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I’ve been asked to speak to you today on the topic of the arts in 19th-century Portland, and the 

years between 1800 and 1900 give us a lot to talk about. During that century, Portland developed, 

aesthetically speaking, from what was essentially a country cousin to cities like Salem and 

Boston, to a city with its own rich and distinctive artistic traditions.  I’m going to try to touch 

upon most of the highlights of this period for you, and to do that efficiently I’m going to mostly 

limit the artifacts that I show you primarily to three of the collections that I know best and have 

the easiest access to: the Maine Historical Society, the Portland Museum of Art, and the Saco 

Museum, which believe it or not has a lot of Portland-related things in its collections. But as you 

look and listen, it’s important to bear in mind that these three collections are far from the whole 

story of the arts in Portland, and that the slides you’ll be seeing today are not necessarily the 

single most important works of art in this time and place. Instead we should look at them as a 

sort of jumping-off point for talking about the kind of artistic expression that was finding a voice 

in Portland at this time.   

 

Probably most of you recognize this as the Hugh McLellan House, which is now part of the 

Portland Museum of Art. It was built in 1801 and restored and reopened to the public in 2002. 

When we talk about the beginnings of art in Portland we really have to think about it in the 

context of the housing boom that happened here in the years following the Revolutionary War.  

Hugh McLellan’s house, which was built by housewright John Kimball, Senior, was one of a 

group of handsome new homes that sprang up in the West end, with architectural designs and 

details that were inspired by popular neoclassical trends from Europe. Thanks to the collections 

of the Maine Historical Society, we know that Kimball used architectural pattern books, which 

were published by architects and builders overseas and included drawings and plans of whole 

homes as well as various architectural and decorative details, like designs for ornamental 

woodwork or stair balustrades.  Many of those elements of Kimball’s design for the McLellan 

House are drawn directly from the pattern books here in the MHS’s collections, as are the 

designs for the house he built for Hugh’s brother, Stephen, the next year. That house still stands 

today as the Cumberland Club, and while the interior has been drastically changed over the last 

200-some years, the exterior façade remains essentially the same.  The luxury homes like this that 

sprang up in Portland’s West End were not only aesthetic statements in and of themselves, but 

they also provided for the first time in Portland a truly appropriate setting for sophisticated social 

gatherings and for the display of luxury goods and fine arts.  Suddenly homes had dining rooms 

and parlors, rooms that were dedicated specifically for the purpose of entertaining, rooms that 

required appropriately elegant furnishings. Portland’s fashionable mansions also helped to put 

the city on the map as a civilized outpost in northern New England, with cultured citizens who 

had money to spend on beautiful things for their homes. 

http://www.mainehistory.org/
http://www.portlandmuseum.org/
http://www.sacomuseum.org/
http://www.sacomuseum.org/
http://www.portlandmuseum.org/about/facts/mclellan.shtml
http://cumberlandclub.org/
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Despite this, the fine arts were relatively slow to come to Portland.  For the first 15 or 20 years of 

the 19th century, the fine things that people had in their homes—whether we’re talking about 

paintings, silver, ceramics, or glass—were mostly produced outside the state.  Painting was a real 

rarity, and if a Portland home had a painting it was likely to be a portrait.  The very wealthy, like 

Portland’s Dearborn family, could afford the services of academically trained portrait painters.  

This portrait of Portland’s Major General Henry Dearborn was painted by Gilbert Stuart, the 

single most acclaimed portraitist during the Federal period, who was based in Philadelphia.  

Dearborn was a Revolutionary War hero who settled in Maine after the war was over, 

subsequently became a U.S. Congressman, and he also served as a general during the War of 

1812, which is the period that this painting dates from. Selecting Stuart to paint his portrait was a 

sign of General Dearborn’s importance on a national scale; Stuart’s other clients included 

presidents George Washington, John Adams, and Thomas Jefferson as well as many individuals 

among the elite societies in  the major cities along the eastern seaboard. Stuart, too, was a 

champion of the neoclassical style, and he tended to portray the heads of state that he painted as 

sort of modern-day Roman heroes. 

 

Paintings like these were points of pride for the prominent citizens who commissioned them, but 

they also functioned as beautiful objects for the home.  The glittering details of General 

Dearborn’s uniform present the same kind of visual spectacle that gilded mirrors or fancy 

tablewares would have provided in homes of this time. Portland’s growing importance as a 

shipping port meant that luxury objects could be imported both from abroad and from other 

major ports in the Northeast.  These exports might include fine furniture from England, Boston, 

or New York; fabrics from India; silver and glass from France, Italy, or Bohemia; or ceramics 

made overseas expressly for the Western market.  

 

What you see here [no link] is a Chinese porcelain dinner service in the Portland Museum of 

Art’s collection, with the gilded decoration that was so highly prized in early 19th century homes. 

 This was absolutely was meant to be a functional set of tableware, although it certainly would 

not have been for everyday use.  But it also had a purely visual role, since it might very well have 

been on display to one degree or another even when it was not in use. China cabinets, either 

freestanding or incorporated into the architecture of a home, were becoming increasingly popular 

at the time, and having a lovely set like this on constant view in your dining room would not only 

have beautified your home, but it would also have been a reminder to your guests of your wealth, 

your taste, and your social status. 

 

Sometimes designs for imported tablewares were even more specifically tailored for American 

tastes. This pitcher featuring an image of Portland’s brand-new observatory, built in 1807, was 

actually produced in Liverpool, England.  The lively shipping exchange between these two cities 

had given pottery makers in England an insight into the designs and wares that might appeal 

Portland citizens.  Whole new styles of pottery—the so-called Liverpool Pitcher among them--

sprang up in England, continental Europe, and Asia to satisfy this new American market. Wisely, 

artisans here in northern New England observed this, and decided that they could profit from the 

http://www.portlandmuseum.org/exhibitions-collections/search.php?searchby=All+Fields&term=dearborn&Submit.x=0&Submit.y=0&Submit=Search
http://www.portlandmuseum.org/exhibitions-collections/search.php?searchby=All+Fields&term=signals&Submit.x=0&Submit.y=0&Submit=Search
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growing taste and market for luxury goods in the area. As a result many of them set up shop in 

Southern Maine in the first years of the 19th century.  

 

Fine furniture was one of the first markets to find its niche in Portland. Among the most skilled 

furniture-makers at the time were the brothers Daniel, Benjamin, and William Radford, whose 

Portland shop produced elegant wooden furniture that was based on European designs but crafted 

locally and used a combination of imported and local materials.   What you’re looking at here[no 

link]  is a mahogany secretary that demonstrates the Radford brothers’ typically slender and 

delicate designs; there is also some very lovely inlay on this, which is harder to see, but it’s 

important: that’s where the local materials come in. While the mahogany, of course, was 

imported, the Radfords and other regional furniture-makers made use of native woods as well—

in northern New England birch was often used for the lighter-colored inlay, and pine and poplar 

were often used as secondary woods; this is one of the way that scholars identify furniture from 

this area. This card table, also by the Radford shop, displays the same refined neoclassical design 

as all the other things we’ve been looking at. Card tables were actually a relatively new and 

fashionable phenomenon in early 19
th

-century America.  Their popularity as a furniture form 

indicates that Americans, at least wealthy ones, had more time for leisure activities, and that 

these activities—like playing card and drinking tea—had become widespread enough so that 

specific types of furniture, not to mention tablewares, were created specifically for those 

purposes. 

 

Other local furnituremakers of this period included John and Thomas Seymour, a father and son 

firm that started in Portland and then moved to Boston, where they were hugely successful. 

Seymour furniture is among the most highly collectible federal furniture in the market today, and 

the Portland pieces are very rare. What you’re looking at here [no link] is a Pembroke table in the 

Saco Museum’s collection that is attributed to the Seymour shop during its Portland years. It’s 

not a great slide, but it’s also true that the table is modest and plain in its design; the Seymours 

hadn’t yet developed the more ornamented and highly finished style they would become known 

for. Nevertheless, if you zoomed in on this photo, you could see that every edge of this table is 

accentuated with thin inlaid stringing, stressing the fact that tables were now ornamental objects 

as well as functional pieces of furniture.  

 

This was also true of serving ware, and so silversmiths like Enoch Moulton and Oliver Gerrish, 

among others, set up shops in Portland to accommodate the widespread need for tea services, 

flatware, and candlesticks to furnish the dining rooms and parlors of Portland’s elite.  Moulton, 

who is responsible for the lovely little shell-topped sugar tongs you see here, had a shop was on 

Fore Street opposite Ingraham’s Wharf, where he advertised that he manufactured and sold 

"almost every article in the jewelry line" as well as silver and pewter ware. Gerrish, who made 

the spoons, was on Exchange Street, and identified himself as a jeweler, silversmith, and 

watchmaker. The reason these things are photographed together along with this partial tea service 

from England is that they all once belonged to Eunice McLellan, one of the daughters of Hugh 

McLellan.  While these particular items were probably never actually used in the McLellan 

http://www.portlandmuseum.org/exhibitions-collections/search.php?searchby=All+Fields&term=radford&Submit.x=0&Submit.y=0&Submit=Search
http://www.portlandmuseum.org/exhibitions-collections/search.php?searchby=All+Fields&term=UrqhartNaphtali&Submit.x=0&Submit.y=0&Submit=Search
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House, they are typical of what you might have seen in Portland’s most elegant homes. All of 

these goods, including the furniture and porcelain we just looked at, display the slender lines, 

symmetry, and classical detailing that fit so well into the beautifully designed homes of the 

Federal period.  And again, while these objects did indeed serve functional purposes—people 

needed something to eat with and to sit on—they were just as important for aesthetic purposes, to 

beautify the rooms they were in and to impress the visitors and guests that they were used by. 

 

Among the many artisans who set up shop in early 19th-century Portland there were some whose 

handiwork straddled the line between the fine and functional arts.  The mirror manufacturer 

James Todd, whose shop was on Middle Street in Portland, produced elegantly framed mirrors 

with decorative hand-painted panels (click for example: does not correspond to slide list). The 

gilded frames were of the type that would continue to be made throughout the mid-19th-century 

for easel paintings on canvas and panel, and the painted glass tablets had much in common with 

those paintings in their subjects and details. The decorative painting work may have been 

completed by apprentices in Todd’s shop; however, there is also reason to believe that he may 

have contracted the work out to area artists who were in business independently from him.   

 

The similarity of some of Todd’s panels to this painting and others by landscape painter Charles 

Codman suggests that Codman may have been one of those who supplied painted panels for 

Todd’s shop early in his career. This wouldn’t be surprising, since Codman was at the time trying 

to earn a living as the first resident landscape painter in Portland, and since his storefront was 

adjacent to Todd’s on Middle Street. Codman had been trained as an ornamental painter in 

Boston and eventually found his way to Portland. His decorative work was noted by John Neal, a 

distinguished citizen of Portland who is frequently cited as America’s first art critic and who was 

also a lawyer, an accomplished novelist, and an all-around Renaissance man.  Neal, who was 

widely traveled and had seen and written about the work of artists overseas and in New York, 

Boston, and Philadelphia, saw promise in Codman’s landscapes and encouraged him to focus 

exclusively on easel paintings and to give up his decorative work.  The paintings that Codman 

produced never made him a wealthy man, but they did find a market and they did earn him 

enduring fame in Portland, which is a testimony to the growing interest in art among local 

citizens. 

 

Some of Codman’s paintings, like the one you see here, also traveled outside of Maine to be 

shown in exhibitions at places like the Boston Athenaeum and at the National Academy of 

Design in New York. Similarly, notable works of art produced by artists outside of Maine also 

traveled here to Portland, giving both the general public and local artists the chance to see and 

learn from the work of academically trained masters. Among the famous paintings to visit 

Portland was the Moving Panorama of Pilgrim’s Progress, a remarkable,  

eight by 800 foot painting designed by rising stars in American landscape painting, including 

Frederic Edwin Church, Jasper Cropsey, and Daniel Huntington, among others. As much a 

theatrical production as a traditional painting, the panorama, which is now in the collection of the 

Saco Museum, was presented in Portland’s “Music Hall” shortly after its creation in 1851 and 

http://www.mainememory.net/artifact/18849
http://www.oceansbridge.com/paintings/artists/jan2012/misc/Charles-Codman-xx-View-of-Twin-Mountain-xx-Private-collection.jpg
http://www.the-athenaeum.org/art/detail.php?ID=48440
http://www.sacomuseum.org/panorama
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several more times again into the 1870s.  This is only a fraction of the panorama that you are 

seeing here, photographed in the Pepperell Mill Campus in Biddeford as it was being installed 

for exhibition in 2012. Even earlier, Thomas Sully’s monumental painting, The Passage of the 

Delaware, which is now in the collection of the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, was exhibited at 

Portland’s Union Hall in 1823. This kind of limited-engagement presentation of a single painting 

really was like a theater opening; it created a lot of buzz among the people who lived in Portland, 

and just like a performance event, people were charged admission to see it and it was reviewed in 

the local papers. Charles Codman almost certainly saw The Passage of the Delaware here in 

Portland. It must have made a big impression on him, because sixteen years later he incorporated it 

into the central design of a banner he made for the Calais Frontier guard, a Maine militia company.  

 

But not every artist in Portland was a professional artist; in fact, not every Portland artist was a 

man or even a grown-up. Remarkable needlework was made by Maine schoolgirls in the early 

19
th

 century, mostly in the female academies that were spread throughout southern Maine. A 

recent major exhibition at the Saco Museum dedicated to Maine schoolgirl needlework explored 

the stories and biographies not only of the sampler-makers but also of their teachers. For the first 

time it’s become possible to identify specific Maine schools and to tie particular design elements 

to those schools. Portland schools tended to adopt this twining, satin-stitched rose border along 

with genealogical information, which of course makes them even more valuable to today’s 

historians of material culture. From the words that the sampler maker herself stitched onto this 

work, we know that it was made by Mary Twombley of Portland in 1817, when she was just 

twelve years old. From what we know of other samplers from the same place and time, we 

believe that it was made in the Portland school of Rachel Hall Neal—coincidentally, or perhaps 

not coincidentally, the mother of John Neal, Portland’s resident patron of the arts. An interesting 

sidebar to the whole sampler line of inquiry is that we know, from contemporary newspaper 

advertisements, that Charles Codman claimed to provide designs for ladies’ needlework during 

the years that he was in Portland.  If that’s so, it’s reasonable to think that he provided designs for 

some of these Portland schoolgirl samplers—and John Neal and his mother may have been a 

point of connection--but nobody yet has been able to conclusively tie him to a particular school 

or sampler.  

 

Despite all of these exciting developments in the art of 19th-century Portland, when it came to 

the fine arts, local tastes still tended to lean heavily toward portraiture well into the middle of the 

century.  This demand was accommodated by portrait painters who flooded into Southern Maine, 

including many itinerant, or traveling, portrait painters who catered specifically to the middle and 

rural classes. This portrait of Mary McLellan, the mother of Hugh McLellan, was painted by an 

artist named John Brewster, Jr. as early as 1795.  Brewster was one of the first generation of 

itinerant painters in Maine. Born in Connecticut, Brewster was mostly self-taught. This was 

partly because there really weren’t a lot of opportunities for academic artistic training in 18
th

-

century New England, but it was also because Brewster’s options were further narrowed because 

he was deaf. This was before American Sign Language and before there was even a single 

educational institution dedicated to the hearing impaired, so Brewster also had a very limited 

https://www.mfa.org/collections/object/the-passage-of-the-delaware-31231
https://www.mfa.org/collections/object/the-passage-of-the-delaware-31231
http://www.mainememory.net/artifact/11771
http://www.mainememory.net/artifact/14754
http://books.google.com/books?id=xrpzRa33etMC&pg=PR10&lpg=PR10&dq=mary+mclellan+john+brewster&source=bl&ots=veAaOwOL-d&sig=fnCmnFaInbtjvnT5WhnSnLVejfc&hl=en&sa=X&ei=jTj9Up_7GuTYyAH36IBY&ved=0CCkQ6AEwAA#v=onepage&q=melville&f=false
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ability to speak, read, and write. He communicated with his sitters probably mostly through 

rudimentary sign language, and he also probably relied upon his brother Royal Brewster, who 

was a well-respected physician in Buxton, Maine—to help him identify and communicate with 

clients. We are lucky here in southern Maine in that the largest and finest single collection of 

John Brewster Jr.’s paintings are just a few miles away in the Saco Museum; the museum owns 

thirteen of them that date from the earliest to the latest period of the artist’s career and 

demonstrate how important the flow of the Saco River from Buxton, where his family lived, to 

the towns on the coast, was to the development of his career. 

 

In fact, both in Saco and in Portland there was a real boom in production of portraits in the 

1830s, due to the fact that the population in these areas was becoming more educated and more 

affluent, and they had the money and the desire to seek out portraits of themselves or their loved 

ones.  William Matthew Prior was an itinerant portraitist who maintained a studio in Portland at 

this time—in fact at one point he shared a studio with Charles Codman--and he cleverly offered a 

range of services to suit any potential customer’s budget.  Large-scale, fully-realized portraits 

such as this one of Ann Cascaline Merrill Staples, the daughter of a Portland merchant, could 

cost as much as $25, while a simpler portrait, painted, in the artist’s terminology, “without shade 

or shadow” was less than three dollars.  Prior’s case is a fascinating one because it demonstrates 

that to be an artist at this time was also to be a businessman. Part of the challenge in encouraging 

the arts in Portland and the vicinity was to develop and market a skill that would find a sustained 

client base, and ideally not just among the very wealthiest citizens. Prior’s case is also interesting 

because it argues that the so-called “primitive” appearance of some 19th-century portraits, at 

least in some cases, may be due as much to financial choices as aesthetic ones.  

 

Also painting at this time was Charles Octavius Cole, who is credited with being Portland’s first 

resident portraitist, just as Codman was the city’s first landscape painter (example of Cole’s 

painting here; does not match slide list). As Cole found success and became more established in 

his field he took on the role of promoting the arts widely in Portland, both by providing art 

lessons to aspiring painters and by exhibiting the work of many local artists, past and present, in 

his studio on Center street. Portland’s artist studios—like Cole’s and Codman’s—were noted by 

residents and outsiders alike as one of the city’s greatest attractions. In 1833, a correspondent 

from the Boston Transcript wrote in the Portland Advertiser:  

 

In my enumerations of the attractions of Portland, I must not forget the studios of 

our painters. These form indeed a centre of attraction to people of taste, whether 

residents or strangers, and are among the most popular lounges which the city 

contains. 

 

Capitalizing upon the city’s growing reputation as a haven for artists, John Neal marshalled his 

resources to organize the first large-scale exhibition of local art in the city.  This took place in 

1838 at the Maine Charitable Mechanics Hall, which still stands on Congress Street today. The 

exhibition included more than 70 paintings and at least 40 prints and was accompanied by a 

http://www.mainememory.net/artifact/14677
http://www.mainememory.net/artifact/18718
http://portlandmuseum.org/exhibitions-collections/search.php?searchby=All+Fields&term=octavius&Submit.x=0&Submit.y=0&Submit=Search
http://portlandmuseum.org/exhibitions-collections/search.php?searchby=All+Fields&term=octavius&Submit.x=0&Submit.y=0&Submit=Search
http://www.mainecharitablemechanicassociation.com/MCMA/MAINE_CHARITABLE_MECHANIC_ASSOCIATION.html
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printed catalogue in which Neal individually critiqued all the paintings in the exhibition.  The 

exhibition both introduced and celebrated the new idea of Maine art, and it encouraged residents 

of Portland to become connoisseurs as well as collectors. 

 

And here comes the million-dollar question: what is a Charitable Mechanic exactly, and why 

were they in the business of organizing art exhibitions?  It’s a good question, and it turns out 

there’s a good answer.  While today we think of a mechanic as the guy who fixes your car, in 

19
th

-century parlance it basically meant anyone who makes something, who works with their 

hands, who produces something tangible as their primary livelihood. And in the young days of 

the American economy, organizations like the Maine Charitable Mechanics offered some 

opportunities for education, professional development, and some degree of protection for those 

who were in these precarious and sometimes dangerous trades. It was almost a form of an early 

labor union, providing insurance and protection for mechanics and their families, particularly if 

they died and left widows or children behind. The Maine Charitable Mechanics Society was quite 

a going concern, with its handsome stone building on Congress Street, a library, and an annual 

parade in which sub-groups of tradesman marched together under their own banners.  

 

This banner from the 1841 parade represents the Painters, Glaziers, and Brushmakers trade, 

strong evidence that by this time the arts were not only a major presence here in Portland, but 

also that artists and those in the associated trades were fully recognized as professionals. There 

are seventeen of these banners, by the way, all representing a different trade, and all of which 

remained in the Maine Charitable Mechanics’ collection until 2010, when they went up on the 

auction block to raise money for the Mechanics’ primary mission of maintaining their building 

and library. Thankfully, a consortium of museums both inside and outside the state of Maine 

banded together to purchase the banners for the Maine Historical Society collection, which is 

where they are today. And the other happy postscript to that story is that the Maine Charitable 

Mechanics Society has also endured, and to this day you can still become a member and visit 

their historic facility just a few doors down from here.  

 

As a final note on portraiture, we can’t ignore the fact that the middle of the nineteenth century 

brought about a sea change in the arts here and internationally, with the development of the 

completely new art form of photography.  The daguerreotype, a unique image produced on a 

specially treated metal plate, was photography’s earliest commercial form, and it soon became a 

very popular alternative way to create a portrait. There were daguerreotype studios in Portland, 

and residents of the city were eager to have their pictures taken in this new and fashionable way. 

Maine Historical Society has an outstanding collection of local daguerreotypes, and I’m just 

including a few here to show you the range of people who were drawn to them: William Willis, a 

historian and author; the very handsome John Greenleaf Cloudman, who was a painter and a 

student of Charles Codman’s; and Julia Dearborn Wingate, a resident of the McLellan House and 

a descendant of Major General Henry Dearborn, whose painted portrait by Gilbert Stuart we saw 

just a little while ago. Daguerreotypes bear as little resemblance to the photographs of today, 

either in appearance or in process, as they do to those earlier painted portraits.  Sitters had to 

http://www.mainememory.net/artifact/36545
http://www.mainememory.net/artifact/37055
http://www.mainememory.net/artifact/49362
http://www.mainememory.net/artifact/48464
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remain motionless for as much as an hour at a time to have their daguerreotype taken, and the 

end result was a single image rather than a negative that could be printed multiple times.  The 

resulting photo was tiny—smaller than an index card, so much different from what you’re seeing 

on the screen--and had a sort of ghostly appearance: daguerreotypes have to be held at a certain 

angle to see them clearly.  They were also delicate and for that reason they were often presented 

in little cases which were meant to be handled and opened only when the photo was to be 

viewed.  So while daguerreotypes dipped into the portrait-painter’s market to some degree, it 

would be a long time, not really until the 20
th

 century, before the photograph would really eclipse 

the painted portrait. 

 

In the 1840s and ‘50s, the arts truly blossomed in Portland, due in no small part to John Neal’s 

pioneering efforts.  Painters like Harrison Bird Brown, Charles Frederick Kimball, and our friend 

John Greenleaf Cloudman had their first successes noted by Neal in the local papers, and the 

attention they received from him helped them establish a market for their work. Of particular 

note is Neal’s mentoring of the sculptor Benjamin Paul Akers, who created The Dead Pearl 

Diver, now in the collection of the Portland Museum of Art. In an article in the Portland 

Advertiser in 1853, Neal urged the citizens of Portland to patronize Akers, stressing the young 

sculptor’s innate genius and saying that he hoped that Akers “should be allowed to escape 

starvation until the world [may] get acquainted with his capabilities.” The people of Portland 

responded enthusiastically, and with the help of various local patrons, Akers financed a three-

year residency in Rome, where he studied classical sculpture and met other American expatriates. 

Among these was Bowdoin College alumnus Nathaniel Hawthorne, whose novel The Marble 

Faun deals specifically with American sculptors in the neoclassical style working in Rome. 

Descriptions in The Marble Faun correspond specifically with Akers’s life and work. Hawthorne 

describes work by his fictional protagonist, Kenyon, that match up specifically with known 

sculptures by Akers, including a bust of English poet John Milton, now in the Colby College 

Museum of Art, and The Dead Pearl Diver itself. 

 

A remarkable written resource on Portland’s early 19
th

-century artistic community actually comes 

to us through Akers. Before traipsing off to Portland and Rome, Akers was part of a family in the 

tiny Saco River town of Salmon Falls, a community with which he remained connected 

throughout his short life, which like Charles Codman’s was cut short by tuberculosis. In the Saco 

Museum’s collections is an unpublished autobiography by his brother Charles, who was also an 

artist, and who worked as Paul’s studio assistant in both Portland and Rome. Charles gives us 

some great descriptions of that experience and of Paul’s Portland studio, or at least his memory 

of them many decades later:  

 

“Then he went back to his clay, and being left to myself I looked about the place.  

It was the whole upper loft of a three-storey business building near the foot of 

Exchange Street, afterwards burnt in the Great Fire of ’66.  Each end of this loft 

provided a small working studio, separate from the main hall by Venetian blinds, 

the hall being used as a place of exhibition by Paul and his brother artist, Mr. 

http://www.portlandmuseum.org/exhibitions-collections/galleries/americanNeoSculpture.shtml
http://www.portlandmuseum.org/exhibitions-collections/galleries/americanNeoSculpture.shtml


 

 
10 

Tilton, who was a young painter. 

 

I was amazed at the many beautiful things I saw here. The walls were hung with 

paintings, old and new, while some of Paul’s busts of Portland notables were 

scattered about on pedestals, together with a few antiques, plaster casts of Lord 

Byron and others—and even the stove was surmounted by a three-fourths life size 

statue of Washington in cast-iron. There were also some plants, including a large 

cactus, growing in sculptured pots, which added much to the beauty of the whole.  

Books, mostly of poetry, lay on the table. I had never seen such beautiful things, 

and was astonished. Should I ever gain a knowledge of this exalted life, and 

become familiar with such objects?” 

 

The “Mr. Tilton” that Charles mentions was one of the other Portland-area artists who would go 

on to live and paint in Rome, and who was there the same time as Akers and the others. This 

painting by Tilton of St. Peter’s basilica at twilight [no link] is now a part of the Portland 

Museum of Art’s collection. All of these artists continued to be consistently praised by John Neal 

in Portland publications during their years away, in articles that made it clear how popular their 

paintings and sculptures were with European audiences, and that if the citizens of Portland 

fancied themselves to have equally good taste, they ought to similarly value and patronize the 

artists that came out of their own state and city. 

 

Though Portland’s artists were becoming ever more worldly, still they were interested in their 

local people and places.  Charles Codman had been one of the first to celebrate Portland’s natural 

amenities with his many views of Diamond Cove on Great Diamond Island in Casco Bay. 

Diamond Cove became a favorite subject for many local artists, poets and writers in the 19th 

century as it also became a popular destination for day-trippers and picnickers. Codman’s legacy 

endured as both amateur and professional artists produced variations on the Diamond Cove 

theme that were inspired by the older artist’s work, helped in part by an engraving produced after 

one of his paintings in 1836. With scenes like this one, Codman had helped establish a passion 

for our local landscapes that still colors the Maine painting tradition today. Only a few years 

earlier, John Neal had lamented the difficulties that landscape painters faced in finding a market 

for their work, stating, “it is a thankless calling, and at best a precarious one, that of a landscape-

painter in our day”; however, by the mid-1840s landscapes were on the walls of all the best 

homes, and demand was at an all-time high for paintings that celebrated the wonders of nature.  

 

Harrison Bird Brown was another one of Portland’s most prolific and successful artists, who 

retained a permanent home in Portland and found most of the subjects for his paintings in and 

around that city.  He would gain a reputation for his many views of Maine’s coast, particularly 

Cushing Island where he maintained a studio, yet early in his career he also marketed his skills to 

well-to-do Portland citizens who wanted a portrait of their home or landholdings.  Throughout 

the 1860s he specialized in what were termed “homestead” portraits of the homes or birthplaces 

of prominent men; this shows the Back Cove estate of J. B. Coyle, the owner of the Portland 

http://www.the-athenaeum.org/art/detail.php?ID=48446
http://books.google.com/books?id=chkUAAAAIAAJ&printsec=frontcover&dq=ann+sophia+stephens+portland+sketchbook&hl=en&sa=X&ei=sTz9UsWPAcKfyQHk5YHADg&ved=0CCsQ6AEwAA#v=onepage&q=ann%20sophia%20stephens%20portland%20sketchbook&f=false
http://books.google.com/books?id=chkUAAAAIAAJ&printsec=frontcover&dq=ann+sophia+stephens+portland+sketchbook&hl=en&sa=X&ei=sTz9UsWPAcKfyQHk5YHADg&ved=0CCsQ6AEwAA#v=onepage&q=ann%20sophia%20stephens%20portland%20sketchbook&f=false
http://www.tfaoi.com/cm/4cm/4cm520.jpg
http://www.tfaoi.com/cm/4cm/4cm520.jpg
http://www.tfaoi.com/aa/7aa/7aa32.htm
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Steam Packet company. Harrison Bird Brown was also interested in local industry, as evidenced 

by this view of the Forest City Sugar Refinery. In the 1860s the Refinery, along with the Portland 

Glass Company and a second sugar refinery, was part of an industrial landscape located near the 

mouth of the Fore River.  One of the directors of the Forest City Sugar Refinery, Theophilus 

Cushing Hersey, was a frequent patron of Brown’s, and this painting may have been made at his 

request.   

 

An interest in local attractions and local history was stimulated by the publication of the History 

of Portland by William Willis, whose daguerreotype we saw earlier. It was first printed in 1831 

and then reprinted in an expanded version in 1865.Willis’s volume celebrated not just the history 

but also the amenities of Portland, from its eastern and western promenades to its industries to its 

buildings. Likewise, in 1874 John Neal authored a book called Portland Illustrated, which 

functioned as a sort of city guide to Portland, focusing particularly on cultural events, arts, and 

architecture. Among the buildings specifically dealt with by Neal in his book is the Marine 

Hospital that was built on Martin’s Point in 1855, which still stands today, and which you see 

here in an 1859 painting by Charles Frederick Kimball. Neal said of the building: “Beyond all 

question, it is one of the best proportioned and most beautiful of our public buildings, and 

occupying as it does a conspicuous elevation, overlooking our whole city, and Casco Bay, with 

the islands for which we are so celebrated, and the open sea, along the whole sweep of the 

horizon.” Neal’s words and Kimball’s lovely painting provide just one more example of how 

Portland residents and painters took pride in their city and found its beauties a worthy subject for 

their art.   

 

Throughout this time, decorative and functional arts continued to be produced, as well.  Like 

portrait painters, craftsmen and artisans customized their wares to suit a growing middle-class 

population in Portland.  Furniture makers adapted forms from the fine furniture tradition—such 

as the lyre-back design you see here (scroll to bottom artifact)—to produce less expensive, mass-

produced objects that would be appropriate for humbler but still stylish homes. This chair uses 

stenciling to provide the decorative painting on the back and legs, whereas more high-end 

furniture would have been hand-painted in a way that was much more time-consuming and 

demanded much greater skills of the maker.  

 

Among Portland’s furniture makers of this time was Walter Corey, a Massachusetts native who 

came to Portland in 1836 and set up a storefront on Exchange Street and manufacturing facilities 

on the Presumpscot River in Windham.  Corey began to make use of mechanized processes to 

produce high-quality furniture more quickly and in greater quantities than the earlier bespoke 

system had allowed. In fact, he named his shop “Walter Corey’s Steam Manufactory,” effectively 

advertising his business as a place that could mass-produce functional furniture for both a 

regional and national market. Pieces from the Corey factory, particularly chairs, were indeed sold 

in stores in throughout the eastern seaboard; contemporary accounts indicate that the shop at its 

peak produced as many as 20,000 chairs per year. While his materials were very fine, as you see 

here—marble, walnut, and other fine hardwoods—his pieces do not display the same kind of 

http://portlandmuseum.org/exhibitions-collections/search.php?searchby=All+Fields&term=refinery&Submit.x=0&Submit.y=0&Submit=Search
http://portlandmuseum.org/exhibitions-collections/search.php?searchby=All+Fields&term=hospital&Submit.x=0&Submit.y=0&Submit=Search
http://portlandmuseum.org/exhibitions-collections/search.php?searchby=All+Fields&term=chair&Submit.x=0&Submit.y=0&Submit=Search
http://portlandmuseum.org/exhibitions-collections/search.php?searchby=All+Fields&term=corey&Submit.x=0&Submit.y=0&Submit=Search
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hand-crafting that characterized fine furniture of earlier in the century.  This indicates a sort of 

shift in priorities at this time, not just among the makers of fine goods but also among their 

consumers. It was still important to have attractive, high-quality goods for your home, but the 

market and the demand had increased to such a degree that a successful entrepreneur had to find 

a way to produce these things quickly and in quantity. 

 

Pewtersmiths Rufus Dunham and Freeman Porter adopted similar philosophies with their rival 

shops in Westbrook—their products echoed the forms of fine silver, but their less expensive 

materials and mechanized production made them more affordable for everyday use and for 

middle-class homes.   Rufus Dunham was one of a group of early metalsmiths in Maine who 

capitalized on the new technology for “Britannia” pewter. Britannia, an alloy of tin and 

antimony, was lighter, stronger, and brighter than traditional pewter, which used lead in the alloy. 

This more sturdy pewter could withstand the newest manufacturing techniques—such as 

mechanized lathes, rollers, and buffers—which Dunham employed in order to increase his 

production and diversify his inventory. 

 

In operation from 1863 to 1873 was the Portland Glass Company, which along with the sugar 

refineries was situated along the mouth of the Fore River.  The relatively short term of its 

operation belies the size and importance of this company.  During its peak, it was one of the 

largest glass manufactories in the country and abroad, producing decorative housewares in a 

variety of patterns and colors.  Portland Glass is best remembered today for its pressed glass, 

which was both decorative and functional. These objects were often fanciful and innovative in 

design--Portland Glass developed and patented at least two entirely new pressed glass patterns 

that enjoyed continued popularity even after the company closed--but because of new 

technological advances in glass manufacturing they could be produced in great quantities for a 

relatively low cost. The goblet on the left here is in the Tree of Life pattern (example of pattern 

here; does not correspond with slide list), which was one of the designs developed and patented 

by Portland Glass. The company also produced more expensive and labor-intensive blown and 

engraved objects, such as the lantern seen here [no link].  These and the more substantial pressed 

glass forms would have been luxury items for the home, but on the far other side of the spectrum, 

Portland Glass Co. also produced functional glass for local establishments ranging from taverns 

to apothecaries.  So its importance in the life of 19th-century Portland was wide-ranging, from 

the fine arts to the most mundane aspects of everyday life. 

 

The Portland Glass Company was one of the few businesses to survive the tragedy of 1866 that 

has come to be known as the Great Fire. Portland’s growing economic power and its bustling art 

scene came to an abrupt halt in July of that year, when the sparks from some Independence Day 

firecrackers set fire to the wharves and high winds blew the fire into the city proper. The alarm 

was sounded in enough time so that there were few fatalities, but the damage to Portland’s 

downtown was so severe that 1,800 buildings were destroyed and nearly 10,000 people were left 

homeless.  Even in the midst of this desolation, the denizens of Portland were moved to create 

art. The fire was captured in oil on canvas by architectural draftsman and amateur painter George 

http://portlandmuseum.org/exhibitions-collections/search.php?searchby=All+Fields&term=dunham&Submit.x=0&Submit.y=0&Submit=Search
http://www.metmuseum.org/Collections/search-the-collections/14288?rpp=20&pg=1&rndkey=20140213&ao=on&ft=*&what=Glass&who=George+Duncan++Sons&pos=4
http://www.metmuseum.org/Collections/search-the-collections/14288?rpp=20&pg=1&rndkey=20140213&ao=on&ft=*&what=Glass&who=George+Duncan++Sons&pos=4
http://www.mainememory.net/artifact/16929
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Frederick Morse, who according to local legend set his easel up in various locations all over the 

city while the fire raged. Numerous photographs and prints documented the aftermath of the fire, 

but Morse’s paintings are among the few to envision the city as it was actually ablaze. 

 

For some time afterward, Portland’s arts scene languished as the city focused its energies on 

rebuilding after the devastating effects of both the fire and the Civil War. In a remarkably short 

period of time, magnificent new buildings sprang up in the ashes of the fire—a new City Hall, 

the granite custom house that stands on Commercial street today, a new post office, and a new 

hospital building which remains a part of Maine Medical Center.  As part of this rebuilding 

effort, Portland citizens for the first time turned their attention to public art. As early as 1873 the 

first meetings were held to determine a site and arrange funding for a monument that would 

honor Portland’s role in fighting the Civil war.   Our Lady of the Victories, also known as the 

Soldiers and Sailors monument, was finally erected in Portland’s Monument Square in 1891.  It 

was the work of Lewiston-born sculptor Franklin Simmons, who like Benjamin Paul Akers had 

studied in Rome but continued to be celebrated as a local artist during his time away.  Three 

years earlier Simmons had also been commissioned to create the bronze statue of Henry 

Wadsworth Longfellow that now resides in Longfellow Square.  His local successes eventually 

led to his creation of a larger-than-life-size marble of General Ulysses S. Grant that currently 

resides in the U.S. Capitol Building. Simmons felt so strongly about his native state and adopted 

city of Portland that in his will he left the entire contents of his Rome studio to the City of 

Portland, including an earlier version of the Grant statue, which is what you see here, and many 

other full-size marbles.  In the 1920s the City gave this collection to the Portland Museum of Art, 

and they form the cornerstone of that museum’s collection of neoclassical sculpture to this day. 

 

Both before and after the rebuilding push, a great effort was made to improve both rail and steam 

service into the city and the state. This greatly increased access to Maine not only for businesses 

and shipping but also for tourism, which was a rapidly growing industry at the time. Intrigued 

with the thought of a wilderness here in their own backyards, landscape artists based in larger 

northeastern cities were drawn to Maine’s unique landscape. Artists like Fitz Henry Lane, whose 

1852 view of Castine Harbor you see here, explored and painted  points downeast such as 

Camden and Mount Desert, and inland attractions like Mount Katahdin and what would become 

Baxter State Park. Maine was a favored destination for Frederic Edwin Church, who painted 

Mount Katahdin throughout his career.  When paintings such as these were seen in galleries and 

private homes in cities like Boston and New York and Philadelphia, they provided people with 

their first views of what are now Maine’s most famous landscapes. They inspired not only other 

artists, but also wealthy city-dwellers looking for a restful retreat, to visit the state and see its 

beauties for themselves. 

 

For the most part, these artists passed over Portland in favor of more remote destinations; 

however, their presence in the state helped to stimulate and transform the local arts scene. 

Portland painters learned from these artists about painting out-of-doors and about looking to 

current trends in art overseas. A weekend painting club called the “Brush’uns” was formed in the 

http://www.mainememory.net/artifact/42792
http://www.mainememory.net/artifact/42792
http://www.mainememory.net/artifact/1013
http://www.mainememory.net/artifact/1132
http://www.mainememory.net/artifact/1132
http://portlandmuseum.org/exhibitions-collections/search.php?searchby=All+Fields&term=grant&Submit.x=0&Submit.y=0&Submit=Search
http://portlandmuseum.org/exhibitions-collections/search.php?searchby=All+Fields&term=castine&Submit.x=0&Submit.y=0&Submit=Search
http://portlandmuseum.org/exhibitions-collections/search.php?searchby=All+Fields&term=millinocket&Submit.x=0&Submit.y=0&Submit=Search
http://portlandmuseum.org/exhibitions-collections/search.php?searchby=All+Fields&term=millinocket&Submit.x=0&Submit.y=0&Submit=Search
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1860s with the goal of cultivating those interests and tastes among the citizens of greater 

Portland.  The members consisted of businessmen who shared a passion for art and took weekend 

painting excursions in and around Portland, rain and shine, summer and winter.  Among their 

favorite destinations were Great Diamond Island, Delano Park in Cape Elizabeth, and the 

Stroudwater River, which is what you see here in this painting by Charles Frederick Kimball.  

Kimball was truly part of the lineage of art history in Portland.  His grandfather, John Kimball, 

Sr., was the housewright who built the Hugh McLellan House in 1801, and his father-in-law was 

John Greenleaf Cloudman, one of the many painters to receive attention from John Neal in the 

1830s.  Kimball himself was a cabinetmaker by trade, although he also found success as a 

painter.  

 

Other members of the Brush’uns included George Frederick Morse, whose paintings of the great 

fire we saw a moment ago, and John Calvin Stevens, who would of course become Portland’s 

most celebrated architect of the turn of the century. This is Stevens’s view of Delano Park you 

see here, and it’s typical of the work the Brush’uns produced: their paintings were almost always 

completed out-of-doors, and they are generally impressionistic in feel, as the members of the club 

tried the newest artistic approaches to capture the changing effects of light and atmosphere on 

their local landscape.  

 

There was at least one artist “from away” who did not overlook Portland and its surroundings.  

Winslow Homer had already established a reputation as one of the country’s most gifted and 

innovative painters when he set up a studio on Prouts Neck in Scarborough in 1883.  Some of the 

strongest and most affecting works of his career were his monumental paintings of the surf 

crashing on the rocks right outside his studio door.  Although Homer continued to spend his 

winters in New York, he was a bona fide member of the Portland community, and not exactly the 

hermit he is often thought to be.  He visited friends in Portland and had them visit him on Prouts 

Neck, he came into town to do his banking and buy art supplies, and, most significantly, he 

exhibited his work here, at what was then the Portland Society of Art, for Portland’s citizens and 

aspiring painters to see.  In addition to Homer’s incalculable contribution to the history of art 

both nationally and internationally, he played a crucial role in establishing Maine’s reputation as 

a destination for artists.  Much like Lane’s and Church’s work had done earlier in the 19th 

century, Homer’s paintings on display in galleries and museums throughout the country helped 

those who saw them to view Maine as a place for spiritual and artistic inspiration.   

 

Homer’s influence extended into other artistic media, as well, as you can see very clearly in this 

view of Casco Bay by local photographer Frank Laing [no link]. That’s Ram Island Light you see 

in the distance, so the photo was probably taken near what is now Fort Williams Park in Cape 

Elizabeth. Photography had continued to gain popularity as an art form from the early days of the 

daguerreotype. Shooting was now done on glass plates, which produced a negative that could be 

printed multiple times onto paper. The glass plate negatives themselves continued to improve in 

design, and it was actually two Maine natives, F. E. and F. O. Stanley of Kingfield, who 

pioneered a “dry plate” printing process with pre-coated glass negatives that you could for the 

http://portlandmuseum.org/exhibitions-collections/search.php?searchby=All+Fields&term=stroudwater&Submit.x=0&Submit.y=0&Submit=Search
http://media.pressherald.com/images/300*232/portland-press-herald_3707187.jpg
http://www.portlandmuseum.org/exhibitions-collections/collection/homer_gallery.shtml
http://www.portlandmuseum.org/exhibitions-collections/collection/homer_gallery.shtml
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first time take out of the studio, and use out-of-doors.  Because it had become so much easier and 

less expensive to shoot and develop photographs, professional and amateur photographers sprang 

up all over the country, and Portland was no exception. Camera clubs, which were also popular 

nationwide, were a place where photographers of all types came together to organize exhibitions, 

hold workshops and lectures, and buy and promote one another’s work.  The Portland Camera 

Club was founded in 1899, so just barely within the confines of this talk about the 19
th

 century, 

and Frank Laing, a professional photographer and framer, was among those involved.  The club 

continues to exist and has a space in the American Legion Hall just over the bridge in South 

Portland, but in its early days it actually met right here on the peninsula, on the third floor of the 

Hugh McLellan House, which was then the home of the Portland Society of Art. 

 

It’s sort of a historical coincidence that Winslow Homer’s arrival in Portland in 1883 roughly 

coincided with the founding of the Portland Society of Art just the year before.  The founders of 

the Society, who included Brush’uns members Charles Frederick Kimball, George Frederick 

Morse, and John Calvin Stevens as well as the city’s foremost  landscape painter, Harrison Bird 

Brown, were driven by a desire to, as it reads in the by-laws dating from the founding year, 

“foster an appreciation for the arts, mount exhibitions, and found a library, art school, and 

Museum.”  John Neal had died six years before, and it is possible that the Portland community 

was anxious that without his patronage the arts in Portland would languish.  At any rate, the 

movement to form an arts society was met with great enthusiasm.  Local artists signed up by the 

dozens to be charter members of the society.  

  

The first instructor for the art school was Frank Weston Benson, who would later achieve 

national fame for his impressionistic portraits of his daughters.  This painting was completed on 

North Haven Island, off the coast of Camden, where the Bensons had a summer home, and it 

exemplifies the kind of impressionistic technique that was being promoted by the Society in its 

earliest years. The society also drew the attention of the wealthy and influential citizens of 

Portland.  These included people like U. S. Congressman Lorenzo de Medici Sweat and his wife, 

Margaret Jane Mussey Sweat, who had purchased the Hugh McLellan House as a summer home 

in 1880; Payson Tucker, who was the vice-president of the Maine Central Railroad; and Henry 

and Ellen St. John Smith, whose portraits by John Singer Sargent you see here. A lawyer and a 

native of Portland who lived in Cape Elizabeth, Henry St. John Smith was also widely traveled 

and knowledgeable about art in both America and Europe. He was part of a new breed of 

Portland resident whose tastes and experiences were cosmopolitan but who were steadfast 

supporters of their local community. Together with more than 30 of their friends and colleagues 

in Portland, these individuals pooled their resources in 1888 to purchase the very first work of art 

for the new museum’s collection, Benjamin Paul Akers’s The Dead Pearl Diver, the same 

marble figure that had been praised by John Neal and immortalized in literature by Nathaniel 

Hawthorne. 

 

The purchase of the Dead Pearl Diver for the Museum’s collection was met with great 

excitement in Portland, with a dedication ceremony and a public reading of a poem composed for 

http://www.imamuseum.org/collections/artwork/sunlight-benson-frank-weston
http://portlandmuseum.org/exhibitions-collections/search.php?searchby=All+Fields&term=smith&Submit.x=0&Submit.y=0&Submit=Search
http://portlandmuseum.org/exhibitions-collections/search.php?searchby=All+Fields&term=diver&Submit.x=0&Submit.y=0&Submit=Search


 

 
16 

the occasion by Elizabeth Akers Allen, the sculptor’s widow.  What you’re seeing here [no link] 

is a portrait bust of Elizabeth made by her husband shortly before they were married. The 

Portland Society of Art and its fledgling art museum did not yet have a permanent home in the 

city, so all of these festivities took place at the Portland Public Library, then located in the Baxter 

Building on upper Congress Street.  The Society used a variety of different locations for its 

meetings, classes, and exhibitions until 1908, when the late Margaret Mussey Sweat, who you 

see here in a page from one of her wonderful scrapbooks in the Maine Women Writers’ 

Collection, left her magnificent home, the McLellan House, to the Portland Society of Art in her 

will.  She also left funds for modern exhibition galleries to be built in memory of her husband, 

and the Portland Society of Art immediately seized upon that challenge.   

 

In 1911, the Lorenzo de Medici Sweat Memorial galleries, designed by John Calvin Stevens, 

opened to the public.  For the first time there was a permanent home in Portland not only for the 

work of past artists, but also for living artists to display their work and look to the future of art in 

the city and the state.  And this is what the Sweat Galleries look like today, with Franklin 

Simmons’s sculpture of Ulysses S. Grant standing guard over the Museum’s 19th-century 

collections. Today, Portland is now a very modern city in many ways; much larger, more diverse, 

and more cosmopolitan than the Portland of the 1800s.  But much of this city’s appeal, which I’m 

sure you’ll all agree with, is its sense of its own history, and that’s why it’s so wonderful that a 

program like the Portland History Docents exists and that you have all committed to being a part 

of it.   

http://dune.une.edu/mjms_photo/
http://dune.une.edu/mjms_photo/
http://dune.une.edu/mjms_photo/
http://www.portlandmuseum.org/about/facts/sweat.shtml

