melbye had previously visited Venezuela, 

traveling in the coastal and interior regions of the country.84 Certain that a return to 

Caracas would be mutually beneficial for their artistic aspirations, he persuaded Pissarro 

 
81 Melbye to Pissarro, April 29, 1852, reproduced in Shikes and Harper, 27. 
 
82 Bernardo Vega, Pissarro en Santo Domingo 1850 (Santo Domingo, Republica 
Dominicana: Grupo León Jimenes, 2000), 9.  
 
83 See Richard Brettell, “Camille Pissarro and Fritz Melbye. A radiant start in ‘the new 
world’ [Camille Pissarro og Fritz Melbye. En Strålended start I “den nye verden],” in 
Birgitte-Fonsmark, 175. Though Brettell had previously described Melbye’s work as 
“quickly surpassed by the younger artist,” the identification of a cache of Pissarro 
drawings at the Olana New York State Historic Site and comparison of these works with 
those produced by Melbye during the same period led to his reassessment of their shared 
artistic development sensibilities. See Brettell and Lloyd, 8; Brettell, “Camille Pissarro 
and St. Thomas: The Story of an Exhibition,” 14. 
 
84 Alfredo Boulton, Camille Pissarro en Venezuela (Caracas: Editorial Arte, 1966), 90. 
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to accompany him. Writing to Pissarro from neighboring St. Croix, Melbye expressed his 

faith in the artistic potential of a Venezuelan interlude, stating, “I still with confidence 

live in that expectation and feel myself convinced about a good result for our mutual 

progress.”85 Though Venezuela lacked the officially sanctioned art instruction offered by 

formal art academies such as the Academia de San Carlos in Mexico City or the Real 

Academia de Bellas Artes de San Fernando in Madrid, following Venezuelan 

independence, the Republican government sought to foster artistic development in the 

young nation.86 In the early 1830s, the Venezuelan Congress authorized the establishment 

of an art academy in Caracas to provide instruction in painting, drawing, and the 

industrial arts.87 Importantly, this early academy specialized in technical drawing and 

watercolor, advancing these mediums as tools of scientific knowledge.88 The lauded 

Italo-Venezuelan geographer Augustín Codazzi commended these developments, writing 

that Venezuela, “called to be one of the first nations in the world of Columbus,” 

recognizes “that the progress of the fine arts and the industrial arts is in the interest of the 

 
85 Melbye to Pissarro, April 29, 1852, reproduced in Shikes and Harper, 26–7.  
 
86 For further reading on the Academia de San Carlos and art academies in the Americas, 
see Jean Charlot, Mexican Art and the Academy of San Carlos, 1785–1915 (Austin, 
1962); Susan Deans-Smith, ‘“A Natural and Voluntary Dependence’: The Royal 
Academy of San Carlos and the Cultural Politics of Art Education in Mexico City, 1786–
1797,” Bulletin of Latin American Research 29, no. 3 (2010): 278–95; and Ray 
Hernández-Durán, The Academy of San Carlos and Mexican Art History: Politics, 
History and Art in Nineteenth-Century Mexico (Abingdon-on-Thames: Routledge, 2017).  
 
87 José María Salvador González, “La Enseñanza del arte en Venezuela durante la 
primera mitad del siglo XIX,” EscritoS en arte, estética y cultura 15, no. 17–18 (Jan.–
Dec. 2003): 178. 
 
88 Ibid.  
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splendor and prosperity of the Nation.”89 In the early years of Venezuelan independence, 

the proliferation of the arts was recognized as essential to the development and success of 

the republic, investments that arguably enhanced the appeal of Venezuela as a destination 

for artists like Pissarro and Melbye.  

In fact, in the first half of the nineteenth century, Venezuela’s flourishing 

commercial and diplomatic relations with North America and Europe flooded the 

nation’s shores with foreign artists, writers, scientists and entrepreneurs, many of whom 

found their inspiration in the writings of German naturalist Alexander von Humboldt 

(1769–1859).90 From 1799 to 1804, Humboldt embarked on a scientific expedition across 

the Americas, a journey of nearly 6,000 miles that commenced with a year-long sojourn 

in Venezuela.91 Grounded in Enlightenment philosophies, Humboldt held a belief in the 

essential “unity of nature,” the notion that all aspects of the planet were interconnected in 

a harmonious symbiosis governed by general laws. Critical to Humboldt’s cultural impact 

was his view that these laws could be deduced through the fastidious accumulation of 

empirical data, both written and visual.92 Humboldt published extensively on his travels 

 
89 Augustín Codazzi, “Escuela de Dibujo,” Correo de Caracas, November 12, 1839, 3.  
 
90 Manthorne, Tropical Renaissance, 2. For further reading on the Humboldtian zeitgeist 
in the Americas, see Georgia de Havenon, Christina De León, Alicia Lubowski-Jahn, and 
Gabriela Rangel, eds., Unity in Nature: Alexander von Humboldt and the Americas (New 
York, NY: Americas Society; Bielefeld, Germany: Kerber, 2014) and Eleanor Harvey, 
Alexander von Humboldt and the United States: Art, Nature, and Culture (Lawrenceville, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 2020).  
 
91 For an account of Humboldt’s travels in Venezuela, see N. Y. Sandwith, “Humboldt 
and Bonpland’s Itinerary in Venezuela,” Bulletin of Miscellaneous Information (Royal 
Botanic Gardens, Kew) 1925, no. 7 (1925): 295–310.  
 
92 Eleanor Harvey, 26; Mey-Yen Moriuchi, “Traveling Artists’s Visions of Mexico,” in 
Mexican Costumbrismo Race, Society, and Identity in Nineteenth-Century Art (University 
Park, Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2018), 31. 
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and discoveries in the decades following his South American sojourn, producing some 

thirty volumes that were eagerly devoured by artists across the globe.  

Seduced by the paradisiacal mythos of Humboldt’s “New World,” scores of 

foreign artists traveled to Venezuela in Humboldt’s wake, seeking not only to trace his 

peregrinations but also to adhere to his scientific-aesthetic principles that emphasized 

firsthand observation of the natural world. Artists who traveled to Venezuela in the 

nineteenth century included the French academician Jean-Baptiste-Louis Baron Gros 

(1793–1870), English diplomat Sir Robert Ker Porter (1777–1842), English portraitist 

Lewis Brian Adams (1809–853), German painters Ferdinand Bellerman (1814–1888) and 

Anton Goering (1836–1905), Hungarian photographer Pál Rosti (1830–1874), American 

painter Louis Rémy Mignot (1831–1870), and of course, Pissarro and Melbye, who found 

themselves, like their peers, swept up in the Humboldtian ethos of the era.93 Venezuelan-

born artists like Carmelo Fernández (1809–1877) participated in similar artistic 

expeditions in the neighboring Republic of New Granada (present day Colombia and 

Panama).94 Technical innovations in the portable and cost-effective medium of 

 
93 See Marián Caballero, Leading Figures in Venezuelan Painting of the Nineteenth 
Century (New York: The Inter-American Development Bank, 1999); José María 
Salvador González, “Pintores y dibujantes extranjeros en Venezuela duranate la 
hegemonía de los hermanos Monagas (1847–1858), in Caminos encontrados: 
Intinerarios históricos, culturales y comerciales en América Latina, ed. Cornelius 
Christiaan Goslinga (Castelló de la Plana: Universitat Jaume I, 2009) 227–241; and 
Venezuelan Painting in the Nineteenth Century (Assen van Gorcum & Co., Dr. H.J. 
Prakke & H.M.G. Prakke, 1967). 
 
94 For further reading, see Nancy P. Applebaum, Mapping the Country of Regions: The 
Chorographic Commission of Nineteenth-Century Colombia (Chapel Hill: The University 
of North Carolina Press, 2017) and Veronica Uribe Hanabergh, “Translating Landscape: 
the Colombian Chorographic Commission,” Journal of Arts and Humanities 3, no. 1 
(January 2014): 126–136. 
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watercolor in the early nineteenth century encouraged the practice of plein air painting, 

allowing these artists to traverse the national terrain with ease.95 Their efforts seemed to 

meet Codazzi’s pronouncement that “below the influence of the clear and beautiful 

Venezuelan sky will grow one day a new school of painting, comparable, if not more 

beautiful” than that of European models.96 Thus, when Pissarro and Melbye embarked for 

Venezuela abroad La Caraqueña, in 1852, they endeavored to join a robust tradition of 

traveler-artists who staked their creative destinies on the careful observation of 

Venezuela’s unique landscape, flora, fauna, and inhabitants.  

Shortly after their arrival in La Guaira, the premier port of Caracas, Pissarro and 

Melbye traveled the short distance inland to the capital, where Pissarro purchased a house 

that would function as a home base for the artist during his Venezuelan sojourn of nearly 

two years. Located close to Caracas’s central market square, the Plaza Mayor, the house 

doubled as a residence and artist’s studio.97 The two maintained a close partnership for 

the majority of their time in Venezuela, developing a tandem approach to the South 

American environment that exhibited close formal similarities. Drawing inspiration from 

Humboldt and his followers, both artists exhibited a marked interest in the tropical flora 

and fauna of Venezuela, recording the landscape in dozens of watercolors, drawings, and 

 
95 See Majorie Shelley, “Sources of Materials, Equipment, and Technical Information,” 
in Kevin J. Avery, American Drawings and Watercolors in the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art (A Catalogue of Works by Artists Born before 1835) (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2002), 1:29–78. See also Kathleen Foster, American Watercolor in the Age of 
Homer and Sargent (Philadelphia; New Haven: Philadelphia Museum of Art; Yale 
University Press, 2017).  
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97 Shikes and Harper, 28; Boulton, 89.  
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oil sketches produced during excursions to the forests of El Ávila and Galipán in the 

environs of Caracas.98 A spectacular drawing by Pissarro from the Colección del Banco 

Central de Venezuela demonstrates the artist’s taxonomical inclinations (fig. 2). Working 

horizontally across the page, Pissarro juxtaposed various species of tropical plants and 

trees in a rhythmic composition equal parts botanical illustration and landscape. 

Transitioning from sensitive graphite markings to watercolor, Pissarro animates the flora 

of the Venezuelan landscape with brilliant shades of turquoise and green. For his part, 

Melbye explored Venezuela’s biodiversity in several oil sketches, employing textural 

strokes in rich, earthy tones to capture the appearance of the forest floor (fig. 3). The 

influence of Humboldt can be discerned in both drawings, emphasizing the shared 

natured of an artistic enterprise that unfolded against the backdrop of the Venezuelan 

landscape.  

 

Pissarro’s Marketplace Scenes 

While comparison of Pissarro and Melbye’s Venezuelan oeuvres reveal many 

similarities, Pissarro largely departed from the worldview of his traveling companion in 

his approach to the marketplace scenes offered by Caracas’s Plaza Mayor, the central 

square of the capital city located just around the corner from his impromptu artist’s 

studio. Within the Humboldtian mania for the empirical description of the nature, 

landscape, customs, and peoples of the “New World,” Melbye cleaved to the former, 

preferring panoramic landscapes and botanical sketches to figural studies. Pissarro on the 
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other hand, found himself equally interested in the careful observation and description of 

the inhabitants of Caracas, an endeavor for which the public space of the Plaza Mayor 

provided the perfect setting. During his Venezuelan tenure, Pissarro produced a handful 

of pencil, pen, and wash impressions of the exchanges that took place weekly in the 

central marketplace. Of these works, a single, highly realized drawing produced near the 

end of the artist’s nearly two-year-long sojourn in 1854 presents a fertile subject for 

analysis, offering an entry into an assessment of the complex social and political 

dynamics of post-Independence Venezuela and their impact on Pissarro’s oeuvre (fig. 4). 

Rendered in pencil and rich sepia wash, the drawing represents a trio of vegetable 

hucksters crouched with their wares against the façade of the Caracas house on the edges 

of the Plaza Mayor.  

On the right side of the picture plane, a male figure, apparently a potential client, 

drifts into view. Within the stillness of the encounter builds a distinct tension between 

seller and buyer, though at first glance the source of this friction remains uncertain. In the 

following sections, I will explore this scene in detail, measuring its  elements against the 

visual traditions of the Americas, as well as the compositional strategies employed within 

Pissarro’s mature oeuvre. As a visual prototype for the artist’s late career marketplace 

scenes and a portent of the artist’s mature political ideology, the drawing serves to bridge 

the artist’s experiences in post-Independence Venezuela and his lifelong interest in the 

economic gambles and exchanges of the working classes.  
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Pissarro’s Late Marketplace Scenes  

Pissarro’s observations of the exchanges that took place weekly in the Plaza Mayor’s 

central marketplace, shaped by the sociopolitical landscape of post-Independence 

Venezuela, would prove formative to his return to the subject during his artistic and 

political maturity in France. While the theme of the marketplace provided a source of 

inspiration for Pissarro throughout his career, the artist resumed the subject in earnest in 

the 1880s, producing regular depictions of the marketplaces in Paris, his home of 

Pontoise, and Gisors, a market town just northwest of Paris.99 This vigorous readoption of 

marketplace themes paralleled his increasing interests in the anarchist philosophies of 

thinkers like Peter Kropotkin, Élisée Reclus, and Jean Grave—during this period, 

Pissarro eagerly invested in anarchist literature, participating in a circle of likeminded 

artists and intellectuals.100 As a result, art historians have often interpreted Pissarro’s late 

market scenes within the prism of the artist’s mature anarcho-communist political 

philosophy, describing Pissarro’s marketplaces as spaces of empowerment for the 

 
99 Christopher Lloyd, “The Market Scenes of Camille Pissarro,” Art Bulletin of Victoria 
(June 24, 2014), https://www.ngv.vic.gov.au/essay/the-market-scenes-of-camille-
pissarro/. See also, T.J. Clark, “We Field Women,” in Farewell to an Idea: Episodes from 
a History of Modernism (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1999).  
 
100 Kathleen Adler, Camille Pissarro: A Biography (London: Batsford, 1978), 124–5. For 
further analysis of Pissarro’s relationship to the late nineteenth-century anarchist 
movement see Ralph E. Shikes, “Pissarro’s Political Philosophy and His Art,” in Studies 
on Camille Pissarro, ed. Christopher Lloyd (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1986); 
John Gary Hutton, Neo-Impressionism and the Search for Solid Ground: Art, Anarchism, 
and Science in Fin-de-Siècle France (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 
1994); Richard Thomson, “Camille Pissarro's ‘Turpitudes sociales’ Revisited, Part II: 
Anarchism, Anti-Semitism and Adolphe Willette,” The Burlington Magazine 158, no. 
1360 (July 2016): 547–551; and Martha Ward, Pissarro, Neo-Impressionism, and the 
Spaces of the Avant-Garde (University of Chicago Press, 1996).  
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laboring peasant classes. According to Ralph Shikes, Pissarro “despised the antisocial, 

uncreative, conniving atmosphere of the Bourse” and saw in the setting of the French 

country market the “salubrious give and take of these markets, crossroads of city and 

country.” 101 Shikes continues to emphasize that Pissarro seemed “to share the peasants’ 

pleasure of the market-day visit to town after a week of hard work.”102 Similarly, Richard 

Thomson has argued that for Pissarro, the market represented “the end result of the 

peasant’s labor.”103 In Thompson’s view, “the peasant remains dominant” in Pissarro’s 

depictions of the interactions between the laboring peasantry and the monied classes.104 

As these scholars have observed, rural peasants emerge as the uncontested protagonists in 

Pissarro’s marketplace scenes, emphasizing the artist’s antipathy to bourgeois capitalism 

despite his own colonial and mercantile origins.  

Within Pissarro’s radical worldview, the rural peasantry community asserted itself 

as the indispensable provider of goods for the urban bourgeoisie in the space of the 

market. Indeed, works like The Poultry Market (La marché à la volaille Gisors) (1885) 

pulse with a wholesome energy (fig. 5). Poultry and produce become secondary to the 

masses of brightly colored figures that chat, haggle, and toil with unmistakable vitality. 

The round bodies and luminous red hair of the two peasant women in the foreground 

embody Pissarro’s vision of rural soundness, while the individual figures in the 

 
101 Shikes, “Pissarro’s Political Philosophy and His Art,” 46. 
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background are subsumed into the pulsating commercial energy of the masses defined by 

the vital exchange between seller and buyer. Pissarro’s subordination of the individual in 

favor of communal experience becomes even more apparent in his varied prints on the 

subject. In particular, an etching with drypoint, Market at Gisors, rue Cappeville (Marché 

à Gisors, rue Cappeville) (1894–5) (fig. 6) demonstrates this tendency. Building layers 

upon layers of fine etching strokes to produce thick, graphic delineations, the jostling 

peasant crowd is transformed into a vibrating, rhythmic mass, resulting in a sensation of 

collective experience and universality key to the artist’s anarchist worldview. Despite 

Pissarro’s keen interest in class relationships, the bourgeoisie rarely enter into these 

utopian visions of the marketplace. A series of drawings on the subject of Paris’s central 

market, Les Halles, represent a notable exception (fig. 7). These works lack the distinctly 

wholesome quality of their rural counterparts, conveying Pissarro’s own ambiguity 

towards urban life. Rendered in cool tones that convey the dampness of the city, 

Pissarro’s rural vendors are seen from behind, confronted by faceless, passionless 

bourgeois and proletariat women, their class positions identifiable by their hats and 

scarves. In Pissarro’s late marketplace scenes, it is clearly the rural peasantry that 

provides the lifeblood for a bustling French economy. 

 

The Artist’s Marketplace in the Nineteenth Century  

Pissarro was not alone in his fixation on the theme of the marketplace. For nineteenth-

century artists, the public setting of the market offered an opportunity to capture fruits, 

vegetables, regional costumes, and local women in picturesque genre scenes. Émile Zola 

first introduced his character Claude Lantier, the tortured artist-protagonist of the 



   

   
 

47 

Rougon-Macquart cycle, in Les Halles, the newly-constructed central market of 

Hausmann’s Paris. In Zola’s The Belly of Paris (Le Ventre de Paris) (1873) Lantier is 

enraptured by the varied colors, textures, and forms of Les Halles, declaring:  

This is where I have breakfast, with my eyes at any rate. Sometimes, when 
I’ve forgotten to have dinner the night before, I gorge myself just by 
looking at all of these wonderful things arriving.105  
 

For Zola, the marketplace represented the ultimate exercise in visual consumption. 

Following Zola, Naturalist painters Léon Lhermitte used the marketplace as a pretext to 

capture the distinctive costumes and physiognomies of Breton peasant women in 

paintings like The Market Place of Ploudalmézeau, Brittany (1877) (fig. 8) Yet for artists 

working in the Americas, the space of the marketplace was inscribed within a distinct set 

of ethnic, racialized, and gendered relationships informed by political and colonial 

dynamics. In the following sections, I will explore the representation of the marketplace 

in the Americas, considering how these visual traditions informed Pissarro’s own 

representations of the Plaza Mayor during his Venezuelan sojourn.  

 

The Marketplace in the Visual Economy of the Americas 

In the visual economy of the Americas, local women of color served as primary sources 

of visual abundance and ocular delectation in marketplace scenes. Krista Thompson has 

argued that “the figure of the black market woman, more than any other human presence, 

entered the representational frame as the visual companion of tropical nature” in 
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nineteenth-century visual culture.106 Thompson’s assertions are supported by period 

sources that noted the centrality of women of color to the marketplace picturesque. 

Consider for instance, the travel writings of Richard Bache, who described the women of 

color he encountered at work in the central market of Bogota in the early nineteenth-

century: 

The market which is held every day in the great square, presents a very 
busy and interesting scene . . . [The market people] are for the most part, 
women of colour, of all the intermediate shades, produced by European, 
African, and Indian blood . . .107  
 

For Bache, women of color represented just one of the many interesting visual 

elements the Colombian marketplace had to offer.  

Some of the earliest representations of women of color in marketplace scenes can 

be located within the casta tradition, a genre of painting popularized in the Spanish 

Americas during the eighteenth century. Casta paintings visualized the phenomenon of 

mestizaje, the mixing of purportedly distinct racial groups throughout the Spanish 

empire.108 Though the majority of known casta paintings were produced in Mexico, 

 
106 Krista A. Thompson, An Eye for the Tropics: Tourism, Photography, and Framing the 
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examples can also be found in Peru, Ecuador, and Bolivia. Relatively modest in scale, 

casta paintings were essentially genre scenes, often produced in a series of sixteen small 

canvases. Within the series, each individual painting features a unique family scene 

between a father, a mother, and their offspring where each figure is identified by a 

distinct racial moniker. For example, the first panel of a complete set of casta paintings 

by Francisco Clapera (Spain, active Mexico, 1746–1810), entitled De Espanol, e India, 

nace Mestiza (From a Spaniard and an Indian is born a Mestiza) depicts a union between 

a Spaniard and an Indigenous woman along with the product of their relationship, a 

mestiza or mixed-race child (fig. 9).  

Hierarchies between the social statuses of both figures are articulated through 

their clothing, behavior, and most importantly, their food.109 The male figure, for 

instance, appears as the anchor of the composition, standing in the center and attired in a 

fine red suit. While one hand caresses the head of his child, the other rests on the back of 

the Indigenous woman as she bends to make her selection from piles of produce that spill 

from the market stall. Her proximity to this profusion of tropical fruits and vegetables, the 

products of a fertile earth, suggest fecundity and sexual availability, while the male figure 

performs his domination over both land and woman through his authoritative stance and 

paternalistic gesture. On the right, the child tugs playfully on the waistband of her 

father’s breeches as if to further emphasize her his virility.  

 
Black, eds. D. Bindman and Louis Gates (Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press), 246–258. 
 
109 See Nina M. Scott, “Measuring Ingredients: Food and Domesticity in Mexican Casta 
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The marketplace offered an attractive subject for US artists as well. In later works 

such as Thomas Waterman Wood’s Market Woman (1858) (fig. 10) and Winslow 

Homer’s On the Way to Market, Bahamas (1885) (fig. 11), Black market sellers, weighed 

down with luxuriant fruits and vegetables represented the pinnacle of tropical abundance 

and exoticism.110 Throughout the Americas, women of color were represented as the 

spoils of empire through their role in the visual economy of the marketplace. These 

pervasive images represent a visual discourse of hemispheric scope against which 

Pissarro’s Venezuelan marketplace scenes must be compared.   

 

Tropes of Tropical Abundance 

Caracas’s weekly market was hosted on the Plaza Mayor, the central square of the capital 

city located near Pissarro and Melbye’s impromptu artist’s studio. Dating to the sixteenth 

century, the Plaza Mayor consisted of a scheme of buildings organized around a large 

open courtyard in a design typical of Spanish Colonial city planning. The vast plaza was 

the size of one manzana or city block in the urban grid as can be plainly seen in an early 

map of the city dated 1578 (fig. 12).111 In 1666, the addition of the cathedral strengthened 

the Plaza Mayor’s role as a symbolic expression of Spanish royal authority. As in many 

Spanish Colonial cities, the central square functioned as the main theater of public life, 

 
110 Thompson, An Eye for the Tropics, 103. For further reading on the paintings of 
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Pennsylvania.  
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hosting religious processions, political and social meetings, military parades, executions, 

and recreational activities.112 

During the eighteenth-century Bourbon reforms, the Plaza Mayor was remodeled with 

arcades and small shops to strengthen its function as a public market, emphasizing the 

increased role of commerce and mercantilism in the Spanish colonies. As the Plaza 

Mayor transitioned from symbol of monarchical power to the heart of an independent 

Venezuelan Republic in the post-Independence period, the weekly market remained the 

most important function of the square.113 Early nineteenth-century travel writers like the 

American politician William J. Duane (1760–1835) were astounded by the sights of the 

Plaza Mayor, praising the rich array of exotic fruits and vegetables: 

The Plaza Mayor, or Great Square, is that of all others which is most 
remarkable. It is the public market-place, where every kind of food is sold, 
and where the display of abundance and variety . . . can be no where 
exceeded. Vegetables and fruit, edible roots, such as are common to our 
markets, and several unknown to us, such as the aracatcha, yuccas, and 
the apio . . . Oranges large, rich and of fine flavor; the pine apple [sic] in 
the utmost richness and flavour, the sweet banana of different kinds . . . 
The heaps of onions, and mule loads of garlic, are here contrasted with the 
fragrance of beautiful flowers, the wild cinnamon, pimento, and other 
aromatic plants; red and green peppers of numerous kinds; the roots in 
large piles, the lighter articles and fruit in baskets of Indian fabric . . .114 

 

 
112 Lorenzo González Casas, “Caracas: Territory, Architecture and Urban Space,” in 
Planning Latin America’s Capital Cities, 1850–1950, ed. Arturo Almandoz (London: 
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From a strategic economic standpoint, the abundance described by Duane was a defining 

quality of a healthy marketplaces. In his treatise on provisioning in Paris, the eighteenth-

century French bureaucrat Nicolas Delamare explained the importance of ensuring a 

bounty of goods for purchase at the daily market in Paris:  

. . . one must create markets . . . to gather as much as is possible, in the 
same place, the merchandise of the same kind, because this abundance is 
known to produce low prices or lest a considerable drop in price.115  

 
As a driving principle of Western economic models well into the twentieth century, an 

abundance of goods indicated the marketplace that was fair, healthy, and thriving.116 Yet 

in the context of the New World, the abundance of unfamiliar, exotic fruits and 

vegetables encountered by American and European travelers in local marketplaces across 

Latin America conjured visions of a fertile earth that appeared ripe for both colonization, 

and artistic exploration. The lavish sensorial descriptions of Duane and others likely 

prompted Pissarro and Melbye to secure their lodgings near this visual smorgasbord, 

ensuring that the novel sights afforded by the marketplace remained within easy reach of 

their easels.  

  Recently, art historians across disciplines have turned to the genre of still life, 

analyzing the ways these seemingly innocuous images have functioned as vehicles of 

colonial and imperial ideology.117 While the study of seventeenth-century Dutch still-life 
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painting boasts a robust discourse in this regard, scholars of the art and material culture of 

the Americas have increasingly turned to the genre as a locus of inquiry—as Shana Klein 

asserts, “Still-life pictures, in fact, are some of the most useful tools we have to 

investigate systems of ‘empire.’”118 According to Klein, the incorporation of foreign, 

tropical fruits like yellow and red bananas, oranges, pineapples, and lemons into the still-

life painting of American artists served as a symbol of US achievement in importing 

these foods from Latin America.119 This visual tradition can be traced back to the 

seventeenth century, where a prime example of the use of tropical produce to articulate 

colonial hierarchies and difference can be located in the still-lifes of Dutch artist Albert 

Eckhout (1610–1665).120  

In the first half of the seventeenth century, Eckhout was employed in the court of 

Johan Maurits van Nassau-Siegen, the governor-general of the Dutch colony in Brazil 

located near present-day Recife along the northeast coast, who during his tenure tasked 
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The Still-Life Paintings of Robert Duncanson,” American Art 29, no. 2 (Jan. 2015): 64–
85; Nicholas Mirzoeff has also read the still-lifes of Francisco Oller through this imperial 
paradigm. See Mirzoeff, Right to Look, 188. 
 
120 Important studies on Eckhout include Rebecca Parker Brienen, Visions of Savage 
Paradise: Albert Eckhout, Court Painter in Colonial Dutch Brazil (Amsterdam 
University Press, 2006); Quentin Buvelot, ed. Albert Eckhout: Dutch Artist in Brazil 
(Zwolle: Waanders, 2004); Edward J. Sullivan, The Language of Objects in the Art of the 
Americas (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007), 191–92; and Sullivan, From San 
Juan to Paris and Back, 147–67  
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several artists and scientists with the collection, study, and documentation of the flora, 

fauna, landscape, and the appearance and costumes of creole Brazilians, enslaved 

Africans, and Indigenous peoples of Brazil.121 Upon his return to the Netherlands, 

Eckhout completed a series of twelve large scale still-life paintings featuring fruits and 

vegetables commonly found in the Americas that drew from his experiences in Maurits’s 

Brazilian court.  

Eckhout’s still lifes blend minute scientific description with a painterly approach. 

In each still life, the objects of study are presented on a flat, nondescript, neutral surface 

that facilitates the exploration of form and detail. While some of Eckhout’s compositions 

feature an abundant variety of different fruits and vegetables, others present a focused 

study of one or two species. For instance, Eckhout’s Mandioca (Manioc), features an 

 
121 Barbara Berlowicz, “Introduction [Introdução] in Albert Eckhout volta ao Brasil, 19; 
Leonardo Dantas Silvas, “Images of the Nassovian Brazil [Imagens do Brasil 
Nassoviano],” in Albert Eckhout volta ao Brasil [Albert Eckhout returns to Brazil] 
(Copenhagen: Nationalmuseet, 2002), 65. Maurits has been variously described as 
“enlightened,” “intellectual,” and a “Humanist Prince” on the basis of his deep interest in 
scientific exploration, though as a representative of the Dutch West India Company, he 
was primarily responsible for ensuring the profitability of the colony and protecting the 
dividends of his stakeholders. His legacy has been subject to reassessment and revision in 
recent years. For further reading on Maurits and his intellectual coterie in Dutch Brazil, 
see Ernst van den Boogaart, ed. Johan Maurits van Nassau-Siegen 1604–1679: A 
Humanist Prince in Europe and Brazil (The Hague: Johan Maurits Van Nassau Stichting, 
1979); Michiel van Groesen, Amsterdam’s Atlantic: Print Culture and the Making of 
Dutch Brazil (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016); Ernst van den 
Boogaart, “A Well-Governed Colony: Frans Post’s Illustrations in Caspar Barlaeus’s 
History of Dutch Brazil,” The Rijksmuseum Bulletin 59, no. 3 (2011): 236–71; Elizabeth 
Sutton, “Possessing Brazil in Print, 1630–54,” Journal of Historians of Netherlandish Art 
5, no.1 (Winter 2013); Julie Berger Hochstrasser, “Visual Impact: the Long Legacy of the 
Artists of Dutch Brazil,” in The Legacy of Dutch Brazil, ed. Michiel van Groesen (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 2014); Carolina Monteiro and Erik Odegard, “Slavery 
at the Court of the ‘Humanist Prince’: Reexamining Johan Maurits van Nassau-Siegen 
and his Role in Slavery, Slave Trade and Slave-smuggling in Dutch Brazil,” Journal of 
Early American History 10, no. 1 (2020): 3–32.  
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arrangement of six or seven manioc cassava tubers alongside a single gourd (fig. 13). 

Seen from various angles, the pulsating tubers fill the picture plane with a tactility that 

verges on trompe l’oeil. At the heart of the composition a long, horizontal tuber has been 

sliced in half, inviting the viewer to observe the starchy white flesh in its interior. On the 

right, the stalk of the cassava plant frames the composition, each leaf recorded in careful 

detail. In each of Eckhout’s still life paintings, an atmospheric sky serves as a backdrop 

for the artist’s botanical studies, highlighting their function as both a means of edification 

and visual pleasure for European patrons like Maurits.122  

Yet beyond the simple allure of Brazil’s exoticism, Eckhout’s still life paintings 

presented an important visual lesson on the building of empire. Botanist Anne Fox Maule 

has noted that Eckhout only depicted cultivated plants like the coconut, bottle gourd, or 

manioc, many of which were non-native species. While imported cultivars like the 

coconut, the banana, and the plantain retained their associations with tropical nature, 

Eckhout also included decidedly “anti-tropical” cultivars from Europe, like cabbages, 

white radishes, and cucumbers. As Peter Wagner has suggested, the inclusion of 

European cultivars seemed to suggest that such plants were suitable for agriculture in 

Brazil.123 Thus, by focusing on cultivated plants, Eckhout emphasized the fertility and 

 
122 Maurits gifted much of Eckhout’s Brazilian oeuvre to King Frederick III of Denmark.  
For further reading on Maurits and the tradition of diplomatic gifts, see Carrie Anderson, 
“Material Mediators: Johan Maurits, Textiles, and the Art of Diplomatic Exchange,” 
Journal of Early Modern History 20 (2016): 63–85. 
 
123 Peter Wagner, “O mundo das plantas nas pinturas de Albert Eckhout [The Plant World 
of Albert Eckhout’s Paintings],” in Albert Eckhout volta ao Brasil, 198–99.  
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abundance of the Brazilian landscape, and by extension the profitability of the Dutch 

colony and its suitability for European-style agriculture.124 

Rhapsodies over the presumed fertility of the New World soil appear frequently in 

early colonial accounts. Well into the nineteenth century, European and American artists 

traveling in Latin America and the Caribbean waxed poetic over the abundance of the 

“New Eden,” constructing the land of the New World as one of plenty.125 At the same 

time, the very qualities identified as suitable for agriculture were simultaneously used to 

account for the presumed incivility of Indigenous inhabitants. In his Personal Narrative 

of his travels in South America, Alexander von Humboldt described the connection 

between agriculture and the rise of civilization: 

These considerations on the agriculture of the torrid zone involuntarily 
remind us of the intimate connexion existing between the extent of land 
cleared, and the progress of society. The richness of the soil, and the 
vigour of organic life, by multiplying the means of subsistence, retard the 
progress of nations in the paths of civilization. Under so mild and uniform 
a climate, the only urgent want of man is that of food. This want only, 
excites him to labour; and we may easily conceive why, in the midst of 
abundance, beneath the shade of the plantain and bread-fruit tree, the 
intellectual faculties unfold themselves less rapidly than under a rigorous 
sky, in the region of corn, where our race is engaged in a perpetual 
struggle with the elements. In Europe we estimate the number of the 
inhabitants of a country by the extent of cultivation: within the tropics, on 
the contrary, in the warmest and most humid parts of South America, very 

 
124 In the Dutch context, the writings of Caspar Barlaeus make this plain. See Caspar 
Barlaeus, Rerum per octennium in Brasilia (Amstelodami: J. Blaeu, 1647). 
 
125 Katherine Manthorne, “The Quest for a Tropical Paradise: Palm Tree as Fact and 
Symbol in Latin American Landscape Imagery, 1850–1875,” Art Journal 44 (1984): 
374–382. See also, Timothy Sweet, “Filling the Field: the Roanoak Images of John White 
and Theodor de Bry,” in A Keener Perception: Ecocritical Studies in American Art 
History, eds. Alan C. Braddock and Christoph Irmscher (Tuscaloosa: University of 
Alabama Press, 2009), 23–42. 
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populous provinces appear almost deserted; because man, to find 
nourishment, cultivates but a small number of acres.126 
  

For Humboldt and others, cultivation represented the mark of civilization. Within this 

paradigm, individuals from Europe and the United States ascribed the presumed lack of 

civilization among Indigenous, and later Creole, peoples of the Americas to their 

disinterest in intensive agriculture, a practice facilitated by the natural fertility and 

abundance of the soil. 

  Interestingly, this discourse reemerges in connection with the work of another 

painter renowned for his mastery of the still life genre, none other than Pissarro’s close 

friend, Puerto Rican painter Francisco Oller. As Edward Sullivan has explored, at the end 

of the nineteenth century, Oller produced several still-lifes of tropical produce, including 

two companion studies of plantains and coconuts, both majority dietary staples 

throughout Latin America and the Caribbean.127 Horizontal in composition, plantains of 

various sizes and varieties spill across the canvas, their ripeness indicated by tones 

ranging from green to brown (fig. 14). Meanwhile in the companion piece, a long, sharp 

machete can be spied lying along the edge of a table spilling over with succulent green 

coconuts (fig. 15). This distinctive object is a definite reference to the jíbaro, the in-land 

subsistence farmer that represented a persistent type in the Puerto Rican imaginary at the 

 
126 Alexander von Humboldt, Alexander von Humboldt, Personal Narrative of Travels to 
the Equinoctial Regions of America, Vol. 1: During the Years 1799–1804 (1851), 186. 
Interesting, a Brazilian coconut cup commissioned by Maurits eventually entered 
Humboldt’s own Wunderkammer. See Virginie Spenlé, “‘Savagery’ and ‘Civilization’: 
Dutch Brazil in the Kunst- and Wunderkammer,” Journal of Historians of Netherlandish 
Art 3, no. 2 (Summer 2011) DOI: 10.5092/jhna.2011.3.2.3.  
 
127 Sullivan, “Plantains and Coconuts,” in From San Juan to Paris and Back, 147–67.  
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turn of the century.128 Following the US invasion and occupation of Puerto Rico in 1898, 

US officials frequently commented on the presumed laziness and uncivility of the jíbaro, 

an observation that hinged on the observation that these individuals required nothing 

more than the harvest of a single bunch of plantains, such as those represented in Oller’s 

still-life, to subsist for months without laboring. From the still life paintings of Oller and 

Eckhout to the textual descriptions of Duane and Humboldt, tropical produce and 

marketplace scenes were inscribed within a discourse of fertile earth, where the natural 

abundance of the Americas presented a justification for the colonization of the land and 

the dispossession of Indigenous peoples.  

 

Pissarro’s Plaza Mayor 

The enduring popularity of the theme of the marketplace and representations of tropical 

produce within that space provides an important context for Pissarro’s representations of 

the Plaza Mayor in mid nineteenth-century Venezuela. The presence, or more often 

absence, of tropical produce in his drawings raise important questions around the local 

and global power dynamics of the marketplace that invite an interrogation of Pissarro’s 

deliberate departure from these paradigms. If images of tropical produce inspired 

imperialist desires of conquest and abundance, what happens when the market economy 

 
128 For further reading on the figure of the jíbaro, see Salvador Brau, Las clases 
jornaleras de Puerto Rico, su estado actual, causas que lo sostienen y medios de 
propender al adelanto moral y material de dichas clases (San Juan: Imprenta del Boletín 
Mercantil, 1882; Brau, La campesina, disquisiciones sociológicas (San Juan: Tipografía 
de José González Font, 1886); Francisco del Valle Atiles, El campesino puertorriqueño: 
sus condiciones físicas, intelectuales y morales, causas que las determinan y medios para 
mejorarlas (San Juan: Tipografía de José González Font, 1887); and Jeffery L. Boe, 
“Painting Puertorriqueñidad: The Jíbaro as a Symbol of Creole Nationalism in Puerto 
Rican Art before and after 1898,” (Master’s Thesis, University of South Florida, 2012).  
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is stagnant, depressed or dysfunctional? For Pissarro’s earliest market scenes were 

created not in the allegedly harmonious rural settings of Pontoise and Gisors, but rather 

the outright tumultuous environment of post-Independence Venezuela.  

The drawings produced during Pissarro’s Venezuelan sojourn elide predictable 

tropes of tropical abundance and lack the salubrious energy of his mature compositions, a 

marked departure from the prevailing visual economy that can be readily observed in his 

study of vegetable hucksters on the Plaza Mayor. Though their baskets are bursting with 

pineapples and succulent aloe leaves, the scene is morose. The vendors do not actively 

advertise their goods, but instead sit apathetically on the pavement. While the figure on 

the right is seen in profile, turned away from passerby, the figure on the far left uses a 

light-colored poncho to shield their body entirely. Adding to the atmosphere of 

dereliction, a sign on the exterior of the house reads “House for Sale by Camille 

Pissarro,” in broken Spanish, suggesting that the end of the artist’s time in Venezuela is 

at hand.  

In the foreground, an anonymous figure clad in a poncho and a wide-brimmed hat 

surveys the merchandise indifferently. Though he too turns his face away from the 

viewer, a faint inscription on the posterior wall seems to illuminate his thoughts: “Viva 

Paez.” Barely legible but scrawled next to the head of the figure as if emanating from his 

person, this exultation introduces a political charge to the otherwise quotidian genre 

scene (fig. 16). The inscription refers to José Antonio Páez (1790–1873), the Venezuelan 

strongman second only to Simón Bolívar in terms of power and influence in nineteenth-

century Venezuelan history. A peon from the punishing plains region of central 

Venezuela known as the llanos, the ambitious Páez went on to become the first president 
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of the independent Republic of Venezuela in 1830, establishing himself as powerful 

political force in the decades that followed.129 Political unrest in the revolutionary year of 

1848 eventually resulted in Páez’s ouster, forcing the disgraced caudillo and his family to 

seek refuge in the United States, stopping in Pissarro’s native St. Thomas along the 

way.130 As Pissarro set brush to paper in 1854, Páez remained exiled in New York City, 

plotting a triumphant return to his beloved Venezuelan patria.131 A posthumous portrait 

by John J. Peoli (American, 1825–1893) encapsulates Páez’s persona as “self-made” 

caudillo, a Latin American strongman (fig. 17). Appearing in full military regalia, a 

mature Páez stands in a dignified interior. Meanwhile, in the upper right-hand corner, a 

painting features a youthful Páez in the garb of a mounted llanero warrior on the plains, 

tracing his evolution from peon to president. 

Pissarro’s inclusion of the inscription “Viva Paez” into his marketplace scene 

raises tantalizing questions. Was this political graffiti a mere “slice of life” recorded by a 

 
129 Reuben Zahler, Ambitious Rebels: Remaking Honor, Law, and Liberalism in 
Venezuela, 1780–1850 (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2013), 81. Also see John 
Lynch, South American Caudillos (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992); José Antonio Páez, 
Autobiografia del general Jose Antonio Paez (Caracas: Academia Nacional de la 
Historia, 1987); and R. B. Cunninghame Graham, José Antonio Paez (Los Teques: 
Biblioteca de Autores y Temas Mirandinos, 1991). 
 
130 On Wednesday, May 29th, 1850, the Sanct Thomæ Tidende reported that Páez and his 
family arrived and secured lodging in St. Thomas over the course of their journey to the 
United States. “Wednesday, May 29th, 1850,” Sanct Thomæ Tidende, May 29, 1850, 2. 
See also, Frances Jame Dallett, “Paez in Philadelphia,” The Hispanic American 
Historical Review 40, no. 1: 98–106. The Pissarro family was certainly aware of the 
presence of the illustrious visitor on the island. 
 
131 Katherine Manthorne, “Painters, Politics, and Pastries: How New York Became a 
Cultural Crossroads of the Americas, 1848–99,” in Nueva York, 1613–1945, ed. Edward 
J. Sullivan (New York: New York Historical Society, 2010), 141. 
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“scientific” eye, evincing Pissarro’s burgeoning Impressionist sensibilities, or can we 

discern a deeper significance? What meanings can Pissarro’s preferred subject of the 

marketplace assume within the economic, social, and political circumstances of post-

Independence Venezuela? How did Pissarro’s renderings of the physical space of the 

Plaza Mayor respond to abstract debates over the role of the free market in a nascent 

capitalist economy? These questions require a focused consideration of the history and 

evolution of the Republic of Venezuela. 

 

A Brief History of the Venezuelan Republic 

War, regime change, and economic turmoil dominate the history of Venezuela in the first 

half of the nineteenth century. The Spanish Crown controlled the Capitanía General from 

the Colonial period until the onset of the Spanish American Wars of Independence 

(1810–23) under the leadership of “the Liberator” Simón Bolívar (1783–1830).132 At the 

height of the Independence Wars in 1814, Alexander von Humboldt himself mused on 

the current state of affairs:  

Can we wonder that this facility of commercial intercourse with the 
inhabitants of free America, and the agitated nations of Europe, should in 
the provinces united under the Capitanía General of Venezuela, have 
augmented opulence, knowledge, and that restless desire of a local 
government, which is blended with the love of liberty and republican 
forms?133  
 

 
132 Cristiana Soriano, Tides of Revolution: Information, Insurgencies, and the Crisis of 
Colonial Rule in Venezuela (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2018), 3. 
See also Robert J. Ferry, The Colonial Elite of Early Caracas: Formation and Crisis, 
1567–1767 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989). 
 
133 Alexander von Humboldt, Personal Narrative, 396. For a discussion on the influence 
of the Haitian Revolution in Venezuela, see Soriano, Tides of Revolution. 
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Humboldt recognized that the expansion of Venezuela’s foreign trade and the 

transnational exchange of goods and ideas that had sparked an artistic renaissance had 

also nurtured the seeds of rebellion on Venezuelan soil. Following the Spanish defeat in 

1819, Venezuela was incorporated into Gran Colombia, the short-lived federation that 

included present-day Colombia, Ecuador, and Panama, as well as portions of Peru, 

Guyana, and Brazil under the leadership of Bolívar, but issued its own declaration of 

independence a decade later, establishing a sovereign republic with José Antonio Páez at 

its helm.134  

Páez and his regime believed that the success of liberal, Republican principals in 

post-Independence Venezuela depended on a liberalized economy. Declaring that 

“freedom, equality and security of contracts is a powerful means of contributing to the 

prosperity of the Republic,”135 the Páez government moved to implement legislation that 

would increase the availability of credit for Venezuela’s war-torn plantations and 

haciendas, stimulating their production and the economic health of the nation.136 Usury, 

the collection of interest on debts, had been traditionally condemned within Catholic 

morality and was thus curbed by Spanish law during the Colonial period. Believing that a 

free market was the key to the survival of the Republic, the Venezuelan legislature under 

Páez moved to repeal these traditional protections.137 The resulting law, known simply as 

 
134 Venezuela’s membership in Bolívar’s federation had been contentious from the onset 
and Páez soon emerged as a vociferous opponent of the Colombian federation and a 
leader of the secession movement. 
  
135 José Antonio Páez, quoted in Zahler, 80. 
 
136 Berglund, 420–21. 
 
137 Zahler, 203.  
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La Ley de 10 Abril 1834 would dramatically alter the course of Venezuelan political 

history, shaping the fate of the nation for decades to come.  

Under the new legislation, lenders could stipulate any rate of interest under any 

condition, and special courts were established to enforce the contracts drawn up by 

creditors, no matter how burdensome or oppressive their terms.138As the effects of La Ley 

de 10 Abril 1834 began to take hold, Venezuela experienced a full-fledged economic 

boom.139 Yet by the end of the decade, coffee prices declined and growth faltered. With 

countless planters unable to pay their debts, lenders responded by foreclosing on coffee 

plantations and auctioning off the land, devastating the national economy in the 

process140 Amid this economic turmoil, La Ley de 10 Abril 1834 came to represent a 

serious bone of political contention. Opponents castigated the law as “ruinous” and “the 

law of thieves,” calling for the reinstatement of debtor protections and increased 

governmental oversight of the market.141 The Venezuelan intellectual Fermín Toro 

described the law in the following terms: 

La Ley de 10 Abril de 1834 is immoral, malicious, and destructive to the 
public . . . it arms the strong against the weak . . . because it unbridles 

 
138 John V. Lombardi, “The Economy and Slavery,” in The Decline and Abolition of 
Negro Slavery in Venezuela, 99–100.  
 
139 Enticed by the promise of high coffee prices and low risk returns foreign speculators 
from the United States and Europe poured investments into Venezuela. Credit in hand, 
plantations and haciendas abandoned the production of cacao for the more lucrative crop 
of coffee beans, beginning a tradition of single commodity dependence that continues to 
define Venezuela in the present day. See Polga-Hecimovich, “The Roots of Venezuela’s 
Failing State.” 
 
140 Lombardi, The Decline and Abolition of Negro Slavery in Venezuela, 95–122; 
Berglund, 419. 
 
141 Zahler, 197. 
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avarice and leaves industry and hard work barren… it was designed 
expressly in order to reduce industry to slavery, and to ruin and dishonor 
hard-working and honorable Venezuelans.142 
 

For Toro, the question of La Ley de 10 Abril de 1834 was not only economic, but 

also moral. Meanwhile, the Páez regime defended the need for a liberalized, 

laissez-faire economy to ensure the prosperity of the young Republic. The 

Paecistas framed the economic debate in moralistic terms, where fiscal 

responsibility served as a proxy for civic and personal virtue.143 An 1837 article 

from the periodical El Liberal contended that “each man be judged by society 

according to the concrete facts of credit. He that works well has nothing to fear, 

he that works badly should complain to himself.”144 These sentiments were 

echoed by Santos Michelena, former Secretary of the Treasury at the height of the 

economic panic in 1845:  

Work and thrift are the two great fonts of public and private prosperity, 
and in the exercise of these two habits, these two eminent virtues, those 
who fall behind should look for the panacea to cure the sickness of which 
they complain, rather than look for it in the national coffers.145 
 

For Michelena and others, good old-fashioned hard work, rather than government 

intervention, offered the only solution to the national dilemma.  

 
142 Fermín Toro, Reflexiones Sobre la Ley de 10 de Abril de 1834 y Otras Obras 
(Caracas, 1941). 
 
143 Zahler, 197. 
 
144 Ibid.  
 
145 Santos Michelena, quoted in Ibid. 
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Yet despite these assurances, opposition mounted against the Páez regime over the course 

of the 1840s. This political discord resulted in the formation of two formalized and 

opposing political parties: The “Conservative Party,” represented by Páez and his 

supporters; and the “Liberal Party,” comprised mainly of those who suffered under the 

status quo. The Liberal Party represented a multifarious alliance of hacendados, 

merchants, and artisans that opposed the economic policies of the Paecistas, as well as 

other disparate groups that felt alienated by the current regime. Despite their monikers 

(“Liberal” and “Conservative”), both parties were ideologically liberal and pursued 

Republican values.146 Tómas Lander, a partisan of the Liberal Party described the 

divisive state of the country in the following terms: “In Venezuela there were also two 

parties: Oligarchy and Opposition . . . On one side wickedness and money; on the other 

side the boldness of El Venezolano, justice, and the innocence of the hacendados.”147 By 

far, it was the economic question of La Ley de 10 Abril de 1834 that represented the most 

serious issue dividing the two parties. 

Despite the agitations of the Liberal party, Páez and his Paecistas maintained a 

powerful grip on Venezuelan politics in the 1840s. However, as the domestic situation in 

Venezuela deteriorated over the course of the 1840s, their hegemony began to weaken. A 

contentious presidential election in 1847 forced Páez into a risky decision, resulting in a 

dramatic political rupture. After a suspenseful period of political maneuvering and 

debate, Páez tapped General José Tadeo Monagas, a chieftain and Liberal partisan from 

 
146 Zahler, 197. 
 
147 Tomás Lander, quoted in Zahler, 196. 
 



   

   
 

66 

the Eastern region of Venezuela, as the preferred presidential candidate for the election. 

John V. Lombardi has suggested Páez may have believed Monagas could be kept firmly 

under his thumb in the seat of the presidency, thus neutralizing the Liberal party threat. 

Yet Monagas proved impossible to control, and despite a coup d’état lead by Páez in 

1848, Monagas’s election to the office of president ushered in over a decade of Liberal 

party rule known as the Monagato.148 Following this turn of events, the decreased 

position of Páez in the public eye is revealed in a political cartoon entitled El Rey de los 

Araguatos (fig. 18). The title contains a political pun, referring to the “Battle of the 

Araguatos,” an incident in Páez’s failed coup d’état, as well as the Venezuelan howler 

monkey of the same name. Depicted as a monarchical, oafish tyrant with the feet of an 

ape, Páez tramples on a coffee branch, the livelihood of Venezuelans working in the 

agricultural sector and a symbol of the cycles of boom and bust that defined the 

Venezuelan economy under his regime.  

 

Pissarro in El Monagato (1847–58) 

When Pissarro and Melbye arrived in Caracas at the height of the Monagas regime in 

1852, the two artists secured their access to the refined circles of Venezuelan society. A 

remarkable pencil and sepia wash drawing by Pissarro in 1854 offers a glimpse of their 

elite Caracas milieu (fig. 19). In a studio bursting with canvases, casts, drawings, 

landscapes, small sculptures, and art supplies, Melbye is given pride of place, seated 

before an unfinished landscape painting with a long mahlstick tucked under his arm. A 

 
148 Lombardi, The Decline and Abolition of Negro Slavery in Venezuela, 24–25. 
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second artist stands on the righthand side of the composition with a palette in hand, 

offering guidance to a young man holding a sketchbook in his lap. The standing figure 

could very well be a self-portrait of Pissarro, imagining himself on this occasion in the 

role of teacher.149 Pissarro’s prominent signature on an adjacent canvas frames the 

intimate vignette, seemingly confirming this interpretation. Alternatively, the figure may 

represent one of several Caracas-based artists the pair encountered during their 

Venezuelan interlude. During this period, their creative colleagues included Miguel A. 

Römer, an aspiring artist from Curaçao who would go on to establish a prosperous 

export, shipping, and investment company;150 Raphael Herrera y Vegas, descended from 

one of the most powerful families in Venezuela who would later travel to Paris to study 

medicine at the Sorbonne;151 and Mariano Palacio,152 all three of whom accompanied 

Melbye and Pissarro on artistic forays into the mountainous environs of Venezuela.  

 
149 The drawing has been erroneously referred to as Estudio del Artista en Saint Thomas 
(Melby aparece de pie a la derecha: al lado suyo, sentado esta el joven Pisarro) [Studio 
of the Artist in St. Thomas (Melbye appears standing on the right: the young Pissarro 
seated by his side)]. However, Shikes and Harper have identified the standing figure as 
Pissarro. Notably, the figure sports a jaunty Van Dyck beard similar to that which appears 
in the portraits and self-portraits of Pissarro during this period. Shikes and Harper, 31–2. 
 
150 Jorge Leonardo Aroca Acuña, “Miguel Alejandro Römer, una vida entre el comercio y 
la cultura,” Revista puerto 20 (June 2018): 26–7.  
 
151 Julio César and Potenziani Bigelli, “Camille Pissarro y Venezuela. Una huella que 
duraría toda una vida (Segunda parte),” Medicina&Arte 50 (April–June 2012): 4–5. 
According to César and Bigelli, Herrera y Vegas was acquainted with Pissarro prior to 
his arrival in Caracas, having stayed at the Pissarro family home in Charlotte-Amalie 
years prior. However, I have not located documentary evidence to support this claim.  
 
152 Of the three, I have had the most difficulty obtaining information on Mariano Palacio. 
During his time in Venezuela, Pissarro produced a portrait of Palacio dated 1853 that is 
now in the Colección Patricia Phelps de Cisneros.  
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In the background of the scene, an unidentified figure looks thoughtfully at a framed 

portrait hanging on the wall of the studio. Despite Pissarro’s mature assertations that his 

Venezuelan sojourn had enabled him to “break the bonds” that tied him to his mercantile 

upbringing in St. Thomas, the artist’s Venezuelan milieu was decidedly bourgeois.153 

This last figure, nattily attired in the frockcoat, might be interpreted as representative of 

Pissarro and Melbye’s elite Venezuelan coterie. During their time in Caracas, the two 

artists mingled with members of the old Colonial nobility, poets, authors, musicians, 

politicians, and diplomats, many of whom possessed ties to Venezuela’s Liberal party.  

Among the individuals in Pissarro and Melbye’s orbit was former General José de 

Austria, a veteran hero who had fought in the Wars of Independence against the Spanish 

under Simón Bolívar and Páez. De Austria later participated in the 1830 coup against 

Páez and evolved into dedicated Liberal partisan.154 Additional connections included the 

musician Manual Larrazabal, brother of Felipe Larrazabal, the founding father of the 

Liberal party and editor of the Liberal organ El Patriota, and Bartolomé Palacios-Tovar, 

a Liberal partisan and distant relative of Simón Bolívar.155 Melbye’s connections also 

comprised hacendados like Gustavo Julio, the owner of a large sugar plantation known as 

 
153 For further reading on the development of Venezuela’s social and political elite, see 
Robert J. Ferry, The Colonial Elite of Early Caracas: Formation and Crisis, 1567–1767 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2018).   
 
154 Germán Guía Caripe, “Historiografía e Historia Militar: El Bosquejo de Historia 
Militar de Venezuela en la Guerra de Independencia del general de división José de 
Austria,” Tiempo y Espacio 20, no. 53 (June 2010): 82–103. 
 
155 Elías Pino Iturrieta, Las ideas de los primeros venezolanos (Universidad Catolica 
Andres, 2003). 
 



   

   
 

69 

El Palmar, likely suffering under the predatory lending encouraged by La Ley de 10 Abril 

de 1834.156  

However, these Liberal partisans simultaneously assumed responsibility for the 

interests of unrepresented classes of Venezuelan society despite their elite backgrounds. 

In the first half of the nineteenth-century, enslaved Afro-Venezuelans, rural laborers, and 

peons agitated for greater participation in political life, a more equitable distribution of 

agricultural land, improved working conditions, and the abolition of slavery.157 Following 

Fermín Toro’s declaration that “A law that allows the rich man to use his wealth and 

power any way he wishes is the law of the rich,”158 rural agitators opposed the oppressive 

Ley de 10 Abril 1834. Because the Liberal party advocated for the abolishment of the law 

and represented opposition to the ruling status quo, Venezuela’s underrepresented classes 

largely aligned themselves with the Liberal agenda. Adopting the social causes of liberal 

Republican ideology in order to consolidate support for Venezuelan lower classes, the 

Monagas brothers put an end to the death penalty and declared the total abolition of 

slavery during their reign. Though Pissarro never personally reflected on the tumultuous 

state of affairs during his Venezuelan sojourn, he received a taste of the contentious 

world of Venezuelan politics through his connection to Liberal partisans like José de 

Austria, Larrazabal, and Palacios-Tovar. In the absence of primary sources, a close 

 
156 Boulton, 26.  
 
157 Zahler, 28. 
 
158 Toro, 10. 
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reading of his sketches and drawings allows us to explore how the artist navigated and 

conceptualized the turbulent economic climate of nineteenth-century Venezuela.   

 

Monagas’s Marketplace 

Though the reign of Páez’s Conservative party had come to an abrupt end in 1848, 

several years prior to Pissarro’s arrival to Caracas in 1852, the socioeconomic problems 

instigated in their regime would last for the duration of the Liberal Monagas regime.159 

When Pissarro and Melbye arrived in Caracas in the early 1850s, political divisiveness 

defined Venezuelan life. The young Republic had failed to recover from the Crisis of 

1842 and the abrupt regime change of 1848. Measures like reduced tariffs that sought to 

stimulate the economy only further damaged the business of local artisans.160 As the 

economy floundered, the threat of rebellion simmered below the surface of daily life. 

Bishop Mariano de Talavera described a nation on the brink of civil war: 

Sir, physical, moral and political ills have confederated to oppress this 
unfortunate Republic: Shortage of subsistence . . . unfortunate 
backwardness of agriculture . . . almost menacing claims by some foreign 
powers... diseases and epidemics . . . sepulchral silence of the press . . . 
exhausted money . . . an immense debt . . . the debt led to the scandal . . . 
the debased justice . . . the violated guarantees . . . sacrilegious robberies 
and clandestine murders . . . civil dissensions, conflicting opinions, 
reciprocal hatreds . . . a war between brothers.161 
 

 
159 Carmen Valecillos Vázquez and Francisco Bernete, “Representaciones de la sociedad 
venezolana en los discursos del Presidente de Venezuela José Tadeo Monagas,” 
Mediaciones Sociales, no. 10 (2012): 67. 
 
160 See Matthew Brown, The Struggle for Power in Post-Independence Colombia and 
Venezuela (New York: Palgrave Macmillan US, 2012).  
 
161 Mariano de Talavera, quoted in Vázquez and Bernete, 68. 
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The economic consequences of the Crisis of 1842 had impacted nearly every aspect of 

Venezuelan life.  

Pissarro and Melbye captured the fractious state of the union in a pair of nearly 

identical drawings produced during their artistic partnership in Venezuela (fig. 20 and fig. 

21). The scene has been identified as depicting General José Tadeo Monagas attended by 

his presidential guard of llaneros.162 In both versions, Monagas appears as a pompous 

dictator, his portly figure perched atop a horse while his back remains turned to the 

viewer. The general is surrounded by his faithful llanero guardsmen, described by Rámon 

Páez as “a troop of bloodhounds.”163 Yet despite their intimidating presence, in Melbye’s 

version, the spears of the llaneros bisect inscriptions reading “Viva Paez [sic] y la 

Republican Venezolana,” and “Que Viva Paez y la patria” emanating like cries of protest 

from the agitated crowd. As captured in these illustrations, the failure of the Liberal 

regime to revive the Venezuelan economy and restore order to the embattled Republic 

left Venezuelans clamoring for the return of the disgraced caudillo. In the foreground of 

Pissarro’s watercolor, the vibrant crimson pigment used to render the costume of a single 

female figure attracts the viewer’s eye. The woman stands alone surveying the scene, a 

heavy bundle slung on her hip. Perhaps she is on her way to market? If so, it seems that 

her progress has been disrupted by the troubling event.  

 
162 Melbye’s drawing is annotated with an inscription that identifies the scene as Guardia 
presidencial del Gral. José Tadeo Monagas. The page number corresponds to a passage in 
Life in the Llanos by Ramon Páez. Rámon Páez, Wild Scenes in South America; Or, Life 
in the Llanos of Venezuela (New York: York Scribner, 1862), 373. 
 
163 Páez, Wild Scenes in South America, 373.  
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This militant presence recurs in a second pen and ink sketch by Pissarro of the Plaza 

Mayor (fig. 22). On this occasion the daily market hums with activity, indicated by the 

countless figures that Pissarro crammed into the composition with frenetic, gestural 

markings. Amid the crowd, a male buyer bends and gestures in apparent dialogue with a 

female seller seated on the ground with their wares, while to their immediately left, two 

men can be spied casually leaning against a market stall, seemingly engaged in casual 

conversation. While these vignettes emphasize Pissarro’s interest in the social interaction 

of the market square, as in many of his late French market scenes, the individual actions 

of these figures are subsumed into the vibrating activity of the crowd.  

However, the distinctive figure of single llanero guardsman, identifiable by his 

traditional hat and military cross straps slung across his body, emerges from the fray of 

activity. While the marketers and consumers mill about the square, the llanero appears 

motionless, facing forward in direct engagement with the artist and the viewer. Though 

the figure’s political affiliation is ambiguous, his aggressive stance inserts a note of 

unease and distrust in an otherwise quotidian marketplace scene, emphasizing how the 

Plaza Mayor frequently devolved into a space of anxiety under Pissarro’s brush. The 

artist’s visual observations were echoed by contemporaries writing on the plight of the 

Venezuelan poor in the desperate economic climate of the Monagato. Individuals like 

Cecilio Acosta described the painful exchanges that occurred daily in the marketplace: 

The bread of man is holy, because the tears of which it is kneaded are 
holy, and the purpose of counting them greedily, only to spill them, and 
exchange them for gold to fill the ark of the powerful, is horrible. The rich 
man spends, and leaves plenty; the poor man spends and leaves indebted 
to the toil of another day; one fill the coffers through income or work; the 
other never acquires without anxiety, humiliation and tears.164 

 
164 Cecilio Acosta, “Mercado Publico,” Obras (Caracas: Empresa El Cojo, 1909), 3:178.  



   

   
 

73 

 
For Acosta, the marketplace represented a space of failure and pain for the common man 

in light of the massive inequalities of Venezuelan society. 

Like Pissarro, Colombian artist Rámon Torres Méndes (1809–1885) expressed 

interest in the setting of the marketplace, producing a popular lithograph on the theme in 

1860. Méndes used the setting of the meat market in the Colombian capital of Bogotá to 

showcase the costumes of the cosmopolitan inhabitants in the style of a French fashion 

plate (fig. 23). In Méndes’s meat market, elegant ponchos and parasols appear alongside 

soft flanks of raw meat. Yet hungry stray dogs hover below, striking a predatory note as 

they remind the viewer of the ever-increasing gap between rich and poor. Compared 

alongside Pissarro’s marketplace scenes, these images recall the oft-quoted words of 

Fermín Toro: “No one is legitimately free in a country as long as there is a class that 

lacks what is necessary to maintain its physical existence and its moral dignity.”165 Not 

long after Pissarro’s departure from Caracas, the “decaying” market stalls and vendors at 

the Plaza Mayor were cleared to make way for a Haussmannian grand place for the 

recreation of the Venezuelan elite.166 

 

 

 
165 Toro, 27. 
 
166 In the mid-nineteenth century, the Prefect of the Seine Baron Georges-Eugene 
Haussmann, under the direction of Napoleon III undertook a largescale redesign and 
modernization of the urban landscape and public spaces of Paris. During this period many 
of the city’s most famous monuments, boulevards, and parks were constructed. The 
ideals and aesthetics of “Haussmannization” as it would be known were emulated around 
the world, including in Venezuela. Casas, 225–6. For further reading, see Howard 
Saalman, Haussmann: Paris Transformed (New York: George Braziller, 1971). 
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The Card Players 

The economic anxieties permeating Pissarro’s Venezuelan marketplace scenes reoccur in 

the artist’s further meditations on the theme of exchange, specifically in his depictions of 

card players and gambling. Throughout the nineteenth century, a wide spectrum of 

 Latin American society enjoyed games of chance such as cards, dice, cockfights, and the 

lottery. These pastimes appear frequently in the material culture of the Americas and 

assume a range of meanings depending on their unique cultural and geographic contexts. 

Emily Joy Clark has demonstrated that games of chance often aligned with narratives of 

nation-building and the potential for self-determination in post-Independence Latin 

America, an ethos that parallels a settler-colonist mentality. Local lotteries were used to 

fund national infrastructure projects and social services throughout the Americas—in 

Venezuela, these projects included railroads and schools for the blind. The bold and 

ambitious risk-taking of “self-made” men like Simón Bolívar and José Antonio Páez 

found a metaphorical equivalent in the pastime of gambling. 167 Indeed, the prominent 

placement of the gaming table in Bolívar’s presidential residence, La Quinta de Bolivar, 

Bogota underscores the centrality of gambling to emerging conceptions of nationhood in 

nineteenth-century Latin American (fig. 24). 

Yet there are two sides to every coin. Amid the anxieties over under the reign of 

Páez and the Monagato in mid-nineteenth-century Venezuela, the practice of gambling 

became equally enmeshed with fears over the exploding public debt, risky speculative 

 
167 Emily Joy Clark, “Gambling in the Mid-Nineteenth-Century Latin American Social 
Imaginary” (UNC Chapel Hill, PhD diss., 2016); Richard W. Slatta, “Comparative 
Frontier Social Life: Western Saloons and Argentine Pulperias,” Great Plains Quarterly 
7 (Summer 1987): 155–165. 
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endeavors, and the floundering economy. These concerns extended beyond the 

immediately circumstances of Venezuela. The equivalence of gambling, the international 

market, and the modern capitalist economy was summarized by Walter Benjamin: 

Property is depersonalized and arrayed in the impersonal collective form 
of the joint stock company, whose shares are finally caught up in the 
whirlpool of the Stock Exchange . . . They are . . . lost by one, won by 
another-indeed, in a manner so reminiscent of gambling that the buying 
and selling of stocks is known as ‘playing’ the market. Modern economic 
development as a whole tends more and more to transform capitalist 
society into a giant international gambling house, where the bourgeois 
wins and loses capital in consequence of events which remain unknown to 
him . . .168 
 

By comparing the increasingly abstracted and depersonalized nature of modern 

capitalist enterprise to a “giant international gambling house,” Benjamin 

emphasized the global reach of the economic transformations he observed in 

nineteenth-century Parisian society. In the Venezuelan context, gambling was 

compared to speculation and usury in the popular press. One author argued that if 

gambling should be restricted by the government, so should the practice of 

predatory lending and usury established by La ley de Abril 10 1834: 

Usury is the betting of greed against need: a game in which the one who 
loans always wins and the one who borrows always loses. It is the 
sustenance of the lazy, the enemy of work, the cancer of public wealth. It 
hardens the heart of the rich and leads the industrious man to desperation  
. . . that instigates the expropriation, that sanctions the theft, that advises 
the immorality, that breaks every social bond, because it kills the faith that 
is the soul of the nations. 169 

 
168 Walter Benjamin, “Prostitution, Gambling,” in The Arcades Project, trans. Howard 
Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1999), 497. For 
additional writings on gambling by Benjamin, see Walter Benjamin, “The Path to 
Success, in Thirteen Theses,” in Selected Writings, Volume 2: Part 1, eds. Michael W. 
Jennings, Howard Eiland, and Gary Smith (Cambridge, MA.; London: Belknap Press of 
Harvard University Press, 2005), 146.  
 
169 Diario de avisos, y semanario de las provincias, June 30, 1860, 2. 
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In his analogy, the author identified both gambling and usury as insidious vices eroding 

the moral and social fabric of the young Republic. Mid-nineteenth-century Venezuelans 

often pinned the proliferation of gambling to the failure of the government to protect its 

citizenry from economic exploitation. A personal ad taken out in the Diario de Avisos, 

implored the police of Caracas to take action to combat the scourge of gambling, 

declaring the matter one of greatest public concern: “We regret its progress: turned into 

an industry, we find almost every block of Caracas one of these establishments; do not 

ignore, that many good citizens, dominated by such remarkable vice, destroy the welfare 

of their families.”170 In October 1855, the Caracas journal El Diaro de Avisos published a 

serial translation of short story by female author Eugène Guinot (French, 180561). 

Entitled El Jugador sin Saber (A Gambler without Knowing), the serial tells the tale of a 

young man deprived of his legacy by the courts and the misdeeds of his gambling addict 

father. Desperate to secure his fortune for the woman he loves, the protagonist is driven 

to the roulette table in his sleep. Luckily, the young man is spared from financial ruin 

when his family discovers the truth and alerts him to his somnambulist adventures. 

Through the prism of gambling, the story highlights the role of government institutions 

driving individuals to financial risk taking, as well as tensions over upward social 

mobility.171  

 
170 Diario de avisos, y semanario de las provincias, July 25, 1857, 2. 
 
171 Eugenio Guinot [Eugène Guinot], “El Jugador sin Saber,” in Diario de avisos, y 
semanario de las provincias, October 13, 1855, 3–4 and Diario de avisos, y semanario de 
las provincias, October 17, 1855, 5–6. For Eugène Guinot’s biography, see Eugène de 
Mirecourt, Gérard de Nerval; Eugène Guinot (Paris: Librairie des contemporains, 1870). 
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Gambling appears as the subject of a highly realized drawing produced during Pissarro’s 

Venezuelan interlude. As mentioned previously, Pissarro produced hundreds of rapidly 

sketched impressions of his Venezuelan milieu during these years, and of these drawings 

the young artist chose a select few to rework and improve, possibly in preparation for oil 

paintings that never materialized. Pissarro’s initial exploration of the subject of gambling, 

sketched hastily on the recto of another drawing, was likely produced in situ during an 

artistic excursion to Galipán, a village on the mountain of Ávila.172 The second version, 

known in the collection of the Banco Central de Venezuela as Jugadores de Naipes en 

Galipán (Card Players in Galipán) (1854), exhibits a high degree of finish and is 

inscribed with the date and location (fig. 25). Both drawings depict a group of patrons 

gathered in the local pulpería or tavern to partake in a game of chance.173  

As in Pissarro’s marketplace scenes, Card Players in Galipán finds a corollary in 

the tradition of costumbrismo, a popular visual tradition that explored the daily life of 

social classes through the use of typified settings and figures in nineteenth-century Latin 

America.174 Within the costumbrista tradition, occupations and leisurely pastimes, like 

 
172 Harper and Shikes, 32. The first sketch was auctioned by Christie’s in 2005 under the 
title A group of Indians playing cards around a table, Galipan (recto)/ The country house 
of the Stürups family in Savana Grande, with a study of woman seen from behind (verso).  
 
173 For further reading on the tradition of pulperías in Venezuela, see Rafael Ramón 
Castellanos, Historia de la pulpería en Venezuela (Caracas: Editorial Cabildo, 1988).  
 
174 Grove Art Online, s.v. “Costumbrismo,” by M. Esther Pérez Salas C., accessed May 
11, 2020, https://www-oxfordartonline-
com.libproxy.temple.edu/groveart/view/10.1093/gao/9781884446054.001.0001/oao-
9781884446054-e-2000000078?rskey=5N3n19. For further reading on the costumbrista 
tradition in Latin America, see Xavier Moyssén, “Pintura popular y costumbrista del siglo 
XIX,” A. México 12, no. 61 (1965): 13–26; Tipos y paisajes mexicanos del siglo XIX 
(Mexico City, Pinacoteca Marqués del Jaral de Berrio, 1977–8); Dawn Ades, ed. Art in 
Latin America: The Modern Era, 1820–1980 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989). 
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marketing or gambling, emerged as important markers of identity within Humboldtian 

taxonomies of gender, race, and class. Throughout Latin America, the themes of 

gambling and card playing appeared in costumbrista paintings like Indios de la Sierra de 

Oaxaca (Indians of the Oaxacan Sierra) by Manuel Serrano (Mexican, 1814–1883) and 

Mesa de jugadores de naipes (Table of Card Players) by José Manuel Groot (Colombian, 

1800–1878) (fig. 26 and fig. 27).  

Yet unlike the humorous depictions of merrymaking and joviality found in the 

paintings by Serrano and Groot, the uneasy quality of Pissarro’s gambling scene creates 

doubt as to whether the game is played for profit or for pleasure. The drawing largely 

lacks the social hierarchies that provided a sense of order and stability in the costumbrista 

and casta traditions, and its shadowy quality precludes the identification of secure 

distinctions between class, gender, and race, producing a sensation of ambiguous 

disquiet. Utilizing a rich and vigorous hatching technique, Pissarro deftly captures the 

impression of a smoke-filled room where indeterminate figures drift in and out of the 

margins.175  

While the abstract quality of Pissarro’s drawing precludes a close analysis of their 

dress, the simplicity of the player’s garments and hats suggests their membership to the 

lower or working classes, particularly when contrasted with the refined frock coats 

donned by the figures in the artist’s rendition of his Caracas studio. A comparison with 

 
Americas Society. Reproducing Nations: Types and Costumes in Asia and Latin America, 
ca. 1800–1860 (New York: Americas Society, 2006); Mey-Yen Moriuchi, Mexican 
Costumbrismo; and Rafael Ocasio, Afro-Cuban Costumbrismo: From Plantations to the 
Slums (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2015). 
 
175 According to Brettell, this diagonal hatching was a hallmark of Pissarro’s early 
drawing style. Brettel and Lloyd, 5. 
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the earlier rendition of the scene reveals that he hardened the expressions of the patrons, 

injecting additional notes of tension into the scene—while the man in the center appears 

to bite his nails in an expression of worry, the face of the standing man to his immediate 

left twists into a grimace. Smoking tobacco, drinking coffee and aguardiente, a hard 

liquor derived from sugarcane, the patrons consume the products of the Venezuelan 

agricultural economy as easily as they place their bets. In his realization of this scene, 

Pissarro captures the phantasmagoric quality of economic exchange, that moment when 

“all that is solid melts into air.”176  

Pissarro’s depiction of the card players of Galipán resonated with contemporary 

anxieties over the spread of gambling among Venezuela’s lower classes. In 1849, Rafael 

María Baralt described how the Venezuelan lower classes resorted to gambling as a 

means of improving their luck amid the present circumstances: 

Those who work, those who sustain the Republic with their blood and 
sweat, and live, nevertheless, disinherited from their most attractive 
benefits; those who suffer, in short, under the power of the Stock 
Exchange, of the privileged industry, of the Bank, of the Ministers, of the 
Courts, of the army . . . those classes, we say, sunk in ignorance and 
without having the conscience of their strength, they surrender already to 
the weight of the innumerable contradictions and tariffs that with diverse 
names and forms oppress and suffocate us; they struggle in vain to open 
up paths in society that are more affluent to their luck, and they live 
disconsolately without hope of better days.177 
 

For Baralt, the proliferation of gambling stemmed directly from corruption on all levels 

of elite Venezuelan society.   

 
176 Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The Communist Manifesto, ed. Samuel H. Beer (New 
York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, Inc., [1848]), 13. 
 
177 Rafael María Baralt, Lo Pasado y lo presente (Madrid, 1849), 49. 
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In light of the ever-present threat of violence in Caracas, Venezuelan contemporaries like 

Baralt and others worried that disputes over gambling among the working classes would 

lead to civil unrest. On September 19, 1855 for instance, the lottery was cancelled due to 

fears that the gathering of large crowds for the drawing would erupt in violence and 

riots.178 Considered within this light, Pissarro’s card players might be gambling for their 

very survival with everything on the line.179   

 

Return to St. Thomas  

When Pissarro sketched a trio of vegetable hucksters seated with their wares on the Plaza 

Mayor, the end of the artist’s time in Venezuela was at hand. Tensions between the ruling 

classes and the disenfranchised hacendados, rural peons and the enslaved had erupted in 

violence on numerous occasions over the course of his Venezuelan interlude, and it was 

perhaps for this reason, combined with the premature death of his younger brother, that 

the artist decided to depart permanently for Paris.180 Considered from this perspective, the 

statement, “Viva Paez” hovering above the heads of Pissarro’s hucksters reads as a 

 
178 Diario de avisos, y semanario de las provincias, September 19, 1855. 
 
179Andreina Aponte, “Venezuelan crisis spawns boom in gambling,” November 7, 2017, 
Reuters, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-venezuela-gambling/venezuelan-crisis-
spawns-boom-in-gambling-idUSKBN1D71XN 
 
180 In August of 1853, Pissarro received news from his brother Alfred that his younger 
brother Gustave had died at the age of twenty. Writing on August 30, 1853, Alfred 
entreated Pissarro to return to St. Thomas: “Come Camille, Come quickly to keep me 
company, for the pain and the solitude are killing me.” Despite this emotional request, 
Pissarro remained in Venezuela for another year. On August 9, 1854, he left for St. 
Thomas on the Danish packet boat Isabel, his departure reported in the Diario de Avisos: 
“Camilo Pizarro leaves for overseas.” Harper and Shikes, 32–34.  
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question rather than an affirmation. If not the formidable caudillo Jose Antonio Páez or 

his successors, the Monagas brothers, who might deliver Venezuela from these dire 

straits? Pissarro’s early musings on the marketplace and the gambler’s table evince an 

interest in economic exchange and the plight of the working classes, first in Venezuela 

and later in rural France that would preoccupy the artist for the duration of his artistic 

career. The formative role of Venezuela in the Pissarro’s artistic development was 

underscored in a parting message, scrawled on the verso of one of his studies by his 

artistic companion Rafael Herrera y Vegas: “Pizarro: remember when you are in opulent 

Paris, city of pleasure, that you have a true Caraquen friend in our misfortunate 

Venezuela.”181 Ironically, it would be the lives of the urban poor and the French 

peasantry, rather than the pleasures offered by the Paris of Haussmann and Napoleon III, 

that occupied the artist for the majority of his long career.182 While Pissarro championed 

his Venezuelan sojourn as an escape from the bourgeois environment that had 

characterized his childhood, these assertations ultimately formed the basis for his own 

artistic fairytale, one that pitted artistic endeavor and avant-gardism against petty 

 
181 The inscription, “'Pizaro: recuerda cuendo eatis en la opulen ta Paris, la ciudad de los 
plaseres que tienes en la desgracia Venezuela un verdadero Caracos,” appears on the 
verso of Pissarro’s The Good Friday procession outside the Cathedral of Caracas, with a 
subsidiary study of the Virgin and a woman’s head, a drawing c.1854 auctioned by 
Christie’s in 2005. “Old Master and 19th Century Drawings,” Christie’s, accessed April 
3, 2020, https://www.christies.com/lotfinder/Lot/camille-pissarro-saint-thomas-1830-
1903-paris-the-4434661-details.aspx.  
 
182 Pissarro’s did not begin to produce his iconic and distinctly Impressionist Parisian 
cityscapes until the end of his life. Scholars have offered various explanations for this late 
career shift away from rural and proletariat themes, ranging from the financial (Parisian 
cityscapes were highly saleable) to the practical (Pissarro’s declining eyesight and old 
age prevented him from working en plein air in the French countryside). See Richard 
Brettell, The Impressionist and the City (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1992).  
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bourgeois values. Pissarro’s experiences in “misfortunate Venezuela” laid the foundation 

for a lifelong engagement with proletariat themes that spanned oceans, underscoring the 

truly global nature of the nineteenth-century art world.  
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CHAPTER 3 

 A FRAGMENT OF VIRGIN ISLANDS MEMORY: CAMILLE PISSARRO’S 

“STUDY OF A SEATED FEMALE FIGURE HARVESTING TORTOISESHELL” 

   

“He had the good fortune to be born in the West Indies,  

where he learned to draw without a teacher.”183 —Paul Cézanne 

 

“Naturally labor is cheap.” —J. Antonio Jarvis, The Three Islands, 1944184 

 

With a touch of jealousy, Paul Cézanne thus mused that Pissarro’s unique artistic vision 

had originated in his remote birthplace in the Danish West Indies, where the Franco-

Sephardic artist developed his craft free from the taint of the retrograde French art 

establishment. From Cézanne’s vantage in the echelons of the Parisian avant-garde, 

Pissarro possessed the coveted “innocent eye,” preserved by the distant tropical locale of 

his upbringing and articulated through his youthful cultivation of draftsmanship.185 

 
183 Paul Cézanne, quoted by Joachim Gasquet, Joachim Gasquet’s Cézanne, 164.   
 
184 J. Antonio Jarvis, quoted in a folio of souvenir postcards from the US Virgin Islands. 
Victor A. Blenkle Postcard Collection, c. 1880–c. 1970, Archives Center, National 
Museum of American History, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, DC.  
 
185 Consider Ruskin’s The Elements of Drawing: “The whole technical power of painting 
depends on our recovery of what may be called the innocence of the eye; that is to say, of 
a sort of childish perception of these flat stains of color, merely as such, without 
consciousness of what they signify—as a blind man would see them if suddenly gifted 
with sight.” Also, Lilla Cabot Perry’s reminisces of Monet: “he wished he had been born 
blind and then had suddenly gained his sight so that he could have begun to paint in this 
way without knowing what the objects were that he saw before him.” John Ruskin, The 
Elements of Drawing in Three Letters to Beginners (London: Smith, Elder, & Co., 1837), 
6; Lilla Cabot Perry, “Reminiscences of Claude Monet from 1889–1909,” The American 
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Indeed, the portable, affordable, and accessible medium of drawing served the artist well 

during his youth in the Danish West Indies (present-day US Virgin Islands) and travels 

through Venezuela. While materials like oil and canvas had to be imported from North 

American cities like Philadelphia, a drawing could be created wherever paper and ink 

could be had.186 In the absence of formalized academic training, drawing was an integral 

aspect of Pissarro’s early artistic development that facilitated the observation of his 

Caribbean environment.187  

One of the largest caches of Pissarro’s early drawings resides in the collection of 

the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford, where every stroke, smudge, and scribble of the 

artist’s pen was meticulously researched and catalogued by art historians Richard Brettell 

and Christopher Lloyd in the late 1970s.188 Between 1847 and 1855, Pissarro produced 

hundreds of drawings on whatever he could get his hands on, ranging from jottings, 

 
Magazine of Art 18, no. 3 (1927): 120. Also see Emily Burns’ book project in progress, 
Performing Innocence: Cultural Belatedness and U.S. Art in Fin-de-Siècle Paris 
[working title]. 
 
186 Alfredo Boulton, Pissarro en Venezuela (Caracas: Editorial Arte, 1966), 90.  
 
187 For an in-depth discussion of Pissarro’s drawing practice during this period, see 
Brettell and Lloyd, 4–9. 
 
188 In 1944, Camille Pissarro’s eldest son, Lucien Pissarro, died in England at the age of 
81, where he had spent most of his life after first arriving in the country as an exile with 
his father during the Franco-Prussian War. Following Lucien’s death, his wife, Esther 
Pissarro (England, 1870–1951), assumed responsibility of a vast collection of Pissarro 
family works of art and archival materials that had accumulated in England over the years 
and in 1950, Esther donated the majority of this collection to the Ashmolean Museum, 
Oxford. In later years, the collection was supplemented by gifts from Lucien Pissarro’s 
only daughter, the artist Orovida Pissarro (England, 1893–1968), and Esther Pissarro’s 
nephew, John Bensusan-Butt (England, 1911–97). Notably, addition the collection 
includes seven hundred letters written from Pissarro to his son Lucien in addition to the 
drawings that form the basis of this study. Brettell and Lloyd, 1–3.  
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preparatory sketches, and aide mémoires to fully realized compositions and 

presentational drawings on imported papers and sketchbooks, including many scenes of 

his native St. Thomas.189 When Pissarro left the island for Paris in 1855 he carried these 

drawings with him, fragments of life in the Caribbean that would provide inspiration to 

himself and others throughout his artistic career.190 While investigating this body of 

work, Brettell and Lloyd set out with the intention of expanding the scholarship on a 

significant, yet under-recognized aspect of Pissarro’s oeuvre; they were also, perhaps 

unwittingly, assembling a rare visual archive of Virgin Islands memory. As Jeannette 

Allis Bastian has argued, archival absences and losses precipitated by the tangled 

histories of enslavement, colonialism, and imperialism have long posed an obstacle to the 

formation and stewardship of collective memory in the US Virgin Islands. Pissarro’s 

early drawings in the collection of the Ashmolean Museum form part of a small handful 

of visual sources that might be drawn upon by scholars and Virgin Islanders alike, not 

only for their insights into the artist’s motivations and development, but also for the 

glimpses they offer into the fraught material and colonial histories of the three small 

 
189 Richard Brettell estimates that Pissarro produced at least 3000 drawings over the 
course of his artistic career. Brettell and Lloyd, 3. In addition to the works in the 
collection at the Ashmolean Museum, there are a number of Pissarro drawings featuring 
scenes from the US Virgin Islands in the collection of Olana New York State Historic 
Site.  
 
190 These drawings moved with Pissarro from place to place until the end of his life, even 
surviving the terrible blaze of his studio during the Franco-Prussian War. John Rewald, 
Pissarro in Venezuela (New York: Hammer Galleries, 1964), 14. Similarities between 
Pissarro’s early drawings and the later works by Cézanne and Francisco Oller suggest 
that Pissarro may have shared his drawings with his colleagues in France. A comparison 
of Pissarro’s drawing of a carnival scene in Venezuela (c. 1852–4) (Banco Central de 
Venezuela, Caracas) with Oller’s iconic painting, El Velorio (1893) is particularly 
striking.  
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Caribbean islands during Pissarro’s time. 191 

This chapter presents a sustained analysis of a single work from this archive, 

currently known as “Study of a seated female figure sewing (recto)” as a means of 

excavating these lost histories.192 Rendered in brown ink and pencil on the back of a 

discarded merchant’s ledger, this modest drawing features an Afro-Caribbean woman 

absorbed in her labor (fig. 28). Dating to around 1852, the drawing was produced on St. 

Thomas in the immediate wake of emancipation in the Danish West Indies.193 If we 

indulge for a moment in Cézanne’s musings on the island origins of his longtime friend, 

the drawing might be interpreted as evidence of the young Pissarro’s unmediated artistic 

vision, a Caribbean answer to Charles Baudelaire’s exhortation to capture the “particular” 

or “the beauty of circumstance” rather than a classical ideal. 194 By capturing a woman 

amid her daily chores on St. Thomas, Pissarro anticipated the rallying cry of the 

Impressionists by nearly two decades. Yet while it is true that the artist “learned to draw 

without masters” in the sense that he never received formal instruction at the École des 

Beaux-Arts, his Caribbean subjects were informed by the vast visual lexicon of the 

 
191 See Jeannette Allis Bastian, Owning Memory: How a Caribbean Community Lost its 
Archives and Found its History (Westport, CT: Libraries Unlimited, 2003). Other artists 
working in the USVI who left visual indices of their sojourns include Frederik von 
Scholten, Fritz Melbye, and Henry J. Morton. The sketches and manuscripts of the latter 
were recently returned to St. Croix after a 160-year absence. “A Piece of History Returns 
to St. Croix,” The St. Croix Source, November 19, 2010, 
https://stcroixsource.com/2010/11/19/piece-history-returns-st-croix/.   
 
192 This title was assigned by Brettell and Lloyd during the cataloging of the Ashmolean 
collection.   
 
193 Brettell and Lloyd, 95.  
 
194 Charles Baudelaire, “The Painter of Modern Life,” 1.  
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Caribbean picturesque, an aesthetic mode popularized in the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries on both sides of the Atlantic.  

In her paradigm-shifting book, An Eye for the Tropics: Tourism, Photography, 

and Framing the Caribbean Picturesque, Krista Thompson introduced the concept of the  

Caribbean picturesque, describing a transatlantic visual culture defined by its adherence 

to “colonial, imperialistic, or touristic ideals of the tropics.”195 For Thompson, these 

ideals ranged from the animalistic exploits of Edgar Rice Burroughs’s Tarzan to the 

erotic jungle landscapes of Henri Rousseau—in each case, the tropics are represented as a 

space of  “utter difference” characterized by their “exotic and fantastical” qualities.196 

Picturesque images provided a means of visualizing, and therefore maintaining, the 

colonial enterprise, eliding the modernity of urban metropolises in the United States and 

Europe in favor of the perceived preindustrial, pastoral, and exotic characteristics of the 

Caribbean landscape. Viewed by metropolitan and colonial elites, they served to 

reinforce hierarchies of gender, class, and race, particularly as emancipation and labor 

movements threatened to upend the existing social order. 

In their foundational study, Brettell and Lloyd acknowledged the influence of the 

“topographical tradition” on Pissarro’s early drawings, describing a formal affinity 

between his drawings and popular engravings and lithographs featuring vistas of 

European landscapes and cities.197 More recently, art historians have begun to explore 

 
195 Krista A. Thompson, An Eye for the Tropics, 21.  
 
196 Ibid, 20–1.  
 
197 Brettell and Lloyd, 6–7, 33–36. For an in-depth exploration of what Brettell and Lloyd 
term the “topographical tradition,” see Michael Twyman, Lithography, 1800–1850: 



   

   
 

88 

how Thompson’s theorization of the Caribbean picturesque and a visual culture of the 

tropics informed the work of artists such as Pissarro and others working in the Americas 

and the Caribbean.198 Pissarro would have certainly encountered this visual mode during 

his youth in Charlotte-Amalie, perhaps in the form of a decorative print carefully framed 

and hung on the wall of his home at 14 Dronningens Gade, a cigar box label in the 

storeroom of the family dry goods shop, or even a engraved palm tree pasted inside a 

palette of Reeves and Inwood watercolor paints (fig. 29). The circulation of picturesque 

representations of the Caribbean in the form of paintings, prints, drawings, photographs, 

and ephemera in the Atlantic world circumscribed the young artist’s perception of his 

native island, a fact Cézanne, and indeed several scholars, have neglected to fully reckon 

 
The Techniques of Drawing on Stone in England and France and their Application in 
Works of Topography (London: Oxford University Press, 1970). Generally speaking, 
Twyman defines the topographical tradition as lithographic prints featuring “picturesque 
views of British and European cities, landscape views at home and on the continent, and 
records of newly explored lands.” Twyman, 167.  
 
198 See for instance Kay Dian Kriz, Slavery, Sugar, and the Culture of Refinement: 
Picturing the British West Indies, 1700–1840 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008); 
Patricia Mohammed, Imaging the Caribbean: Culture and Visual Translation 
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010); Jennifer Raab, “Details of Absence: Frederic 
Church and the Landscape of Post-Emancipation Jamaica,” Art History 34 (September 
2011): 714–731; Charmaine Nelson, Slavery, Geography and Empire in Nineteenth-
century Marine Landscapes of Montreal and Jamaica (London; New York: Routledge, 
Taylor & Francis Group, 2016); and Timothy J. Barringer, Gillian Forrester, and Barbaro 
Martinez-Ruiz, Art and Emancipation in Jamaica: Isaac Mendes Belisario and his 
Worlds (New Haven; London: Yale Center for British Art in association with Yale 
University Press, 2007). It is worth noting that these studies have focused almost 
exclusively on the Anglophone Caribbean. For a study of Pissarro’s early work and its 
relationship to the Caribbean picturesque, see C.C. McKee, “Cultivating Visible Order: 
Representations of Tropical Ecology and Race in the French Atlantic World” (PhD diss., 
Northwestern University, 2019). I would like to extend my appreciation to Dr. McKee for 
sharing this work prior to its completion. 
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with in their recounting of Pissarro’s artistic naiveté.199  

Yet while Thompson and others have studied the Caribbean picturesque with the 

primary goal of exposing the unequal relations of power between the artist and the 

colonial subject, these postcolonial readings stop short of recovering the histories of those 

individuals trapped within what I term the aesthetic prison of the picturesque. Considered 

within Thompson’s framework, the Afro-Caribbean subject of Pissarro’s “Study of a 

seated female figure sewing” represents “little more than a register of her encounter with 

power. . . a meager sketch of her existence”, an interpretation that precludes any 

possibility of what Saidiya Hartman calls “redress.”200 Hartman has described the 

impossible task of disentangling the lives of the enslaved from the violence of the archive 

as “the conjunction of hope and defeat,” a project characterized both by its necessity and 

futility.201 Following Hartman, I endeavor to recover the experiences of Pissarro’s Black 

and female subject by reading against the grain of the Caribbean picturesque. The events 

surrounding the abolition of slavery in the Danish West Indies largely eluded visual 

representation in their time, a virtual absence that underscores the historical and archival 

 
199 Consider for instance, Joachim Pissarro’s assertion that Pissarro “born and raised in 
St. Thomas, saw France not as a Frenchman would, but with the unique vision of one 
born on a distant tropical island.” Joachim Pissarro, “Introduction: Pissarro in St. 
Thomas,” in Brettell and Zukowski, 14. 
 
200 Michel Foucault, quoted in Saidiya Hartman, “Venus in Two Acts,” Small Axe: A 
Journal of Criticism, no. 26 (2008): 2. As Kali Nicole Gross has emphasized, “documents 
about poor and working-class black women are often generated only when their lives 
“collided in some way with white people.” Gross, Hannah Mary Tabbs and the 
Disembodied Torso: A Tale of Race, Sex, and Violence in America (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2016), 4  
 
201 Hartman, 1.  
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significance of Pissarro’s youthful drawings as a repository of Virgin Islands memory. 

While these works must be measured against the circumstances of their creation by a 

privileged white bourgeois from a prosperous mercantile family in colonial St. Thomas, 

as Bastian notes, such archives might also reflect the lives of enslaved Africans and other 

subaltern figures who otherwise created few visual or written records of their own.202 My 

endeavor requires straddling what Mey-Yen Moriuchi has described as “the paradoxical 

coexistence of truthful verisimilitude and constructed idealization,” in images of the 

Americas.203 If the Caribbean picturesque represents a façade built of well-worn tropes 

and tired metaphors, I assert that this façade might nevertheless possesses fissures from 

which untold histories might be extracted. By interrogating the methods through which 

Pissarro mediated Caribbean reality and colonial desire in his visions of life and labor in 

the former Danish West Indies and looking to details that have been ignored, overlooked, 

and misunderstood, works like “Study of a seated female figure sewing (recto)” can be 

mined for novel interpretations that more fully articulate the experiences of Afro-

Caribbean women.204  

Such an endeavor demands an intimate engagement with the object in question. 

 
202 Jeannette Alias Bastian, “A Question of Custody: The Colonial Archives of the United 
States. Virgin Islands,” American Archivist 64 (Spring/Summer 2001): 101. 
 
203 Moriuchi, 32.  
 
204 These methods have been pioneered within the fields of history and African American 
and African Diasporic studies. See for instance, Marisa Fuentes, Dispossessed Lives: 
Enslaved Women, Violence, and the Archive; Deborah Gray White, “Mining the 
Forgotten: Manuscript Sources for Black Women’s History,” Journal of American 
History 74, no. 1 (June 1987): 237–42; and Ashley D. Farmer, “In Search of the Black 
Women’s History Archive,” Modern American History 1, no. 2 (July 2018): 289– 293. 
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Seated on a washboard to avoid soiling her costume, Pissarro’s subject bends carefully 

over a rounded object resting in her lap. The title given by Brettell and Lloyd informs us 

that she is sewing—perhaps she is a washerwoman or a seamstress, both common 

occupations (and popular visual tropes) for Black women in mid-nineteenth century St. 

Thomas. However, upon close examination, this simple assessment falls apart. 

Identifiable by miniscule claws, flippers, and a distinctive shell, the object in her lap is 

revealed to be a Hawksbill sea turtle, a species native to the Caribbean Sea whose 

valuable shell is harvested throughout the region for use in the decorative arts.205 

According to Sharika Crawford, it is in fact the only known representation of a Black 

woman participating in the Caribbean tortoiseshell trade, a stunning revelation that opens 

the door for an unprecedented consideration of Black women’s contributions to the 

history of decorative arts.206 It is this overlooked detail—this fissure—that I propose to 

investigate in this chapter, using Pissarro’s unexpected glimpse into the robust Caribbean 

tortoiseshell trade as a means of interrogating the politics of Black women’s labor and 

creative production in the post-emancipation US Virgin Islands.  

Despite the ubiquity of tortoiseshell pins, combs, snuffboxes, and the like in American 

 
205 Today, Hawksbill turtles are identified as “Critically Endangered” by the World 
Wildlife Fund and the harvesting and trade of their shells is prohibited under CITES 
(Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species). Despite these regulations, a 
robust illegal tortoiseshell trade continues in the present. “Hawksbill Turtle,” World 
Wildlife Fund, accessed June 27, 2019, https://www.worldwildlife.org/species/hawksbill-
turtle. 
 
206 This identification and assessment was confirmed by Dr. Sharika Crawford, Associate 
Professor, United States Naval Academy whose book The Last Turtlemen of the 
Caribbean: Waterscapes of Labor, Conservation, and Boundary Making (University of 
North Carolina Press, 2020) explores the history of turtle-fishing in the Caribbean.  
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collections, the materiality of tortoiseshell has not previously been subjected to the same 

level of critical engagement as other colonial-era commodities like sugar, cotton, or 

tobacco.207 Yet a study of the qualities of tortoiseshell and the history of its trade in the 

Caribbean provides unique insights into the participation of Black women in a global 

economy of luxury goods, as well as their material contribution to the history of 

decorative arts. Such a reading of “Study of a seated female figure sewing,” which 

henceforth I will refer to as “Study of a seated female figure harvesting tortoiseshell,” 

will serve to illuminate the histories and experiences of Black women in post-

emancipation St. Thomas. Finally, the longstanding misidentification of the drawing 

illustrates the stubborn persistence of the picturesque in art historical scholarship and 

curatorial practice. By tracing their historic origins, I will reveal the ways colonial-era 

tropes and aesthetics not only informed Pissarro’s artistic production, but also shaped the 

scholarly understanding of his early life and work in the Virgin Islands.  

 

Slavery and Emancipation in the Virgin Islands: 

Pissarro produced his “Study of a seated female figure harvesting tortoiseshell” amid 

intertwined histories of slavery, emancipation, and labor in the Virgin Islands, an 

understanding of which is requisite to the study of the artist’s early creative forays. Prior 

 
207 Examples include Anna Arabinden-Kesson, Black Bodies, White Gold; Michelle Foa, 
“In Transit: Edgar Degas and the Matter of Cotton, between New World and Old,” The 
Art Bulletin 102, no. 3 (Sept. 2020): 54–76; Rachel Grace Newman, “Conjuring Cane: 
The Art of William Berryman and Caribbean Sugar Plantations” (PhD diss., Stanford 
University, 2016); Jennifer L. Anderson, Mahogany: The Costs of Luxury in Early 
America (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2012). Additionally, many contemporary 
artists have engaged these materials in their practice, among them Kara Walker, Nestor 
Armando Gil, Hank Willis Thomas, and Leonardo Drew. 
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to their purchase from Denmark by the United States in 1917, the Virgin Islands, 

comprised of St. Thomas, St. John, and St. Croix, were known as the Danish West 

Indies.208 Slavery was introduced to the islands in the late seventeenth century when 

indentured servants, convicts, and enslaved Africans were brought to the Danish 

settlement of St. Thomas by European colonists, and for nearly three centuries, the 

Danish Crown was enriched by the development of sugar plantations and trade activities 

sustained by their labor.209 While the largest island, St. Croix, was characterized by its 

robust plantation economy, Pissarro’s natal island of St. Thomas served largely as a 

commercial port and was home to many urban laborers, including a large number of 

enslaved women contracted as washerwoman and servants to elite white mercantile 

families.210 This system of chattel slavery persisted until 1848, when a mass revolt of 

enslaved Afro-Caribbean laborers on St. Croix culminated in the total abolition of slavery 

in the Danish West Indies.211 On the eve of the revolution in 1847, Pissarro returned from 

 
208 See Arnold R. Highfield, The Cultural History of the American Virgin Islands and the 
Danish West Indies: A Companion Guide (Christiansted, St. Croix: Antilles Press, 2018). 
The 100th anniversary of the purchase of the three islands from Denmark, known as 
“Transfer Day” provoked many scholarly and artistic reflects on their continuing colonial 
status. See Tami Navarro, “From Danish West Indes to America’s Poorhouse: 
Reflections on Transfer One Hundred Years On,” sx salon 26 (October 2017), accessed 
December 29, 2020, http://smallaxe.net/sxsalon/discussions/danish-west-indies-americas-
poorhouse. 
 
209 For a discussion of the history of indentured servitude and convict labor in the Danish 
West Indies, as well as the transition to African enslavement, see Mirjam Louise Hvid, 
“Indentured servitude and convict labour in the Danish-Norwegian West Indies, 1671–
1755,” Scandinavian Journal of History 41, no. 4–5 (Oct. 2016): 541–564.  
 
210 For an exploration of the gendered dimensions of enslavement in the Danish West 
Indian legal system, see Gunvor Simonsen, Slave Stories: Law, Representation, and 
Gender in the Danish West Indies (Aarhus, Denmark: Aarhus Universitetsforlag, 2017). 
211 The abrupt declaration of emancipation in 1848 followed decades of struggle and 
debate over the fate of slavery in the Atlantic world. Believing that the abolition of 
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his schooling in Paris to St. Thomas where he would witness the downfall of slave 

society in the Danish West Indies firsthand.212 There, the artist’s first artistic forays 

developed amid colonial anxieties percolating over the fate of the newly emancipated in 

Danish West Indian society. 

 

Legislating Labor and Idleness 

Anxieties over the future of labor and its presumed opposite, idleness, emerged as a focal 

point of public discourse in the immediate wake of emancipation in the Danish West 

Indies. Recounting the events of 1848, John P. Knox described the reception of the news 

of emancipation in Pissarro’s hometown of Charlotte-Amalie, St. Thomas:  

Great excitement at once prevailed, and this was increased by the 
proclamation of freedom at the drum-head in the public streets.  
A crowd of women and boys followed the drum, and shouted and danced 
merrily; otherwise order prevailed in the town. In the country the 
proclamation was received by the slaves in the most quiet manner, and all 

 
slavery in the Danish West Indies was inevitable, Governor-General Peter von Scholten 
had implemented legislation seeking to ameliorate the conditions of slavery as early as 
the 1830s. However, Von Scholten’s amelioration policies proved insufficient as violent 
slave revolts on the French-controlled island of Martinique lead to the abolition of 
slavery in the entire French Empire, sending shockwaves throughout the Caribbean. 
Galvanized by the agitation in the French colonies, enslaved laborers, led by John 
Gottliff, a twenty-five-year-old enslaved laborer known variously as “Buddoe,” “Buddo,” 
“Bourdeaux,” or “Moses Gottlieb,” forcibly rejected Von Scholten’s proposition of 
twelve more years in bondage. Following the events of 1848, Gottliff was forced to flee 
the Danish West Indies on penalty of death for his participation in the revolution on St. 
Croix. See Neville A.T. Hall, Slave Society in the Danish West Indies, ed. B.W. Higman 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1992), 209, 214; Peter Hoxcer Jensen, From 
Serfdom to Fireburn and Strike: The History of Black Labor in the Danish West Indies 
1848–1916 (St. Croix: Antilles Press, 1998), 96 –8. For an account of slave society in 
Martinique in the first half of the nineteenth century, see Rebecca Hartkopf, Sweet 
Liberty: The Final Days of Slavery in Martinique, Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2009. 
 
212 Shikes and Harper, 22.   
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continued at their work.213  
 

Knox’s description of an orderly transition to freedom with limited disruption to the daily 

rhythm of labor on the island underscores the late eminent historian Neville A.T. Hall’s 

assertion that the revolution succeeded only “in so much as declaring bond slavery 

over.”214 Following the uprising, the system of chattel slavery that had existed in the 

colony was swiftly replaced by strict labor laws that harshly regulated the conditions of 

employment for the formerly enslaved. Between 1848 and 1849, the Colonial Council, 

local advisory body to the Danish Parliament in the metropole, established a program of 

legislation to regulate plantation labor in the Danish West Indies described by Peter 

Hoxcer Jensen as “among the most restrictive in the entire West Indies.”215 For white 

planters in the Danish West Indies, these regulations represented an attempt to return to 

“business as usual” by enforcing oppressive legislation that would remain in place for the 

next thirty years.216 The laws contained provisions for the length of contracts, working 

 
213 John P. Knox, A Historical Account of St. Thomas, W.I., (Charles Scribner: New York, 
1852), 116–17.  
 
214 Hall, 211. 
 
215 Jensen, 102. See also, Clifton E. Marsh, “A Socio-Historical Analysis of the Labor 
Revolt of 1878 in the Danish West Indies,” Phylon (1960–) 42, no. 4 (1981): 336.  

216 In 1878, three black women, Mary Thomas, Axeline Elizabeth Salomon (called 
Agnes), and Mathilda McBean, would lead a violent rebellion on St. Croix known as the 
fireburn. Remembered as “the three rebel queens,” their actions would lead to widespread 
labor reform that would ultimately result in the collapse of the plantation economy in the 
Virgin Islands. In 2018, 140 years after the events of the Fireburn, Virgin Islands artists 
La Vaughn Belle and Danish artist Jeannette Ehlers installed a monumental public 
sculpture entitled I AM QUEEN MARY outside the former Danish West Indian 
Warehouse in Copenhagen. The sculpture is now on long-term loan to Barnard College. 
For further reading, see Martin Selsoe Sorenson, “Denmark Gets First Public Statue of a 
Black Woman, a ‘Rebel Queen’,” March 31, 2018, The New York Times, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/31/world/europe/denmark-statue-black-woman.html;  
“I AM QUEEN MARY,” accessed December 29, 2020, 
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hours, and wages—a nine-hour workday from Monday through Friday was established 

and wages were fixed at low rates throughout the islands.217 Because these conditions 

were determined in advance by the regulations, the newly emancipated were denied the 

right to negotiate the terms of their own labor. Finally, the regulations included the 

critical provision that plantation laborers remain permanently employed. 218 It was this 

provision that most closely resembled chattel slavery, albeit in a new guise.  

The newly established labor regulations were enforced by oppressive vagrancy 

laws that outlined the consequences for failure to maintain permanent employment and 

various other infractions. These regulations were bolstered in the wake of emancipation 

with a set of new legislation placed into effect on November 23, 1852, just a few months 

after Pissarro’s return to St. Thomas following his artistic sojourn in Venezuela.219 

Designed to ensure that Black laborers would support themselves “without detriment to 

the public,”220 the Vagrancy Laws required that when contracts were terminated or 

expired, laborers must report to the police master of their district in order to account for 

how they intended to make a living. Because of the requirement of permanent 

 
https://www.iamqueenmary.com/. For an in-depth chronology of the events of the 
Fireburn, see Marsh, 342–5.  
 
217 Jensen, 98–100. 
 
218 Ibid., 97. 
 
219 Anxieties surrounding imminent emancipation and the growing number of free Afro-
Caribbean subjects had prompted the Colonial government to establish vagrancy  
laws as early as 1847. Ibid., 96, 105. For an extended discussion of Pissarro’s travels in 
Venezuela, see Alfredo Boulton, Pissarro en Venezuela. 
 
220 Quoted in Jensen, 105; Also see, Collection of the Most Important Laws, Ordinances, 
Publications, etc., Valid in or Referring to the Danish West India Islands, and Issued 
since the Colonial Law of the 26th of March 1852 (Copenhagen: J.H. Schultz, 1884), 256.  
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employment, any individual found without employment would be declared a vagrant and 

severely punished.221 These laws also contained a provision that increased the penalty for 

repeat offenders.222 Thus, in the immediate wake of emancipation, Black Virgin Islanders 

found themselves under the watchful eye of the police master, severely curtailing their 

mobility and freedom. The labor regulations and vagrancy laws worked in concert to 

suppress further revolutionary action, ensure the preservation of an agricultural work 

force, and maintain racial hierarchies in the Danish West Indies.  

Among the dominant white classes of Danish West Indian society, these motives 

were sublimated into moralistic condemnations of “idleness” amongst the Black 

population. The declaration of emancipation that appeared in the Sanct Thomae Tidende 

on July 5, 1848 was accompanied by a caution to the newly emancipated:  

We do hope and trust that they will become honest and virtuous members 
of society . . . to the late unfree we say freedom is not idleness and 
licentiousness—you now have to show by your industry and good 
behavior that you are fit to be free.223  
 

 This exhortation against idleness emphasizes that in the first days of the post-

emancipation era, freedom was constructed as a privilege, moderated by the law, to be 

granted on the basis of good conduct and industriousness. For example, Knox 

 
221 Jensen, 105. 
 
222 The ACLU described the “Three Strikes and You’re Out” legislation of the 90s Crime 
Wave era as “An Old Law Dressed Up In New Clothes,” citing the 1987 Federal 
Sentencing Guidelines on repeat offenders. The Danish West Indian Vagrancy Laws 
predate “Three Strikes” by nearly 150 years. “10 Reasons to Oppose ‘3 Strikes You’re 
Out,’” ACLU, accessed June 27, 2019, https://www.aclu.org/other/10-reasons-oppose-3-
strikes-youre-out. 
 
223 Sanct Thomae Tidende, July 5, 1848, 2. 
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emphasized the importance of the labor regulations and vagrancy laws to curtailing the 

scourge of idleness on St. Thomas:  

Where such an antipathy to labor exists, we do not wonder to find many 
needless vagrants . . . If the laws should be relaxed on this point, idleness 
and vagrancy must inevitably ensue, to be followed by all that train of 
vices so destructive of everything good and sacred. The laborers 
themselves would soon fall back into comparative barbarism, and the 
island in a measure be ruined . . . Too many vagrants had already existed 
before emancipation, and now their numbers are increased. These live 
principally by their vices and are thus plunging themselves into great 
degradation, poverty, and suffering . . .224   
 

The paternalism of Knox’s account was reflected in the correspondence of Pissarro’s 

brother, Frédéric, as he casually recounted the banalities of post-emancipation life in a 

letter to his older sibling:  

It is inevitable that servants must always be the torment of our  
existence . . . Despite the best will in the world on my part, most of  
the time the wrongs come from the servant’s side, toward whom we  
are too indulgent.225  

 
For elite, white Virgin Islanders like the Pissarros, the labor regulations and vagrancy 

laws functioned as a talisman against the encroaching specter of Black idleness, one that 

ultimately maintained the racial status quo in the aftermath of 1848.  

 

Rendering Revolution? 

In the wake of emancipation and the implementation of the labor and vagrancy 

regulations in the Danish West Indies, the labors of Black Virgin Islanders emerged as a 

frequent preoccupation of Pissarro’s pencil. Several scholars have attempted to read these 

 
224 Knox, 130–136.  
 
225 Frédéric Pissarro to Camille Pissarro, quoted in Shikes and Harper, 20.  
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early works through the lens of social critique, identifying traces of the mature artist’s 

radical politics in his youthful studies of St. Thomas.226 For example, Jonathan Sensbach 

has observed that the post-emancipation carceral state was captured by Pissarro in a 

pencil and wash drawing of Fort Christian, the seventeenth-century citadel that served as 

a symbolic location of Danish authority on the island of St. Thomas (fig. 30).227 Dated 

four years after the abolition of slavery in the Danish West Indies, the drawing captures 

the unfolding of a local drama in a highly-realized composition that blends landscape and 

narrative. Beneath the imposing shadow of Fort Christian, a group of Black men laden 

with minute shovels and picks march towards the viewer in two orderly rows. Laboring 

under the watchful eye of a white overseer, the men have been presumed to be prisoners, 

perhaps the newly emancipated sentenced to forced labor for violating the labor or 

vagrancy laws.228  

Sensbach has argued that their appearance in Pissarro’s early oeuvre should be 

read as evidence of the artist’s burgeoning social and class consciousness.229 Indeed, 

 
226 See Jon Sensbach, “The Art of Freedom: Camille Pissarro and the Age of 
Emancipation”; Brettell, Pissarro’s People, 69–81; Mirzoeff, “Pissarro’s Passage: The 
Sensation of Caribbean Jewishness in Diaspora,” Diaspora and Visual Culture, 57–75 
and “Abolition Realism: Reality, Realisms, and Revolution,” in The Right to Look, 155–
187. 
 
227 During the events of 1848, structures like Fort Christian that possessed symbolic ties 
to slavery and colonial authority, including the police office, the homes of the judge and 
his assistant, and the sick house on the island of St. Croix, were attacked by enslaved 
laborers. These actions culminated in the cathartic destruction of the whipping post, 
known as the Justitsstøtte or pillar of justice, which was uprooted from the market square, 
marched through the streets of Frederiksted like an effigy, and thrown into the sea. Knox, 
114. 
 
228 Sensbach, “The Art of Freedom.” 
 
229 Ibid. While the original structure of Fort Christian contained several prison cells, in 
1874 the fortress was given over entirely to this purpose and remained the official prison 
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Pissarro’s artistic interest in the laboring classes resonates with the Social Realism of 

Jean-François Millet (France, 1814–75) whom he apparently admired from a young 

age—a contemporaneous sheet of sketches from the collection of Olana State Historic 

Site includes a protean reference to Millet’s iconic The Sower (1850) (fig. 31).230 In the 

bottom right corner of the sheet, a diminutive yet unmistakable sower appears alongside 

several unidentified portraits and figural studies of individuals Pissarro must have 

encountered in Venezuela or St. Thomas, including the bespectacled profile of a white 

bourgeois, several older women sporting traditional Afro-Caribbean headwraps, and the 

bust of elegant young woman, possibly of mixed-race descent. Millet’s The Sower was 

completed in 1850, three years after Pissarro returned to St. Thomas from Paris in 1847, 

indicating that the artist must have gained familiarity with the painting through 

reproductive engravings circulating in the Atlantic world—copied in reverse, the sketch 

suggests that Pissarro learned of the work through a cheap print.  

The inclusion of Millet’s Sower in his Caribbean “cast of characters” emphasizes 

the transatlantic origins of the artist’s career-long fascination with labor. Abroad, the 

painting was widely interpreted as an homage to universal male suffrage, hard-won by 

the French peasantry during the Revolution of 1848 that ultimately precipitated the 

 
of St. Thomas until 1984. See “The History of Fort Christian,” St. Thomas Historical 
Trust, accessed December 30, 2020, https://www.stthomashistoricaltrust.org/fort-
christian-1.  
 
230 While Pissarro would later disavow the influence of Millet on his mature work, there 
are clear affinities between their respective oeuvres. For an exploration of Pissarro’s 
relationship to Millet, see Robert Herbert, “City vs. Country: The Rural Image in French 
Painting from Millet to Gauguin,” in From Millet to Léger: Essays in Social Art History 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002), 22–48.  
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abolition of slavery in the Danish West Indies.231 Yet assertions of Pissarro’s nascent 

political radicalism during this period are complicated by the artist’s position as a 

privileged white bourgeois who possessed close personal ties to the Colonial Council, the 

legislative body responsible for executing the labor and vagrancy laws in the Danish 

West Indies post-emancipation.232 The circumstances of his upbringing ensured that any 

burgeoning sympathies towards the laboring classes remained circumscribed by the 

colonial and racial power dynamics in colonial St. Thomas, a position that his drawing of 

Fort Christian makes plain. Returning to the image, in the left-hand corner a solitary 

figure can be spied leisurely observing the prisoners as they toil in the hot Caribbean sun. 

Imagined as a stand-in for the artist, the figure conflates the voyeurism of artistic 

endeavor and the colonizing gaze. While Pissarro frequently referring to himself as a 

travailleur or “worker,” in his mature career, the idleness of the figure emphasizes the 

vast chasm between physical and creative labor.233 Pissarro’s rendering of Fort Christian 

demonstrates that in the artist’s early work, these power dynamics were often articulated 

through his employment of the Caribbean picturesque, a set of aesthetic conventions that 

 
231 Alexandra R. Murphy, Jean-François Millet (Boston: Museum of Fine Arts, 1984), 
31–32; Anthea Callen, “Man or Machine: Ideals of the Laboring Male Body and the 
Aesthetics of Industrial Production in Early Twentieth-Century Europe,” in Art, Sex and 
Eugenics: Corpus Delecti, Fae Brauer and Anthea Callen, eds. (Aldershot: Ashgate, 
2008), 152. 
 
232 In 2018, a previously unknown portrait of a Black youth from Pissarro’s early years in 
St. Thomas appeared on the art market. The portrait was determined to have been given 
to Pissarro gave the portrait to the attorney Hermann Meier Hjernøe, a friend of the artist 
who served as the policemaster and a member of the Colonial Council during his 
residence in St. Thomas. “Newly Discovered Work by Camille Pissarro up for Auction,” 
Bruun Rasmussen Auctioneers of Fine Art, posted May 9, 2018, https://bruun-
rasmussen.dk/m/news/Landingpage_180213_3.html. 
 
233 Brettell, “Camille Pissarro and St. Thomas: The Story of an Exhibition,” 12. 
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provided a source of visual pleasure for colonial elites, as well as a reassurance of racial 

order and patriarchal power in the wake of emancipation.  

 

Labor and the Caribbean Picturesque in the Virgin Islands 

Aesthetic theories of the “picturesque” provide an important framework for 

understanding Pissarro’s representations of the labor of Black women in the post-

emancipation Virgin Islands. A fraught and mutable term both in its historical and 

present-day scholarly usage, the simplest definition of the picturesque was provided by 

the eighteenth-century writer William Gilpin (British, 1724–1804), who defined it as “the 

kind of beauty which would look well in a picture.”234 For Gilpin, such beauty conformed 

to a pictorial format consisting of a differentiated foreground, midground, and 

background hemmed in by framing devices and linked by an element, such as a winding 

path, that served to draw the viewer into the composition.235 Though initial 

conceptualizations of the picturesque developed in concert with eighteenth-century 

British landscape painting,236 by the nineteenth century, the term would be applied 

towards a variety of artistic subjects and geographic locals. Katherine Manthorne notes 

that while early definitions of the picturesque do not include references to exotic, or 

 
234 William Gilpin, quoted in Manthorne, Tropical Renaissance, 195. 
 
235 Malcolm Andrews, The Search for the Picturesque: Landscape Aesthetics and 
Tourism in Britain, 1760–1800 (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 1989), 29. 
 
236 Formative texts on the picturesque include William Gilpin, Observations on the River 
Wye, and Several Parts of South Wales, &c: Relative Chiefly to Picturesque Beauty 
(London: R. Blamire, 1770) and Uvedale Price, An Essay on the Picturesque as 
Compared with the Sublime and Beautiful (London: J. Robson, 1794). 
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tropical details, in the nineteenth century “the architecture, scenery, and peoples of 

distant lands . . . were increasingly called ‘picturesque.’”237 For many artists traveling in 

the Caribbean in the nineteenth century, that “which would look well in a picture” elided 

the modernity of urban metropolises in the United States and Europe in favor of the 

perceived preindustrial, pastoral, and exotic characteristics of the tropical landscape.238 

As Kay Dian Kriz asserts, the picturesque was “designed to fix people, places, and things 

into an eternal present or a nostalgic past.”239  

The modernity eschewed by these artists included the institution of slavery.240 

Nineteenth-century representations of labor in the Caribbean often advanced a 

harmonious ideal of “order and calm productivity” that exorcised both the hard labor of 

slavery and its presumed opposite, idleness.241 The visual output of Frederik Von 

Scholten, brother of the Governor-General of the Danish West Indies Peter von Scholten, 

provides a salient example in the context of Virgin Islands visual culture. During a brief 

sojourn in the Danish West Indies in 1833, Frederik Von Scholten created a number of 

 
237 Manthorne, Tropical Renaissance, 140–141.  
 
238 For a study of the “tropicalization” of the Caribbean landscape, see Krista Thompson, 
An Eye for the Tropics.  
 
239 Kriz, 195. 
 
240 Ian Baucom has proposed that the trans-Atlantic slave trade rivals the French 
Revolution in importance as an engine of modernity. Ian Baucom, Spectres of the 
Atlantic: Finance Capital, Slavery, and the Philosophy of History (London: Duke 
University Press, 2005), 129. 
 
241 Raab, 720.  
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sketches that provided the reference materials for several oil paintings.242 Von Scholten’s 

Plantation in Saint Croix presents an idealized and proprietary vista of the Danish West 

Indian landscape in the picturesque tradition (fig. 32). In a plantation landscape dotted 

with palms and tropical vegetation, an orderly line of enslaved Black laborers till the 

earth beneath the watchful gaze of a white overseer. Each of their picks is frozen at a 

different moment in time, producing a sensation of rhythm and harmony that recalls a 

page from a medieval book of hours. As Douglas Armstrong has observed of Von 

Scholten’s works, there is no smoke in the mill and the enslaved laborers perform their 

tasks with seeming ease.243 W.J.T. Mitchell described this genre of image-making as “the 

dreamwork of imperialism” that disclosed the “utopian fantasies of the perfect imperial 

prospect.”244 While the specter of Black idleness is exorcised from Von Scholten’s 

vision, the violence of slavery and racial conflict are also concealed. The obfuscating 

tendencies of such images served to reinforce colonial hierarchies of gender, class, and 

race, offering an ultimately limited imagining of the Caribbean landscape through a 

colonial and patriarchal viewpoint.  

 

 
242 Douglas Armstrong, “Paradox in the Renderings of Paradise. Camille Pissarro and 
Chanting Esthetics in Art and Depiction of the Cultural Landscape of the Danish West 
Indies,” in Proceedings of the XXIII Congress of the International Association of 
Caribbean Archaeology (Antigua, 2011), 378. This painting, along with its pendant Saint 
Mary’s Fancy is currently attributed to Fritz Melbye, though this attribution was disputed 
by Alfredo Boulton. I assert that these works should be correctly attributed to Peter von 
Scholten.  
 
243Armstrong, 365. 
 
244 W. J. T. Mitchell, Landscape and Power (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2009), 10.  
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The West Indian Washerwoman and the “Picturesque Type” 

The applications of the term “picturesque” would expand beyond the West Indian 

landscape. In her seminal essay, “Gendering the Caribbean Picturesque,” Patricia 

Mohammad explores how the discourse of the picturesque was “conflated with the 

Caribbean female body in particular, either the sexualized body or the laboring body.”245 

Following this line of inquiry, Krista Thompson asserts that by the end of the nineteenth-

century century “human bodies also joined the parade of the picturesque” in the form of 

stock characters like the laundress, the nursemaid, or the market woman.246 By 

visualizing Caribbean labor as both gendered and racialized, these ubiquitous 

“picturesque types” sustained and reinforced the hierarchy of colonial society.  

The washerwoman represented a particularly popular type within the colonial 

imaginary. C.C. McKee has traced her appearance in the paintings of Agostino Brunias 

(Italian, 1730–96).247 Working in Dominica and St. Vincent, the itinerant Brunias 

produced at least two small paintings featuring washerwomen: Three Caribbean 

Washerwomen by a River (ca. 1770–80) from the collection of the National Library of 

 
245 Patricia Mohammed, “Gendering the Caribbean Picturesque,” Caribbean Review of 
Gender Studies 1, no. 1 (April 2007): 3. 
 
246 Thompson, An Eye for the Tropics, 6. As early as the eighteenth century, artists 
working in the Americas and the Caribbean were preoccupied with the representation of 
human “types” delineated by their race, gender, class, occupation, and temperament. 
Krista Thompson, “Preoccupied with Haiti: The Dream of Diaspora in African American 
Art, 1915–1942,” American Art 21, no. 3 (Sept. 2007): 74–97. See also Mia Bagneris’s 
discussion of the influence of the British “Cries” tradition on West Indian visual culture.  
Mia Bagneris, Colouring the Caribbean: Race and the Art of Agostino Brunias 
(Manchester University Press, 2018), 113. 
 
247 McKee, 9.  
 



   

   
 

106 

Jamaica and The West-India Washer Women (1780s) (fig. 33 and fig. 34). The later work 

features an olive-skinned woman, presumably of mixed-race, surrounded by three Black 

women absorbed in various stages of laundering linen in a freshwater stream. As the 

Black women beat, wring, and fold their laundry, the central figure strikes an elegant 

pose amid the rushing waters of the stream. Her contrapposto stance recalls Botticelli’s 

The Birth of Venus, a reference emphasized by the round laundry paddle that dangles 

from her right hand.248 While the Black women use their paddles to beat out the dirt and 

grime of the week, the paddle is transformed into Venus’s mirror in the hands of the 

central mixed-race figure,  rendering the labor represented as easy, natural, and beautiful.  

Elements of both Brunias paintings were reproduced as popular engravings that 

circulated throughout the Atlantic world (fig. 35).249 Fueled by this robust material 

culture, the popularity of the trope extended to the Danish West Indies, where Frederik 

von Scholten and Henry Jackson Morton took up the figure of the washerwoman in the 

mid-1840s in two sketches entitled Bitling in the Gut and Bitling near West End, Santa 

Cruz (fig. 36).250 The two men likely met in Fredriksted and executed a number of similar 

images in close proximity, much like Pissarro and Melbye years later.251 By depicting 

 
248 The symbolism of the “Venus” in this work and others have been explored in depth by 
Patricia Mohammed and Mia Bagneris. See Mohammed, 6–14 and Bagneris, 144–9. 
 
249 Bagneris, 221. 
 
250 Henry Jackson Morton, “an artist with a keen eye and a joyous spirit,” went to the 
then Danish West Indies from Philadelphia in the winter of 1843–1844 with his family 
for the sake of the health of his brother, Quincy Henry Jackson Morton. St. Croix St. 
Thomas St. John Henry Morton Sketchbook & Diary 1843–44 (Copenhagen: Dansk 
Vestindisk Selskab & St. Croix Landmark Society, 1975), 11.  
 
251 McKee, 10. 
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washerwomen in the act of “bitling” in a local stream, the amateur artists captured what 

Omise’eke Natasha Tinsley has described as “washing out the Caribbean, reshaping its 

landscape . . . the kind of work that women of color have always done and can, in fact, do 

on their own account.”252 The gendering of the washerwoman’s labor throughout the 

Americas was rendered particularly explicit by a wood engraving illustration published in 

Harper’s Weekly at the height of the United States Civil War (fig. 37). Captioned 

“‘Washerwomen’ in the Army of the Potomac,” the illustration features a group of 

caricatured Black males in camp performing the menial task of laundry for the advancing 

Army of the Potomac. By identifying the figures as washerwomen, the cartoonist 

emphasized apparent irony of the situation, a world where gender and racial hierarchies 

have been turned upside by war.253 The reproduction of such images in paint and print 

world served to popularize the trope of the West Indian washerwoman, naturalizing the 

distinctly gendered and race dimensions of her labor throughout the Americas.  

 

Pissarro’s Washerwomen 

In the wake of emancipation and the implementation of the labor regulations, many Black 

women migrated from plantations to urban areas in St. Croix and St. Thomas to avoid 

 
252 Omise’eke Natasha Tinsley, Thiefing Sugar: Eroticism between Women in Caribbean 
Literature (Durham: Duke University Press, 2010), 18. 
 
253 I would like to thank Dr. James Brookes for assisting me in the identification of this 
wood engraving. For further reading on Black washerwomen in the United States, see 
Tera W. Hunter, To ’Joy My Freedom: Southern Black Women’s Lives and Labors after 
the Civil War (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1997) and Carl Greenfeld, “The 
Identity of Black Women in the Post-Bellum Period, 1865–1885,” Binghamton Journal 
of History (Spring 1999). 
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running afoul of the legislation.254 Newly emancipated women could find employment as 

seamstresses, nursemaids, servants, cooks, and laundresses in service to wealthy families 

like Pissarro’s in the bustling port city of Charlotte-Amalie, where their lives and labor 

would form a perpetual obsession of the artist’s gaze. Working from life in Charlotte-

Amalie, the twenty-two-year-old artist encountered no shortage of models as most 

wealthy Creole households employed at least three washerwomen, whose laborious tasks 

of beating cloth, toting water, and hauling soiled linens formed the subject of several 

early sketches.255 In a drawing dated May 18, 1852 and inscribed with the place of 

creation, “St. Thomas,” Pissarro recorded the various stages of washing with a rhythmic 

quality that recalls Von Scholten’s Plantation on Saint Croix (fig. 38). While most of the 

washerwomen are faceless, a faint but discernable smile on the face of the central figure 

underscores Pissarro’s relationship to their labor—theirs is a salubrious undertaking, free 

from violence and willingly undertaken to satisfy the needs of a colonial elite like 

himself.  

Pissarro’s preoccupation with the labor of Black women continued after he left St. 

Thomas for Paris in 1855. One of his earliest oil paintings, Two Women Chatting by the 

Sea, Saint Thomas (1856), features a pair of Black laundresses engaged in a momentary 

respite from the arduous task of washing (fig. 39). Framed by tropical foliage and the 

dazzling waters of the Caribbean before a backdrop of verdant mountains, the 

composition incorporates the formulaic elements of the picturesque landscape tradition 

and the popularity of the washerwoman type. As an aspiring young artist eager to break 

 
 254 Jensen, 106.  
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into the Parisian art scene, Pissarro sought to leverage these aesthetic conventions for his 

initial foray into the market, perhaps in hopes that the popular tropes would pique the 

interests of consumers in the metropole.256  

Yet not quite laundress nor market woman, Pissarro’s drawing “Study of a seated 

female figure harvesting tortoiseshell” ultimately elides the typical categories of labor 

privileged by Euroamerican picturesque modes of representation in spite of his 

undoubted investment in the genre. As previously noted, a close examination of the 

drawing reveals that as his subject works the shell of the Hawksbill sea turtle in her lap, 

she herself is planted on top of a large wooden laundry paddle. This distinctive object, a 

traditional implement used to beat the grime and filth from soiled linens, hints at her 

identity as a washerwoman, unsurprising in light of Pissarro’s investment in this 

picturesque type. Yet its subservient position beneath her body suggests a negation of the 

menial task and tropes that exerted such fascination over the young artist’s imagination, 

and indeed, a refusal to engage in the unpaid labor of modeling. For now, the laundry is 

done—instead, she bends over the object of her craft, carefully removing pieces of 

valuable shell for sale in the global marketplace. Yet her own clothing, comprised of a 

long-sleeved blouse, and simple skirt might soon be soiled as it falls in folds around her 

on the ground, a reminder that work is never truly finished. Turned away from the 

viewer, the carefully-arranged head wrap hat marks her as a woman of African descent 

shields her face from Pissarro’s observant eyes, whose voyeuristic gaze echoed those of 

the police master, the overseer, and the Colonial Council within the vast apparatus of 

 
256 Shikes and Harper, 41.  
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surveillance of colonial St. Thomas. In his analysis, Brettell suggested that the figure was 

“unaware she was being drawn,” highlighting the uneven relations of power between 

observer and sitter.257 However, the visibility of her right ear, turned towards the viewer, 

suggests that she might hear the artist’s approach even as she remains absorbed in her 

task. This extraordinary tension between observer and observed underscores the limits of 

picturesque representation, revealing a fissure in the façade of aesthetic conventions and 

tropes that invites the decolonization of the object through an examination of subject’s 

participation within the robust Caribbean tortoiseshell trade.  

 

The Caribbean Tortoiseshell Trade 

A consideration of the materiality of tortoiseshell positions the subject of Pissarro’s 

“Study of a seated female figure harvesting tortoiseshell” as both participant in a global 

economy of luxury goods, as well as a key player within the history of American 

decorative arts. While Indigenous peoples of the Americas had long incorporated 

tortoiseshell into their material cultural, the arrival of Europeans in the hemisphere 

marked the beginning of a global trade in Caribbean tortoiseshell.258 In 1682, naturalist 

 
257 Brettell, Pissarro’s People, 69.  
 
258 Excavations at the prehistoric settlement of Pointe de Caille, Saint Lucia have 
uncovered tortoiseshell hatchets and other artifacts. María Antonia Negrete Martínez, 
“Los hallazgos especiales de Pointe Caille” in Pointe de Caille: Desarrollo cultural 
postaladoide en la isla de St. Lucia (Wien: Verlag der Österreichischen Akademie der 
Wissenschaften, 2015), 239–282. Though several species of sea turtle inhabit Caribbean 
waters, only two species interested nineteenth-century turtlers: the green turtle and the 
hawksbill turtle. While the green turtle was sought after for its comestible meat and eggs, 
the meat of the Hawksbill turtle was largely inedible. Instead, the uniquely patterned shell 
of the Hawksbill was prized for its decorative properties. Sharika D. Crawford and Ana 
Isabel Márquez-Pérez, “A Contact Zone: The Turtle Commons of the Western 
Caribbean,” The International Journal of Maritime History 28, no. 1 (2015): 64.  
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Thomas Amy declared that the shell of the Hawksbill was “clearer and better clouded 

than any other” species of turtle, referring to the unique interplay of tones its shell.259 

Observing the turtles on El Roncador, a tiny cay in the middle of the Western Caribbean 

in the nineteenth-century, Squier explained that the scales of the Hawksbill were 

“elegantly variegated with white, red, yellow, and dark brown clouds, which are full 

brought out, when the shell is prepared and polished.”260 For centuries, the eye-catching, 

multicolored shell of the Hawksbill sea turtle (fig. 40) was prized by merchants, artisans, 

and consumers for its material versatility and aesthetic qualities. A natural plastic, the 

uniquely patterned scales or “schutes” of the Hawksbill could be molded and worked 

through the application of heat for use in various decorative applications.261 Unworked 

tortoiseshell was exported to Europe and the United States, where artisans in cities like 

Boston, Amsterdam, and London incorporated the distinctive material into cabinetry, 

jewelry, mirrors, snuffboxes, and elaborative cabinetry, jewelry, mirrors, and hair combs 

such as the elaborate peinetónes of Buenos Aires, Argentina (fig. 41).262 However, 

 
259 Thomas Amy, quoted in India Mandelkern, “The Politics of the Turtle Feast,” 
Appendix 1 no. 4 (Oct. 2013), http://theappendix.net/issues/2013/10/the-politics-of-the-
turtle-feast. 
 
260 Squier, 47. The most robust “turtling” activities took place in the Western Caribbean, 
encompassing the Caymans, Jamaica, and the Colombian islands of San Andres and Old 
Providence, and Nicaragua’s Mosquito Coast. Sharika D. Crawford and Ana Isabel 
Márquez-Pérez, “A Contact Zone,” 64. 
 
261 Donald F. Johnson, “Combing the Roots of Colonialism: Jamaican Tortoiseshell 
Combs and Social Status, 1655–1692,” Winterthur Portfolio 43, no. 4 (Winter 2009): 
330.  

262 See Marloes Rijkelijkhuizen, “Tortoiseshell in the 17th and 18th Century Dutch 
Republic,” in Alexandra Legrand-Pineau, Isabelle Sidéra and Natacha Buc, Eva David, 
and Vivian Scheinsohn, Ancient and Modern Bone Artefacts from America to Russia: 
Cultural, Technological and Functional Signature (Oxford: Archaeopress, 2010), 97–
106; Mary Musser, “Massachusetts Horn Smiths: A Century of Combmaking, 1775–
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tortoiseshell was also worked by local Caribbean artisans, the best known example being 

the tortoiseshell combs of Port Royal, Jamaica produced by an unknown artisan between 

1655 and 1692 (fig. 42). Adorned with pineapples, palms, and the Jamaican coat of arms, 

the iconographic program of these remarkable combs emphasizes the Caribbean 

provenance of their material.263  

The capture of Hawksbill sea turtles and the harvesting of their shells relied on the 

knowledge and aptitude of highly skilled individuals. By the nineteenth century, the 

spectacular exploits of Caribbean turtlers like the Indigenous Miskitu of Central America 

were chronicled in publications like The Penny Magazine and Frank Leslie’s, 

accompanied by wood engraved illustrations intended to titillate readers in the United 

States and Europe.264 For these readers, Caribbean turtle fishing offered a glimpse into a 

 
1875,” Old Time New England 68 (1978): 59. Argentinian Peinetones (literally big hair 
combs, sometimes referred to as high combs) represented particularly salient example of 
the conspicuous consumption of tortoiseshell—these enormous accessories incorporated 
precious metals and could reach up to a yard in length and width, requiring the entire 
shell of a single Hawksbill turtle to produce. While peinetas were worn in Spain, Puerto 
Rico and Cuba throughout the nineteenth century, their popularity in Argentina reached 
extreme heights in the 1820s–30s. See Regina A. Root, Couture and Consensus: Fashion 
and Politics in Postcolonial Argentina (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
2010), 63 and Inés Corujo-Martín, “Notes from the Field: Extravagant Female Fashions 
in Nineteenth-Century Argentina,” The Fashion Studies Journal, 
http://www.fashionstudiesjournal.org/notes/2018/11/20/notes-from-the-field. 
 
263 See Johnson, 313–334; Philip Hart, ‘‘Tortoiseshell Comb Cases: A 17th Century 
Jamaican Craft,’’ Jamaica Journal 16 (1983): 13–21; Jen Cruse, The Comb: Its History 
and Development (London: Robert Hale, 2007), 154–58; Zara Anishanslin Bernhardt, 
Portrait of a Woman in a Silk Dress: The Hidden Histories of Aesthetic Commodities in 
the Eighteenth-century British Atlantic World (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2016); 
and Daniela Bleichmar and Peter C. Mancall, Collecting Across Cultures: Material 
Exchanges in the Early Modern Atlantic World (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2011). 
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fantastical world of adventure and intrigue on the high seas—yet throughout the Atlantic 

world, sea turtles provided an essential source of livelihood and sustenance well into the 

twentieth century. 

The relative scarcity of the material resulted in the emergence of tortoiseshell as a 

coveted luxury good and a signifier of colonial wealth, and by extension, the labor of 

enslaved peoples throughout the Atlantic world. While the capture of a green sea turtle 

could yield up to 500 lbs. of valuable turtle meat,265 each Hawksbill turtle possessed a 

mere thirteen tortoiseshell schutes. For these reasons, tortoiseshell was largely a 

secondary trade good, a “profitable extra” for colonial-era merchants. Modest amounts of 

tortoiseshell were traded along with more lucrative colonial products like sugar and 

mahogany.266 British Colonial official Bryan Edwards reported that in 1769, merely 

10,000 pounds of Caribbean tortoiseshell were exported to Europe in comparison to an 

impressive 800,000 pounds of mahogany.267 Dwindling Hawksbill populations 

contributed to rarity of tortoiseshell.268 While Caribbean turtlers made attempts at 

sustainable fishing by returning the Hawksbills to the sea after their schutes had been 

removed, the practices could not keep pace with the demand for tortoiseshell.269 By the 

 
265 Crawford and Márquez-Pérez, 69. 
 
266 Johnson, 329–330. 
 
267 Robert Hodgson, Some Account of the Mosquito Territory Contained in a Memoir 
Written in 1757 (Edinburgh, 1822), 54.   
 
268 See Loren McClenachan, Jeremy B.C. Jackson, and Marah J.H. Newman, 
“Conservation Implications of Historic Sea Turtle Nesting Beach Loss,” Frontiers in 
Ecology and the Environment 4, no. 6 (2006): 290–6.  
 
269 On this subject, Squier offers the following comments: “The fishers do not kill the 
turtles; did they do so, they would in a few years exterminate them . . . Many turtles die 
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nineteenth century, Hawksbill sea turtle populations have been dramatically depleted—

listing the natural predators of the sea turtle, The Penny Magazine asserted that “man is 

still more actively engaged in their destruction.”270 The increasing rarity of tortoiseshell 

was reflected in trends in the decorative arts. While the material was used in large 

amounts in seventeenth-century cabinetry, by the mid-nineteenth century the precious 

material was reserved for small objects like snuff-boxes, combs, and mirrors.271 By the 

close of the century, the Caribbean experienced a full-fledged tortoiseshell boom that 

coincided with its emergence as a tourist destination in the early decades of the twentieth 

century. Among the many attractions of the Virgin Islands, The Short Guide for Tourists 

and Visitors to St. Thomas and St. Jan (1909) highlighted that “fine turtle-shell work can 

be had”272 on a visit to the islands, while advertisements declaring “Catch the Turtle and 

sell us the shell!”273 and “We beg to remind you that we are still buying turtle shell” 

proliferated in the local press.274 A poster advertisement of 1892 for O. Walter-Obrecht, a 

comb factory in Múmliswyl, Switzerland offered a lux vision of the material that avoided 

all references to the labor of Caribbean turtlers (fig. 43). The poster features a statuesque 

female figure carrying a basket of various combs on her hip while a superb tortoiseshell-

 
under this cruel operation, but instances are numerous in which they have been caught a 
second time, with the outer coating reproduced but in these cases instead of thirteen 
pieces, it is a single piece.” Squier, 47–48.  
 
270 “Catching Turtles,” 282. 
 
272 “The Short Guide for Tourists and Visitors to St. Thomas and St. Jan,” Sanct Thomæ 
Tidende, March 9, 1907, 1.  
 
273 “Notice to Fishermen,” Sanct Thomæ Tidende, March 25, 1916, 1.  
 
274 “Notice to Fishermen,” The Bulletin, December 28, 1916, 1. 
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patterned high comb dangles lightly from her fingertips. The range of combs for sale 

(horn, buffalo, tortoiseshell, and celluloid) are represented by the turtles and crocodiles 

that crawl from the pool in the left-hand corner of the poster, while a shaggy buffalo 

peaks out from behind the figure. The exotic provenance of her wares is hinted at by 

several generic Orientalizing references—draped in textiles that resemble East Asian 

designs, her ears and wrists are adorned with golden earrings and bangles, while an 

Islamic crescent moon rests lightly in her thick chestnut hair. The poster envisions the 

production of tortoiseshell as the purview of a white goddess of industry who transforms 

the raw materials of nature into an object of beauty through the alchemical furnace of the 

modern factory, ultimately erasing the labor of Afro-Caribbean turtlers on which 

Pissarro’s drawing hinges. 

 
Turtling and the Tortoiseshell Trade in the Danish West Indies 

Born into a merchant family, Pissarro was certainly familiar with the circulation of 

tortoiseshell goods in the Atlantic world. His father, Frédéric Abraham Gabriel Pissarro, 

a merchant of French Sephardic Jewish descent, had immigrated to St. Thomas from 

Bordeaux to look after the haberdashery business and widow of his recently deceased 

uncle, Isaac Petit. Pissarro’s mother, Rachel Manzano Pomié, was born in St. Thomas, 

descended from a family of French Sephardic Jews who had fled the island of Saint-

Domingue during the Haitian Revolution.275 In the 1820s, the Pissarros established 

themselves as successful merchants on the main street of Charlotte-Amalie, one of the 
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busiest commercial centers of the Caribbean.276 An advertisement placed in the Sanct 

Thomæ Tidende gives a sense of the range of articles available for sale in the Pissarro 

shop: 

At the Request of Messrs Pissarro Fils Freres & Soarez Aine will be Sold 
at one of the Stores on the Lot of Orliac Esqr. M.D. on the 1st March next 
at 10 o’clock in the afternoon … a large assortment of French Goods 
consisting of the following articles viz, munition muskets, a parcel blue 
shirts, fine Circassiennes, Broad Cloths, Ladies Umbrellas, Cotton 
Coverlets, a great variety of ready made Pantaloons, Ditto Coats, Ladies & 
Gentlemen’s Silk Shoes, Gentlemen’s Dress & common Ditto, Cologne 
Water, a great variety of Silk & Satins, Linen Cambric Handkerchiefs, a 
great variety of Feathers, also Ladies Combs, an assortment of fine 
Jewelry, a ditto of Mock Ditto, & a great variety of other Articles, too 
numerous to mention. 
 

“Ladies Combs” produced in France from imported tortoiseshell and then exported to 

colonial entrepôts like Charlotte-Amalie were among the many fashionable commodities 

that passed through the Pissarro shop, items the young artist might have received, 

counted, inventoried, and recorded in ledgers while in the course of his clerical duties. 

Sketched on the recto of just such a ledger, Pissarro’s “Study of a seated female figure 

harvesting tortoiseshell” offers a glimpse into the vast, transatlantic network of 

commercial exchanges that characterized the Pissarro family enterprise. Recorded in a 

meticulous hand on the verso of the sheet is a list of names beginning with the letter “R” 

that includes the names of mercantile firms from London to Copenhagen, as well as 

several residents of Charlotte-Amalie. Among the names that appear on the ledger is that 

of Ann Rashleigh, a native of St. Thomas. Prior to emancipation, Rashleigh retained three 

enslaved domestics in her household, among them a 50-year-old washerwoman born in 
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Africa named Sylla.277 While the particulars of their dealings with the Pissarro family 

have been lost to history, that Pissarro sketched the image of a washerwoman like Sylla 

on the used pages of a mercantile ledger from the family dry goods store underscores the 

position of his subject within a global nexus of traded commodities and human capital in 

the nineteenth-century Atlantic.  

 

Turtling and Gender in the Virgin Islands 

While the global implications of Pissarro’s subject are evident, his drawing likewise 

invites a consideration of the local economic milieu of mid nineteenth-century St. 

Thomas. Though the most intensive commercial “turtling” activities took place in the 

Western Caribbean, the small-scale turtling represented in Pissarro’s “Study of a seated 

female figure harvesting tortoiseshell” had long been part of Virgin Islands culture. In his 

history of the Danish West Indies, Charles Edwin Taylor included a wood engraving to 

illustrate how the earliest colonists “speared turtles or turned them when they came up to 

lay with their eggs in the sand.”278 Turtling continued to supplement the incomes of 

Virgin Islanders into the nineteenth century. After capturing a particularly lucrative green 

or hawksbill turtle, St. Thomian turtlers would take out an advertisement in the local 

paper announcing the size, species, and quality of their catch. The notice would also 

contain a date and location for the slaughter of the hapless creature, inviting locals to 

 
277 “Census of 1841, Danish West Indies, Danish West Indies, Register of Free 
Inhabitants living in the Town of Charlotte Amalia in St. Thomas, Chamber of Revenue, 
Danish Department, The Table Commission,” accessed November 20, 2020 
https://cs.sa.dk/picture/view-values/283296?selectedTab=34&locale=en. 
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place bids on its meat, eggs, and shell. A consideration of the primary sources suggests 

that turtling in the Virgin Islands provided a source of income for women in particular, 

especially those who were unmarried, widowed, or the breadwinners of their households. 

Among these women was Mary Williams, a widow who placed an advertisement in the 

Sanct Thomæ Tidende for a “very elegant Hawksbill turtle” on December 22, 1820, and 

another for a green turtle on June 21, 1828.279 Another woman-turtler was Robertine 

Eutrop, a native of Guadalupe who had settled in Charlotte-Amalie with her husband, 

John Eutrop of Martinique. On April 27, 1833, Robertine took out an advertisement in 

the Sanct Thomas Tiende announcing the catch of a prized sea turtle:  

To be slaughtered tomorrow the 28th instant, a very superior Green Turtle, 
with Eggs; caught a few days ago on the Beach of Estate Carate Bay.280 
(fig. 44) 
 

The 1841 Census recorded that Eutrop’s occupation was listed as “by her own resources,” 

while her husband and her adult son Robert were both listed as “unable” to work.281 

While the Danish West Indian census did not record the race of respondents, prior to the 

abolition of 1848, the designations of “free” and “unfree” distinguished enslaved 

individuals of African descent from free people of color and whites living in the islands. 

As a free woman and the breadwinner of her family, Eutrop likely relied on turtling and 

other miscellaneous resources to support her household. For women like Mary Williams 

 
279 Sanct Thomæ Tidende, December 22, 1820, 1; Sanct Thomæ Tidende, June 21, 1828, 
1. 
 
280 Sanct Thomæ Tidende, April 27, 1833, 2. 
281 “Census of 1841, Danish West Indies, Danish West Indies, Register of Free 
Inhabitants living in the Town of Charlotte Amalia in St. Thomas,” Chamber of Revenue, 
Danish Department, The Table Commission, accessed July 1, 2019, 
https://cs.sa.dk/picture/view-values/283009?selectedTab=34&locale=en.  
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and Robertine Eutrop, the lucrative trade of turtle meat and shell provided a source of 

livelihood at a historical moment when economic opportunities for women, and 

especially women of color, were restricted.  

Pissarro’s drawing is one of only two known visual documentations of the process 

of harvesting Caribbean tortoiseshell. The other depiction appeared as an illustration in 

Ephraim George Squier’s contemporaneous travel narrative Waikna: Adventures on the 

Mosquito Shore (1855). Observing turtlers at work on El Roncador, Squier described the 

process of removing the valuable schutes from the carapace of the turtle:  

When the turtle is caught, they fasten him, and cover his back with dry 
leaves or grass, to which they set fire. The heat causes the plates to 
separate at their joins. A large knife is then carefully inserted horizontally 
beneath them, and the laminae lifted from the back, care being taken not to 
injure the shell by too much heat, nor to force it off, until the heat has fully 
prepared it for separation. 282 
 

Squier’s wood engraving illustrates the removal process in graphic detail—as the turtlers 

skillfully remove the shells of their catch, they are surrounded by the corpses and severed 

body parts of countless Hawksbills (fig. 45). In his account, Squier described this shelling 

as “a cruel process” which made his “flesh creep to witness:” 

I could never bring myself to witness this cruelty more than once, and was 
glad that the process of “scaling” was carried on out of sight of the hut. 
Had the poor turtles the power of shrieking, they would have made that 
barren island a very hell with their cries of torture.283  
 

Ultimately, the violence of Squier’s account serves to emphasize the perceived incivility 

of the inhabitants of the Mosquito Coast and the suitability of the region for US 

 
282 Samuel A. Bard [Ephraim George Squier], Waikna: Adventures on the Mosquito 
Shore (London: Sampson Low, Son, & Co., 1855), 47–8. 
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colonization, a point that underscored by the virulent racism that characterizes much of 

his narrative.284 Several decades later, Afro-Caribbean turtlers provided a subject of 

interest for Winslow Homer when he traveled to the Bahamas in 1884 on assignment for 

Century Magazine, a variety publication known for its “painted drawings.”285 From 

1884–5, Homer produced a series of watercolors that would be serve as illustrations for a 

travel feature exploring the Bahamas as a winter destination for tourists in the United 

States.286 Like Pissarro, Homer’s frequently sought out Afro-Caribbean men and women 

as subjects for his watercolors—more than half the artist’s 1884 paintings of the islands 

include depictions of Black locals and their involvement in the burgeoning aquaculture of 

the islands, which along with turtling also included fishing, sponge diving, and shell 

collecting.287 In works like Rum Cay and The Turtle Pound, Black men in the prime of 

life are pictured in pursuit of wily Hawksbill and Green turtles (fig. 46 and fig. 47). 

 
284 Ephraim George Squier was appointed chargé d’affaires in Nicaragua in 1849. He was 
instrumental in laying the groundwork for Cornelius Vanderbilt’s monopolization of the 
Nicaraguan canal routes and facilitating the opening up of Central America to US 
interests. Manthorne, 47–8.  
 
285 Studies addressing Homer’s Caribbean watercolors include Kathleen Foster, American 
Watercolor; Nicolai Cikovsky, Jr. Winslow Homer Watercolors (New York: Universe, 
2009); Miles Unger, The Watercolors of Winslow Homer (New York: W.W. Norton, 
2001); Patti Hannway, Winslow Homer in the Tropics (Richmond, VA: Westover, 1973); 
Winslow Homer’s Sub-Tropical America (Coral Gables, FL: Lowe Art Museum, 
University of Miami, 1968); and Helen A. Cooper, Winslow Homer Watercolors (New 
Haven; London: Yale University Press, 1986).  
 
286 William C. Church, “A Midwinter Resort,” Century Magazine 55, no. 4 (February 
1887): 499–505. 
 
287 Dana E. Byrd, “Trouble in Paradise? Winslow Homer in the Bahamas, Cuba, and 
Florida, 1884–1886,” in Dana E. Byrd and Frank H. Goodyear, Winslow Homer and the 
Camera: Photography and the Art of Painting (Bowdoin College Museum of Art, 2018), 
112. 
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Within the Homer scholarship, these works have often been interpreted as reflections of 

the artist’s own picturesque and imperial desires.288 According to Dana Byrd, “these 

individuals function as markers of the tropical local, depicted as not especially 

hardworking, but simply picturesque. Absent are the aspects of their lives that remained 

particularly difficult.”289 Yet while it is true that these watercolors often possess a 

playful, relaxed quality, Homer was careful to emphasize the physical strength required 

by these pursuits. As Martha Tedeschi has stressed, Homer’s Bahamian watercolors:  

. . . detail the arduous work of black Bahamians who supported themselves 
by gathering the fruits of the sea . . . In all of these images, the brilliant 
coloring seems to belie the possibility of a dark side; yet peril and 
hardship are often implied and set in ironic contrast to natural beauty and 
abundance.290  

Homer’s watercolor, The Turtle Pound (1898), for instance, depicts a pair of young Black 

Bahamian man wrangling a struggling sea turtle into a “turtle pound,” a sort of paddock 

in the open sea where turtles would be kept alive in the salt water until the time came for 

their slaughter. As the figure on the left lifts the turtle from the turquoise waters, his face 

twists into a grimace and his bicep flexes with exertion, demonstrating the physicality of 

capturing an animal which could easily reach up to 150 pounds.291 Similarly, in a second 

watercolor entitled Rum Cay (1898–99), a young Black man sprints at full velocity after a 

 
288 See for instance, Thompson, An Eye for the Tropics, and ibid. 
 
289 Byrd, 112.  
 
290 Martha Tedeschi and Kristi Dahm, Watercolors By Winslow Homer: The Color of 
Light (Chicago: Art Institute of Chicago; New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008),  
 
291“Green Sea Turtle,” The National Wildlife Foundation, accessed January 9, 2021,  
https://www.nwf.org/Educational-Resources/Wildlife-Guide/Reptiles/Sea-Turtles/Green-
Sea-
Turtle#:~:text=These%20dense%2C%20heavy%20animals%20can,to%20the%20leather
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Hawksbill sea turtle as it scampers along the hot white sand. As the man chases the 

animal, both are oriented towards a minute ship that floats distantly on the horizon, 

suggest the relation of both to global tourism and trade. The fugitive quality of the 

Hawksbill hints at the ultimate futility of the man’s endeavor, the impossibility of 

escaping the restrictive confines of labor regulation and surveillance that characterized 

the Black experience in the aftermath of emancipation across the Americas. Importantly, 

both the Homer watercolors and earlier woodcut illustrations represent turtling as a 

primarily masculine occupation characterized by physical strength and even violence.292  

By contrast, Pissarro’s drawing is the sole known representation of Black women’s 

participation in the Caribbean tortoiseshell trade. While prior to emancipation, many 

Black women in urban areas were enslaved as domestic servants for wealthy white 

families, following the declaration of emancipation in 1848 and the influx of agricultural 

workers into urban areas, the enslaved domestics residing in Charlotte-Amalie “nearly all 

deserted their former owners” to seek work elsewhere.293 Census records reveal that this 

was indeed the case in the Pissarro household. Of the enslaved domestics registered with 

the Pissarros, only one, an unmarried woman named Bella from St. Maarten, remained 

with the family in the years after emancipation.294 Pissarro’s “Study of a seated female 

 
292 Homer’s conceptualization of turtling as a primarily masculine pursuit is in keeping 
with his interest in other “manly” pastimes such as hunting and fishing. For further 
reading, see Sarah Burns, “Revitalizing the ‘Painted-Out’ North: Winslow Homer, Manly 
Health, and New England Regionalism in Turn-of-the-Century America,” American Art 
9, no. 2 (July 1995): 21–37 Patricia A. Junker and Sarah Burns, Winslow Homer: Artist 
and Angler (Fort Worth, Texas: Amon Carter Museum; Fine Arts Museums of San 
Francisco, 2002).  
 
293 Hall, 88; Knox, 123. 
 
294 Census of 1841, Danish West Indies, Register of Unfree Living in the Town of 
Charlotte Amalia in St. Thomas, Chamber of Revenue, Danish Department, The Table 
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figure harvesting tortoiseshell” provides visual evidence that in the absence of domestic 

work, Black women may have turned to turtling and the tortoiseshell trade as a means of 

supplementing their livelihood. This was certainly the case in the Cayman Islands, the 

central hub of the Caribbean “turtle commons.” According to Michael Crayton, following 

the abolition of slavery in the Caymans in 1834, “the one occupation in which ex-slaves 

and ex-masters had come to fruitful accommodation was in the business of turtling.”295 

While the aforementioned laundry paddle hints at the subject’s identity as a domestic 

worker, her absorption in the removal of the shell emphasizes her investment in this 

supplementary labor. Depicted in a state of total concentration, the tensed arch of her 

back exudes a focused determination as she bends over the object of her craft. The 

helpless turtle appears to be small or juvenile—it fits easily in her lap. As Homer’s 

watercolors illustrate, the capture of a full-grown Hawksbill sea turtle required the 

collaborative effort of several individuals, typically men, to capture and sedate. However, 

the modest size of the turtle in the drawing allows for the possibility that she may have 

caught it herself. Thus, Pissarro’s drawing is unique in its visual description of Black 

women’s labor and craft, a remarkable work in its revelation of the participation of Afro-

Caribbean women in multiple stages of the tortoiseshell trade in the nineteenth-century 

Atlantic. While Pissarro’s drawing predated the first Impressionist exhibition by two 

 
Commission, accessed July 1, 2019, https://cs.sa.dk/picture/view-
values/283229?selectedTab=34&locale=en. 
 
295 Crayton, 111. This assertation is supported by Sharika Crawford: “Caribbean ex slaves 
[sic] increasingly continued and even grew more involved in the turtle industry in the 
years after the emancipation of slavery.” Sharika Crawford, email message to author, 
December 10, 2018.  
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decades, his careful draftsmanship presaged the observations of Edmond Duranty on the 

role of drawing within the movement: 

“And the aim of drawing, in these modern attempts, is precisely that of 
becoming so intimately acquainted with nature and of embracing it so 
strongly that it will become unexceptionable in all its character. Farewell 
to the human body treated like a vase with a decorative, swinging curve; 
farewell to the uniform monotony of the framework, the flayed figure 
jutting out beneath the nude; what we need is the particular note of the 
modern individual, in his clothing, in the midst of his social habits, at 
home or in the street . . . By means of a back, we want a temperament, an 
age, a social condition to be revealed; through a pair of hands, we should 
be able to express a magistrate or a tradesman; by a gesture, a whole series 
of feelings.”296 
 

Considered in this regard, Pissarro’s drawing blends picturesque idealization with a 

proto-Impressionist fidelity to the particularities of the post-emancipation landscape of 

St. Thomas, an image of Caribbean modernity produced within the crucible of 

emancipation and tethered to global networks of fashionable consumption and 

commodity exchange. 

 

The Persistent Picturesque 

At the beginning of a new century, Camille Pissarro imparted the following words of 

professional advice to his son Lucien, an artist, illustrator and printmaker in his own 

right:  

You shouldn’t do what one is in the habit of calling picturesque;  

 
296 Edmond Duranty, “The New Painting: Concerning the Group of Artists Exhibiting at 
the Durand-Ruel Galleries (1876),” Impressionism and Post-Impressionism 1874–1904 
Sources and Documents, ed. and trans. Linda Nochlin (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice 
Hall, Inc., 1966), 5.   
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in my opinion, simplicity is far more picturesque than fantasy. People 
have some funny ideas about the word picturesque, the bad romantic is the 
cause of it . . .297  

 
After wrestling with the Caribbean picturesque during his formative years, Pissarro 

ultimately dismissed the mode as the purview of the “bad romantic,” a fantasy genre that 

ran counter to his Realist sympathies. However, the scholarly misapprehension of 

Pissarro’s “Study of a seated female figure harvesting tortoiseshell” points to the 

persistence of the picturesque and the hegemony of Eurocentric art historical 

methodologies of the last century. In the Western canon, “woman sewing” is an 

iconographic fixture, appearing in the works of Vermeer, Millet, and Van Gogh, among 

countless others, its own gendered visual trope that certainly fueled the popularity of the 

image of the West Indian washerwoman among consumers in the colonies and the 

metropole. Steeped as they were in the visual traditions of European art, Brettell and 

Lloyd could comfortably disregard the fissures in the object at hand. As they completed 

their taxonomical assessment of Pissarro’s archive, their determinations were also 

haunted by the specters of colonial memory, of gendered and raced tropes and types 

lurking within and without the archive—in short, the persistence of the picturesque. In 

doing so, hierarchies of race and gender remained preserved in the archival record. The 

creative contributions of Black women were overlooked. Contradictions were smoothed 

over like a piece of worked tortoiseshell.  

 
297 Pissarro to Lucien Pissarro, February 28, 1900, quoted in Richard R. Brettell, Joachim 
Pissarro, and Mary Anne Steven, The Impressionist and the City: Pissarro’s Series 
Paintings (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1992), 123.  
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Derrida posited that those who control the archive control the memory and by 

extension, the power.298 Today, Pissarro’s early drawings are housed at the Ashmolean 

Museum in Oxford, an institution with its own contested colonial history. The 

sensitivities of pigment and paper require that Pissarro’s drawings and other like them be 

tucked away from the eager eyes of the public. Eric Ketelaar argues that though these 

measures insure in part the security, integrity, and conservation of the archive, they also 

serve to rationalize legacies of appropriation and power.299 Like so many tortoiseshell 

curios, Pissarro’s youthful drawings represented his own personal relics of St. Thomas, 

fragments of memory that in many ways reveal his position as a privileged white 

bourgeois man in the post-emancipation period. Yet these works, exemplified by 

Pissarro’s “Study of a seated female figure harvesting tortoiseshell,” also represent a 

visual archive that is singular in the history of the Virgin Islands, and through close 

consideration, reveal new narratives—for sometimes, objects have their own stories to 

tell. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
298 Jacques Derrida, Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression (Chicago: University of  
Chicago Press, 1995), 4.  
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127 

CHAPTER 4 

 

 FRANCISCO OLLER AND THE IMAGE OF WASHINGTON IN THE  

“AMERICAN CENTURY” 

 

Puerto Ricans . . . still new to political combat and more artist than philosopher 

in the diverse manifestations of their political life, cannot escape from the 

general rule concerning externalization and using—and abusing—images to proclaim 

opinions and beliefs.300 

 

When perusing the painted miniatures of the Teodoro Vidal Collection at the Smithsonian 

American Art Museum, you will invariably encounter an unexpected scene—a North 

American bison enjoying a Caribbean holiday (fig. 48). Displaced from the Great Plains, 

the bison frolics playfully on a tropical beach, framed by swaying palms, turquoise 

mountains, and a dazzling blue sea. Vidal attributed this peculiar miniature to the Goyena 

brothers, three miniaturists active in Puerto Rico during the first half of the nineteenth 

century. The Goyena brothers probably never observed a bison in the flesh, but rather 

discovered the iconic North American creature through prints and illustrated natural 

histories of the United States.301 The exotic bison provided the perfect subject for this 

 
300 Manuel Fernández Juncos, “Political Iconography, 1888,” in The Intellectual Roots of 
Independence: An Anthology of Puerto Rican Political Essays, eds. Iris M. Zavala and 
Rafael Rodríguez (New York and London: Monthly Review Press, 1980), 86. 
 
301 Francisco Estanislao de los Dolores Goyena y O’Daly (1805–57), José Félix de los 
Dolores Goyena y O’Daly (1811–53), and Joaquín José de los Dolores Goyena y O’Daly 
(1813–43). It has been suggested that the Goyena brothers drew their inspiration from a 
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object of curiosity, a whimsical fantasy for consumption by a cosmopolitan Creole elite. 

Painted in watercolor imported from the United States or Europe on African ivory, 

the Bison miniature recalls the circulation of images, ideas, commodities, and people in 

the Atlantic world. Under the brush of the Goyenas, this foreign creature visualized the 

material link between Puerto Rico and the United States, evincing the power of an 

emergent mass culture to bridge the vast expanse between the North American Great 

Plains and a small island in the middle of the Caribbean Sea.   

This curious miniature is a great object to think with as I attempt to interrogate the 

role of images and symbols within Puerto Rico’s shifting political landscape at the turn of 

the century. After over 200 years of uninterrupted Spanish rule in Puerto Rico, the rise of 

the United States as an imperial power culminated in the War of 1898, a confrontation 

between the US, Spain, and Cuba that resulted in the seizure and occupation of Puerto 

Rico.302 Though the invasion of Puerto Rico was merely a twinkle in Uncle Sam’s eye 

 
popular print by the artist-naturalist Titian Ramsay Peale (1799–1885). See “Bisonte con 
palmeras (Bison with Palm Trees), ca. 1822–50,” Smithsonian American Art Museum, 
accessed July 9, 2019, https://americanart.si.edu/artwork/bisonte-con-palmeras-bison-
palm-trees-35448. Additionally, Teodoro Vidal notes that Francisco Estanislao’s wife 
was North American. Teodoro Vidal, El Arte de la Miniatura en Puerto Rico (San Juan: 
Ediciones Alba, 2015), 81. For further reading on the Goyena family, see Vidal, Cuatro 
puertorriqueñas por Campeche (San Juan: Ediciones Alba, 2000). 
 
302 The name of the conflict has been subject to revision in recent decades. Thomas 
Paterson, for example, suggests that the events of 1898 might be better remembered as 
the “Spanish-American-Cuban-Filipino War” to better represent the parties involved. See 
Thomas Paterson, “U.S. Intervention in Cuba, 1898: Interpreting the Spanish-American-
Cuban-Filipino War,” OAH Magazine of History 12, no. 3 (Spring 1998): 5–10. In Spain, 
the conflict is known as El Desastre de ‘98 (“The Disaster”) or La Guerra de Cuba (“The 
Cuban War”). Recently, Taína Caragol and Kate Lemay, curators of the exhibition 
project 1898: The American Imperium (working title) at the National Portrait Gallery 
have adopted the simplified moniker “War of 1898,” already in use by several scholars. 
For simplicity and clarity, I have chosen to follow their example.   
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when the Goyena brothers were working in the early nineteenth century, 

the Bison miniature presents a discordant fusion of Puerto Rican and US mainland 

iconography that raises productive questions: What might a quintessentially “American” 

symbol, like the bison, signify in a Puerto Rican context? What symbols, icons, and 

motifs would be deployed as part of “Americanization,” the US imperial program 

intended to deculturate and assimilate Puerto Rican society in the wake of the War of 

1898? And in turn, how would these symbols be understood and even appropriated by 

Puerto Ricans themselves at the turn of the century? 

A consideration of the life and work of Francisco Oller, a Puerto Rican painter 

active during the transition from Spanish to US rule in Puerto Rico, offers a productive 

point of departure to explore these questions. In the early years of the US occupation 

Oller unveiled a monumental portrait of George Washington based on Gilbert Stuart’s 

iconic Lansdowne portrait. Like the Goyena Brothers, Oller had never set foot in the 

United States, but was likely familiar with the Lansdowne portrait and other images of 

Washington through reproductive engravings circulating in the Atlantic world. Of the 

artist’s large and varied oeuvre, an impressive body of works that includes Impressionist 

landscapes, still lifes, genre scenes, and even academic history painting, Oller’s 

Washington represents his fullest engagement with the artistic traditions of the mainland 

United States, his own “take” on one of the most enduring of American symbols. 

However, the current location of the artwork is unknown, its visual details just barely 

discernable through textual descriptions and photographic reproductions carefully pieced 
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together from period sources (fig. 49).303 This chapter attempts a recuperation of this long 

lost portrait, considering Oller’s Washington within the nexus of Americanization, 

educational reform, and the artist’s own educational mission in Puerto Rico following the 

War of 1898. I argue that Oller saw in the arrival of the United States an opportunity to 

bring his lifelong vision of a liberalized and enlightened Puerto Rican society to fruition, 

a mission that was deeply grounded in an emergent sense of Puerto Rican nationhood. At 

the same time, the patriotic vision embodied by his Portrait of George Washington is 

difficult to extricate from the imperialist agenda of the United States in the first years of 

the twentieth century. This chapter explores the brief moment of optimism represented by 

Oller’s Washington, as well as the ways the artist’s aspirations were misaligned and 

ultimately unfulfilled by the promises of American empire.  

 

Positioning Puerto Rico 

A consideration of Oller’s artistic endeavors at the beginning of the “American Century” 

necessarily raises the question of the artist’s position with the canon of American art. 

 
303 The most concrete record of its whereabouts can be located in an inventory prepared 
by the Comité de Emergencia de Puerto Rico para la Conservación de Valores 
Históricos en ocasión de la Segunda Guerra Mundial, an initiative for cultural 
preservation funded by the WPA during the Second World War. In the inventory, the 
painting appears under the heading of the House of Representatives in the Capitol 
building. See Carlos Carreras, “Inventorio de las obras pictóricas mas importantes que se 
conservan en edificios públicos de San Juan de Puerto Rico,” Boletín de la Academia de 
las Artes y las Ciencias de Puerto Rico 2 (April–June 1942): 191. A later reference to the 
portrait appears in Carrerra’s Hombres y mujeres de Puerto Rico (1980). Carreras stated 
that the portrait remained within the collection of the Capitol. However, Capitol officials 
have been unable to locate the work. In my view, there is a possibility that Carreras 
confused Oller’s Portrait of Washington with a contemporaneous portrait by José Lopez 
de Victoria, discussed later in this chapter. See Carlos N. Carreras, Hombres y mujeres de 
Puerto Rico (Mexico City: Editorial Orion, 1980), 37. 
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Over the past decade or so, the field has been driven by a marked “transnational turn,” 

defined by Wanda Corn and Amelia Goerlitz and as the “continuing expansion of the 

canon to include marginalized immigrant, border, bi- and tricultural artists” as well as an 

“increased attention to exchange between American artists and non-European 

cultures.”304  Oller would seem to fit comfortably within this new paradigm as a Puerto 

Rican-born, former Spanish colonial subject turned US citizen in the final months of his 

life. Yet despite these developments, American Art has featured a mere two monographic 

treatments of Puerto Rican artists over the course of its 30-year history, and recent 

scholarship on Oller’s life and work remains remarkably limited.305 

Oller was tentatively welcomed into the fold of American art following the 

publication of Edward Sullivan’s From San Juan to Paris and Back: Francisco Oller and 

Caribbean Art in the Era of Impressionism (2014), a pivotal contribution that culminated 

in the exhibition “Impressionism and the Caribbean: Francisco Oller and His 

Transatlantic World” at the Brooklyn Museum of Art in 2015 with the support of the 

Terra Foundation for American Art.306 As their titles suggest, both projects favored a 

transatlantic rather than a hemispheric perspective. Sullivan highlights Oller’s 

 
304 Wanda Corn, (American Art in a Global Context: An International Symposium, 
Smithsonian American Art Museum, September 28–30, 2006), quoted in Amelia 
Goerlitz, 62. Also see Caroline Riley, “Setting the Table: A Statistical Overview” (A Half 
Century of Fellowship: Wyeth Foundation for American Art Symposium, Smithsonian 
American Art Museum, October 9, 2020).  
 
305 See Andrew Connors, “José Campeche’s San Juan Nepomuceno,” American Art 11, 
no. 2 (Summer 1997): 136–140 and Abigail McEwen, “Olga Albizu and the Borders of 
Abstraction,” American Art 29, no. 2 (Summer 2015): 86–111.  
 
306 The funding priorities of the Terra Foundation for American Art have profoundly 
influenced the direction of the field in the past decade and a half. Goerlitz, 62.  
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“transatlantic visuality,” focusing on the artist’s studies in Madrid and Paris, his personal 

relationships with figures like Thomas Couture and Paul Cézanne, and his stylistic 

affinities with French artists like Gustave Courbet.307 While the importance of Sullivan’s 

contribution cannot be understated, Oller’s relationship to the artistic traditions of the 

mainland United States remains to be fully explored. E. Carmen Ramos has noted that 

“the effort to ground Latino art within US culture and history is a defining feature of the 

scholarship in this still developing field of study.”308 In this light, considering Oller and 

his oeuvre within the broader narrative of American art, rather than emphasizing its 

dialogue with aspects of European style, is productive, and the artist’s take on the most 

iconic portrait in the history of US art, produced at a pivotal moment in the history of the 

United States and Puerto Rico, seems an ideal starting point for this endeavor.  

Oller’s liminal position on the margins of American art may be due in part to 

what Taína Caragol has described as the “strict boundaries that have been assigned to the 

fields of American and Latin American art, which traditionally exclude artists on the 

verge of both cultures.”309 Produced in the midst of the transition from Spanish to US 

rule, Oller’s portraits of US leaders past and present represent one of the more perplexing 

 
307 Sullivan, From San Juan to Paris and Back, 38. 
 
308 E. Carmen Ramos, “What is Latino about American Art?” in E. Carmen Ramos and 
Tomás Ybarra-Frausto, Our America: The Latino Presence in American Art 
(Washington, DC: Smithsonian American Art Museum, 2014), 34. Ramos also notes that 
the robust collection of Latino art at SAAM, comprised in part by the Teodoro Vidal 
Collection, is one of the few of its kind in a non-ethnically specific museum. 
 
309 Taína B. Caragol, “Archives of Reality: Contemporary Efforts to Document Latino 
Art,” American Art 19, no. 3 (Fall 2005): 3. Also see Tomás Ybarra-Frausto, “Imagining 
a More Expansive Narrative of American Art,” American Art 19, no. 3 (Fall 2005): 9–15. 
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aspects of his oeuvre, occupying an uneasy position in histories of Puerto Rican art 

defined by a sense of national identity or Puertorriqueñidad. Celebrated as the father of 

Puerto Rican painting, an interrogation of Oller’s careful courtship of the US imperial 

regime strikes many as betraying the cause of Puerto Rican sovereignty. Scholars of 

Oller’s work have largely shied away from considering paintings that appear so clearly 

inscribed within the US imperial project and as a result, a nuanced understanding of 

Oller’s personal, political, and financial motivations during this period remains elusive.310 

Ironically, it is Oller’s lost Portrait of George Washington that is best suited as a point of 

departure for exploring this understudied moment in the artist’s career. An interrogation 

of this lost work reveals the full extent of the artist’s attempts to curry favor with the new 

US regime, as well as his professional and ideological alignment with the United States 

vis-à-vis the figure of George Washington. Like Oller, I begin this project at a critical 

juncture in the history of Puerto Rico and the United States. The long-term consequences 

of the US imperial project that unfolded at the height of Oller’s artistic career reveal the 

urgent need for an examination of the artist’s life and work within this context. As in my 

previous chapters, my endeavor evinces the potency of archival fragments to probe a 

lacuna in the art historical discourse, and in doing so, sheds light on Oller’s relationship 

to American empire.  

 

 
310 See Rubén Alejandro Moreira’s commentary on Oller’s Portrait of William McKinley. 
Rubén Alejandro Moreira “Fiasco… ¿Oller?” 80 grados, March 18, 2016, 
http://www.80grados.net/fiasco-oller/. A notable exception is Edward Sullivan’s essay, 
“Conflicted Affinities: Francisco Oller and William McKinley,” in From San Juan to 
Paris and Back, 159–175. 
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Francisco Oller’s Portrait of George Washington 

Saturday, February 22, 1902 marked the official celebration of George Washington’s 

birthday in San Juan. It had been nearly two years since the Foraker Act of 1900 

established an official US government in Puerto Rico, marking the beginning of the 

project of Americanization that included, among other things, the swapping of Catholic 

feast days for the birthdays of presidents in the official calendar.311 That Saturday, 

businesses around San Juan closed in observance of the first president’s birthday. The 

front page of La Correspondencia de Puerto Rico featured patriotic tidbits like “¿Quien 

era Betsy Ross?” and “El secreto de Washington,” accompanied by a cartoon illustrating 

the legend of Washington and the cherry tree. It was on this day Oller chose to unveil his 

monumental Portrait of George Washington in the hall of his newly reestablished school 

of painting and drawing.312 Reports in the press reveal that Oller had based his 

composition on Gilbert Stuart’s iconic Lansdowne portrait (1796) (fig. 50), describing the 

painting as “a canvas of large size . . . depicting Washington with a sword in his left hand 

and his right hand outstretched” standing beside “a table stacked with various books and 

manuscripts” and before “a velvet curtain and a stuffed armchair in the background.”313 

The full-length, life-sized portrait of George Washington was likely one of Oller’s largest 

compositions to date, surpassed only by his magnum opus, El Velorio (fig. 51). 

According to La Correspondencia, as Oller flung open the doors of his academy that 

 
311 César J. Ayala and Rafael Bernabe, Puerto Rico in the American Century: A History 
since 1898 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2007), 78. 
 
312 La correspondencia de Puerto-Rico, February 22, 1902, 1. 
 
313 La correspondencia de Puerto-Rico, August 27, 1903, 2. 
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Saturday morning, an orchestra directed by local maestro Duchesne burst into a rendition 

of “Washington’s hymn,” and students and visitors flooded the school to catch a glimpse 

of the portrait of the renowned American statesman.314 The article praised the painting’s 

“magnificent details,” declaring “The painting is an admirable work of art, in our opinion, 

the best that has sprung from the palette of our compatriot.” The piece continued to 

describe the excitement of Oller’s students, stating “all could see their enthusiasm as they 

contemplated the work of their master.”315 

The publicized atmosphere of jubilation that surrounded the unveiling of Oller’s 

Portrait of George Washington appears strikingly at odds with Puerto Rico’s colonial 

status, newly stripped of its sovereignty and subjected to forced assimilation by an 

aggressive imperial power. Yet for many Puerto Ricans, the arrival of the United States 

offered the promise of new social, political, and economic opportunities. Oller’s decision 

to debut his Portrait of George Washington before an audience of devoted pupils at his 

academy inscribed the work within his lifelong mission of artistic pedagogy, a mission 

that resonated both with the liberal mystique of the United States embodied by the figure 

of Washington, as well as the sweeping education reforms initiated in the first years of 

the US regime. In the following sections, I will review Oller’s various pedagogical 

projects as they developed over the course of his life, considering their relationship to the 

 
314 Likely Casimiro Duchesne, a clarinetist, composter, and conductor of bands and 
orchestras in San Juan and a member of a prominent family of Puerto Rican musicians in 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. See Ruth Glasser, My Music is My flag: 
Puerto Rican Musicians and their New York Communities, 1917–1940 (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2000), 57.  
 
315 La correspondencia de Puerto-Rico, February 22, 1902, 1. 
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discourses of liberalism and nation building developing across the Americas over the 

course of the long nineteenth century.   

 

Oller’s education and pedagogical influences 

The scope of Oller’s personal artistic education and pedagogical activity was unrivaled in 

his native Puerto Rico, both by his predecessors and his contemporaries. The late Puerto 

Rican curator and scholar of Oller’s work, Haydee Venegas, has emphasized that “Oller 

was, before everything, a painter-teacher.”316 Devoted to education and to his country, 

Oller strove to develop a formalized program of artistic education in Puerto Rico through 

the establishment of schools of drawing and painting. Over the course of his artistic 

career, Oller taught at various institutions on the island, founding at least a dozen schools 

over a period of fifty years. In addition to these activities, he published lectures and 

treatises on artistic theory shaped by his own formal education abroad.317 Oller’s artistic 

education consisted of an eclectic, transatlantic trajectory of teachers, methods, and 

geographies spanning Puerto Rico, Madrid, and Paris, experiences that would be 

instrumental as the painter developed his own pedagogical projects and teaching 

philosophy. Though the painter’s education has been well chronicled by his biographers, 

it is worthwhile to briefly recount his experiences here.318 

 
316 Haydee Venegas, “Oller Maestro,” Horizontes: Revista de la Universidad Católica de 
Puerto 28, no. 56 (April 1985): 101.  
 
317 See for instance, Francisco Oller, Conocimientos necesarios para dibujar de la 
naturaleza de elementos de perspectiva al alcance de todos, 5th ed. (San Juan: Tipografía 
“El Pais”, 1902).  
 
318 Delgado, Francisco Oller y Cestero, 14–44, and Sullivan, 47–60. 
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Oller’s artistic education began in Puerto Rico. At the age of twelve, Oller 

enrolled in the drawing classes of Juan Cleto Noa at the Sociedad Económica de Amigos 

del País, a Spanish initiative to promote culture and economic prosperity on the island.319 

Though nearly unknown today, Noa was well regarded during his life—his obituary in La 

Correspondencia de Puerto Rico states that “He dedicated himself to teaching with the 

commitment of a religious vocation, cultivating drawing and disseminating this 

knowledge among his numerous Puerto Rican students.”320 Under Noa’s tutelage, Oller 

honed his skills by copying the paintings of José Campeche y Jordan (1751–1809), the 

eighteenth-century painter lauded as the father of Puerto Rican art.321 Campeche’s grand 

manner portraits, exemplified by his full-length treatment of Don Miguel Antonio de 

Ustáriz, Governor and Captain General of Puerto Rico from 1789 to 1792, would prove 

formative for Oller’s forays into official portraiture (fig. 52). Marshalling the formal 

conventions of the grand manner, Campeche portrayed Ustáriz as an avatar of an 

enlightened Puerto Rican society in the wake of the Bourbon Reforms. Attired in a 

sumptuous ensemble of embroidered textiles and handmade laces, the Governor is 

represented at full-length amid an equally refined room in La Fortaleza. With his left arm 

outstretched, Ustáriz clutches an enormous urban plan of the capitol city of San Juan that 

unfurls over the opposite sides of an elaborate table. The orderly repetition of the city 

blocks is echoed in the floor tiles below, which inevitably draw our eyes to a large 

 
319 Sullivan, From San Juan to Paris and Back, 38. 
 
320 La correspondencia de Puerto-Rico, April 5, 1902, 4.  
 
321 Sullivan, From San Juan to Paris and Back, 38–44. 
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window offering an unobstructed view of the paving of the streets of San Juan.322 Below, 

the shared participation of minuscule enslaved and free laborers of African, Indigenous, 

and European descent in the construction of San Juan presages the mythos of a single 

Puerto Rican identity born of the harmonious fusion of these three groups. His first 

attempt at painting his native city, Campeche’s portrait visualizes the stirrings of 

Puertorriqueñidad, albeit under the continued dominion of Spain.  

Oller’s youthful study of Campeche’s grand manner portraits under the guidance 

of his teacher, Juan Cleto Noa, provided the artist with a formal and ideological template 

to adhere to as he embarked upon his mature career. Writing to his prospective students 

many years later, Oller would seem to refer to his relationship with Noa: “Art always 

knocks at our door . . . above all, there will come one day a colleague, as I am to you, 

who will help you to ensure that the immortal Campeche will not have been the last artist 

to paint in Puerto Rico.”323 Oller’s studies under Noa marked the first of several 

important student-teacher relationships that would inform the artist’s appreciation for 

pedagogy and his future aspirations as an art educator. 

Oller’s nascent talent soon caught the attention of the local authorities and when 

he was sixteen years of age the Spanish-appointed governor of Puerto Rico, General Juan 

Prim, offered to finance a course of study in Rome. Though this proposition was 

 
322 René Taylor, José Campeche y su tiempo [José Campeche in his Time] (Ponce: 
Museo de Arte de Ponce, 1988), 164. Also see Emily Thames, “Views of Eighteenth-
Century San Juan, Puerto Rico in the Work of José Campeche (1751–1809),” 
(Conference Presentation, Annual Meeting of the American Society for 18th Century 
Studies, March 23, 2018).  
 
323 Oller, quoted in Sullivan, From San Juan to Paris and Back, 182.  
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declined, just two years later Oller departed for Madrid and enrolled at the Real 

Academia de Bellas Artes de San Fernando.324 Founded in the first half of the eighteenth-

century, the Academia de San Fernando represented a traditional academic model of 

artistic instruction that featured drawing from casts, life drawing, anatomy, perspective, 

arithmetic and geometry, and art theory.325 This would be Oller’s only period of study at 

a state-sponsored art academy—though the Spanish Viceroy had established art 

academies in Mexico City and Cuba, no such institution existed in Puerto Rico.326 Oller’s 

experience at the Academia San Fernando was arguably formative in his lifelong quest to 

establish an official academy of art in his native Puerto Rico. 

Oller returned to Puerto Rico from 1853–58 before embarking again for Europe 

with Paris as his destination. During the years that followed, Oller’s artistic education 

consisted of an eclectic mix of formal and informal instruction. In 1859, he entered the 

workshop of Thomas Couture, the juste-milieu painter most often remembered for his 

tutelage of Édouard Manet.327 Oller continued to advance his education, enrolling in the 

 
324 Sullivan, From San Juan to Paris and Back, 48.  
 
325 Delgado, Francisco Oller y Cestero, 14. For a history of the Academia de San 
Fernando, see José María de Azcárate Ristori, “Génesis y evolución de la Real Academia 
en el período 1744–1843,” Obras Maestras de la Real Academia de San Fernando 
(Madrid: Real Academia de San Fernando, 1994), XVII–XXV.  
 
326 Grove Art Online, s.v. “Latin American art academies,” by Paul Niell, accessed 27 
August 2019, 
https://www.oxfordartonline.com/groveart/view/10.1093/gao/9781884446054.001.0001/
oao-9781884446054-e-2000000080. 
 
327 Albert Boime, Thomas Couture and the Eclectic Vision (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1980), 549–550. 
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École Imperiale et spéciale de Dessin, known as the “Petite École” in 1863.328 During 

this period, Oller also frequented the Académie Suisse, an informal studio that provided 

artists a space to draw from live models for a small fee without tuition or exams and 

attracted a cohort of soon-to-be renowned artists.329 There, Oller painted alongside 

Claude Monet and Camille Pissarro, who he introduced to one of his first “pupils,” Paul 

Cézanne.330 Through the acquaintance of Monet, Oller entered the workshop of Charles 

Gleyre that same year, studying alongside Pierre-Auguste Renoir, Alfred Sisley, and 

Frédéric Bazille and possibly even Gustave Courbet.331 Sullivan asserts that when Oller 

 
328 Founded in the eighteenth century as a technical school for training in the industrial 
arts, the Petite École promoted the radical memory drawing theories of instructor Horace 
Lecoq de Boisbaudran and was largely viewed as a preparatory school for the École des 
Beaux-Arts. Its students included Charles Garnier, Jean-Baptiste Carpeaux, Henri Fantin-
Latour, and Auguste Rodin. See Frédéric Ballon and Richard Wittman, “Teaching the 
Decorative Arts in the Nineteenth Century: The École Gratuite de Dessin, Paris,” Studies 
in the Decorative Arts 3, no. 2 (Spring–Summer 1996): 84. Oller’s registration card is 
reproduced in Haydee Venegas, “Francisco Oller: a catalogue raisonné,” (Master’s 
Thesis, Florida State University, 1979), 251. For a discussion of the theories of Horace 
Lecoq de Boisbaudran, see Petra ten-Doesschate Chu, “Lecoq de Boisbaudran and 
Memory Drawing: A Teaching Course between Idealism and Naturalism,” in The 
European Realist Tradition, ed. Gabriel Weisberg (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University 
Press, 1982), 242–89. 
 
329 A description of the Académie Suisse can be found in Georges Riat, Gustave Courbet 
peintre (Paris, 1906), 28–29. 
 
330 In a letter to Lucien Pissarro, Pissarro recounted how “in 1861 Oller and I went to see 
the curious provençal at the Académie Suisse where Cézanne’s figure drawings were 
being ridiculed by all the important artists . . .” Camille Pissarro to Lucien Pissarro, 
December 4, 1895 in Camille Pissarro: Letters to His Son Lucien, ed. John Rewald (New 
York: Pantheon, 1943), 277. Later, Cézanne would appear as a student of Oller in the 
Salon livret.  
 
331 Delgado, Francisco Oller y Cestero, 24–6 and Sullivan, 55. See also Petra Ten-
Doesschate Chu, “Francisco Oller, Realist,” in Francisco Oller, un realista del 
impresionismo, ed. Marimar Benítez (Museo de Arte de Ponce, 1983), 60–63. 
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finally returned to Puerto Rico he would “put to work the lessons of all of the teachers 

with whom he studies in Paris either on a formal or informal basis” as he developed a 

program of artistic instruction for his native island.332 The Petite École, with its emphasis 

on practical skills for commercial and industrial artists, would provide an essential model 

for Oller’s mature pedagogical endeavors, as would the liberal precepts of the Acádemie 

Suisse and the personal tutelage of masters like Couture and Gleyre.  

 

Puerto Rican Nationalism in the Nineteenth Century 

Oller began his mature pedagogical career at a pivotal moment in the Atlantic world. 

Upon his return to San Juan in 1868, Oller founded the first of several formal and 

informal art academies, schools, and courses.333 As Nicholas Mirzoeff emphasizes, 1868 

was also the year of Baudelaire’s death, marking the end of an era in Paris and the 

painting of Manet’s The Execution of Maximilian, a meditation on the Second Empire’s 

failed imperial project in Mexico.334 In Spain, Republican revolutionaries deposed the 

monarchy, while in Cuba, a powerful guerilla revolt initiated the Ten Years’ War, the 

first of several brutal wars for independence.335 

 
332 Sullivan, From San Juan to Paris and Back, 50. 
 
333 Venegas, “Oller Maestro,” 101.  
 
334 Mirzoeff, The Right to Look, 172.  
 
335 César J. Ayala and Rafael Bernabe, Puerto Rico in the American Century: A History 
since 1898 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2007), 21 and José Trías 
Monge, Puerto Rico: The Trials of the Oldest Colony in the World (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1999), 10.  
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Both events sent shockwaves across the Atlantic. In the years that followed, Oller 

witnessed the birth of a Puerto Rican independence movement, the formulation of 

political parties, and the genesis of a national ethos.336 In many ways, these movements 

were indebted to the efforts of Ramón Emeterio Betances, recognized today as the father 

of the Puerto Rican nation. Like Oller and Pissarro, Betances studied in Paris and 

participated in the Revolution of 1848 that precipitated the abolition of slavery 

throughout the French Empire and the Danish West Indies.337 Scholars have speculated 

that Oller and Betances were likely acquainted during their studies—immersed in the 

revolutionary Paris of Pierre-Joseph Proudhon and Courbet, the two Puerto Ricans shared 

an abolitionist and liberal worldview.338 

Upon Betances’s return to Puerto Rico in the late 1860s, a nascent Puerto Rican 

nationalist movement began to coalesce around his cohort of revolutionaries, resulting in 

their expulsion from the island. Encouraged by Betances from his exile on St. Thomas, 

the rising tide of liberalism erupted in a short-lived revolt known as the Grito de Lares of 

 
336 Ayala and Bernabe, 21. 
 
337 Ibid.  
 
338 José Emilio González, “Puerto Rican National Culture in the Nineteenth Century and 
Francisco Oller,” in Francisco Oller: Un realista del impresionismo, 85. The most 
compelling evidence of an Oller-Betances connection can be located in an illustration 
from the Parisian magazine L’Illustration (fig). In 1896, the publication reproduced a 
portrait of the Cuban revolutionary General Antonio Maceo, signed by Oller and 
dedicated to Betances. The accompanying caption describes the image as “the last 
portrait of Maceo—drawing submitted by Dr. Betances,” suggesting that the drawing had 
been sent to the magazine by Betances directly. Oller likely copied the portrait from a 
photograph. L’Illustration (Paris), December 19, 1896. 
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1868.339 Under the banner of la bandera de Lares, the prototype for the contemporary 

Puerto Rican flag, several hundred coffee farmers revolted against the Spanish in Lares, a 

small town in the island’s western hills.340 Though the insurrection was short-lived, the 

Grito de Lares represented a pivotal moment in the development of a Puerto Rican 

nationalist movement. Roberto Márquez asserts that the Grito de Lares was “akin to a 

Declaration of Puerto Rican Independence,” igniting a new era of aspirational 

nationalism in Puerto Rican political thought.341 

 

Oller and Art Education in Puerto Rico 

In the wake of Lares, Oller’s mission of arts education must be understood through the 

prism of this emergent Puerto Rican nationalism and egalitarian philosophy. Oller 

returned from Paris to San Juan with a conception of artistic practice that was, in the 

words of Albert Boime, a “distinctly social, political, and religious mission and was 

obligated to contribute positively to society” that drew from the philosophies of Proudhon 

and Courbet.342 In a public lecture before the Normal School in Rio Piedras, Oller 

asserted that: 

 
339 Ayala and Bernabe, 21. See also Olga Jiménez de Wagenheim, Puerto Rico’s Revolt 
for Independence: El Grito de Lares (Boulder: Westview Press, 1985). 
 
340 La bandera de Lares was reported designed by Betances and sewn by revolutionary 
Mariana Bracetti, also known as “Brazo de Oro” or “Golden Arm.”  
 
341 Roberto Márquez, “Sojourners, Settlers, Castaways and Creators: A Recollection of 
Puerto Rico Past and Puerto Ricans Present,” The Massachusetts Review 36, no. 1 
(Spring 1995): 103.  
 
342 Albert Boime, “Oller and 19th Century Puerto Rican Nationalism,” in Francisco Oller: 
Un realista del impresionismo, 41.  
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the artist, like the writer, is obliged to stand for something: his painting 
should be like a book that edifies, that serves for the betterment of the 
human condition, that banishes evil, that elevates goodness, for that which 
defines art, the representation of nature for the good of humanity.343 
 

Quoting Proudhon in open letter to La Correspondencia, Oller tied his pedagogical 

philosophy to a sense of patriotic duty: “Every citizen is indebted to his Patria, and also, 

I believe... to humanity.”344 In Sullivan’s view, Oller saw himself above all as the heir of 

Maestro Rafael Cordero, the lauded Puerto Rican educator of African descent whose 

posthumous portrait Oller painted in 1890–2 (fig. 53).345 Cordero founded the first school 

in Puerto Rico for manumitted laborers and the children of the enslaved in 1810 and 

would continue to tutor male children of diverse racial and socioeconomic strata, several 

of whom would go on to become prominent figures in late nineteenth-century Puerto 

Rican society.346 Rather than electing a grand manner format, Oller opted for an intimate 

depiction of the celebrated educator, situating the wizened Black educator in his humble 

classroom. Gazing out of the picture plane, Cordero meets the eyes of the viewer with a 

look of steadfast resolution—above his head, several religion icons and a crucifix 

emphasize the religious quality of his devotion to the teaching profession. Surrounded by 

a group of children representative of the racial multiplicity of the island, their diversity 

and Cordero’s Blackness reflect Oller’s own egalitarian views on popular education in 

 
343 “Discurso de Oller en la Escuela Normal de la Universidad de Puerto Rico, 1903,” in 
Delgado, Francisco Oller y Cestero, 234. 
 
344 La correspondencia de Puerto Rico, December 18, 1898, 1. 
 
345 Edward Sullivan, conversation with author, October 23, 2019. See also Sullivan, From 
San Juan to Paris and Back, 92–3. 
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Puerto Rico. Like Cordero, Oller appeared in his own class portrait at the end of his 

career as an educator, pictured with a bevy of pupils in a rare photograph (fig. 54). 

Arranged by age, the youngest students are positioned nearest to Oller, while his mature 

female students stand in the upper echelon of the group. This path of development from 

youth to artistic and intellectual maturity culminates in the door on the right—with its 

open position, the viewer, like the students, are invited into Oller’s intellectual world.  

Though Oller tackled social ills like slavery, poverty, class and racial inequality, 

and unemployment in his paintings, the establishment of a program of arts education for 

his native Puerto Rico was arguably the most concrete means of enacting his liberal 

vision. By most accounts, Oller’s first art academy was a success. According to Venegas, 

237 students enrolled in the first year, among them Manuel Jordán and Pío Casimiro 

Bacener, a formerly enslaved artist whose Self-Portrait is currently in the collection of 

the Smithsonian American Art Museum (fig. 55).347 However, when Oller departed 

Puerto Rico for his second continental sojourn in 1873, Governor José Laureano Sanz 

closed the school in his absence, citing his departure from the island and a lack of 

enrollment.348 Years later, Oller ascribed political motives to the closure, accusing Sanz 

of shuttering his school because it was “disturbing in a political sense.”349 When Oller 

returned to Puerto Rico in 1884, he resumed his pedagogical activities, opening several 

more art academies over the years. Notable among these projects was the opening of the 

 
347 Haydee Venegas, “Oller Maestro.” 
 
348 Sullivan, From San Juan to Paris and Back, 62. 
 
349 La correspondencia de Puerto Rico, December 18, 1898, 1. 
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Escuela de Dibujo y Pintura para Señoritas in 1889 for the edification of young 

women.350 The school operated within a space at the Ateneo Puertorriqueño, an 

institution dedicated to the advancement of literature, music, and art that represented the 

heart of Puerto Rico’s cultural and intellectual life.351 Yet after just three years, the school 

shut its doors.352 Though Oller’s endeavors received sporadic assistance from the local 

government, his attempts to establish an art academy in Puerto Rico ultimately failed to 

secure official support in the long term. In 1893, Oller wrote to Fernández Nater 

expressing his disillusionment with the Spanish colonial authorities and their lack of 

interest in his pedagogical endeavors: 

Outstanding disciple of mine, writing to you has also come to renew an 
old pain in my soul. You know how hard and for how long I have 
struggled to establish and sustain a center for drawing and painting for 
women in Puerto Rico . . . my efforts have always been sterile because of 
the inertia and poverty of our local governments.353 
 

According to Oller, the difficulties of working alone and procuring professional models 

contributed to his dilemma.354 Year after year, the artist found his academies shuttered 

and petitions denied. The uneven nature of this patronage might have proved fatal to his 

ambitions, had not the ascendency of the United States in Puerto Rico opened new 

avenues of opportunity at the turn of the century. In the following sections, I will briefly 

 
350 “Escuela de Dibujo y Pintura en el Ateneo,” April 5, 1889, Boletín Mercantil, 3. 
 
351 For a deeper discussion of Oller’s relationship to the Ateneo, see Sullivan, From San 
Juan to Paris and Back, 104–5. 
 
352 Delgado, Francisco Oller y Cestero, 84–5. 
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discuss the events of 1898 in order to establish the impact of the US invasion and 

subsequent imperial regime on Oller’s artistic mission. 

 

Puerto Rican Sovereignty Before and After 1898 

In the decades following the revolutions of 1868, Puerto Rico’s political terrain was 

increasingly characterized by liberal reformers advocating for an increased level of 

autonomy or even independence from Spain.355 Those known as the autonomistas 

advocated for Puerto Rican oversight over domestic affairs, such as taxes and trade 

agreements while remaining within a political union with Spain. As war with the United 

States loomed on the horizon, Spain finally capitulated to the demands of the 

autonomistas in 1897, granting Puerto Rico an unprecedented degree of self-governance 

under a charter known as the Carta Autonómica. Though this document represented the 

most liberal arrangement in any Caribbean colony until the Second World War, the 

achievement would be short lived.356 A mere five months following the inauguration of 

the Carta Autonómica, the United States formally declared war on Spain as an act of 

retaliation for the sinking of the USS Maine in Havana harbor under the guise of 

liberating Cuba from Spanish misrule.357 US forces began a blockade and bombardment 

 
355 Ayala and Bernabe, 21. 
 
356 Trías Monge, 11–15. 
 
357 Lanny Thompson, Imperial Archipelago: Representation and Rule in the Insular 
Territories under U.S. Dominion after 1898 (Honolulu: University of Hawaiʻi Press, 
2010), 22. For overviews of the War of 1898, see Benjamin R. Beede, The War of 1898, 
and U.S. Interventions, 1898–1934: An Encyclopedia (New York: Taylor and Francis, 
1994); Daniel Immerwahr, How To Hide An Empire: A Short History Of The Greater 
United States (London, UK: Vintage UK, 2020); David F. Trask, The War with Spain in 
1898 (New York: MacMillan, 1981).  
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of San Juan harbor in May and June of 1898 that was recorded by Manuel Jordán in an 

Impressionistic marine (fig. 56). Shortly after the blockade, US troops invaded Puerto 

Rico, landing 20 miles west of Ponce at the town of Guánica on the island’s southwestern 

coast.358 The abrupt termination of the Carta Autonómica represents a painful moment in 

Puerto Rican history as the closest the island would ever come to full sovereignty.  

The invasion of Puerto Rico on July 25, 1898 was the final act of the Spanish-

American War that resulted in the ultimate demise of the Spanish empire and the 

ascendancy of the United States as a major world power in the twentieth century. After 

just four months of fighting, the “splendid little war” concluded with Spain ceding Puerto 

Rico, the Philippines, and Guam to the United States in the Treaty of Paris (1898). The 

treaty recognized the sovereignty of Cuba, but the United States swiftly launched a 

provisional military government on the island regardless.359 This strategic maneuver 

would be echoed in subsequent US invasions of Haiti (1914) and the Dominican 

Republic (1916).360 Though the precipitating factors of the conflict and motivations of the 

United States have been hotly debated by historians, the ultimate result is clear.361 

 
 
358 Thompson, 22 
 
359 Ibid. 
360 Ivan Musicant, The Banana Wars: A History of the United States Military Intervention 
in Latin America from the Spanish-American War to the Invasion of Panama (New York: 
Macmillan, 1990), 3.  
 
361 For a historiography of the Spanish-American War, see Paterson, “U.S. Intervention in 
Cuba, 1898.” 
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In a few short months, the United States had established what Lanny Thompson calls the 

“Imperial archipelago:” a strategic, overseas empire comprised of insular possessions 

across the globe.362 

Though the Puerto Rican reaction to the US invasion and subsequent occupation 

of the island remains a highly-contested subject, many scholars contend that the Puerto 

Rican elite viewed the ascendency of the United States as “a positive break with the 

past.”363 US forces met little resistance upon the invasion of the island in 1898, with the 

conflict that ensued lasting just 19 days. Prior to the events of 1898, many Puerto Ricans 

had viewed the United States as a model for their democratic aspirations. In the months 

leading up to Lares, for instance, Betances traveled to New York and sworn a declaration 

of intention to become a US citizen—Harold J. Lidin suggests that the Puerto Rican 

patriot admired the post-abolition United States as a “bastion of liberal ideals.”364 

Salvator Brau, an advocate for Puerto Rican autonomy and a close friend of Oller, later 

conceded that “a brighter and more civilizing nimbus surrounds Washington and Franklin 

than the halo of horrors embracing the Duke of Alba and Philip II.”365 According to 

Ayala and Bernabe, though some historians “would later recast 1898 as a traumatic 

 
362 Thompson,1–2, 22. 
 
363 Ayala and Bernabe, 15. See also Julian Go, American Empire and the Politics of 
Meaning: Elite Political Cultures in the Philippines and Puerto Rico during U.S. 
Colonialism (Duke University Press, 2008). 
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event… this had more to do with their retrospective evaluation of the consequences of the 

US rule than with the actual events at the time of the US occupation.”366 

The first two political parties organized in Puerto Rico after 1898 favored the 

incorporation of Puerto Rico into a territory of the United States in preparation for 

statehood, similar to the arrangement defined by the defunct Carta Autonómica. 

Optimistic Puerto Rican elites imagined the United States as a “State of States and a 

Republic of Republics” in which Puerto Rico could achieve both autonomy and 

prosperity.367 Many of these individuals eagerly accepted administrative roles and sought 

new opportunities in the new government, including Oller’s brother-in-law, Manuel 

Paniagua, who received the appointment of Vice Consul to Mexico from McKinley 

himself.368 In light of the atmosphere of optimism following the demise of Spanish 

hegemony, it is unsurprising that Oller himself would align his artistic activities with 

those of the incoming imperial power.  For his part, Oller looked to the United States as a 

new source of patronage for his artistic endeavors.  

 

Oller’s Portraits in the “American Century”  

So eager was the artist to align himself with the new regime that in 1898, Oller embarked 

upon a series of portraits of US leaders past and present before the war had even 

 
366 Ayala and Bernabe, 15. 
 
367 “Manifiesto de los dirigentes de la agrupación de los Puros Ortodoxos dirigido al país 
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concluded.369 Alongside the imposing figure of Washington, US-appointed military 

officers, governors, and even President William McKinley counted among his subjects in 

the early years of the US imperial regime. Between 1898 and 1907, Oller produced 

successive portraits of each US-appointed governor, including George Whitfield Davis 

(1899–1901), William Henry Hunt (1901–4), and Beekman Winthrop (1904–7). 370 In 

1898, Manuel Paniagua commented on Oller’s commitment to these projects, reporting 

“Frasquito [Oller] continues lunching at home, drinking his coffee from morning to night. 

With his academy and the portraits of Washington and McKinley, I see a future of 

happiness and maybe even Bank-notes opening before him . . .”371 By Paniagua’s 

estimation, these endeavors promised to provide the artist with professional fulfillment 

and financial success in the form of “Bank-notes,” a choice of words that merits further 

analysis. In 1900, US officials replaced the Spanish peso with US paper bank notes 

emblazoned with the visage of McKinley and others. As Alvita Akiboh has argued, this 

decision functioned in part to facilitate the “Americanization” of their new Puerto Rican 

subjects through the introduction of US symbols and power figures in the form of 

 
369 Edward Sullivan notes that Oller’s Portrait of William McKinley is signed October 18, 
1898. The formal peace treaty between the United States and Spain was not formally 
signed until signed until December 10, 1898 and was ratified by the Senate months later. 
Sullivan, From San Juan to Paris and Back, 170. 
 
370 Today, these portraits line the walls of the “Sálon Oller” in La Fortaleza, the 
governor’s mansion in San Juan, reminding tourists and visiting dignitaries of Puerto 
Rico’s neocolonial status. 
 
371 Delgado, Francisco Oller y Cestero, 124. In addition to McKinley, Oller produced 
successive portraits of each US-appointed governor, including Guy V. Henry (1898–
1899), George Whitfield Davis (1899–1901), William Henry Hunt (1901–4), and 
Beekman Winthrop (1904–7).    
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currency (fig. 57).372 Anticipating their introduction, Paniagua suggested that bank-notes, 

and by extension professional and financial success, awaited Oller in the “American 

Century.”  

A detailed look into the circumstances surrounding the production of Oller’s 

Portrait of William McKinley and his lesser-known Portrait of Governor-General Guy V. 

Henry further illuminates the careerism of the artist in the wake of 1898 (fig. 58 and fig. 

59). According to Sullivan, Oller’s Portrait of McKinley was produced as a gift for the 

incoming President in a transparent attempt to curry favor with the new regime.373 

Working from photographs, Oller depicted McKinley at three-quarters length, standing 

behind a nondescript table with relatively few objects on its surface. As in Stuart’s 

Lansdowne portrait, McKinley is attired with the simplicity of a minister, the austerity of 

his black suit emphasizing Anglo-Saxon values of virtue and restraint. In his right hand, 

McKinley clutches a map of Puerto Rico with a grasp so firm that the paper begins to 

crumple, a certain reference to the incoming Presidents newly obtained power over the 

island.  

However, in producing the portrait, Oller’s intentions exceeded a simple 

declaration of his allegiance as a newly-minted subject of the United States. When Oller 

mailed the portrait to Washington, DC following its competition in October of 1898, it 

was accompanied by a letter requesting that Oller receive an official sponsorship from the 

United States to travel to the Exposition Universelle of 1900 in Paris. A consideration of 

 
372 Alvita Akiboh, “Pocket-Sized Imperialism: U.S. Designs on Colonial Currency,” 
Diplomatic History 41, no. 5 (Nov. 2017): 882.  
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the objects laying on the table before McKinley speak to this epistolary exchange. The 

precarious position of the letter opener on the edge of the table suggests that a letter, 

perhaps Oller’s letter, has just been read—in turn, the loose cap of the silver inkwell 

intimates that the president is about to pen a response. With its handle facing towards the 

viewer, the letter opener recalls the artist’s brush—its diagonal slant mirrors those of 

Oller’s elaborate signature in the corner, inscribing the artist’s presence in the work. 

While the arrangement of these objects evinces a certain transactional quality in the work, 

their playful symbolism simultaneously echoes the optimism described by Paniagua, a 

notion that the arrival of the United States promised new opportunities for the ambitious 

Oller. At the same time, McKinley’s firm hand leaves no doubt as to where the balance of 

power rested in the relationship.  

A cache of documents from the Library of Congress related to Oller’s Portrait of 

Governor-General Guy V. Henry (1899), a US official who served as Governor-general 

on the island at the end of 1898, offers further insights into the artist’s activities in the 

first years of the US regime. The painting in question is a straightforward representation 

of the former Governor-General in the mode of a conventional military portrait. With 

golden epaulets perched on his shoulders and a chest dotted with medals, Governor-

General Henry appears in Oller’s portrait as a decorated war hero without a single 

reference, so far as I can tell, to his role within the complex political landscape of US-

occupied Puerto Rico. However, archival sources related to the work provide insight into 

Oller’s artistic aspirations, as well as networks of patronage among the island’s elite.  

Following the conclusion of the governor’s term, Oller and a handful of notable 

Puerto Ricans and US officials planned to commemorate Henry’s tenure as governor by 
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commissioning a portrait in his honor. A letter from the archive describes the portrait as 

“paid for by popular Puerto Rican subscription, intended as an honor to the recent 

governor-general, the purpose being to hang it in a public place.”374  Roberto H. Todd 

Wells, a native of the neighboring island of St. Thomas and one of the founders of the 

Puerto Rican Republican Party, served as a treasurer for the project.375 In addition to 

Todd Wells, subscribers to the portrait included Cayetano Coll y Toste, esteemed 

historian of Puerto Rico and the Secretary of Finance in the restructured insular 

government; Francisco de P. Acuña, Secretary of State; and over a dozen additional 

Puerto Rican bureaucrats in the Department of Public Works. As plans for the 

commission unfolded, US officials suggested that a committee be assembled to evaluate 

the artistic merit of the work following its completion. Among the nominees for the 

committee was Federico Degetau, a prominent Puerto Rican art collector and politician 

who would become the first Resident Commissioner of Puerto Rico, the island’s non-

voting delegate to the US House of Representatives. With little evidence to support their 

assertions, scholars have somewhat cynically ascribed the artist’s activities during this 

period to financial motives alone. The use of subscriptions and committees, as conceived 

by both US officials and the Puerto Rican elite, advanced a vision of US governance as 

egalitarian and democratic, a vision that was highly palatable to Oller’s own pedagogical 

and artistic aspirations.  

 
374 Francis L. Hills to Victor S. Clark, 14 September 1899, Puerto Rican Collection, 
Manuscripts Division, Library of Congress. 
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Portraits, Power, and the Academy in the Americas 

While Oller intended his portraits of Henry and McKinley as flattering gifts or homages 

for their respective subjects rather than official state portraits, his Portrait of George 

Washington drew from a long tradition of grand manner portraiture as a vehicle for the 

representation of power and a tool of nation building. As previously discussed, the grand 

manner tradition was well established in Puerto Rico by Jose Campeche, who adapted the 

format from European models for large scale portraits of various Spanish Colonial 

officials. As in the United States, these portraits appeared in both private residences and 

official buildings, creating a visual bridge between the small colony and the Spanish 

metropole.376 However, in the first years of the new US regime, Oller looked not only to 

the model of Campeche, but also to that of Gilbert Stuart, the preeminent portraitist of 

Federal America, whose renderings of George Washington became synonymous with the 

character of the first President and the national ideal he represented during his lifetime.377  

 Stuart’s Lansdowne portrait of Washington was commissioned by Mrs. William 

Bingham, one of the foremost tastemakers of US mainland society in the Federalist 

 
376 For a study of José Campeche’s grand manner portraits in Puerto Rico, see René 
Taylor, José Campeche y su tiempo; Arturo Dávila, Campeche: Mito y Realidad (San 
Juan: Museo de Arte de Puerto Rico, 2010); István Szászdi León-Borja; Ádám Szászdi 
Nagy, Los Gobernadores en la época de Campeche (San Juan: Fina Estampa 
Publicadora, 2012); and Teodoro Vidal, José Campeche: Portrait Painter of an Epoch. 
San Antonio Museum of Art, 2004. For a study of the tradition in the United States, see 
Michael Quick, Marvin S. Sadik, and William H. Gerdts, American Portraiture in the 
Grand Manner, 1720–1920 (Los Angeles: Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 1981); 
Richard H. Saunders and Ellen G. Miles. American Colonial Portraits, 1770–1776 
(Washington: Smithsonian Institution Press for the National Portrait Gallery, 1987). 
 
377 Quick, American Portraiture in the Grand Manner, 22. Also see Paul Staiti, “Gilbert 
Stuart’s Presidential Imagery,” in Shaping the Body Politic: Art and Political Formation 
in Early America, Maurie D. McInnis and Louis P. Nelson, eds. (Charlottesville and 
London: University of Virginia Press, 2011). 
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period, as a present for her friend the Marquis of Lansdowne, William Petty. Petty had 

been one of the few British supporters of American independence and remained invested 

in the normalization of commercial relations between the two countries following the 

Revolutionary War.378 Dressed in a simple suit of black velvet, Stuart’s Washington 

appears in the pose of a Roman orator, surrounded by the trappings of power—a 

formulaic choice that nevertheless assumed a new and powerful meaning in the context 

of the young American Republic. The only full-length portrait that depicts Washington as 

president rather than as a general, the image attained instant and enduring popularity as 

the “only” image of the first president. As Leo Baudy emphasizes, “Washington, fully 

convinced of his own destiny, swiftly became a national symbol, not so much of national 

power as of national spirit, a unifying image to which all parties could appeal.”379 

 Using Stuart’s Lansdowne Portrait as his model, Oller’s Portrait of George 

Washington leveraged the conventions of grand manner portraiture to articulate a sense of 

national identity that was inextricably linked to his efforts to establish a formal academy 

for drawing and painting in his native Puerto Rico. In fact, “Portraits of power” 

throughout the Americas located the foundations of nationhood within the art academy.380 

 
378 Quick, 22.  
 
379 Leo Baudy, The Frenzy of Renown: Fame and its History (New York: Vintage Books, 
1997), 451. 
 
380 I borrow the moniker “Portraits of Power” from curators Anna O. Marley 
(Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts) and Fernanda Pitta (Pinacoteca de São Paulo) 
over the course of their collaboration on Creando Historia: Making History in the 
Americas, a project of that explored the formation of art academies in the United States, 
Mexico, and Brazil through a transnational and hemispheric lens. For further reading on 
portraiture in the Spanish Americas, see Elizabeth P. Benson, Retratos: 2,000 Years of 
Latin American Portraits (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2005); 
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Mexican painter Andrés López’s Portrait of Don Matias de Gálvez y Gallardo (1790–1) 

in the collection of the Academia de San Carlos in Mexico City offers an instructive 

example (fig. 60). Following the precedent of the Academia San Fernando in Madrid, the 

Academia de San Carlos was founded by the Spanish Viceroy in 1785 as the first state-

sponsored art academy in the hemisphere.381 López’s portrait presents Don Matias de 

Gálvez y Gallardo, Viceroy and early supporter of the academy, as both patron of the arts 

and national patriarch. As in the Lansdowne portrait, Gálvez’s arm is outstretched, 

directing the viewer’s gaze to a pair of barefooted children dressed in rags in the middle 

ground of the composition. Despite their tattered clothing, the children are eager to 

partake in the life of the academy—a stretched canvas and a roll of paper can be spied 

under the arms of the child on the right. One of the primary objectives of the Academia 

de San Carlos was to educate and train the working classes of eighteenth-century Mexico 

City through tuition grants, several of which were earmarked for Indigenous students.382 
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381 Ray Hernández-Durán, “Modern Museum Practice in Nineteenth-Century Mexico: 
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In the immediate background of the composition two students, now well dressed, copy 

diligently from a Neoclassical plaster that looms prophetically over their heads. The 

suggestion is clear—the people and the nation will be elevated through the arts.383 

In the United States, Charles Willson Peale’s The Artist in his Museum (1822) 

best exemplifies this tradition of grand manner portraiture within the art academy (fig. 

61). Painted towards the end of his life, the 81-year-old Peale undertook the portrait as 

the last of a public commission of six self-portraits.384 Like Andrés López’s portrait of 

Gálvez and Stuart’s Washington, Peale assumes an instructive pose, welcoming the 

viewer with his right arm outstretched, while his left arm draws back a heavy velvet 

curtain that reveals the interior of his renowned Philadelphia Museum. With a theatrical 

flourish, the curtain opens onto a seemingly infinite space crammed with the 

accoutrements of art, science, and learning—a palette and brushes, taxidermy tools, the 

massive bones of his beloved mastodon, and row upon row of portraits, who despite the 

indiscernible quality of their rendering surely represent the visages of illustrious 

Americans. In the far end of the Museum’s “Long Room” as it was known, a woman can 

be spied lifting her arms in amazement, while a father can be observed guiding his son in 

the study of the various objects in the room, their activities modeling the ultimate purpose 

 
383 The whiteness of the plaster also hints at the racial hierarchies that structured Spanish 
Colonial society, including the forced assimilation of Indigenous peoples. 
 
384 David C. Ward, Charles Willson Peale: Art and Selfhood in the Early Republic 
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of Peale’s Museum—to educate and enlighten the citizenry of the early American 

Republic.385  

Peale founded the Philadelphia Museum in 1784 with the intention “to instruct the 

mind and sow the seeds of Virtue”386 among the US citizenry through science and the 

arts—his endeavors were arguably among the foremost manifestations of nation building 

in the early American Republic.387 In keeping with the artist’s egalitarian intentions, the 

Museum was open to the public, requiring a small admission fee of twenty-five cents. As 

Wendy Bellion emphasizes, Peale’s The Artist in his Museum “represents himself and his 

museum as a realization of republican desires,” crystalizing the artist’s Enlightenment-era 

philosophies in a single allegorical tour-de-force.388 The elevating mission of the 

Philadelphia Museum served as a precursor to Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts 

(PAFA), the oldest art academy in the United States. Peale, Benjamin West, and others 

founded the academy in 1805 with the expressed goal of “promoting the cultivation of the 

Fine Arts, in the United States of America, by . . . exciting the efforts of artists, gradually 
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to unfold, enlighten, and invigorate the talents of our Countrymen.”389 Today, PAFA is 

home to both Peale’s The Art in his Museum and a copy of Gilbert Stuart’s Lansdowne 

Portrait, both foundational works in the creation of a national ethos in the United States. 

Considered alongside Peale’s The Artist in his Museum and López’s Portrait of 

Don Matias de Gálvez y Gallardo, Oller’s Portrait of George Washington articulates a 

similar vision of popular elevation through knowledge, represented by a partnership 

between the nation and the art academy. In many ways, Oller’s various projects and 

endeavors mirrored those of Peale, most notably in his attempts to establish a teaching 

museum.390 Beyond the cause of universal education, Peale’s ultimate intention was to 

make his museum a publicly supported and government-funded institution, an aspiration 

which Oller shared.391 On January 22, 1901, Oller presented a written petition to the 

Cámara de Delegados for the creation of a “museum of arts and sciences” offering 

drawing courses.392 Later that year, Oller wrote to the Executive Council seeking funds to 

establish a gallery of art alongside his academy for the Puerto Rican public: 

The experience I have acquired during the many years of my artistic career 
spent in Europe alongside the great Masters, and having visited the 

 
389 Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts Charter of December 26, 1805, Board of 
Directors records, RG.01.02.01, The Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts Archives, 
Philadelphia, PA. 
 
390 Andrew Connors also noted Peale’s resemblance to Oller’s forerunner, José 
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1898–1902: Iniciativa de Oller en Tiempos de Borrasca Política,” Quiroga, no. 13 (Jan. –
June, 2018): 2–14. 
 
392 La correspondencia de Puerto Rico, January 22, 1901, 2. 
 



   

   
 

161 

principal Museums, particularly the Louvre of Paris, qualify me to offer 
my knowledge of a model of what could at this very moment be 
established as a Gallery of Art in Puerto Rico like the one I founded some 
time ago in the former Palace of the Delegation, that many were able to 
see. This center of civilization will bring glory not only to Puerto Rico but 
also to the United States, and to the Council for having founded it, and the 
date of its founding will be unforgettable for the Island. There are 
sufficient significant paintings in Puerto Rico to constitute a fine Gallery 
and they could be taken care of at no cost with the sole help of a 
custodian. Thus I very respectfully request that the Honorable Executive 
Council approve a resolution for the creation of a Gallery of Art in Puerto 
Rico and that the building referred to be designated for that purpose.393 

 

While Oller’s request was ultimately denied by the Executive Council, it is tempting to 

speculate whether the artist envisioned his monumental Portrait of George Washington 

on display in its galleries.394  

Though Oller never traveled to Mexico or the United States to view these portraits 

firsthand, he was certainly familiar with Josef Perovani’s Portrait of George Washington 

(1796) in the collection of the Academia de San Fernando (fig. 62). Perovani (Italian, 

1765–1835) produced this large-scale painting of Washington following the example of 

Gilbert Stuart and Charles Willson Peale in Philadelphia, where he resided from 1785 

before removing to Havana and later Mexico City to serve as an académico de mérito of 

painting at the Academia de San Carlos.395 The painting is the only known portrait of 

 
393 Quoted in Osiris Delgado Mercado, Los tesoros de la pintura puertorriqueña, 
exhibición inaugural del Museo de Arte de Puerto Rico/ Treasures of Puerto Rican 
Painting, Inaugural Exhibit (San Juan: Museo de Arte de Puerto Rico, 2001), 25. 
 
394 Ibid. Like Oller, Peale’s long struggle for government support of his projects would 
end in failure. Ward, 262.  
 
395 Isadora Rose-de Viejo, The Portrait of George Washington by Josef Perovani 
(Madrid: Museo de la Real Academia de Bellas Artes de San Fernando, 1998), 9–10, 14–
16; Michael A. Brown, “Spanish Presence in a Fledging Republic: Portraiture in Hispanic 
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George Washington in a Spanish collection, and it is believed that it was commissioned 

by Josef de Jáudenes y Neboy, the Spanish delegate to the United States, for presentation 

to Manuel Godoy, Secretary of State and official Protector of the Academy of Fine Arts 

in Madrid. Oller likely encountered Perovani’s impressive, albeit slightly bizarre portrait 

of Washington during his youthful studies in Madrid, perhaps even copying the portrait 

as part of his training at the Academia de San Fernando. As in Stuart’s Lansdowne 

portrait, Washington appears once again in a democratizing black suit, his right arm 

outstretched on this occasion to gesture towards a map of the nation’s new capitol, 

Washington, DC. The resonances between Stuart’s Lansdowne portrait, López’s Portrait 

of Don Matias de Gálvez y Gallardo, Peale’s The Artist in his Museum, and Perovani’s 

Washington demonstrate the existence of what Michael A. Brown has described as a 

“shared visual language” of grand manner academic portraiture developing across the 

Americas and the Spanish Atlantic in the long nineteenth century, providing a 

compositional and ideological model for Oller’s own Portrait of George Washington at 

the turn of the century.396 As a result, when Oller’s Washington was exhibited before his 

students on February 22, 1902, the painting served as an emblem of the artist’s 

commitment to education and liberalism that was rooted in a hemispheric and 

transatlantic tradition of grand manner portraiture and the art academy.  

 

 

 
America and the United States,” in New England/ New Spain: Portraiture in the Colonial 
Americas, 1492–1850, 211–2.  
 
396 Brown, 211. 
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Americanization and US Education Policy in Puerto Rico 

Oller’s interest in the figure of Washington must also be considered alongside the greater 

project of “Americanization” and the construction of empire in turn of the century Puerto 

Rico. In investigating these histories, I turn to J.M. Mancini’s exhortation that scholars 

seeking to determine the relationship of art to the formation of empire should begin “not 

with known artists, styles, or works of art, but rather with questions about how empire, 

and processes constituent to it, such as the waging of war, actually proceeded.”397 While 

seemingly tangential to notions of artistic production, the processes of Americanization, 

and particularly education reform, provide a critical lens to understand Oller’s life and 

work in the early years of the US imperial regime. With the acquisition of Puerto Rico, 

Cuba, the Philippines, and Guam, the United States assumed responsibility for over 10 

million individuals of cultures, religions, ethnicities, and geographic origins vastly 

different to those of the US mainland.398 Thus, in the first decades of territorial rule, US 

officials sought to instruct imperial subjects in the virtues of US civilization, embarking 

on a series of reforms known collectively as “Americanization.” While Americanization 

never represented a cohesive official policy, scholars have identified a number of 

 
397 J. M. Mancini, “Enacting Empire: War and the History of American Art,” Bully 
Pulpit, Panorama: Journal of the Association of Historians of American Art 6, no. 1 
(Spring 2020), https://doi.org/10.24926/24716839.10086. 
 
398 This phenomenon was described by Frederic R. Coudert as “the imperial problem.” 
Frederic R. Coudert, Jr., “Our New Peoples: Citizens, Subjects, Nationals or Aliens,” 
Columbia Law Review (January 1, 1903): 13–32; Pedro Cabán, “The Colonizing Mission 
of the United States in Puerto Rico, 1898–1930,” in Transnational Latina/o 
Communities: Politics, Processes, and Cultures, eds. Carlos G. Vélez-Ibáñez, Anna 
Sampaio, and Manolo González-Estay (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2002), 
115 and Lanny Thompson, 24. 
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strategies deployed by representatives of the United States to tutor, assimilate, and 

acculturate the people of Puerto Rico. These efforts included major political reforms, 

large-scale investments in infrastructure, and the institution of English as an official 

language.399 Above all, education reform emerged as a critical facet of US imperial 

policy. In the following sections, I will explore Oller’s Portrait of George Washington 

within the context of Americanization and education reform under the US regime in 

Puerto Rico. As a lifelong educator, Oller found himself aligned with the aspects of 

Americanization that sought to liberalize and enlighten Puerto Rican society, albeit 

through the prism of US hegemony. Oller’s efforts to establish a program of art education 

in Puerto Rico, embodied by his Portrait of George Washington, paralleled the 

ideological agenda of the United States in the wake of 1898 to such an extent that the 

painting was viewed by some as a vector of imperial power on the island. While Oller’s 

ultimate position on the activities of the United States remains unknowable, a close 

examination of these intersections reveals the extent to which his efforts were shaped and 

informed by the US presence on the island. 

Education reforms in Puerto Rico supported the strategic and economic ambitions 

of the United States as a newly minted imperial power.400 In 1902, Samuel McCune 

Lindsay, the second Commissioner of Education in Puerto Rico, explicitly described the 

 
399 Cabán, “The Colonizing Mission.” See also Aida Negrón de Montilla, “The Public 
School System and the Americanization Process in Puerto Rico from 1900 to 1930” (PhD 
diss., New York University, 1970), and Silvia Álvarez Curbelo, “La Batalla de los 
Signos: La invasión norteamericana de 1898 y la vida cotidiana en Puerto Rico,” Revista 
Mexicana del Caribe 2 (1996): 202–215. 
 
400 Cabán, 118.   
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value of education as a tool of US imperialism, declaring “Colonization carried forward 

by the armies of war is vastly more costly than that carried forward by the armies of 

peace, whose outpost and garrisons are the public schools of the advancing nation.”401 

For Lindsay and his colleagues, education reform represented the most efficient and 

effective means of ensuring US hegemony on the island. Along these lines, the centerfold 

from the November 20, 1901 issue of Puck lampooned the strategic deployment of 

education reform in the new possessions (fig. 63). Captioned “It’s ‘up to’ them,” a leering 

Uncle Sam presents a choice to a reluctant group of Filipino types: in one hand, a rifle-

toting US army man; in the other, a demure female schoolteacher, books in hand. 

For Puerto Ricans, the choice was clear. At the time of the US occupation, public 

education on the island was in an impoverished state following the strain of war and 

years of Spanish neglect.402 Oller’s repeated failure to secure the support of Spanish 

Colonial authorities for his pedagogical endeavors highlighted the educational challenges 

facing Puerto Rico during his lifetime. Thus, upon their arrival in 1898 US reformers 

embarked upon a grandiose plan to implement a system of universal public schooling.403 

Their efforts were summarized in the Report of the United States Insular Commission of 

1899 with missionary fervor: 

 
401 Puerto Rico Department of Education, Annual Report of the Commissioner of 
Education (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1902), 257.  
 
402 J.A. Jernigan, “Civics Education Policy and Americanization in Puerto Rico, 1900–
1904,” American Educational History Journal 41, no. 1 (2014): 99. 
 
403 Pablo Navarro-Rivera, “The Imperial Enterprise and Educational Policies in Colonial 
Puerto Rico,” in Colonial Crucible: Empire in the Making of the Modern American State, 
eds. Alfred W. McCoy and Francisco A. Scarano (Madison: The University of Wisconsin 
Press, 2009), 163. 
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Put an American schoolhouse in every valley and upon every hilltop in 
Porto Rico, and in these places the well-fitted and accomplished American 
school-teachers, and the cloud of ignorance will disappear as the fog flies 
before the morning sun.404 
 

In first years of the occupation, US officials enacted sweeping educational reforms in 

Puerto Rico, including the abolition of fees, implementation of co-education to assuage 

gender-disparities, and the creation of scholarships and exchange programs to allow 

Puerto Rican students to study in the United States.405 Within four years, the number of 

public schools on the island increased from 529 in 1898 to 733 in 1902.406 These reforms 

were largely greeted with enthusiasm—in the eyes of many elite Puerto Ricans, the US 

system of education represented an aspirational model. For instance, following a trip to 

the Mainland, the mayor of San Juan, Dr. Francisco Hilarión del Valle Atiles, in his 

review of the annual exhibition of the Maryland Institute Schools of Art and Design, 

noted that Francisco Oller had done “so much with so little” for Puerto Rico—if the artist 

could possess the same resources as the United States, the contributions to Puerto Rican 

art and culture would be incalculable.407 

 

 

 

 
404 Report of the United States Insular Commission to the Secretary of War upon 
Investigations Made into the Civil Affairs of the Island of Porto Rico, with 
Recommendations (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1899), 53.  
 
405 Navarro-Rivera, 163. 
 
406 Jernigan, 99. 
 
407 “Colaboracion desde Baltimore del Sr. Valle Atiles,” La correspondencia de Puerto-
Rico, June 17, 1901, 2.  
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 The Material Culture of Americanization 

An abundance of stereograph cards, lanternslides, political cartoons, prints and 

photographs produced in the United States on the subject of Puerto Rico, Cuba, the 

Philippines, and Guam in the aftermath of the War of 1898 offer compelling visual 

evidence of the central role of education reform in the US imperial project, as well as a 

means of contextualizing Oller’s own visual output and educational activity within the 

nexus of Americanization in the first years of the US regime. At the turn of the century, 

the leading producers of stereograph cards, Underwood & Underwood Stereograph 

Company and the Keystone View Company, produced hundreds of views of Puerto Rico, 

Cuba, and the Philippines with the aim of entertaining and enlightening mainland 

Americans population on the subject of their “new possessions.” Many of these images 

highlighted the important role of education in the creation of empire. One such image, a 

stereograph card from the Key Stone View Company entitled “Waiting for Uncle Sam – 

On the Beach, Porto Rico,” emphasized the paternalistic attitudes of the period (fig. 64). 

The stereograph features a group of naked children of varying complexions looking out 

to sea in eager anticipation of the impending arrival of the United States—seen from 

behind, their nudity connotes a primitive, sexless innocence that supports a vision of 

white male hegemony. The white child on the right steps forward, away from their black 

and brown peers and towards “Uncle Sam,” as if to suggest that Puerto Ricans of 

European decent might be most receptive to the US mission of enlightenment. US 

education officials highlighted such perceived or actual racial disparities in their reports, 

stating, “The census returns for 1887 just given indicate a very low condition of public 

education in Porto Rico. In truth, what education exists on the island is almost confined 
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to the higher class.”408 To reinforce this message, the next card in the series featured an 

Afro-Caribbean child wandering alone amongst the refuse of a market square (fig. 65). 

Entitled “No One Loves Me – Native Porto Ricans” the caption on the back of the card 

reads as follows: 

And on the Porto Rican soil, where all tropical verdure thrives with great 
luxuriance under the sun’s warm rays, the colored children multiply and 
flourish without much attention or care . . . But under the new regime, 
among these little natives are we to look for the future citizens and 
statesmen of the island, and one of the first duties of the United States will 
be to establish some sort of a system of compulsory education that shall 
raise the people from their present state of woeful ignorance and provide 
better things for the coming generation.409 
 

As Jorge Duany has argued, the children in these images are pictured as “backward, 

impoverished, uneducated, and dark-skinned people in need of imperial tutelage—Uncle 

Sam’s burden.”410 In fact, the relationship between the United States in Puerto Rico was 

often imagined as that of adult and child, as evidenced by the numerous political cartoons 

representing the new possessions as the “young wards” of fatherly Uncle Sam.411 

The overtly racist premises of the stereoscopic views of Underwood & Underwood 

Stereograph Company and the Keystone View Company were reflected in the activities 

of Mainland American travelers to Puerto Rico, notably Helen Hamilton Gardener. 

 
408 Charles Morris, Our Island Empire: A Hand-Book of Cuba, Porto Rico, Hawaii, and 
the Philippine Islands (Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott Company, 1899), 192.  
 
409 “No One Loves Me – Native Porto Ricans,” Prints and Photographs Division, Library 
of Congress. 
 
410 Jorge Duany, The Puerto Rican Nation on the Move: Identities on the Island and in 
the United States (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2003), 106.  
 
411 John J. Johnson, Latin America in Caricature (Austin: University of Texas Press, 
1980). 
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Though Gardner is remembered primarily for her work as a feminist and social reformer 

within the early twentieth century Progressive movement, like many of her Progressive 

colleagues, her work was rooted in an imperialist worldview. Gardener assembled a 

substantial collection of photographs of Puerto Rico, the Philippines, and Cuba during a 

six-year cruise of the world alongside her husband, US Lieutenant Colonel Selden Allen 

Day. Day was a commander of the artillery and an ordinance officer who had helped to 

organize the first battalion of the Puerto Rican regiment under U.S. rule. Gardner’s 

collection of lanternslides consists of a mix various photographs, including several that 

she seems to have taken herself. Upon her return to the United States, Gardener used the 

images she had collected to illustrate a series of lectures entitled “Ourselves and Other 

Peoples” that she delivered at universities across the mainland United States.412 

Education was a centerpiece in Gardener’s lectures on Puerto Rico and the 

Philippines. Her lantern slides contain numerous views of Puerto Rico school children, 

classrooms and public schools founded by the U.S. government, including the McKinley 

School in San Juan, the Normal School in Río Piedras, and the Industrial School in 

Ponce. One such image, produced by Underwood & Underwood, features the public 

school in Caguas. Entitled “America’s greatest gift to Porto Rico,” the description on the 

back of the corresponding stereograph card informs the viewer that: 

In 1899 more than three-quarters of the inhabitants, ten years of age and 
over, were unable to read or write. When the present government was 
established, large powers were given to the Commissioner of education . . 

 
412 Duany,106; Amanda J. Guzmán, “Collecting the Puerto Rican Colony: Spanish-
American War Material Encounters between Office-Wives and Puerto Ricans,” Museum 
Anthropology 41, no. 1 (2018): 27.  
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. The average daily attendance increased from 47,277 in 1906–7 to 74,522 
in 1909–10.413 
 

In Gardener’s lantern slide, the American flag is seen flying outside of the schoolhouse, 

one of hundreds distributed to schools around the island.414 In her lecture notes on the 

subject of Puerto Rico, Gardener echoed Underwood & Underwood’s caption, writing 

that public education was “America’s one great gift to PR.”415 

Another lantern slide in Gardener’s collection demonstrates the role of arts 

education within the project of Americanization through its depiction of an art class or 

school underway in the Philippines (fig. 66). In a room lined with paintings, framed 

prints, and plaster casts, nearly a dozen young Filipino men and women appear immersed 

in a drawing course. In her own hand, Gardener captioned the image “Civilizing 

Natives”—from her perspective, art education, as other forms of education reforms, 

served to legitimize and facilitate US imperial rule. The unique insights into a US 

imperial mindset offered by Gardner’s collection reveal the ways in which education, the 

arts, and by extension, Oller’s own professional endeavors were viewed by the US 

imperial regime at the turn of the century—as a means of facilitating the process of 

Americanization in Puerto Rico.  

 
413 “America’s greatest gift to Porto Rico – the public school, Caguas,” Prints and 
Photographs Division, Library of Congress. 
 
414 Governor Charles H. Allen reported that following the distribution of one hundred and 
eighty American flags by the Lafayette Post, Grand Army of the Republic of New York 
City, “almost every school on the island has an American flag.” Charles H. Allen, Report 
of the Governor of Porto Rico (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1901), 361. 
 
415 Jorge Duany, “Portraying the Other: Puerto Rican Images in Two American 
Photographic Collections,” Discourse 23, no. 1 (Winter 2001): 140.  
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The Salón Washington 

Oller’s robust pedagogical activities at the turn of the century certainly developed in 

concert with US initiatives to reform education on the island. In these transitional years, 

Oller resumed his pedagogical activities with unprecedented vigor, petitioning the 

municipality of San Juan and the Cámara de Delegados for support in his endeavors. 

Between 1898 and 1901, Oller established several art academies, schools, and courses for 

various demographics in San Juan. Among these was a school of painting and drawing 

run alongside his former pupil and protégé Manuel Jordán in January of 1899, and a night 

school inaugurated in May of 1901 offering drawing and painting classes for adults of 

both genders.416 This co-educational approach marked a departure from earlier projects, 

such as the Escuela de Dibujo y Pintura para Las Señoritas of 1889, and may have taken 

its cue from US educational policies that proposed co-education as a means of achieving 

greater gender equality.417 In 1901, Oller petitioned the newly formed Cámara de 

Delegados for the creation of a museum of arts and sciences that would also offer 

drawing courses, the proposal for which was approved by the lower chamber two days 

later.418 Although the fate of the museum is uncertain, Oller’s plans for yet another art 

academy continued to move forward. 

 
416 This night school does not appear in Haydee Venegas’s chronology, but references to 
its inception appear in the periodical press. See Venegas, “Chronology,” Francisco Oller, 
un realista del impresionismo, 31–6; La correspondencia de Puerto Rico, May 13, 1901, 
3; La correspondencia de Puerto Rico, May 15, 1901, 3. 
 
417 Claudia Goldin and Lawrence F. Katz, “Putting the ‘Co’ in Education: Timing, 
Reasons, and Consequences of College Coeducation from 1835 to the Present,” Journal 
of Human Capital 5, no. 4 (Winter 2011): 385.  
 
418 La correspondencia de Puerto Rico, January 21, 1901, 2; La correspondencia de 
Puerto Rico, January 23, 1901, 2. 
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The artist’s most ambitious educational project to date came to fruition on 

February 21, 1901, coinciding with the celebration of Washington’s birthday that year.419 

In the spirit of the times, Oller christened his new academy the Salón Washington. A 

broadsheet that circulated in the streets of San Juan to promote its inauguration provides a 

comprehensive synthesis of Oller’s mature pedagogical philosophy in the form of a bold 

manifesto: 

 

Salón Washington 

Public Drawing School. Instruction for men and women. 

(Calle de San Francisco between San José and Cristo) 

 

All students of both sexes require an ordinary white paper notebook, a penknife, 

and a pencil with an eraser. 

This school is FREE for all who wish to attend. 

There is no matriculation fee. 

Classes begin on Monday the 27th at 7:30 in the evening, punctuality is requested. 

Drawing, linear perspective and shading will be taught, as well as line drawing in 

all of its industrial applications. 

Those who fail to heed my call will miss out acquiring this fundamental 

instruction for all professions. 

 
 
419 La correspondencia de Puerto Rico, February 21, 1901, 2. 
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I believe that my good intentions will not be mocked, given the absolute necessity 

that all artisans have to acquire this type of knowledge. 

This is also needed by women for their needlework, to develop an aesthetic 

sensibility as much in one sex as in the other.420 

On more than one occasion, eminent artists have emerged from these popular 

schools. 

Nations, like individuals, develop and progress, or stagnate in perpetual 

ignorance; The former occurs when instruction is available to all ranks of society 

and the latter, when ignorance takes hold as a result of the indolence of those who 

should invest in their education. 

Nations achieve greatness when the people educate themselves. 

 

El pueblo. Es la Nación.421 

 

Open to men and women of all classes of Puerto Rican society, Oller’s Salón Washington 

advanced education in the arts as the ultimate panacea against poverty and ignorance. By 

 
420 A traditional mundillo lace tablecloth appears in Oller’s El Velorio. Following the 
outbreak of the first World War, traditional Puerto Rican lace and needlework developed 
into a full-fledged industry when the United States was cut off from sources of 
embroidered cloth and drawn linen from France, Belgium, and Japan. Ayala and Bernabe, 
47. See also Ellen Fernandez-Sacco, “Mundillo and Identity: The Revival and 
Transformation of Handmade Lace in Puerto Rico,” in Women and the Material Culture 
of Needlework and Textiles, 1750–1950, Maureen Daly Goggin ed. (New York: 
Routledge, 2016), 149–166. There are numerous examples of twentieth-century 
needlework in the collection of Teodoro Vidal.  
 
421 The broadsheet is reproduced in Delgado, Francisco Oller y Cestero, 52. 
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declaring “El pueblo. Es la Nación,” Oller asserted that education was the foundation on 

which the Puerto Rican nation would be built. Completed one year later after the 

inauguration of the Salón Washington, Oller’s Portrait of George Washington 

represented the apotheosis of the artist’s liberal philosophy. By debuting the monumental 

portrait in the classroom, Oller tied the fate of his academy and the fate of Puerto Rico to 

the liberal and democratic model of the United States, a model that was visualized by 

Stuart’s Lansdowne portrait. 

According to La Correspondencia, the project was viewed favorably by then 

Commissioner of Education, Martin Grove Brumbaugh.422 On the subject of education 

reform in Puerto Rico, Brumbaugh contended that the island would soon possess an 

“education system that is democratic in its entire genesis,” a sentiment that surely 

resonated with Oller’s liberal worldview.423 It was also reported that Governor Charles 

Herbert Allen had “offered his protection to the academy” and had offered Oller and his 

students a new space to work within the chambers of the Cámara de Delegados.424 These 

successes were deeply indebted to the efforts of Oller’s female students, like Amparo 

Fernández Nater, who engaged in extensive lobbying on behalf of the artist’s cause.425 

The benefits of Oller’s working relationship with the US officials extended beyond his 

 
422 “La Academia de Pintura y las Srtas. de San Juan,” La correspondencia de Puerto 
Rico, May 18, 1901, 2. 
 
423 Martin Grove Brumbaugh, Report of Commissioner of Education for Porto Rico 
(Washington: Government Printing Office, 1901), 65–6.  
 
424 “¡Bien por el Gobernador Alien!” La correspondencia de Puerto Rico, June 6, 1901, 
3; “San Juan – Notas por Correo,” La Democracia, June 7, 1901, 2. 
 
425 La democracia, May 18, 1901, 4. 
 



   

   
 

175 

professional life: in 1901 his daughter was designated as the recipient of a scholarship 

designed by US officials to allow Puerto Rican women to study in the United States. 

Considering his lifelong commitment to education, it is unsurprising that Oller aligned 

himself with the US administration on both an ideological and personal level.  While 

Oller never put pen to paper on the subject of his views towards the United States, he 

possessed strong ties to the Republican Party, remembered by historians as the party of 

Americanization in Puerto Rico. Of the two major political parties formed in the wake of 

the US occupation, the Republicans were the most amenable to the terms of the 

process.426 In an open letter to the Secretary of Development in Puerto Rico in the first 

years of the US regime, Oller seemed to suggest that the new government presented an 

opportunity to modernize the education system in Puerto Rico. The artist noted that while 

his previous academies had failed, “Puerto Rico was governed in a different manner than 

it is today.”427 His efforts resulted in his appointment as the official instructor of drawing 

at the Normal School at Rio Piedras in 1903, an institution dedicated exclusively to the 

education of a new generation of Puerto Rican teachers who would carry out the 

reformist goals of the US regime throughout this island. Working as a teacher of teachers 

 
426 As discussed further on in this chapter, Oller painted several portraits of US officials 
in the first years of the occupation. Documents from the Library of Congress concerning 
the commission for Oller’s Portrait of Guy V. Henry are highly revealing with regard to 
Oller’s networks of patronage. The artist’s patrons included Roberto H. Todd Wells, a 
native of the neighboring island of St. Thomas and one of the founders of the Puerto 
Rican Republican Party; Cayetano Coll y Toste, esteemed historian of Puerto Rico and 
the Secretary of Finance in the restructured insular government; Francisco de P. Acuña, 
Secretary of State; and over a dozen additional Puerto Rican bureaucrats in the 
Department of Public Works. For a discussion of the early Republican Party in Puerto 
Rico, see Cában, 169–171. 
 
427 La correspondencia de Puerto Rico, December 18, 1898, 1. 
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in a state-sanctioned institution, this coveted position that represented the culmination of 

the artist’s lifelong aspirations.428 

 

“Americanization” and the Image of Washington 

The inculcation of civic and patriotic virtue in a generation of Puerto Rican school 

children was a critical facet of US educational reform in the new territories—by 

McKinley’s estimation, it was imperative to “put the conscience of the American people 

in the islands of the sea” through the introduction of symbols and traditions that aligned 

with a sense of US national identity.429 This patriotic education was largely tasked to the 

new public school system. Symbolic exercises, including the raising of the American flag 

at the start of the school day, the singing of patriotic songs like “Hail, Columbia” and 

“The Star-Spangled Banner,” and additionally patriotic holidays such as Flag Day, Arbor 

Day, and Washington’s Birthday, were incorporated into the daily lives of Puerto Rican 

schoolchildren.430 The successful adoption of these activities was met with great 

enthusiasm on the part of the US officials. According to the Commissioner of Education 

Martin Grove Brumbaugh: 

No school has done its duty unless it has impressed devout patriotic upon 
the hearts and minds of all the children . . . these exercises have done 

 
428 Delgado, Francisco Oller y Cestero, 137.  
 
429 Martin Brumbaugh, quoted in Joel Spring, Deculturalization and the Struggle for 
Equality: A Brief History of the Education of Dominated Cultures in the United States 
(New York Routledge, 2016), 112. 
 
430 Joel Spring, The American School: From the Puritans to No Child Left Behind 
(Boston: McGraw-Hill, 2008), 207.  
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much to Americanize the islands, much more than any other single 
agency.431 
 

Within this project, the American Presidency emerged as one of the most potent symbols 

of US imperial authority. Public schools across the island were named and renamed after 

US Presidents, including the McKinley School in Ponce, a site that appeared frequently 

within Helen Hamilton Gardener’s collection of lantern slides. One slide, entitled “Class 

of Native Children,” features a group of about 30 school children sitting at their desks, 

well-dressed and neatly posed for the photographer with their hands folded (fig. 67). In 

the background, several portraits of US presidents, including the distinctive profile of 

Lincoln, can be spied hanging on the wall in the left-hand corner. In addition to the 

distribution of American flags, US officials in Puerto Rico provided such prints for 

display in the classroom with the aim of tutoring the student body in the virtues of the 

Presidency.432 

Unsurprisingly, the image of the first president of the United States was most 

often deployed to this end. Puerto Rican educators were encouraged to impress “the noble 

traits and broad statesmanship of George Washington” upon their students.433 In his 

annual report to the President, Governor Allen remarked with approval how “The young 

minds are being molded to follow the example of Washington.”434 In the first years of the 

 
431 Martin Grove Brumbaugh, Annual Reports of the Department of the Interior 
(Washington: Government Printing Office, 1901), 620.  
 
432 Brumbaugh, 137. 
 
433 Ibid., 617 
 
434 Charles H. Allen, 362.  
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US regime, Washington’s Birthday was introduced as a national holiday in Puerto Rico 

with schools, shops, and municipal buildings closed for public parades and celebrations. 

According to the Commissioner of Education, 

No propitious opportunity has ever been spared to reach to the innermost 
part of our children’s hearts, preparing the ground wherein the love for 
Old Glory is rooting. The birthday of the flag, Washington’s and Lincoln’s 
birthdays, Decoration Day, etc. have been duly honored, to the teachers’ 
and children’s content.435 

 

In San Juan, 25,000 students participated in activities that included the reading of 

Washington’s speeches, the singing of patriotic songs, and costume pageants where 

students dressed as Washington and Columbia. Following the exercises, it was reported 

that: 

Flag Day and Washington’s Birthday were observed with even more intent 
and attention than last year. I think the proper observation of such days is 
very necessary. It inculcates patriotism, and teaches the children to have 
more respect and love for home and country.436 

 

Oller was not the only artist in Puerto Rico to catch “Washington fever.” The same year 

Oller’s lesser-known contemporary, an artist from Ponce by the name of José López de 

Victoria (1869–?), also produced a life size portrait of George Washington that would 

hang in the Capitolio until the 100th anniversary of the Jones Act in 2017. Departing from 

Oller’s Lansdowne-inspired portrait, Lopez de Victoria followed the model of Stewart’s 

Munro-Lenox Portrait (c. 1800), a revised version produced for John Jay’s nephew Peter 

 
435 Report of the Commissioner of Education for Puerto Rico to the Secretary of the 
Interior, U.S.A (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1901), 102.  
 
436 Report of the Commissioner of Education for Puerto Rico to the Secretary of the 
Interior, 97. 
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Jay Munro of New York (fig. 68). In the Munro-Lenox portrait, Stewart abandoned the 

oratorical, instructive pose, instead placing Washington’s hand firmly on a scroll on the 

desk, and emphasized the impressive physique of the first President.437 Like Oller, Lopez 

de Victoria is not known to have traveled to the United States, and must therefore have 

relied on photographic prints and engravings as models. The existence of both paintings 

testifies to the apparent profusion of Washingtonian imagery on the island and the 

demand for monumental symbols of US imperial authority in the wake of 1898.   

Beyond Puerto Rico, Washington’s symbolic currency extended across the 

imperial archipelago to the Philippines, where similar patriotic exercises were organized. 

In Manila, the Filipino Federal Party, advocates of U.S. statehood for the Philippines, 

organized a grand celebration for Washington’s Birthday, at which T. H. Pardo de 

Tavera, the president of the Filipino Pro-Statehood party declared Washington a 

“glorious figure” representing “justice, honesty, and all the other virtues.” According to 

Talvera: 

George Washington will not simply be the glory of the American 
continent, but also our glory, because he will be the father of the American 
world, in which we shall feel ourselves completely united and 
assimilated.438 
 
The iconic Athenaeum type by Gilbert Stuart even appeared on the Filipino ten 

peso note, decades before it would be featured on the US one-dollar bill (fig. 69), 

evincing the pervasiveness of Washington’s image across the American empire.439  

 
437 “George Washington (Munro-Lenox type),” Catalog of American Portraits, National 
Portrait Gallery, accessed January 11, 2020, https://npg.si.edu/object/npg_NY260116.  
 
438 T. H. Pardo de Tavera, quoted in Akiboh, 109–110. 
 
439 When the Treasury Department sought to adopt the Philippine ten-peso design for the 
one-dollar bill in 1929, a bureaucratic dispute ensued. Mainland officials, worried that 
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In many ways, Oller’s Washington appears to conform to the imperial iconography that 

swept the island in the first years of the regime. As Aida Negrón de Montilla has argued, 

US officials transformed Puerto Ricans like Oller into “propagandists, ready and able to 

take part in the molding of public opinion along patriotic lines.”440 The resonance 

between Oller’s portraiture practice and the imperial agenda of the United States was not 

missed by his contemporaries—commenting on Oller’s George Washington, La 

Correspondencia observed that “It seems that Frasquito was inspired by what is 

happening here . . . there are living politicians who hide behind the figure of Washington 

in order to subjugate the people.”441 Was Oller also hiding behind the figure of 

Washington to further his own professional and financial aspirations? However, a close 

reading of the work complicates this interpretation. In 1907, the Puerto Rican critic Felix 

Matos Bernier delivered a scathing review of the Oller’s oeuvre, declaring that, “all of 

Oller’s paintings exude artistic inertia.” Arriving to his Portrait of Washington, Bernier 

accused the work of “absolutely transgressing all of the rules of proportion.” He 

continued: 

On the table before the great man, there is a document that he just seems 
to have written, that says in castellano: “Que la Unión conserve una 
amistad cordial, continua é inquebrantable” and signed by Washington in 

 
people might confuse the two, insisted that the Philippine colonial government change its   
notes. To the U.S. Treasury Secretary, it was a no-brainer: Washington’s portrait was “a 
principal distinguishing feature of U.S. currency,” he wrote—why was it even on 
Philippine money?” But Henry Stimson, the Governor-General of the Philippines, 
insisted that it stay. According to Stimson, to remove Washington from Philippine money 
“would be an unwise policy for American interests in the Philippines” and could “give 
rise to serious misunderstanding and misrepresentation.” Stimson, quoted in Akiboh, 2.   
 
440 Negrón de Montilla, 255. 
 
441 La correspondencia de Puerto-Rico, August 27, 1903, 2. 
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Mount Vernon, 1796. This is ridiculous! Who would believe that El 
Libertador would write his political documents in the language of 
Cervantes!442 
 

The line, “Que la Unión conserve una amistad cordial, continua é inquebrantable” (That 

the Union maintains a cordial, continuous, and unwavering friendship) was drawn from a 

book entitled Vidas y Retratos de los Presidentes de los Estados Unidos: Desde 

Washington Hasta Grant (Lives and Portraits of the Presidents of the United States: 

From Washington to Grant) translated into Spanish by Isidro G. Grediaga, and referred to 

Washington’s farewell address following the conclusion of his second term in 1796.443 

Though Matos Bernier interpreted Oller’s choice to inscribe this statement into Spanish 

as further evidence of his clumsy and provincial artistic style, this seemingly arbitrary 

choice conveyed a significant political charge in light of the contemporary circumstances. 

Of all the reforms implemented by the US regime, the imposition of English as the 

official language in Puerto Rican public schools was the most controversial, and attempts 

to prohibit the use of Spanish in public schools were met with open hostility.444 Rather 

than conform to an Anglo-hegemonic vista and reduce his portrait to a servile imitation of 

Stuart’s, I suggest that Oller chose to insert Washington’s motto in Spanish as an 

affirmation of Puertorriqueñidad, imagining a dynamic and democratic future for the 

island that was uniquely his own.  

 
442 Felix Matos Bernier, “El Velorio,” in Isla de Arte (San Juan: Imp. “La Primavera,” 
1907), 101. 
 
443 Isidro G. Grediaga, Vidas y Retratos de los Presidentes de los Estados Unidos: Desde 
Washington Hasta Grant (New York: Johnson, Wilson and Company, 1867), 35. 
 
444Sandra Rodriguez-Arroyo, “The Never Ending Story of Language Policy in Puerto 
Rico,” Comunicación, Cultura y Política 4, no. 1 (Jan. –June 2013), 79–98. 
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Broken Promises 

What to make of a painting that has been lost? Despite vigorous attempts, I have been 

unable to locate Oller’s Portrait of George Washington and am forced to conclude that it 

has disappeared, perhaps amid the bureaucracy of the Capitolio or into the hands of a 

private collector. Oller, like myself, would ultimately be disappointed. Like the former 

Spanish regime, the new United States government provided uneven funding and support 

of his projects and in 1904, Oller was dismissed from his post at the Normal School.445 

Several months prior to this ignominious end, on January 7, 1904, it was reported in the 

press that “a beautiful painting of George Washington” by Oller had been hung in the 

chambers of the Cámara de Delegados. La Democracia announced that the painting had 

been officially purchased by the legislative body for the handsome amount of $500, 

where it be installed in “the upper part of the Presidency of the Chamber.”446 As the 

single representative body on the island, the chambers of the Cámara de Delegados 

offered a fitting home for Oller’s creation, a symbol of democracy and optimism in a 

period in Puerto Rican history that would quickly sour. This turn of events recalls the 

famous statement of Luis Muñoz Rivera “in 1901 only a few of us distrusted the United 

States. Today we are all beginning to realize that we have been deceived.”447 In the age of 

 
445 Venegas, “Chronology,” 36.  
 
446 “Cámara de Delegados: Sesion de Dia 18,” La correspondencia de Puerto-Rico, 
January 19, 1904, 3. 
 
447 Luis Muñoz Rivera, quoted in James L. Dietz, Economic History of Puerto Rico: 
Institutional Change and Capitalist Development (Princeton: Princeton University Press. 
1986), 94. 
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PROMESA,448 the disappearance of Oller’s Washington recalls a sense of promises 

broken and a reminder of Puerto Rico’s postcolonial predicament as the “oldest colony in 

the world.”449   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

448 Signed into law by President Barack Obama in 2016 in response to Puerto Rico’s 
financial crisis, the PROMESA Act established a seven-person board to oversee the 
island’s fiscal policy. The members of the board are appointed by the President of the 
United States without input from Puerto Rican residents, and has imposed controversial 
austerity measures. For further reading, see Pedro Cabán, “PROMESA, Puerto Rico and 
the American Empire,” Latino Studies 16, no. 82 (May 2018): 161–184.  
 
449 Trías Monge, 4.  
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

 

WORKING WITH FRAGMENTS: WRITING ART’S HISTORIES IN THE 

AMERICAS AND THE CARIBBEAN 

 

Each art historical project presents its own unique challenges. For scholars of the arts and 

material culture of Latin America and the Caribbean, these challenges often arise as the 

direct and indirect consequences of economic, political, and environmental crises and 

instability, both past and present, in the regions we study. Histories of colonial, imperial, 

and authoritarian violence cast a long shadow over the stewardship of history, memory, 

and the arts across the Americas, and as the threat of climate change continues to 

intensify across the globe, environmental disasters can be added to the list of obstacles 

faced by art historians with increasing frequency. The intersections of these factors exert 

a powerful influence over the quantity, quality, and accessibility of objects and archival 

sources in the region, often in unpredictable ways. 

Over the course of my research, the volatile histories of nineteenth-century 

Venezuela, Puerto Rico, and the US Virgin Islands frequently collided with our turbulent 

present. In the case of the former, research in this area has been hampered by the 

instability of the nation’s political climate in recent years. While the domestic situation in 

Venezuela had been deteriorating for over a decade under the reign Hugo Chávez and his 

successor Nicolás Maduro, the crisis reached a fever pitch in 2017. Under their respective 

regimes, mismanagement of national institutions resulted in an exodus of scholars, 
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professors, curators, artists, and librarians, a process that Alexander Apóstol has 

described as an “official dismantling of culture.”450 By the end of 2019, four million 

Venezuelans had left the country to seek refuge in neighboring Colombia, Brazil, Mexico 

and the United States. 451 In the present, the ever-worsening domestic crisis, characterized 

by rampant inflation, shortages of food and essentials, widespread disease, lack of basic 

medical care, and omnipresent violence and social unrest pose a nearly insurmountable 

obstacle to scholarly research.452 Not only do these local circumstances, underscored by 

frequent warnings from the US State Department, render research travel impossible, but 

the mass professional exodus represents a serious impediment to communication with 

local institutions in Venezuela.453  

 
450 Alexander Apostol, “Welcome to Caracas,” Guggenheim UBS MAP Global Art 
Initiative (blog), February 6, 2015, https://www.guggenheim.org/blogs/map/welcome-
caracas.  
 
451 Praag, “Understanding the Venezuelan Refugee Crisis.”  
 
452 See John Otis, “Venezuela’s Food Chain Is Breaking, and Millions Go Hungry,” 
October 1, 2020, Wall Street Journal, https://www.wsj.com/articles/venezuelas-food-
chain-is-breaking-and-millions-go-hungry-11601544601; Melody Schreiber, 
“Researchers Are Surprised By The Magnitude Of Venezuela’s Health Crisis,” April 5, 
2019, NPR, 
https://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2019/04/05/709969632/researchers-are-
surprised-by-the-magnitude-of-venezuelas-health-crisis; Megan Specia, “Decoy 
Cellphones and Armored Cars: How Venezuelans Avoid Being Robbed,” December 29, 
2017, The New York Times, 
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/12/29/world/americas/venezuela-crime.html.  
For a historical analysis of the origins of the crisis, see Polga-Hecimovich, “The Roots of 
Venezuela’s Failing State.” 
 
453 “Venezuela Travel Warning,” U.S. Virtual Embassy, Venezuela, accessed March 3, 
2019, https://ve.usembassy.gov/venezuelan-travel-warning/.  
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Across the Caribbean Sea, Hurricanes Irma and Maria battered Puerto Rico and 

the US Virgin Islands in 2017, shuttering museums, archives, and lodging places for 

months.454 As the larger of these two US territories, Puerto Rico in particular is faced 

with widespread crime, economic failure, crumbling infrastructure, and government 

corruption, resulting in a mass exodus from the island to the United States.455 Over the 

past decade, a debt crisis has crippled the insular economy, circumstances that were 

exponentially worsened by the devastation of Maria.456 The sluggish and ineffectual 

response of the US federal government, compounded by widespread ignorance and 

indifference of citizens on the US mainland, has highlighted the unequal axis of power 

that continues to exist between the United States and Puerto Rico.457 Though just over 

100 years since Puerto Ricans were declared US citizens by the Jones Act of 1917, island 

 
454 Luis Ferré-Sadurní and Anemona Hartocollis, “Maria Strikes, and Puerto Rico Goes 
Dark,” The New York Times, September 20, 2017, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/09/20/us/hurricane-maria-puerto-rico-power.html.  
 
455 Jaison R. Abel and Richard Deitz, “The causes and consequences of Puerto Rico’s 
declining population,” Current Issues in Economics and Finance, Federal Reserve Bank 
of New York 20, no. 4 (2014): 1–8. 
 
456 See Mary Williams Walsh, “How Puerto Rico Is Grappling With a Debt Crisis,” The 
New York Times, May 16, 2017, 
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/business/dealbook/puerto-rico-debt-
bankruptcy.html.   
 
457 See Robinson Meyer, “What’s Happening With the Relief Effort in Puerto Rico?,” 
The Atlantic, October 4, 2017, 
https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2017/10/what-happened-in-puerto-rico-a-
timeline-of-hurricane-maria/541956/; Mark Walker and Zolan Kanno-Youngs, “FEMA’s 
Hurricane Aid to Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands Has Stalled,” The New York Times, 
November 27, 2019, https://www.nytimes.com/2019/11/27/us/politics/fema-hurricane-
aid-puerto-rico-virgin-islands.html. 
 



   

   
 

187 

residents remain excluded from the full benefits of American citizenship.458 In July of 

2019, public frustration and despair culminated in massive protests on the island and 

across the Puerto Rican diaspora, demanding the resignation of then Governor Ricardo 

Rosselló, whose participation in a misogynistic, homophobic and profanity laden 

WhatsApp group cemented his status as a symbol of public corruption and neglect. 

Though these protests were largely peaceful, the governor’s mansion, known as La 

Fortaleza, remains closed to the public, preventing the firsthand examination of an 

important group of Oller’s late portraits of US officials.459 Compounding these 

difficulties, a series of deadly earthquakes delivered another devastating blow to Puerto 

Rico in early 2020, leaving thousands homeless and overpowering the island’s vulnerable 

electrical grid once again.460  

 
458 Though they are subject to federal law, American citizens residing on the island of 
Puerto Rico are barred from voting in presidential elections and lack representation in 
Congress. Nelson Torres-Ríos, “Limitations of the Jones Act: Racialized Citizenship and 
Territorial Status,” Rutgers Race & the Law Review 19, no. 1 (2018). For a consideration 
of the historical particulars of citizenship in the US Virgin Islands, see Amelia Flood, 
“‘Neither citizen nor alien’: Migration, Territoriality, and Malfunctioning Empire in the 
US Virgin Islands,” Journal of Transnational American Studies 11, no 1. (2020): 205–
229.   
 
459 Arelis R. Hernández, “Puerto Rico governor says he will resign amid intense political 
pressure, sweeping protests,” Washington Post, July 25, 2019, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/puerto-rico-governor-resigns-amid-intense-
pressure-in-and-out-of-island/2019/07/25/cf5c1a36-ac00-11e9-8e77-
03b30bc29f64_story.html. 
 
460 Frances Robles, “Months After Puerto Rico Earthquakes, Thousands Are Still Living 
Outside,” The New York Times, March 1, 2020, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/01/us/puerto-rico-earthquakes-fema.html. 
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Finally, the spread of disease must also be added to the litany of environmental 

and public health emergencies facing the region.461 While outbreaks of the Zika virus in 

2015 presented a unique challenge to female researchers of reproductive age seeking to 

travel in Latin America and the Caribbean, the COVID-19 Pandemic has posed a radical 

disruption to traditional modes of art historical research in all corners of the discipline. In 

its wake, already vulnerable institutions in Venezuela, Puerto Rico, and the US Virgin 

Islands find themselves confronted by an existential threat.462 Far from representing a 

series of misfortunate and discursive catastrophes, the consequences of the environmental 

and humanitarian crises I have described are exacerbated and multiplied by the legacies 

of colonial, imperial, and authoritarian rule in Latin America and the Caribbean.  

While scholarly concerns wither before the loss of life and dignity incurred by 

these recent events, I have attempted to assess their impact on the development of my 

project, and more importantly, the field of art history and the future of the discipline. At 

best, these challenges forced me to approach my research with flexibility, creativity, and 

resourcefulness. At worse, they presented an overwhelming impediment to scholarly 

research. As I approach the conclusion of my project, I am left to ponder future avenues 

of art historical inquiry for specialists in Latin American and Caribbean art history, as 

well as to explore how historians of the arts and material culture of the United States 

 
461 Andrew Jacobs, “The Zika Virus Is Still a Threat. Here’s What the Experts Know,” 
The New York Times, July 2, 2019, https://www.nytimes.com/2019/07/02/health/zika-
virus.html. 
 
462 Alejandra Rosa and Frances Robles, “Pandemic Plunges Puerto Rico Into Yet Another 
Dire Emergency,” The New York Times, last updated August 7, 2020, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/08/us/coronavirus-puerto-rico-economy-
unemployment.html.  
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might continue to embrace the hemispheric turn of the field given the current state of 

world affairs. 

 

 

 

Archives and Objects 

The inherently “fragmentary” and “incomplete” nature of archival sources has often been 

discussed by historians of art in the Western tradition. Describing the recovery of the 

Charles Bregler archives, an enormous trove of oil sketches, sculptures, drawings, 

photographs, and manuscripts related to the life and work of Philadelphia artist Thomas 

Eakins, Kathleen Foster expressed that the project demonstrated “the limits of even the 

most complete archive.”463 Despite the overwhelming amount of primary source material 

unearthed in Bregler’s extensive archive, Foster lamented that for Eakins, “much remains 

unexplained.”464 Similarly, Alexander Nemerov has often contemplated this problem, 

discussing the limits of the archive and probing its utility for the art historian of the 

present: 

Archive and art both exist along the lip of the visible. Each is queer and 
dispossessed in its own way. The scholar approaches art and archive ready 
to rhyme and blend the two, as is proper, but finds the challenge of the 
edge no easy thing.465  

 
463 Kathleen Foster, “Looking for Thomas Eakins: The Lure of the Archive and the 
Object,” in A Companion to American Art, eds. John Davis, Jennifer A. Greenhill, and 
Jason D. LaFountain (New York: Wiley-Blackwell), 152.  
 
464 Ibid. 
 
465 Alexander Nemerov in David Lubin, Anne Collins Goodyear, Mary K. Coffey, Emily 
C. Burns, John Fagg, Alexis L. Boylan, David J. Getsy, Kristina Wilson, Lisa Saltzman, 
Ross Barrett, and Alexander Nemerov, “In Conversation: Art Is Not the Archive,” 
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For Nemerov, the “dispossessed” art object may elide archival interpretation—while 

archives remain tethered to a historical past, art objects transcend time, space, and 

geography. Finally, questions of subjectivity and the empirical reliability of archival 

sources remains a perennial point of discussion, particular with regard to sources that 

claim to speak for marginalized groups. As David J. Getsy asserts with regard to queer 

histories, in such archives “patterns of historical erasure and epistemological banishment 

are rife, and those looking for evidence can never trust the archives they must 

nevertheless scrutinize.”466 

Despite these limitations, archival research remains the foundation of the 

discipline and an essential prerequisite for serious consideration in a field that seeks to be 

grounded in empirical methods. Yet for historians working with the cultural production 

of Latin America and the Caribbean, the application of the term “fragmentary” assumes 

an extreme meaning that poses a challenge to the standards and norms of the field.467 The 

state of archives in Latin America has been urgently summarized by Mari Carmen 

Ramírez. Ramírez rightly states that “No matter how extensive they may be, all archives 

 
Archives of American Art Journal 57, no. 2 (Fall 2018): 76–7. See also, Alexander 
Nemerov, “Art Is Not the Archive,” Archives of American Art Journal 56, no. 2 (Fall 
2017): 76–83. 
 
466 David J. Getsy, in “In Conversation: Art Is Not the Archive,” David Lubin, Anne 
Collins Goodyear, Mary K. Coffey, Emily C. Burns, John Fagg, Alexis L. Boylan, David 
J. Getsy, Kristina Wilson, Lisa Saltzman, Ross Barrett, and Alexander Nemerov, 
Archives of American Art Journal 57, no. 2 (Fall 2018): 71. 
 
467 For an account of the challenges facing historians working in Caribbean archives, see 
Audra Diptee, “Breaking from the chains of the past: Recounting Caribbean history 
accurately is hard when many of the documents have been destroyed,” Index on 
Censorship 47, no. 1 (April 2018): 64–66. 
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are fragmentary and selective since they respond to the social, political, cultural, and 

institutional contexts that shaped them.” 468 However, she also highlights the specific 

hurdles faced by scholars of Latin American art:  

In many Central and South American countries, the economic and 
infrastructural challenges experienced by institutional and private 
archives—together with the absence of efficient professional networks—
has seriously hampered access to significant troves of documents . . .  
Our work is made difficult by a precarious infrastructure in many of the 
countries, poor distribution and lack of policies aimed at preserving  
books, archival material, and key documents.469 
 

In the cases of Puerto Rico and the US Virgin Islands, the structural problems described 

by Ramírez can be traced directly to the colonial and imperial histories of the islands. In 

the US Virgin Islands, for example, the transfer of power from Denmark to the United 

States left a distinct impression on the organization of historical archives and their 

accessibility to researchers and stakeholders. Jeannette Allis Bastian has explained how 

the acquisition of the Danish West Indies by the United States on March 31, 1917 

“initiated a series of archival events in which competing custodial claims for the records 

resulted in the loss of access to them by the communities in which they were created.”470 

Following the purchase of the Virgin Islands from Denmark by the US, Denmark 

removed the bulk of archives to Copenhagen, where they would be inaccessible to Virgin 

Islanders, while the remainder was housed in the National Archives of the United States 

 
468 Mari Carmen Ramírez, “Critical Documents of 20th-Century Latin American and 
Latino Art: A Digital Archive and Publications Project at the Museum of Fine Arts, 
Houston,” in Resisting Categories: Latin American and/or Latino?, eds. Mari Carmen 
Ramírez and Tomas Ybarra-Frausto (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012), n.p. 
 
469 Ibid.  
 
470 Bastian, “A Question of Custody,” 97.  
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in Washington, DC.471 Similarly, Joel A. Blanco and Marisol Ramos have described the 

archival impact of the transition from Spanish to US rule in Puerto Rico, describing the 

state of local archives across the island as one of “disarray, where significant historical 

collections were lost, destroyed, or stolen.”472 Perhaps for this reason, what exists of 

Oller’s correspondence and personal papers is closely held in private, rather than public 

collections, rendering them largely inaccessible.473 In both cases, these geopolitical 

power grabs resulted in significant disruptions to the stewardship of historical memory in 

the Caribbean. In recent years, attempts to remedy the difficulties of accessing Caribbean 

archives has been provided in the form of digitization. In 2017, The Royal Danish 

Library in Copenhagen and Aarhus has made searchable thousands of issues of Virgin 

Islands newspapers, while the Danish National Archives have recently digitized 

thousands of records, including land, marriage, and census records.474 These efforts, 

while in their infancy, have done much to advance the scholarship in this field.  

 
471 Bastian, “A Question of Custody,” 97–8. 
 
472 Joel A. Blanco and Marisol Ramos, “Puerto Rico’s Archival Traditions in a Colonial 
Context” in Decolonizing the Caribbean Record: An Archives Reader, eds. Jeannette A. 
Bastian, Stanley H. Griffin, and John A. Aarons (Sacramento, CA: Litwin Books, 2018), 
65. 
 
473 A number of Oller’s personal papers are held in the private collection of the Paniagua 
family, and the papers of Oller scholar Osiris Delgado Mercado, who published many 
primary sources in his book Francisco Oller y Cestero (1833–1917): Pintor de Puerto 
Rico, are reportedly contained in a private collection and have not been made accessible 
to scholars. Additionally, the state of the papers of the late curator and scholar Haydee 
Venegas are currently unknown.   
 
474 “Early Danish West Indies Newspapers Digitized,” The St. Thomas Source, August 
29, 2016, https://stthomassource.com/content/2016/08/29/early-danish-west-indies-
newspapers-digitized/. To access these sources, visit Mediestream - a service from the 
Royal Danish Library, Newspapers from the Danish West Indies, 
http://www2.statsbiblioteket.dk/mediestream/avis;The Danish West Indies—Sources of 
History, Danish National Archives, https://www.virgin-islands-history.org/en/. 
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As illustrated by the unprecedented devastation of the 2017 Hurricane season, the impact 

of climate change represents another serious obstacle for art historians working in the 

Americas, particularly in the vulnerable Caribbean islands.475 In response, archivists, 

conservators, and collections management professionals have begun to grapple with the 

practical considerations of protecting artistic, cultural, and historic patrimony from 

powerful storms, flooding, and wildfires that occur with increasing frequency.476 In 

recent years, art historians have begun to experiment with ecocritical approaches to the 

discipline, defined by Karl Kusserow as “cultural analysis that, against the usual 

anthropocentric mode of the humanities, attends more broadly to environmental history 

and conditions and to considerations of ecology—the study of living beings in relation to 

their surroundings.”477 This trend is particularly pronounced in the field of American art, 

 
475 For an account of the impact of Hurricane Maria on collections in Puerto Rico, see E. 
Carmen Ramos, “The Aftermath of Hurricane María,” Eye Level (blog), Smithsonian 
American Art Museum, October 11, 2019, https://americanart.si.edu/blog/aftermath-
hurricane-maria and Laura Hoffman, “Shelter from the Storm: The Aftermath of 
Hurricane Maria,” Eye Level (blog), Smithsonian American Art Museum, March 6, 2020, 
https://americanart.si.edu/blog/shelter-storm-aftermath-hurricane-maria.  
 
476 Matthew Gordon-Clark, “Paradise Lost? Pacific Island Archives Threatened by 
Climate Change,” Archival Science 12, no. 1 (March 2012): 51–67; Matthew Gordon-
Clark and Simon Shurville, “‘To Take up Arms against a Sea of Troubles’: Finding Safe 
Havens for the National Archives of Low-Elevation Pacific Islands and Nations 
Threatened by Climate Change,” Archives & Manuscripts 38, no. 1 (May 2010): 78–93; 
May Cassar, Climate Change and the Historic Environment (London: UCL Centre for 
Sustainable Heritage, 2005). 
 
477 Karl Kusserow, “Ecocriticism,” introduction for Bully Pulpit, Panorama: Journal of 
the Association of Historians of American Art 5, no. 1 (Spring 2019), 
https://doi.org/10.24926/24716839.1703; See for instance, Andrew Patrizio, The 
Ecological Eye: Assembling an Ecocritical Art History (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 2019); Maura Coughlin and Emily Gephart, Ecocriticism and the 
Anthropocene in Nineteenth-century Art and Visual Culture (New York: Routledge, 
2020); Christopher Heuer and Rebecca Zorach, eds., Ecologies, Agencies, Terrains (New 
Haven: Yale University Press and Clark Studies in the Visual Arts, 2018).   
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where scholars are increasingly turning their attentions to the intersections of art, 

ecology, and the environment.478 While some of these studies have trained their attentions 

on artistic production engaged with themes of climate, the environment, and nature, 

others have traced the material histories of natural resources, such as silver and cochineal, 

that feature prominently in art-making.479 However, less work has been done to 

interrogate how climate change directly informs the production of art historical 

knowledge. As the consequences of our warming planet continue to impede research 

travel and impact the availability of art objects and archival sources in at risk regions like 

the Caribbean, art historians like myself must endeavor to develop alternative and 

experimental methods of scholarly inquiry.  

 

 
478 See Alan C. Braddock and Christoph Irmscher, A Keener Perception; Alan C. 
Braddock, “Ecocritical Art History,” American Art 23, no. 2 (Summer 2009): 24–28; Karl 
Kusserow, Joni Adamson, Subhankar Banerjee, Alan Braddock, T.J. Demos, Stephen 
Eisenman, Jessica Horton, and Sarah Kanouse, Bully Pulpit, Panorama: Journal of the 
Association of Historians of American Art 5, no. 1 (Spring 2019), 
https://doi.org/10.24926/24716839.1703. 
 
479 See for instance, Alan C. Braddock and Laura Turner Igoe, A Greene Country Towne. 
Philadelphia’s Ecology in the Cultural Imagination (University Park: Penn State Press, 
2017); Karl Kusserow and Alan C. Braddock, Nature’s Nation: American Art and 
Environment (Princeton: Princeton University Art Museum; New Haven and London: 
Yale University Press, 2018); Anne Ring Petersen, Migration into Art: Transcultural 
Identities and Art-making in a Globalised World (Manchester: Manchester University 
Press, 2017); Mark A. Cheetham, Landscape into Eco Art: Articulations of Nature Since 
the ‘60s (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2018); Amanda Boetzkes, 
Plastic Capitalism: Contemporary Art and the Drive to Waste (Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press, 2019); Maggie Cao, “Ice-Scapes,” American Art 31, no. 2 (Summer 2017): 48–50; 
Emily Eliza Scott and Kirsten Swenson, Critical Landscapes: Art, Space and Politics 
(Oakland, 2015); Elena Phipps, “Cochineal Red: The Art History of a Color,” The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin 67, no. 3 (Winter, 2010): 4–48; “Ecology of an 
Exhibition,” Princeton University Art Museum, accessed January 6, 2020, 
https://artmuseum.princeton.edu/ecologyofanexhibition/start. 
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Fragmentary Impressions 

The challenges described above pose an obstacle to the practice of a discipline rooted in 

archival practice. Taken as a whole, these precarious circumstances have reduced the 

historical record of cultural production in these regions to miniscule fragments that fall 

well below the notice of art historical inquiry. As Derek Walcott has argued, it is not 

merely the objects and archives of the Caribbean that have been fractured, but rather an 

entire region and culture that has been subjected to fragmentation following centuries of 

oppression and neglect. However, in his 1992 address to the Nobel Commission, Walcott 

described these processes of fragmentation as potentially generative:  

Break a vase, and the love that reassembles the fragments is stronger than 
that love which took its symmetry for granted when it was whole. The 
glue that fits the pieces is the sealing of its original shape. It is such a love 
that reassembles our African and Asiatic fragments, the cracked heirloom 
whose restoration shows its white scars. This gathering of broken pieces is 
the care and pain of the Antilles, and if the pieces are disparate, ill-fitting, 
they contain more pain than their original sculpture, those icons and sacred 
vessels taken for granted in their ancestral places. Antillean art is this 
restoration of our shattered histories, our shards of vocabulary, our 
archipelago becoming a synonym for pieces broken off from the original 
continent.480  

 
As I pursued the legacies of Camille Pissarro and Francisco Oller in the Americas and the 

Caribbean, I repeatedly encountered objects and archives that were that were damaged, 

inaccessible, and lost, reduced to mere fragments by the torments of a tropical climate 

and the legacies of colonial and imperial violence. However, like the fragments of 

Walcott’s vase, I have found much value in the study and contemplation of the archival 

fragments I have uncovered. I propose that these “shards of vocabulary” might be used to 

 
480 Walcott, 262. 
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write histories of Latin American and Caribbean art that defy the limitations of the 

postcolonial archive. Thus, each chapter of my project seeks to explore an aspect of 

cultural production in the Americas and the Caribbean using an archival fragment as a 

point of departure.  

I began my first chapter seeking to interpret a simple inscription faintly scrawled 

on one of Camille Pissarro’s drawings from his youthful sojourn in Venezuela. Why had 

the young artist included the politically charged phrase “Viva Paez” on an otherwise 

typical marketplace scene, and how might a contextualization of the inscription transform 

our understanding of Pissarro’s interest in a genre that would emerge as a leitmotif 

throughout his artistic career? With no archival record to rely on—Pissarro’s letters from 

his youth in St. Thomas and Venezuela do not exist and scholars have speculated whether 

they might have been purposefully destroyed—this fragmentary inscription allowed me 

to situate Pissarro’s early market scenes within the fractious debates over the value of a 

free economy that defined Venezuela in the post-Independence period. 

  In Chapter Three, I began with a substantially larger archival record as my point 

of departure. One of the largest caches of Pissarro’s drawings resides in the collection of 

the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford which boasts over 400 drawings produced by the 

artist over the course of his career, including many scenes of his native St. Thomas.481 

However, for the purpose of my chapter I chose to pursue a sustained analysis of a single 

work from this archive, known as “Study of a seated female figure sewing (recto)” (c. 

1852). This drawing, which I refer to as Study of a Female Figure Harvesting 

 
481 Brettell and Lloyd, 1.  
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Tortoiseshell, is one of only two known visual documentations of this practice. Through a 

sustained analysis of this unique image, I was able to uncover how a single art object 

might open an entire world, providing a glimpse into the participation of Black women in 

a global economy of the decorative arts in the post-emancipation period. 

In Chapter Four, I began with Oller’s Portrait of George Washington (1903), now 

lost, seeking to explore the artist’s pedagogical mission in the wake of the US invasion of 

Puerto Rico. For many art historians, the study of a lost work known only through 

fragmentary photographs and textual sources is anathema to a discipline that increasingly 

emphasizes the importance of object-based research and close looking. However, within 

the study of Latin American and Caribbean art, the identification of extant works often 

presents a challenge. Political turmoil and corruption, as well as the frequency of 

environmental disasters throughout the region, in addition to a hot and humid climate, 

accelerates the disappearance and destruction of countless works of art. In the case of 

Oller’s Portrait of George Washington, the painting was last recorded as belonging to the 

collection of the Capitol of the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico in San Juan.482 Following 

the exhibition of the painting in Oller’s studio, the work was purchased by the Cámara de 

Delegados and displayed in the original location of the legislative body in the building of 

the former Diputación Provincial on the Plaza de Armas in Old San Juan.483 In the 1920s, 

both the painting and the legislative body were transferred to the newly inaugurated 

Capitol Building, located today on the Avenida Ponce de León and Avenida Luis Muñoz 

 
482 Carreras, Hombres y mujeres de Puerto Rico, 37. 
 
483 “Cámara de Delegados: Sesion de Dia 18,” 3. 
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Rivera. In a photograph published in the El libro de Puerto Rico/The book of Porto Rico, 

a “blue book” published in 1923, the painting can be seen draped in the star-spangled 

banner in the new Capitol Building.484 Ironically, the final concrete reference to the work 

can be located in an inventory assembled by the Works Progress Administration around 

1945. At the height of US involvement in the Second World War, the Federal 

Government sought to identify and secure the island’s artistic patrimony.485 Though the 

work appears in Haydee Venegas’s unpublished catalogue raisonné, she neglected to 

include a photo, suggesting that Venegas may not have observed the painting in person 

and that it may have been lost since at least the publication of her work in 1979.486 

Fortunately, the disappearance of the painting did not preclude an exploration of its art 

historical significance to Oller’s oeuvre, the history of artistic production in Puerto Rico, 

and the relationship of art and empire in the wake of the War of 1898.  

It is easy to diminish the value of these fragments at first glance, particularly 

when many canonical artists have left behind impressive archival footprints and oeuvres. 

However, if the field is truly committed to diversifying and enriching the canon and the 

discipline through the exploration of understudied artists and marginalized geographic 

zones, we must endeavor to do much more with much less. Otherwise, achieving the goal 

of a globalized art historical discourse will remain forever out of reach. An expansion of 

the art historical canon does not simply require the addition of artists of genders, races, 

 
484 Eugenio Fernández y García, Francis W. Hoadley, and Eugenio Astol, El libro de 
Puerto Rico/The book of Porto Rico (San Juan: El Libro Azul Publishing Company, 
1923) 
 
485 Carreras, “Inventorio de las obras pictóricas mas importantes.” 
 
486 Venegas, Francisco Oller: A catalogue raisonné, 10.  
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sexual identities, nationalities, and abilities that differ from an Anglo-European, 

heterosexual, white and male norm, but rather demands an expansion of the types of 

objects, sources, and archives that are deemed acceptable for study. By doing so, the field 

will be enriched in unexpected and creative ways, contributing to the creation and 

preservation of a more inclusive history of art.  
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Fig. 1 Camille Pissarro, Coconut Tree, St. Thomas, reproduced in Ralph Shikes 
and Paula Harper. Pissarro: His Life and Work. New York: Horizon, 1980. 
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Fig. 2 Camille Pissarro, Palms, 1852, watercolor and pencil on paper. Colección Banco 
Central de Venezuela, Caracas. 
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Fig. 3 Fritz Melbye, Palm Trees and Grasses, n.d., oil on board. Olana State Historic Site, 
Hudson, New York/Office of Parks, Recreation and Historic Preservation.  
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Fig. 4 Camille Pissarro, Vegetable Hucksters, c. 1854, sepia and pencil on paper. Colección 
Banco Central de Venezuela, Caracas.  
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Fig. 5 Camille Pissarro, The Poultry Market (La marché à la volaille Gisors), 1885, tempera 
on board. Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.  
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Fig. 6 Camille Pissarro, Market at Gisors, rue Cappeville (Marché à Gisors, rue 
Cappeville), 1894–5, etching and drypoint with emery paper on laid paper. Carnegie 
Museum of Art, Carnegie Institute.  
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Fig. 7 Camille Pissarro, The Market Place, 1889, watercolor, gouache, black and brown ink, 
black chalk on off-white wove paper. Harvard Art Museums.   
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Fig. 8 Léon-Augustin Lhermitte, The Market Place of Ploudalmézeau, Brittany, 1877, oil on 
canvas. Victoria and Albert Museum, London. 
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Fig. 9 Francisco Clapera, De Espanol, e India, nace Mestiza (From a Spaniard and an 
Indian is born a Mestiza), c. 1775, oil on canvas. Denver Art Museum.   
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Fig. 10 Thomas Waterman Wood, Market Woman, 1858, oil on canvas. Fine Arts 
Museums of San Francisco.  
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Fig. 11 Winslow Homer, On the Way to Market, Bahamas, 1885, watercolor over pencil. 
Brooklyn Museum. 
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Fig. 12 Detail from the plan of Caracas by Governor Pimentel, 1578. Reproduced in Irma 
de Sola Ricardo. Contribución al estudio de los planos de Caracas. Caracas: Ediciones 
del Cuatricentenario de Caracas, 1967.  
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Fig. 13 Albert Eckhout, Mandioca (Manioc), 1643, oil on canvas. National Museum of 
Denmark.  
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Fig. 14 Francisco Oller, Naturaleza muerte con platanos verdes (Still-life with Plantains), c. 
1893, oil on canvas. Private Collection, New Jersey.   
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  Fig. 15 Francisco Oller, Naturaleza muerte con cocos (Still-life with Coconuts), c. 1893, oil on 
canvas. Private Collection, New Jersey.   
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Fig. 16 Camille Pissarro, Vegetable Hucksters, detail, c. 1854, sepia and pencil on paper. 
Colección Banco Central de Venezuela, Caracas. 
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Fig. 17 John J. Peoli, Jose Antonio Páez, 1890, oil on canvas. Smithsonian American Art 
Museum, Smithsonian Institute, Washington, DC. 
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Fig. 18 Jose Antonio Páez, El Rey de los Araguatos, 1848, broadsheet. Private Collection.  
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Fig. 19 Camille Pissarro, Studio in Caracas, 1851, sepia and pencil on paper. Colección 
Banco Central de Venezuela.  
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Fig. 20 Fritz Melbye, The Presidential Guard of General José Tadeo Monagas, 1852, ink on 
paper, Banco Central de Venezuela, Caracas.   
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Fig. 21 Camille Pissarro, The Presidential Guard of General José Tadeo Monagas, n.d., 
watercolor and pencil on paper, Olana State Historic Site, Hudson, New York/Office of Parks, 
Recreation and Historic Preservation. 
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Fig. 22 Camille Pissarro, El mercado en la plaza mayor de Caracas (The Marketplace in the 
Plaza Mayor of Caracas), n.d. Fundación CIEV, Caracas.  
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Fig. 23 Ramón Torres Méndez, Carnicero de Bogotá, 1849, hand-colored lithograph. Red 
Cultural del Banco de la República en Colombia, Bogota. 
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Fig. 24 Gambling table at La Quinta de Bolívar. Bogota, Colombia. 
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Fig. 25 Camille Pissarro, Jugadores de Naipes en Galipan (Card Players in Galipan), 
1854 pencil on paper. Colección Banco Central de Venezuela, Caracas. 
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Fig. 26 Manuel Serrano, Indios de la Sierra de Oaxaca, 19th century, oil on canvas, 
Museo de América, Madrid. 

Fig. 27 José Manuel Groot, Mesa de jugadores de naipes (Table of Card Players), 1863 
oil on canvas. Museo Nacional de Colombia, Bogota. 
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Fig. 28 Camille Pissarro, Study of a seated female figure sewing (recto) [Study 
of a female figure harvesting tortoiseshell], c. 1852, pen and brown ink on 
pencil. Ashmolean Museum, Oxford.   
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Fig. 29 Reeves and Inwood watercolor palette, c. 1784–1789. 
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Fig. 30 Camille Pissarro, View of a military fortress, Christiansfort, Charlotte Amalie, St 
Thomas, West Indies, 1852, brown wash over pencil. Ashmolean Museum, Oxford.  
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Fig. 31 Camille Pissarro, Portraits and Figural Studies and detail, n.d., pen and ink. Olana 
State Historic Site, Hudson, New York/Office of Parks, Recreation and Historic Preservation. 
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Fig. 32 Frederik von Scholten [Author’s Attribution], St. Mary’s Fancy Plantation on St. Croix, 
19th century, oil on canvas. M/S The Maritime Museum, Helsingør, Denmark. 
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Fig. 33 Agostino Brunias, Three Caribbean Washerwomen by a River, c. 1770–80, oil 
on canvas. Carmen Thyssen-Bornemisza Collection, Madrid. 
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Fig. 34 Agostino Brunias, The West-India Washer Women, 1780s, oil on canvas. 
National Library of Jamaica, Institute of Jamaica, Kingston. 
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  Fig. 35 Agostino Brunias, The West India Washer-Women, 1779, stipple engraving 

and etching on moderately thick, moderately textured, beige wove paper. Yale 
Center for British Art. 
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Fig. 36 Frederik von Scholten, Bitling near the West End, Santa Cruz, c. 1844. The Maritime 
Museum, Copenhagen.  
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Fig. 37 Joseph Becker, “‘Washerwomen’ in the Army of the Potomac – from a sketch by our 
special artist, Joseph Becker,” wood engraving, Frank Leslie’s, December 10, 1864. 
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Fig. 38 Camille Pissarro, Studies of Washerwomen, 1852, reproduced in Ralph Shikes and Paula 
Harper. Pissarro: His Life and Work. New York: Horizon, 1980. 
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Fig. 39 Camille Pissarro, Two Women Chatting by the Sea, 1856, oil on canvas. National Gallery 
of Art, Washington, DC.  
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Fig. 40 “Hawksbill turtle” from Mark Catesby, The Natural History of Carolina, Florida, and 
the Bahama Islands: Containing the Figures of Birds, Beasts, Fishes, Serpents, Insects, and 
Plants. London, 1743. 2: 39. 
 



   

   
 

249 

 
  

Fig. 41 Peinetón, tortoiseshell, 1830–1837. The Guerrico Collection, National Museum of Fine 
Arts of Argentina, Buenos Aires. 
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Fig. 42 Wig comb made in Port Royal, Jamaica, tortoiseshell, 17th century. Metropolitan Museum of Art.  
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Fig. 43 Poster advertisement for O. Walter-Obrecht, Múmliswyl, lithograph, 1892.  
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Fig. 44 “Notice,” Sanct Thomae Tidende, April 27, 1833. Danish National Library, Copenhagen. 
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Fig. 45 “’Shelling’ Turtles,” from Samuel A. Bard [Ephraim George Squier]. Waikna: 
Adventures on the Mosquito Shore. London: Sampson Low, Son, & Co., 1855.  
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Fig. 46 Winslow Homer, Rum Cay, c. 1898–9, watercolor over graphite on wove paper. 
Worchester Art Museum. 
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Fig. 47 Winslow Homer, The Turtle Pound, 1898, watercolor over pencil. Brooklyn Museum. 
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Fig. 1 Goyena family, Bisonte con palmeras (Bison with Palm Trees), c. 1825–1850. 
Smithsonian American Art Museum, Teodoro Vidal Collection, Smithsonian Institute, 
Washington, DC. 
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 Fig. 2 Photographs of La Camara de Puerto Rico (House of Representatives) in 
session. Archivo General de Puerto Rico, San Juan.  
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Fig. 3 Gilbert Stuart, George Washington (Lansdowne Portrait), 1796, oil on canvas. 
Smithsonian American Art Museum, Smithsonian Institute, Washington, DC. 



   

   
 

259 

 
  

Fig. 4 Francisco Oller, El Velorio (The Wake), oil on canvas, 1893. Museo de Historia, 
Antropología y Arte de la Universidad de Puerto Rico, Río Piedras.  
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Fig. 5 José Campeche, El Gobernador Don Miguel Antonio de Ustáriz, 1792, oil on canvas. 
Instituto de Cultura Puertorriqueña, San Juan. 
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Fig. 6 Francisco Oller, La Escuela del Maestro Cordero (The School of Master Cordero), 
1890–2, oil on canvas. Colección del Ateneo Puertorriqueño, San Juan. 
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Fig. 7 Francisco Oller junto a sus discípulas frente a la residencia del fotógrafo Enrique 
Verges, c. 1909, Fotografía blanco y negro. Colección Puertorriqueña del Sistema de 
Bibliotecas de la Universidad de Puerto Rico, Recinto de Río Piedras. 
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Fig. 8 Pío Casimiro Bacener, Autorretrato (Self-Portrait), 1894, oil on wood. Smithsonian 
American Art Museum, Teodoro Vidal Collection, Smithsonian Institute, Washington, DC.  
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Fig. 9 Manuel Jordan, Escena de la Guerra Hispanoamericana (Scene of the Spanish-American 
War), 1898, oil on wood. Instituto de Cultura Puertorriqueña, San Juan. 
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Fig. 10 Certified Proof, December 2, 1902. National Museum of American History, 
Smithsonian Institute, Washington, DC. 
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Fig. 11 Francisco Oller, Portrait of William McKinley, 1898, oil on canvas. Private Collection.   
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Fig. 12 Francisco Oller, Portrait of Guy V. Henry, 1899, oil on canvas. La Fortaleza, San Juan.  
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Fig. 13 Andrés López, Portrait of Don Matias de Gálvez y Gallardo, 1790–1, oil on canvas. 
Academia San Carlos, Mexico City. 
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Fig. 14 Charles Willson Peale, The Artist in his Museum, 1822, oil on canvas. Pennsylvania 
Academy of the Fine Arts, Philadelphia. 
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Fig. 15 Josef Perovani, Portrait of George Washington, 1796, oil on canvas. Real Academia de 
Bellas Artes de San Fernando, Madrid. 
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Fig. 16 Udo J. Keppler, “It’s ‘up to’ them,” Puck, November 20, 1901, chromolithograph. Library of 
Congress Prints and Photographs Division, Washington, D.C. 
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Fig. 17 Benjamin Lloyd Singley, “Waiting for Uncle Sam – On the Beach at Porto Rico,” c. 
1900, Keystone View Company, photographic print on card mount (stereograph format). Library 
of Congress Prints and Photographs Division, Washington, D.C. 



   

   
 

273 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Fig. 18 “No One Loves Me” – Native Porto Ricans, c. 1900, Keystone View Company, 
photographic print on card mount (stereograph format). Library of Congress Prints and 
Photographs Division, Washington, D.C. 
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Fig. 19 Civilizing Natives, c. 1902. Helen Hamilton Gardener photograph collection. National 
Anthropological Archives, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, DC.  
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Fig. 20 Class Native Children McKinley School, Ponce, c. 1902. Helen Hamilton Gardener photograph 
collection, National Anthropological Archives, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, DC.  
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Fig. 21 Unknown artist after Gilbert Stuart, Portrait of George Washington (Munro-Lenox Type) 
19th century, oil on canvas. Catalogue of American Portraits, National Portrait Gallery, 
Washington, DC.  



   

   
 

277 

 

 
 

 
 

Fig. 22 U.S.-Philippine Ten-Peso Silver Certificate, 1903. Historical Resource Center, Bureau of 
Engraving and Printing, Washington, DC.  


