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———————————DESCR | BE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The site for Robert S. Duncanson is the present Taft Museum. This elegant white frame 
mansion is a highly refined example of the Federal style. The two-story center unit is 
fronted with an imposing portico, whose Tuscan Pillars, Greek pediment, curved iron 
railings leading up the sandstone steps to the handsome entrance provide a fitting 
terminus to the visual axis from East Fourth Street through Lytle Park. The center unit 
is flanked by two-story wings, a high basement with grilled windows holds the center 
section and the two wings a good half story above grade. The entrance portal is 
flanked by slender sidelights and capped by an elliptical fanlight in which the 
window mull ions form a wheel spoke design. This design is repeated in the seven 
elliptical windows in the second story of the center unit and in the pediment. Across 
the rear of the center unit is a long porch which commands a view of a lovely formal 
garden. Access to this porch is through floor length double hung windows of the 
drawing room. When transformed into a museum, the house was restored on the basis 
of an 1857 color print, and the interior colors and appointments were returned to 
those of a gracious early nineteenth century home.

In 1848, Nicholas Longworth, I selected Robert S. Duncanson to paint eight landscape 
murals in his palatial home, Belmont, which is now the Taft Museum. The museum has 
restored the murals which were once covered over with wall paper.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

To become a black artist under the conditions of the nineteenth century posed great obstacles, 
largely complicated by racism. No matter how potentially great or even competent, the 
black artist constantly found himself in the dilemma of having to constantly disprove either 
cultural, racial or provincially imposed attitudes and restrictions. Robert S. Duncanson was 
one such individual who met with these same awesome challenges and for a time, succeeded 
until these conditions contributed to his demise in 1872. History is fortunate in that at 
least 79 out of a possible ninety-odd known canvases by Duncanson's hand have survived.

It was indeed the nineteenth century painter who forged one of the first truly American 
traditions. In effect the visual imagery they developed through close attention to the details 
of the American terrain grew into fervent emotional and spiritual relationship to nature. It 
is within this context that Robert S. Duncanson is to assume his role as a vital contributor 
to the creation of this unique and individual form of American expressionism.

BIOGRAPHY

Robert S. Duncanson was born in New York State about 1817. His mother was a black woman 
and his father is said to have been a white Canadian of Scotch ancestry who sent his son to 
Canada for his primary training. Duncanson seems to have enjoyed from the beginning 
advantages commonly denied most freeborn black youth in his day. Duncanson was sent 
abroad to Edinburgh, Scotland to study at the expense of the Anti-Slavery League.

No documentation that we have at present tells the precise nature of the artist's studies 
abroad prior to 1842. However, to judge by the subjects of his paintings completed before 
1862, it is fairly certain that he had picked up a good acquaintance with English literature, 
if indeed, he had not read considerably too in English as well as classical history. An 
illustration from Shakespeare's life and a composition based on an episode from one of his 
plays, three paintings on themes drawn from the poetry of Robert Burns and Walter Scott, 
and two other works inspired by events in ciassicial history provide evidence for this 
assumption.
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No concrete information concerning his early years of education indicate that Duncanson 
had any formal academic art training, therefore, we must assume that he was indeed a 
basically self-taught painter. This in itself was a major accomplishment given the lack 
of opportunities of that period.

Duncanson came to Cincinnati in 1842 and was advertised as the proprietor of a studio of 
daguerreotypy. It is therefore quite likely that when he arrived in Cincinnati, he had 
already acquired some knowledge of how to paint. Between the years 1845 and 1859 
Duncanson was busily at work in Cincinnati and Detroit. In these cities he numbered 
among his patrons some of the first citizens. This was particularly true of Cincinnati, 
where, about 1848, he began that remarkable series of decorations on the walls of 
"Belmont," the then Nicholas Longworth mansion (now the Taft Museum), which are 
justly regarded as among the finest achievements of early Midwestern painting. In 
addition to that task, he was at work on the portraits of a number of Detroit and Cin­ 
cinnati patrons. In fact, his commissions in Detroit, beginning in 1846, probably with 
the Berthelet family of that city, had so far detailed him that he found it necessary to 
take a studio there in 1849. Notices in Detroit periodicals of the day reveal that the 
artist participated in public exhibitions of painting and received honors and awards for 
his work.

In 1861 or 1862, Duncanson must have sailed once more for Scotland. Two contemporary 
references support this belief: the first, an article in The Cincinnati Gazette for May 30, 
1961, contains a description of his painting, "The Lotus Eaters," based on a poem by 
Tennyson; while the second, a letter sent from London by Moncure D. Conway, published 
in the same newspaper, informs readers of Duncanson's successes in Scotland and London. 
Conway tells of meeting Duncanson by chance in the galleries of the South Kensington 
Meuseum and of learning from the artist something about his travels in Scotland where 
he had exhibited "The Lotus Eaters" and other paintings. Before leaving for Scotland, 
Duncanson had visted in Canada.

It is thought that Duncanson was an accepted member of the Cincinnati Art Union if, 
indeed, he was not also a member of the Cincinnati Academy of Art. In the eyes of 
many Americans of that time Duncanson was regarded as "... the best landscape 
painter in the West ... . "^
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Duncanson returned to Detroit in September, 1871, and there put on view several works 
including the famous "Ellen's Isle, Loch Katrine," a painting in which he did honor to 
a spot in Scotland made hallowed by the romantic genius of Sir Walter Scott. The 
exhibition was announced in a Detroit newspaper which gave out that "The celebrated 
paintings of Mr. Duncanson have arrived and will be on exhibition at the Gallery of 
the Western Arts Association tomorrow. "^

Sometime prior to the closing of this exhibition the painter was overtaken by a severe 
depression. Some months later he died on the 21 December 1872. The artist's 
obituary published in The Detroit Tribune of Thursday, December 26, 1872. It sums 
up the main facts of Duncanson's life as given, no doubt, by his widow.

DEATH OF DUNCANSON THE ARTIST. — One Saturday last 
Robert S. Duncanson, a celebrated artist of this country, died 
at the Michigan State Retreat .... He had acquired the idea 
that in all his artistic efforts he was aided by the spirit of one of 
the great masters, and this so worked upon his mind as to affect 
him not only mentally but physically. He was 55 years of age, 
a man of modest and retiring disposition, and a gentleman who 
was greatly esteemed by all who knew him. He was born in New 
York and for the past 30 years made Cincinnati his home. The 
honors received by him both at home and abroad were numerous. He 
painted the "Land of the Lotus Eaters," after Tennyson's poem, 
and when he visited Europe the poet laureate received him at his 
residence as a recognition of his appreciation of that great work. 
He also painted his "Recollections of Italy," an exceedingly 
complete production, and another of his greatest efforts was his 
painting of the "Paradise and the Peri," which was sometime 
since exhibited at the gallery of the Western Arts Association, 
and greatly admired by those of our citizens who had an oppor­ 
tunity of viewing it. Mr. Duncanson visited Europe several 
times . . . some of the pictures being purchased by the Duchess 
of Sutherland. He was an artist of rare accomplishments, and 
his death will be regretted by all lovers of his profession, and 
by every American who knew him either by reputation or 
personally.
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1. Combined information from James A. Porker's "Robert S. Duncanson, Midwestern 
Romantic Realist," Art in America, October 1951 and Cincinnati Art Museum, 
Robert S. Duncanson - A Centennial Exhibition, Cincinnati, 1972 gives the most 
recent and accurate information to date regarding Duncanson's oeuvre.

2. The Cincinnati Daily Gazette, November 24, 1865.

3. The Cincinnati Gazette, May 30, 1861.

4. The Detroit Daily Union, September 16, 1871.

5. The Detroit Tribune , December 26, 1872.
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Cincinnati Art Museum. Robert S. Duncanson -A Centennial Exhibition. Cincinnati, 1972, 

Dover, Cedric. American Negro Art. Greenwich, Connecticut, I960.

Dwight, Edward. "Art in Early Cincinnati," The Cincinnati Art Museum Bulletin (new 
series), 3, 4, August 1953, pp. 4-11 .

Fine, Elsa Hornig. The Afro-American Artist: A Search for Identity. New York, 1973.

Porter, James A. "Robert S. Duncanson - Midwestern Romantic Realist," Art in America. 
October 1951.

. Modern Negro Art. New York, 1969.

The Cincinnati Daily Gazette. November 24, 1865.

The Cincinnati Gazette. May 30, 1861.

The Detroit Daily Union. September 16, 1871.
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Being in the City of Cincinnati, Hamilton County, Ohio, in Section 12, 
Town 4, Fractional Range 1, of the Miami Purchase and more particularly 
described as follows:

Beginning at a point on the east line of Pike Street three (3) feet north 
of the south line of Fourth Street extended eastwardly, thence south­ 
wardly along the east line of Pike Street one hundred and fifty (150) 
feet and extending back between parallel lines from said frontage at 
right angles to the east line of Pike Street four hundred (400) feet more 
or less to Butler Street, being the same property Conveyed by Joseph 
Longworth et. al, to David Sinton on January 19, 1875, by deed recorded 
in Deed Book 434, page 589.

Also the following described property in the same Section beginning at a 
point on the east line of Pike Street three (3) feet north of the South 
line of Fourth Street extended eastwardly, thence northwardly along the 
east line of Pike Street thirty-seven (37) feet, thence eastwardly at 
right angles to Pike Street two hundred and twenty-three (223) feet; thence 
southwardly parallel to Pike Street thirty-seven (37) feet to the north 
line of the lot firstly described herein; thence westwardly along the 
north line of said lot two hundred and twenty-three (223) feet to the place 
of beginning, being the same property conveyed to Anna Sinton Taft by the 
A. H. Pugh Printing Company by deed dated May 15, 1911, and recorded in 
Deed Books 1040, page 492, of the Hamilton County records.
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Dr. Leslie Hammond 
Maryland Institute of Art 
Baltimore , Md,


