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Lilly Martin Spencer (1822-1902), the best-known working woman artist of the 19th century, shaped a career enmeshed with social, economic, cultural, and political forces of a tumultuous time in American history.  Spencer’s paintings reveal the personal joys and challenges of her life.  Her works also acted as a metaphor for issues faced by the country as a whole.  She achieved recognition through determined efforts to build patronage, both with individual collectors and through new art institutions that emerged mid-century.

In the early 1800s, the United States was growing into a mercantile-driven power, but the resulting wealth was rarely directed toward art collecting.  By the 1820s and 1830s, collectors like Luman Reed and Jonathan Sturges were among the first to support “native art,” encouraging emerging artists to focus on what was American in art.
  Sturges would go on to serve on the management committee of a new type of organization, the art union.
  The art union movement was based on the belief that if the public were exposed to art, then its taste would be developed, benefitting society as a whole.

Specifically, the art union goal centered on fostering American art through moral and financial support of artists and by educating the public, in particular the growing middle class.  Spencer was one artist who not only received this encouragement from the art union movement, but also found her career to be completely interdependent with the art union’s successes, tribulations, and ultimate failure.  
Looking closely at three of Spencer’s better known works reveals the way she navigated the young country’s changing sense of itself, slippery notions of art patronage, societal parameters for women, and her own professional ambitions.  Domestic Happiness, 1849 (Fig. 1) emerges early in Spencer’s career and at the height of the art union movement, showing its aims in action.  Shake Hands? from 1854 (Fig. 2) represents the maturing artist continuing to build her reputation, though not financial success, in collaboration with a later iteration of the art union movement.  The Civil War put an end to the art unions, and Spencer had to find her own way through a competitive and changing art market.  War Spirit at Home, 1866 (Fig. 3) shows the artist at her most evocative, taking the lessons learned about patronage from the art unions and combining those with her understanding of what was needed to succeed in new circumstances.  Together, the three paintings indicate the compromises she made for institutional support and how those choices effected the development of her artist’s voice.  From the art union patronage, she learned how to produce images that would appeal to a middle class audience, while also subtly communicating the complexity, ambivalence, and turbulence of a radically changing America.
As the United States was building a sense of itself as a young country, so, too, were American artists finding a foothold in the developing art market.  In 1801, the American Academy of Fine Arts was formed in New York City by elite connoisseurs to help create a demand for art that lacked state or religious patronage.  The focus was on the patron, excluding artists, and on developing taste based on copies of European master works.  By 1826, a group of young artists, disenchanted with this traditional Euro-centric vision, broke off to form the National Academy of Design.  It offered not only exhibition space for artists, but also an artist-run membership organization and the first art school based on European academic models, which meant perpetuating a hierarchy of types of art.  The hierarchy privileged history paintings on grand themes of classical, religious, and pivotal historical moments, with their embodiment of moral themes, over paintings of everyday life, portraiture, landscape, and still life.  The National Academy intended to appeal to potential, wealthy patrons with its exhibitions and honorary memberships, as it positioned itself as the artist-generated arbiter of taste.

In a break from this mold of art exhibition, James Herring, an artist, publisher, and engraver, formed the Apollo Gallery in New York City.  With a goal of inclusiveness, he invited young artists and those who had been excluded from the National Academy to exhibit, with a vision to develop the American in American art.  The Apollo Gallery charged 25 cents for general admission to the revolving exhibitions, hoping to use profits to build a national art museum.  But sales were poor, and in 1839, failing to meet expenses, the gallery was reconfigured as the Apollo Association for the Promotion of the Fine Arts in the United States.

Herring was profoundly affected by reading a report from the Edinburgh Association for the Promotion of the Fine Arts, which served as the basis for the Apollo Association.  The Scottish organization was an art union and had already been successful for two years.  It followed German and Swiss models founded beginning in 1788, centered on an impulse toward the democratization of art and liberating artists from exclusive dependence on wealthy patrons.  By 1839, 29 art unions were active in Germany alone.
  London had bragging rights for the largest, and Italy and France also had art unions.  
Various iterations and developments in Europe led to the art union structure in the United States.  Initially, art works that were exhibited, but did not sell, were awarded to union subscribers by lot.  Over time, an annual reproduction of a painting, as an etching, engraving or photogravure, was distributed to all subscribers.  Annual constitutions, with plans of distributions, were added, along with a management committee structure for acquiring works.  
The overall art union structures varied, falling into two essential forms:  a lottery of original works, as used in Edinburgh, based on the German model, and cash prizes awarded to purchase paintings exhibited in specified venues, as used in London.  The London model critiqued the lottery system that privileged taste of managers over that of subscribers.  The lottery would prove to be problematic for art unions both in Europe and the United States.  As art unions developed in the U.S., the two structures were replicated.  The Apollo Association, modeled on Edinburgh, used the lottery, and later, the Philadelphia Art Union awarded cash prizes.


Herring recognized the art union structure as a vehicle for helping artists, while also devising a national system for art patronage.  At the same time, he envisioned that the union could break American reliance on European art trends and modes of elite, religious, and governmental patronage.  Subscribers would pay $5 a year, with a guarantee to receive at least one print of a prominent work and the chance to win an original painting in December of that year.  The subscription revenues were used by a management committee to purchase art.  In its first year, the Apollo Association purchased 36 paintings from artists in New York, Philadelphia, and Washington, from funds generated by the 829 early subscribers.
  

In addition, the art union was built on a philosophical foundation.  By exposing more people to art, Herring believed public taste would be elevated and American civilization bettered.  He advocated for a fifteen member Committee of Management comprised of merchants and other professionals who had the means to buy art, were enthusiasts, and were interested in fostering a national vision through art.  With the antebellum period came divisiveness in political, cultural, and social issues, including economic volatility, slavery, populism, suffrage, and western expansion.  These visionaries saw art as a tool for developing national unity and pride that would supersede these divisions.  Yet art historically had been viewed as more of a tool for the elite, a potentially divisive belief.
To defy the idea that art was incompatible with democracy, Herring wanted to make art available to every class with its Art-Union Perpetual Free Gallery, opened in 1842.  The Gallery promoted the idea that art enriched the lives of all, especially those with less economic and social advantages.  The gallery was open every day except Sunday, with about 30,000 weekly visitors
 at its peak (Fig. 4).  The Knickerbocker reported that merchants, country visitors, children on their way to school, gentlemen, working men, and women were all visiting the gallery, leaving with their “manners and feelings refined.” 
  But refinement did not necessarily mean reverential silence, as conversation about the meaning of the art was encouraged.  Critics also commented that works like a bronze statuette of a nude Indian provoked unseemly behavior and the irritating presence of noisy schoolboys.


Inspired by its successes, in 1844, the name of the organization was changed to the American Art-Union (AAU), suggesting Herring’s national ambitions.  The nation would be uplifted by educated viewers of art, who had cultural and moral sensitivity, to discuss, compare, and debate not only aesthetics, but also the content and ideas contained in the works.  The AAU was a public institution, not organized around private gain or profit.  It was elevated above partisan politics, as well as regional and class tensions.  Expressing these ideals also helped distinguish the AAU’s goal of taste-making from other popular forms of entertainment, growing in importance during the same time period, such as ‘low-brow’ spectacles promoted by P.T. Barnum.

The AAU strived to extend its reach well beyond New York City.  Honorary Secretaries were placed in communities outside New York to sell AAU subscriptions.  Starting with three in 1839, over 1000 Honorary Secretaries were in place by 1851.  Still, over half the subscriptions came from New York.
  New competition partly explained why the AAU remained New York centric.  
In 1847, the Western Art-Union (WAU), modeled on the AAU, was formed in Cincinnati, sparking a “friendly rivalry” with the AAU.
  Cincinnati was thriving and a burgeoning art center.  It was the third largest manufacturing city in the United States, boosted by the financial and commercial networks that grew along its river system.  It became a center for reformers, interested in suffrage, children’s education, and support for its large immigrant population, which was predominantly German, as well as Irish.  As part of the city’s vision to become the Athens of the West, the Western Museum was established in 1820.  Like Peale’s Museum in Philadelphia, it had a natural history focus and also employed artists like John James Audubon.  Interest in refining public taste and acting beyond self-interest were central to the rhetoric for growing the city’s fame, and thereby boosting population, investment, and tourism.
The WAU benefitted from this ripe environment.  Pride in America, central to Jacksonian ideology (based on the presidency of populist Andrew Jackson), focused interest in buying American art.
  “Cincinnati is now swarming with artists,” said AAU President William Cullen Bryant in 1845.
  Most WAU members lived in Cincinnati, and the art union gave preference to local artists, as well as well-known national artists who could draw subscribers.  Landscapes made up the majority of paintings bought and engravings distributed to subscribing members.  Genre scenes of everyday life also appealed, especially those with a nationalistic pride in America and those with a “genial and civilizing influence.”


That Spencer had a studio in the new 1848 Western Art-Union building was no accident.  She was raised in a home with progressive and communitarian ideals, and her parents supported her vision to become a professional artist.  Her work perfectly fit with the discourse on morals and taste that served as a foundation for the WAU, as for the AAU, and she served as an exemplar worthy of its support.  The WAU immediately recognized Spencer as a kindred spirit, as a purveyor of moral influence.  Eight of her paintings were included in its opening exhibit, and the WAU purchased four of those works for lottery distribution.  In 1849, the WAU paid New York artist Alfred Jones $1200, an enormous sum, to engrave Life’s Happy Hour
 by Spencer (Fig. 5), as the first premium provided to member-subscribers.
  The WAU solicited more art by women than the AAU, as part of the same impulse of reform that focused on advancing women’s social standing.


In addition, the prominent real estate investor and art patron Nicholas Longworth was interested in Spencer.  She was nineteen when she met Longworth, at a time when he wanted to discover an artistic genius.
  He already supported artists such as Hiram Powers and had heard of a self-taught girl in Marietta, OH.  A myth was growing about Spencer, as a country prodigy, who painted a mural with family portraits and scenes from their life on the kitchen walls.  She already had an exhibition of her works in 1841, at the rectory of St. Luke’s Church in Marietta.  Delighted, Longworth wanted to guide Spencer to make history paintings and offered to sponsor her studies in Europe, then with renowned American painters John Trumbull and Washington Allston in the East.  Spencer declined these opportunities.   

Instead, she went to Cincinnati, where Longworth was instrumental in making significant introductions.  Through him, Spencer met and studied with James Beard, an artist established in the Cincinnati art world.  She also saw Longworth’s collection, including a work by Benjamin West and thought she could do just as well, demonstrating a lifelong confidence in her abilities.
  During this study period, she also wanted immediate income and competed for portrait commissions, with some success.

In 1844, after three years in Cincinnati, she married Benjamin Spencer, an Englishman who immigrated to Cincinnati with his family.  He tried the family business of tailoring, along with other professions, before devoting himself to a domestic career, helping with the house, family, and studio.  He supported Spencer by preparing canvases and building frames, as well as taking an active role in caring for their children, the first arriving after a year of marriage.  Of their 13 children, seven survived, and domestic chores were an insistent part of their adult lives, as well as an ongoing financial pressure.
 

Despite Longworth’s interest, Spencer could not rely on his patronage alone.  Her prospects began to improve in 1847, when she was able to integrate her career with the Western Art-Union, of which Longworth was a part.  The WAU helped generate attention for her work, which Benjamin M. McConkey, a landscape artist, wrote about in a letter to Asher B. Durand.  McConkey commented on her lack of drawing and color skills, typical of a self-taught artist living in “squalor and poverty.”  He also noted the “great beauty of expression” of the painting of a mother and child, most likely Life’s Happy Hour, which was “inexplicable” to him, given her lack of training.
   By 1848, adhering to advice on the importance of building her reputation in the East, she sent her first two works to the American Art-Union in New York and exhibited her first painting at the National Academy of Design.


With the engraving of Life’s Happy Hour in 1849, Spencer aligned her career interests with the art unions.  Having such a success with a mother and child scene, and following the advice of Beard and others, Spencer began generating work after work of the domestic haven.  Her own aspirations were toward work with moral uplift, preferring literary and allegorical subjects.  But the art unions were conservative taste-makers, centered on landscapes, patriotic visions, and supporting traditional gender roles.  Rather than push Spencer toward loftier expressions, the art unions encouraged her to create images of reassuring sentimentality and happy domesticity, in alignment with gender ideology of the time.


During the antebellum period, the Separate Sphere ideology became an integral part of American culture, with the emergence of an urban, middle-class population.  Separate from the public sphere of business, politics, action, and leadership, the private sphere was considered a natural expression of women’s selfless and service-driven devotion.  The home was perceived as a refuge, a solace from the pressures of the external world.  Effectiveness in both spheres was essential to the well-being of the nation, with the morality of the domestic sphere no less important than the productivity of the public domain.  From the 1810s, a religious revival in the frontiers of Ohio, Kentucky and Indiana, known as the Second Great Awakening, moved east and south, giving rise to the Cult of True Womanhood.


This Cult of True Womanhood helped establish and separate the middle-class from those less socially and economically well off.  The ideology presumed that a man would support his wife, so she would not have to work and could assume her responsibilities for female domesticity.  Primarily Protestant, it centered on the belief in the redemptive quality of women, due to their essential female nature of purity and piety.  
Women who subscribed to these beliefs promoted the Separate Spheres as beneficial to societal and individual well being, with the private sphere acting as a balm to the pressures of the public sphere, and therefore worthy of respect.  These advocates could argue about the stability of the private sphere, providing a retreat from the continual economic travails and boom-bust panics of the 1830s through the 1850s.  They used traditional ideas to establish a kind of women’s power, which ironically was also used by the leaders spearheading the nascent women’s suffrage movement, who stood at odds with the Cult of True Womanhood.

Although she did not live according to its strictures, Spencer positioned her work to appeal to proponents of the Cult of True Womanhood.  These women were among the members of the art unions.  Even as the Separate Sphere ideology suggested that women needed to be protected from the external world, Spencer became part of the market economy, promoting and selling her work through the art unions in Cincinnati, New York, and Philadelphia, as well as exhibiting with the Washington Art Association, Brooklyn Art Association, the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts, and the Boston Athenaeum.  

By using domestic sentiments, Spencer could operate in the male prerogative of the public sphere, straddling the boundaries of separateness, negotiating her role in each with deference and a sense of propriety.  Spencer’s devotion to her own family made her professional life as an artist acceptable.  That Benjamin did not work outside the home also justified Spencer’s choice to engage in a business enterprise.
  She was responsible for her household support.  Further, Spencer did not take on the more male genres of the academic hierarchy—in other words, history painting—but instead listened and acceded to advice by a friend, likely Beard, to keep her subjects within the domestic sphere, even as the art unions were purchasing literary and allegorical subjects by male artists such as Thomas Sully.
  But Spencer pushed beyond acceptable private, female artistic pursuits, such as genteel still life and landscape subjects, to the kinds of scenes made by men artists, genre scenes of everyday life.

Just as she simultaneously played in and subverted the Separate Spheres with her unusual domestic arrangement, reading her paintings beyond the surface subject reveals how Spencer managed to also do so with her art.  She pleased her conservative patrons, both within the art unions and their members.  Yet she communicates more than first meets the eye, beyond the pat formulas of the ideology.
For example, the Separate Sphere ideology kept men and women apart, but reality was quite different.  Often their interests coincided, such as with the art market.  Men traditionally were the purchasers of art, and women developed new responsibilities to beautify their homes, to help it act as the pulpit of the domestic sphere.  So women were increasingly being courted as art consumers by the art unions and dealers.  Individual artists invited women, as well as men, to visit their studios, hoping for sales and commissions.  The home also became another place where men and women had a shared interest, with children as their joint contribution to and concern for the future.

With Domestic Happiness, in 1849 (Fig. 1), Spencer shows the blissful family unit in the peaceful, domestic sphere, parents showing joint interest in their children.  This image proved to be a very popular subject, especially with the middle class art union members.  It was shown first at the National Academy of Design in 1849, then at the Philadelphia Art-Union, and was widely praised for its freshness and harmony, both as a subject and aesthetically.  
Formal elements communicate the tranquility and perfection of the moment.  Spencer repeats a compositional device from Life’s Happy Hour.  In that painting, she organizes the composition as a triangle with the child at the top, indicating her importance, even over the mother, whose eyes roll up toward the toddler in ecstatic adoration.  For Domestic Happiness, the archetypal figures again are depicted in a triangular shape.  This time, the children form the stable base, with the father at the top, suiting the importance of his role as provider, and the mother as the graceful link between the two.  The connectedness is also seen in the intertwined arms and legs of the children and the gentle gestures of the mother, one hand at her heart, the other pointing to her husband’s.  These gestures all indicate the familial love cherished by the Cult of True Womanhood.  The parental reverence also reflected new understandings of the role of children as beloved representations of the future, to be treated distinctly from adults, guided by the influential writings of John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau from the late 18th and early 19th centuries.
  
The scene has strong religious overtones, with the angelic, sleeping babies and their Madonna-like mother.  It is painted in glowing jewel tones of pink, green, and blue with crystalline clarity and beauty, reminiscent of Italian Renaissance Holy Family depictions by Raphael and Titian.  Heavenly light, the source unseen but emanating from the upper right, bathes the nested children, as well as highlights the parents’ faces and their beatific wonder at their progeny.  Spencer demonstrates her skill with modeling, rendering the faces of the parents in light and shadow and with the peach blush of the healthy children’s cheeks.  The viewer is brought into the scene to complete the circle of loving onlookers, admiring these beautiful children.  All is right in this world of domestic paradise.
Limited by necessity from societal strictures on propriety, making her unable to participate in life drawing classes or hire professional models, Spencer turns to her own family.  Benjamin stands in for the archetypal father.  This father returns after a harried day in the public sphere of commerce, changes into his dressing gown that signals joining the domestic sphere, and removes the neck cloth that would have closed his white collar, an indicator of his middle class desk job.  He wears his hair long, with a beard in the Romantic tradition favored by younger men.  The cherubs are two of the Spencer children.
  Only the mother is an idealized figure.  Spencer, who will later include her own image as stand in for the mothers she depicts, was dark locked, as indicated by her Romantic, direct gazing, stirring self-portrait (Fig. 6), made when she was 19 years old in Cincinnati.
More can be read into the painting than simply an utopian domestic scene, so seductively popular with the art union management committees and subscribers.  These patrons could read the scene as confirmation of the happiness of their middle class life.  This mother has no other duties except to care for these children, and her leisure is her moral right and duty.  The scene also works to persuade male viewers to commit to their families, to acknowledge the mother’s role as leader of this domain, and to embrace the harmony providing moral purpose for the battles fought outside the home.
  The child-centric scene also allows nostalgic viewing, remembering childhood as a time of escape from the realities of the public sphere.

The appeal to family commitment came at a time of upheaval in the stability of the American home.  With the mid 19th century rise of industrialization, farmer sons were abandoning the agrarian lifestyle to work at city-based jobs, obeying the clock, not the sun.  Girls were working in mills.  Men of all ages were venturing West to look for gold.  Only women could be counted on to remain in the home, a fragile bargain given women’s high death rate from disease and childbirth.
  Understood in this context, the painting takes on the quality of a plea, for stability, for the status quo, for the family as the societal bond.
Surprisingly, the painting did not sit easily with conservatives.
  The emergence of the ideal of the harmonious family, sentimental in its attachment to children and the hearth, implied an equality of the Separate Spheres.  That equality defied the older traditions of hierarchy, where the patriarch ruled in the house, in morality through religion, and in the outside world.  Domestic Happiness shows an interdependent family, locked in limb and gestures.
  The mother and children are not subordinate.  Each plays an equally important role in the egalitarian family unit—father as provider, mother as nurturer, and children as generators of the future.  The rise of the antebellum sentimental culture actually challenged traditional structures as old-fashioned and empowered women and children in new ways.
The mother’s gesture in Domestic Happiness may now be understood differently.  The subtitle of the painting is Hush, Don’t Wake Them, suggesting that the gesture not only indicates the link between the father’s heart and the children, but also the mother’s warning to be quiet, indicating her power in the scene.  She directs the action, or inaction.  She is in control here.  He has entered her realm, the domestic sphere.

According to the art union philosophy, art viewing had a refining quality.  Looking at and discussing art would help develop taste, build emotional and empathetic responses, as well as moral understanding.  Everything about Domestic Happiness would have appealed to the art unions—its message of family unity and stability, its quasi-religious tone, and its highly polished finish, which echoed the goal of refining the public.
  With the support shown for Domestic Happiness and Life’s Happy Hour, the art union movement indicated it would support Spencer with her domestic scenes, even as these images touched upon modern issues and thinking beyond the ideal.
Domestic Happiness was painted just after the Spencer family moved from Cincinnati to New York in 1849.  She had already sold several paintings to the American Art-Union and followed the advice of supporters who suggested she needed to relocate to the center of the blossoming art market, New York City.  By the 1840s, New York enjoyed a growth spurt of newly wealthy manufacturers and merchants, predominantly engaged in import-export.  
These new middle class men wanted to acquire art with their self-made fortunes.  They were swayed by the rhetoric of the art unions to support American art voices, with images that naturally appealed to their imaginations – patriotic scenes, heroics on battlefields, landscapes, Western frontier scenes, and genre scenes of uniquely American life.  Dealers emerged to accommodate these popular tastes, connecting artists with patrons.  
Artists also used new methods to promote themselves.  They could advertise their studios and extend invitations to elite and middle class patrons.  They could have showings at general stores, bookstores, churches, bazaars, auction houses, industrial fairs, art schools, and their patrons’ private homes.

This democratization of art is what Spencer encountered when she arrived in New York.  Although hopeful that the growing art market and venues for sales would ease the financial pressures of solo support for her growing family, Spencer was also quickly aware of the high skill of New York artists.  This increased competition pushed her to work at her highest skill level, and she also had to accept lower prices for her work.
  At times, Benjamin served as her agent, but she also established an agent relationship with Edward A. Brackett, who worked to sell her paintings throughout the northeast and was a principal advisor for her move and business dealings.

Spencer continued to rely heavily on the art unions for patronage and financial support, despite the low pay they offered for her works.  She lamented the prices the art unions negotiated, often below her minimum,
 but she felt pressured not only to take the low prices, but also to produce works as quickly as possible for sale.  In turn, the AAU almost singularly built her reputation nationally, purchasing eights paintings, although not producing an engraving for distribution.

Her relationship with the art unions serves as a microcosm of the problems felt on a much larger scale, which would bring this experiment in the democratization of art to a rapid end.  With increased art union membership, more funds were available to purchase works for lottery distribution, and in turn, more chances to win were necessary to secure additional subscribers.  The pressure to increase quantity led critics to deplore the quality of the works purchased by the art union for distribution.  Artists who were paid lower rates, led by landscape artist Thomas Doughty, and those overlooked or terminated by the AAU, became vocally dissatisfied with the art union movement, complaining that they were being undercut in price and were victims of favoritism.  

These cracks appeared even as the AAU was reaching the peak of its success.  In 1849, the year Spencer moved to New York with high hopes, the AAU reached an apex with 18,960 subscribers.  That year also featured a huge annual distribution by lot of 460 paintings, 400 medals commemorating artists (that year John Trumbull), 100 sets of engravings after sketches by Washington Allston, and 20 bronze statuettes.
  The AAU had turned into a big art market.
With success came more criticism.  In addition to the quality of the works and the treatment of artists, critics argued about the political motivations of the AAU.  Democrats suggested that the management committee was influenced by abolitionist points of view, as a Whig bias, when selecting art, even though both prominent Democrats and Whigs served on the committee.  In fact, Democrats such as William Cullen Bryant and Prosper M. Wetmore both served as AAU President.  Instead the management committee was united not by politics but by commonality of religious beliefs.  Not only was the management committee predominantly Episcopalian, they also shared beliefs that art and beauty reflected God and could uplift the soul of the viewer.
  
The AAU did its best to avoid politics, including the slavery issue.  Bringing politically divisive issues into the rhetoric of the art union chipped away at its nationalist ideals, a point of pride for the AAU.  The membership committee believed that art and art viewing could serve as a unifying force, when the country was being challenged not only in the North and South, but also with Western expansion and whether new states would allow slavery.  This nationalistic viewpoint, with the desire to unify people in spirit and vision, was now considered hubris by critics, in the build up to the Civil War.
Further, led by the New York Weekly Herald, the media disparaged the AAU patrons, adding to the question of management committee motives.  Newspaper editorials suggested that providing art to the masses, as they called the middle class, meant providing a questionable quality of art, cycling back to the early criticisms.  By trying to inclusively appeal to diverse patrons from across the United States, the merit of AAU art purchases was disputed, as was the value of the distributed prints.
  
With the increased emphasis placed by art unions on purchasing quantity, magazines for the elite like the Home Journal, and editor Nathaniel Parker Willis, deplored the natural consequences.  Big-name artists would no longer want to sell to the art unions.
  Mediocre artists would be encouraged to work faster, not better, defeating the original art union purpose of moral encouragement for artists.  Many art union images took on a pulp-art quality.  For example, women were shown as submissive and helpless, reinforcing gender stereotypes of ‘low’ culture that made men active heroes and women passive victims, particularly in scenes of the West.
  Rather than be associated with mediocrity, any higher skilled artist would seek private patronage, which implied those much wealthier than the middle class AAU patron.
  
Spencer fell right into the critics’ hands, as an artist reliant on art union patronage, pressured to churn out works faster and with subjects easy for middle class patrons to absorb.  Her own financial pressures, ever escalating with her ever-increasing family size, forced her into compliance, regardless of her reservations, expressed in letters to her mother.  
The AAU scrambled to counteract the media attacks in its journal, but the groundswell of opinion was already signaling the AAU’s end.  The art buying public, both the elite and the middle class, was swayed by accusations of perceived over-reach by the management committee, artistic infighting, and irreparable political divisions.  In 1850, subscriptions began to drop off, partly due to this bad press, and also to increased competition with regional art unions.  These included the WAU, art unions in Boston, Philadelphia, and Newark, and the for-profit International Art Union established in 1848 by a French print firm Goupil, Vibert & Co., which operated a New York gallery.  Further, subscribers dawdled in paying their membership fee, waiting until close to the distribution date in December, causing the AAU to run up high debts.
James Bennett of the Herald ensured the AAU demise by applying for an injunction against it for operating an illegal lottery, in the form of the annual distribution of artworks by lot to subscribers.  The lottery attacks had begun in the 1840s, even as licensed lotteries had been used for community projects like building canals, bridges, roads, schools and churches since the 18th century.  But by the antebellum era, lotteries were aligned with recreational gambling, an evil that reformers associated with laziness and thievery.
  In May 1851, the Supreme Court of New York heard arguments and concurred that the AAU was operating as an illegal lottery.  After one final sale to liquidate its art works and pay off debts, the AAU ceased operating in October 1852. 
Spencer wrote her mother about the downfall of the AAU.  The AAU “was not a very good institution, still it was better than nothing.” 
  The final sale had the air of a carnival (Fig. 7), compared to the genteel representations of the Christmas distribution of prizes as shown in a print from 1847 (Fig. 8).  These two views represented the critical and ideological divide that brought the AAU down.  Chaos apparently did rule, as speculators turned out for the final sale.  Subscribers attempted to flip paintings they had won in distribution, for pure economic gain.  Artists desperate to clear out their backlogs hurried works into the sale.  Benjamin varnished several Spencer canvases and “sold quite a few,” she informed her parents.

Spencer benefitted from the experimental moment of the art unions, which espoused a shared national culture through art and an innovative and ambitious method of art marketing.  But now, she had to make her way on her own.  She began making literary scenes, mostly from Shakespearean plays, and “fancy pieces” of kitchen scenes.  Again focusing on her own household as a source of subject matter, the painter was inspired by an everyday moment in the Spencer household.  This first of the series, The Jolly Washerwoman, from 1851 (Fig. 9) blended 17th century Dutch-inspired still life with genre and portraiture. The Jolly Washerwoman features the Spencer household servant who saw something amusing out the window, and the artist was caught by her pose and expression.  
The fact that the Spencers could afford a servant was remarkable given their financial struggles.  Benjamin was forced to use his tailoring skills to refit old clothes for the children to wear to school.  The artist described how she had to care for her children and the bustling household during the day, then still needed to sketch and paint at night.  Spencer supplemented the household income by coloring photographs, often made of her own paintings.  This work must have vexed Spencer since she bemoaned photography as responsible for drying up painted portrait patronage.  She also made illustrations for Godey’s Lady’s Book, commissions offered to her by art historian and cultural taste-maker Elizabeth Ellet. The grind of household responsibilities, plus the difficulties in finding patronage, dispirited Spencer, who almost abandoned painting. 

After the AAU closing, the art union movement elsewhere sputtered on.  Chicago saw the birth of an art union.  With the more liberal laws toward lotteries in the West, the Cosmopolitan Art Association (CAA) was founded in 1854, based in Sandusky, Ohio and on the AAU model.  The CAA, with Ellet as part, provided Spencer her next big break.
The CAA provided Spencer a new marketing avenue, but with legal sanction.  Careful not to repeat the AAU mistakes, CAA was politically astute.  It streamlined production and distribution of engravings, working with ready-made prints from the British art market.  It avoided controversial subjects, like the divisive issue of slavery, and paid attention to profits in its publishing.  It was overtly commercial, seeking to appeal to its women consumers.
  CAA also published a popular magazine, the Cosmopolitan Art Journal, and the first issue included Spencer’s biography.  Over time, the magazine included biographies of other notable women artists and writers.

Spencer was welcomed by CAA, as an important artist who would immediately appeal to the targeted female member.
  She was claimed as a true American artist, even though she was born in Britain to French parents.
   Spencer embodied female virtue, genius, and moral heroism.  Over time, CAA would commission works from Spencer, as well as advertised the results.  Her works were offered as prizes.  In an editorial in the journal, Spencer was celebrated for popularizing art; the editor suggested that readers “owe her gratitude.”

Spencer’s first big hit with CAA was Shake Hands? (Fig. 2), from 1854, which was engraved twice, once for the journal and again as an engraving for distribution in 1857.
  Shake Hands? is one of Spencer’s fancy pieces, known as a kitchen scene.  Like The Jolly Washerwoman, it blends portraiture, an archetypal character, still life, and a genre depiction of every day life.  On the surface, the painting reinforces values of the domestic sphere, with a woman diligently working in her kitchen, interrupted in her bread making by the viewer.  
This woman makes no attempt to hide the efforts of her labor.  Quite the opposite, she looks cheerfully and directly at the viewer, extending her dough-covered hand to shake, a witty invitation.  Household labor was meant to be invisible in the Victorian home,
 as if the middle class woman in the domestic sphere could spend all her time with more lofty pursuits.  As such, the figure in Shake Hands? most likely is a servant and has been identified as Spencer’s housemaid Jane Thompson.  Thompson, as a wage earner, was connected to the real world of work, in a way that the middle class mistress was not.
  The painting shows an unusual blending of the public and private sphere, not through the depiction of a marriage as with Domestic Happiness, but through a woman who embodies both, as Spencer did.
No doubt, Spencer meant the figure to be read more as a type than as a specific portrait.  By using her housemaid as a model, Spencer again was turning to people, objects, and settings that were readily available to her.  Spencer also depicts the figure with an exaggeratedly large head, a style that pervades her kitchen scenes.  In comparison to the naturalistic figures in Domestic Happiness, her use of hyperbole in the kitchen series is apparently an intentional choice.  In addition, comparing a pencil drawing Spencer made of Thompson (Fig. 10), who was the model for both The Jolly Washerwoman and Shake Hands?, shows that both paintings feature this exaggeration.  Perhaps Spencer uses the cartoonish head as a way to quickly convert the figure from a portrait to an archetype and as an immediate signal to the scene’s wit, which centers on the central gesture, the offer to shake hands.
Shaking hands was not the norm for women.  Proper etiquette would not have condoned such assertiveness by a woman.  In 1832, Frances Trollope’s bestseller Domestic Manners of the Americans included the English author’s observations about what she found peculiar in American manners, based on her experiences attempting to run a luxury goods store in Cincinnati.  She criticized the American propensity to shake hands as presumptuous, assuming social equality.
  
Shaking hands was a ritual and symbol of democracy popular since the Revolutionary Era, for the meeting of two white, male citizens.  What this democratic sensibility meant practically was widely debated in the antebellum period, and Spencer may have been referencing these debates of populist, Jacksonian democracy versus the Jeffersonian ideal of elite rule.  For the latter, other forms of address would have signaled recognition of class superiority,
 more in keeping with Trollope’s critique.
As an egalitarian gesture, shaking hands in the painting is a recognizable ritual between the figure and the viewer.  Part of the appeal of the painting is the speculation of how the viewer will react.  Refusing to shake would be rude, as an extended hand also presents an obligation to respond.  But shaking hands with a woman violates good manners.
  The viewer has a dilemma.
Further, if the viewer is a man, the figure suggests she is his equal.  Her hand is literally covered in domesticity
 and suggests the equality of her private sphere with the male viewer’s public sphere.  This equality of the Separate Spheres is compatible with Domestic Happiness and its depiction of the power of women in their private domain.  

Yet Shake Hands? goes further.  Here, the woman has initiated the contact with the viewer; she controls the conversation.  Unlike traditional representations of the passive female, which had been so popular with the AAU, Spencer’s figure is proactive, charging the scene as an interpersonal encounter.  In Shake Hands?, she seems to be asking the viewer, “do you want to be my equal?” not the other way around, “am I your equal?” 

Spencer did not actively pursue the label ‘feminist’ or participate in the woman’s movement, which focused on suffrage and abolition during the antebellum period.  Yet she was raised in a passionately reformist home.  Her parents, French by birth, migrated first to England, then to New York, before settling outside of Marietta, OH.  Spencer’s father was a teacher, and the Martins were passionate followers of the communitarian Charles Fourier.  
Fourier advocated for living in communities, to minimize duplication of labor and to create moral harmony.  The Spencer family joined one of the Fourier agrarian community associations, called phalanxes, outside Marietta.  Inculcated with communitarian values during her childhood may have made the nationalistic and moral vision of the art unions especially appealing to Spencer.  In addition, advocacy for equal rights for women was a natural outgrowth of this communitarianism and was Mrs. Martin’s special interest. 
  

When her mother solicited Spencer’s participation at suffrage gatherings, the artist responded that she simply did not have time to travel to the meetings, when she had to produce art and manage her household.  Instead of marching or protesting, Spencer was living feminist values—by following her calling as an artist, in her pursuit of a career despite setbacks, and organizing her life and marriage to achieve her career goals.  In the 1850s, after the 1848 Seneca Falls Convention declared equal rights for women, Spencer was painting her kitchen scenes.  

Even if she did not march, Shake Hands? provides an example of how Spencer communicated the values of women’s equality.  Her art became her tool, a conversation starter in which Spencer does not offer a clear point of view, no doubt part of the reason for the image’s popularity.  In addition, she disarms criticism with humor.
The figure may be read as a servant or middle class housewife.  The offer to shake hands signifies equality, which has different implications depending on how the figure is thus identified.  As a middle class housewife, the figure chooses the duties she performs, here baking bread.  Her inexpertness at the task is evident in the flour that dots up her arm.  Her offer to shake hands is addressed to a peer viewer in terms of class.

The more complex reading arises form the possibility that the figure is a servant.  If so, her extended hand of equality erases the class differential with the middle class or elite art patron.  Her gesture suggests her personal power, even as she and her kitchen surroundings are the object of the viewer’s aesthetic pleasure, a muddying of traditional viewership power prerogatives.  
If she is read as a servant, then the viewer dilemma of how to respond to the invitation takes on a class dimension at an unstable time in America’s self-definition.  Perceptions of waged labor, specifically household roles often performed by Irish Catholic immigrants, had been degraded during the antebellum years.
  An estimated 15-30% of urban, middle class homes employed live-in servants, at a minimum hiring a maid of all work, as an outward sign of status.  The Irish ‘Bridget’ became a stock character, the source of tension with and frustration of the middle class woman, who now had become an employer. 

Coming from a servant, the handshake gesture mocks democratic idealism, a reminder that America was meant to be the great leveler, without class distinction.
  If the painting shows a servant taking this action, then a class differential is inferred.  In the antebellum period, the only women who worked outside the home were from a lower class than the presumed viewer.  
Further, from the Revolutionary War period, the handshake had been a straightforward indicator of the mutual bond between worker and employer.  But the market economy of the 19th century was weakening that bond.  With immigration, the decline of skilled craft workers, increased numbers of women in mills and factories, the routinization of work, and changing definitions of what constituted virtuous labor, 
 the handshake had taken on additional layers of meaning.  The simple handshake was no longer a straightforward bonding.  Spencer taps into the confusion and cloudy complexity implied in the gesture that women and men alike were experiencing in larger society.  
With a witty conceit that can be read in multiple ways, Spencer also professes her own beliefs and reveals her personal circumstances.  Not only is she promoting the idea of women being equal to men through the handshake gesture, she is likely also exposing her own experiences with servants.  
In this case, the artist stands in for the viewer.  The shake hands gesture asserts the servant’s equality with the artist, as two working women, with the understanding of how much Spencer needed her housemaid.  The artist maintained a live-in even when under financial duress, to help run the kitchen, supervise the children, and support free time for her to create her work.  The Spencer family had at least two different servants during the early 1850s, and they lived in tight quarters, renting only a half a house.  
The mistress-servant relationship was no doubt complicated.  Spencer seems to be advocating rights for this woman.  Yet the artist called her servants “girls,” a typical class distinguishing term to help keep the servants in their place, not as her middle class equal.  She also praised one housemaid as “the best creature in the world.” 
  The apparently congenial household relationship of Spencer with Thompson can be understood through the spontaneous joy without guile shown in the figure’s face.  Perhaps this harmony is what Spencer wants the viewer to see, regardless of the reality, which is continually complicated by the servant asking for equality.

Regardless of whether the figure is a servant or a middle class housewife, Spencer also uses still life elements in the painting to promote interpretation.  In the right corner, the fire screen shows an embracing couple, but the romantic scene is peeling at the edges.  While the figure takes satisfaction in her enduring domestic duties, Spencer may be suggesting that romance is temporal.  As a possible glimpse into Spencer’s mind, the fireplace is to the figure’s back, as if romance were behind her.  What is ahead are unending tasks, which Spencer complained about in her letters,
 represented by the plucked chicken immediately in front of the figure.  


The area behind the figure is in shadow, further suggesting that it represents what has been left behind, and the still life elements, in the 17th century Dutch tradition, are brought into focus in bright light, which enters from a source unseen to the left.  The Dutch also loved a type of genre scene featuring loose kitchen maids, allowing this handshake to imply a different kind of invitation.  In this reading, her untidy hand, similar to the metaphor of the untidy kitchen, suggests a looseness of morals.  The plucked chicken may then be read as exposed, vulnerable, and available, the opposite of any romantic or sentimental sensibility.


More likely, Spencer is showing the viewer an intimate glimpse of her own home and domestic life, with the slightly worn kitchen and its peeling paper.  But she also shows signs of abundance—a tin over-full with apples, the fruit of life, as well as the flour, butter, and eggs for making bread.  The area behind the figure is the parlor, shadowed but still readable.  A ceramic figurine on the mantel and the patterned oilcloth on the floor were typical markers of a middle class home.
  
The figure has been busy, just interrupted by the viewer.  She seems to be managing several cooking tasks at once, but she does not show signs of stress.  She is cheerful and apparently comfortable and at ease in this domain.  As she cooks, she pauses to munch on an apple, the half-eaten remains just below her crossed hands.

The crossing of her hands is a device reminiscent of Domestic Happiness and the intertwined limbs and connective gestures of those figures.  Here, the crossed hands link the viewer with women’s work: the woman has one hand on the mixing bowl, with other in the gestural invitation of equality stretched toward the viewer.  The crossed hands are at the center of the painting, attracting the viewer’s attention.  All the kitchen accouterments also reinforce the ideas embedded in those hands.  She may even be extending her hand to the world at large,
 connecting the home with the promise for a new and better future outside it.

Shake Hands? was enormously popular, receiving multiple exhibitions and print distribution through the CAA.  Critics were mixed about it.  Some praised it as merry with a delightful design, a product of the “genial soul of the author.” 
  Others called it a “cheap caricature” and vulgar,
 the slashing word of the day.  Vulgar was an accusation that implied that the image appealed to the middle class, the sentimental culture, which was losing its artistic and cultural dominance with the demise of the art union movement.

Regional fractures leading to and through the Civil War also revealed distinctive class alliances that negatively affected the CAA.  By the mid 1850s, the pluralism of the CAA was becoming unfashionable in this changing political and economic environment.  Elite art patrons reasserted their cultural dominance, and in a backlash to popular culture, sneered at the growing popularity of chromolithographs, inexpensive prints affordable for the middle class.
  As distinguished from daguerreotypes and salted paper prints—two affordable forms of early photography popular in the United States—painted portraits re-emerged as a way for wealthy patrons to distinguish their taste from the middle class.  Genre paintings were now considered vulgar, since they appealed to the lower classes and were filled with caricatures.

Spencer was as class conscious as any of her would-be patrons.  She maintained a servant.  She encouraged Benjamin to leave tailoring because she felt like the company he kept as a result was inappropriate.
  With her art, she always had visions of creating allegories and literary works, to reach a higher level of art patronage.  But she was caught by the middle class art market, prompted by her support system of the art unions and the offshoot CAA into making genre and still life paintings.  Her use of humor was criticized, since etiquette books taught that humor had dangerous implications, especially for women.
  

For the wealthy, Spencer’s work was increasingly considered vulgar, particularly her kitchen scenes with their socially ambitious servants that so appealed to a wider audience.
  In an 1856 review of a National Academy of Design exhibition written by The Crayon, an art publication aimed at the elite, Spencer fared badly.  She was praised for her “remarkable ability to paint with delicacy and force,” as well as for her use of “exquisite color.”  But her “freedom from artistic convention…ruins the pictures with vulgarism.”  The review stated that humor in the painting failed, and as a woman she should have demonstrated “tender, deeper ideas.”
  

By 1861, when the CAA ceased operations, Spencer’s career was in trouble again.  After the panic of 1857, Spencer had moved her family to Newark, New Jersey, to cut back dramatically on the household expenses associated with living in New York City.  Consequently, she also removed herself from the center of the art world,
 not helpful in the light of her new association with the word ‘vulgar’.  She was hard-pressed to get any commissions and continued to hand-color photographs and do illustration work.  Even though some have estimated that one million prints of Spencer images were distributed, the artist did not receive royalties, but instead only a flat fee.  Even with AAU, WAU, and CAA patronage, and an art broker, Spencer was never able to ease the terrible financial pressures her family faced.

After the Civil War, American art patronage turned its eye toward the European Old Masters market, far removed from Spencer’s genre.  American artists Winslow Homer and Eastman Johnson did create successful genre paintings that addressed the issues during and coming out of the Civil War.  Seeing their success, Spencer, without the support or limitations of the art union movement, also turned toward patriotic genre scenes that appealed to this changing taste.
  The Cult of True Womanhood, with its focus on moral guardianship, was still entrenched after the Civil War and continued to focus attention on the home and women’s roles in it.  As a woman artist, Spencer would continue to be bound by the kitchen and the nursery subject matter, a conflict she would continue to wrestle with in the postbellum era.
During the Civil War, women developed new leadership skills and authority, as heads of households, taking on responsibilities vacated by husbands, fathers, and brothers who were fighting.  Reconstruction created hopes for a new type of democratic society with contributions by African Americans and women.  Women organized associations for reform like the United States Sanitary Commission, taught in schools, and ran family businesses and farms. 
  Spencer reminds viewers of that newfound authority just after the war ended in War Spirit At Home from 1866 (Fig. 3).

With this painting, Spencer presents her most accomplished work, reflecting the maturity of her career and painting skills, using the devices seen in the earlier works with a heightened topicality.  That the painting was for sale in Newark, NJ in Campbell’s Frame Shop window
 suggests that, despite her mastery, too many strikes were against Spencer—as a woman, as appealing to middle class ‘vulgar’ taste, and as an artist outside of New York City.
Spencer again creates a scene that may be interpreted in various ways.  On the surface, the scene is easy to understand.  Three children march in a mock parade in celebration of the July 4,1863 Union army victory at Vicksburg, considered a turning point in the Civil War.  Their mother reads the news from the battlefield in the New York Times.  A servant dries dishes in the background.  The figures depict the varying ways war news affected those left at home, here a scene without any men.  The subtlety of meaning and understanding comes from looking beyond the obvious.  
This specific home stands in for the American home.  The real war is like a game for these children,
 but a different experience for the two adult women.  The children are joyful and exuberant.  The women are serious, thoughtful, and quiet.  The painting innovatively combines a historically significant event from the public sphere, with a snapshot of experiencing it in this one moment in the domestic sphere.
  Spencer opens up this kitchen and parlor to the broader world, no doubt reflective of many American households, both North and South, on that particular day.
The painting may also be read as a group portrait of Spencer’s family, not unlike her earlier works.  The figures are situated in the Spencer parlor in New Jersey, and the scene can play out as Spencer’s “meditation of her life as a working mother.” 
  The artist depicts herself as the mother, unlike in Domestic Happiness.  On her lap is her most recent infant child, a daughter, while three of her older children play soldier.  They dominate the center of the painting, as they would in her domestic life, with Spencer pushed off to the right side.  Perhaps she comments on the difficulties of keeping her career and the outside world central in her life.  The off-center composition is counteracted by the circular, inclusive composition of the family unit.  
That Spencer highlights the woman reading a newspaper is one of the inventive elements in the painting, creating the new role of the indirect eyewitness.
  The newspaper was viewed as a symbol of authority, despite the vast proliferation of media during the antebellum and post Civil War periods and the tendency toward tabloid-style, embroidered headlines to increase sales.  Because it reported news from the world, the newspaper also stood in as a symbol of the public sphere, the male domain.  In War Spirit at Home, news consumption has been moved into the home, with no presence of men to make this activity more acceptable.  The newspaper charges the scene with historic significance.
  
The Civil War was considered the first living room war.
  Photography provided graphic images of what war really looked like.  Newspapers and news weeklies accelerated communicating the news and featured illustrated battle and camp life scenes.  Having a woman read such potentially distressing information in the newspaper indicates the ways the Civil War upturned convention, giving women agency in new ways. 
The mother has the power of the printed word in this scene.
  She influences all the other action, as she reads the battlefield news.  In addition to her role as head of household, with the absence of men from the scene, she has double authority conferred on her by the newspaper.  The positioning of the baby in her lap uses the Spencer gestural device for connecting figures and ideas.  Here the infant touches the mother’s breast, while a foot kicks out at the newspaper.  
Symbolically, the child links the mother’s roles in the home and as a witness and interpreter of history.
  The baby becomes the intersection between the private and public spheres.
  With the mother’s precarious hold on the baby, Spencer may also be alluding to her own juggling of demands between the two spheres.
  This mother has also been interpreted as indifferent, absent minded, and ignoring her responsibilities, with the newspaper acting as a physical barrier from her children.
  As an archetypal mother during the Civil War, she bears two burdens, as a male provider and father, as well as mother.
   This doubling of roles and responsibilities represents a burden Spencer knows only too well, since Benjamin did not provide for the household financially.
Even as the war news is read from the newspaper and the children break out in a patriotic parade, the domestic world is constant.  Domestic chores must be attended to, no matter what is happening in the broader public sphere.  As advocated by the Cult of True Womanhood, the domestic sphere is the steadying force for the ever-changing public sphere. In War Spirit at Home, the servant continues to conduct her duties, no matter what else happens in the scene. 
While no servant entered the family circle of Domestic Happiness and the servant in Shake Hands? suggested a congenial relationship with Spencer, the servant in War Spirit at Home is less easy to read.  The power difference between the mother and the servant is clear—the servant works, while the mistress is at leisure enough to read the newspaper, even as she tends her baby.  The servant handles her domestic chores with a kind of humble dignity, dressed modestly in black, melting into the darker background of the painting.  But the turned head of the servant creates the top of the triangle of the figural composition, emphasizing her importance in the scene, contrary to the authority afforded to the mother by her literacy and the newspaper.
The servant’s expression is open for viewer interpretation.  It can be read as empathy for the pressures and responsibilities this mother bears and a justification of the servant’s own exhaustion.  Perhaps the lack of men in the scene is personal; perhaps this wife has lost her husband in the battle or is concerned for his safety in battle, which would be a consistent interpretation with her downturned lips and seeming disregard for the infant and other children.  
The servant’s face also might show disapproval, 
 acting as a critique of the mother, and as the model, of Spencer, too.  Due to the messy interior, the noisy children, the mother’s disregard for the safety of the infant while the newspaper has her full attention, the servant can be understood as criticizing the mother’s household management.  In the 17th century Dutch tradition, a messy, chaotic household suggested a microcosm of a society in disarray.  Spencer references the popular Currier & Ives print called Training Day, published in the same year as War Spirit at Home.  The print is the painting’s antithesis.  It depicts an orderly household, with a mother securely holding her baby, and a cheery servant.  No newspaper distracts this mother from her duties.
  In Spencer’s painting, the servant could represent societal criticism: this house is disorganized and out of control, as is the country during the Civil War.  

Further, the disdain on the servant’s face might reflect Spencer’s growing tensions with her servants.  She complained about servants being lazy, dishonest, and thieving.
  In other paintings, like The Fruits of Temptation (Fig. 12), she shows these ideas more directly.  The potential social and class conflict in War Spirit at Home is more oblique, but regardless, the servant’s expression may be read as glowering.  The war spirit at home may refer to the mistress-servant relationship.
  Unlike the collegial companion in Shake Hands?, intimately familiar in the kitchen, this servant has been placed at a distance, relegated to work outside the family circle.
The servant’s turned head could also be understood as listening, as the mother reads the war news aloud.  In this case, the servant’s expression communicates concern, knowing the significance of this battle during the long war.  Although not evident from her features, the servant’s skin is darker than the other figures.  Although she stands in the rear of the painting, in dimmer light, Spencer’s facility with painting faces would suggest that she used a darker skin tone to open up the conversation about the race of the servant.
  

If the servant is African American, the quizzical look may suggest that she hears the war news with different ears.  For her, the Vicksburg victory means the likelihood of the overall Union victory, and Spencer paints the work in 1866, when a bit of time perspective proved that the battle was the turning point in the Union’s favor.  With a Union victory, African American lives would be profoundly changed.  From the 1866 perspective, a major issue for Reconstruction efforts was how to integrate African Americans into a postbellum culture and elevate their ability to contribute to society.  These types of personal concerns would have been on the minds of blacks and whites in the North and South, with the imminent Union victory.
The future is also unclear for the children.  They are depicted in the more exaggerated style of the kitchen scenes, with the style’s implied humor.  Children in paintings represent the future, and in Spencer’s own sentimental scenes were often shown as little angels.  But she also depicted naughty children, as seen in the Fruit of Temptation.  These rambunctious children, celebrating a battle they cannot understand at their very young ages, march in contrast to the contemplative adults, who have battles of their own to fight.
  The children may even be rehearsing their future adulthood.
In the domestic sphere, the children playact the role of soldier, embodying the manly virtue of courage in mock combat, again blurring the distinctions between the spheres.  They vicariously participate in the battle and celebrate the victory,
 as suggested by the painting’s subtitle Celebrating the Victory at Vicksburg.  The war has been brought into the home, not just in word, via the newspaper, but also in deed, through the mock parade.  
This improvised party features improvised props.  The toddler in bright light at the center carries a stick as a rifle over one shoulder and wears a paper hat.  Like his younger sibling, the boy in the back wears a paper hat and blows a toy horn.  The girl, Angélique Caroline, who was born in 1859,
 making her about 4 at the time of the battle, bangs a cooking pot with a spoon as a makeshift drum.  Spencer has reversed the children’s play, compared to the Currier & Ives print Training Day.  Instead of the boy, the girl bangs the drum in the painting.  She makes the most noise.
  She embodies the tensions of her artist mother’s life: by changing the purpose of the kitchen utensil, the girl converts it into an aggressive, noisy instrument—very unladylike—representing the kind of noise Spencer herself had to make to succeed in a man’s professional world.
  
In addition to leading the noisemaking, the girl wears the brightest color, a red dress sure to grab the viewer’s eye.  The girl’s red dress is the patriotic mate to her mother’s blue and white gown, the only color in this otherwise monochromatic scene.  The color binds the two females, establishing their special connection,
 and suggests that women will be central to patriotic service for the country coming out of the war.  
As if to embolden the point, the girl is the only child to wear an actual Union cap, called a kepi, not a paper hat like her siblings do.  She is not just playacting, like the others playing at being a soldier.  By wearing a real hat versus a paper hat, she seems to say, “I can fight, too, for the future of this country.”  Her march may become that for women’s rights.  The suffrage movement experienced a resurgence after the Civil War, as this girl was growing up.  Her marching is more than child’s play.  It has real goals and desired outcomes for new freedoms.

The girl and her mother can be interpreted as allegorical figures.  The girl represents the good fights coming in America’s future, and the mother stands for the moral and social order that blends the domestic and public spheres to help mend the nation.  Elevating these two female figures allows the scene to rise above the upheavals in the parlor and in the country.  The girl’s dress is in disarray, falling off her shoulder; the untied ribbon trails her and is pounced on by a cat.
   Representing the future, her disarray suggests that need for cleaning up the country’s mess with careful tending.  Without patriarchal authority, the mother engaged by the outside world and the energized tomboy represent the changes coming out of the turmoil of war.

The carefully rendered mother can also be read as a religious figure and as representative of all women who suffer from war.  She, in essence Spencer’s self-portrait, is depicted in the more refined style of Domestic Happiness.
  As in that early painting, this mother and infant child may be read through religious iconography.  The baby laid across the mother’s lap can be understood as a Pietá, and the newspaper has been folded and now reopened to reveal a cross shape in the creases.  The serious adults represent Christian suffering for the pain the war has inflicted.  Perhaps the mother also feels pain as she sacrifices for her family, unrecognized by the raucous children.
  Women, whether wives, daughters, or sisters, would have responded to this implied kind of pain and grief, from household sacrifices and losing a family member in the war.  The children’s innocent joy is tempered by the adult understanding of the deeper losses from this, and any, battle.
Ultimately, War Spirit at Home may have ended up in a framer’s window, instead of on a wealthy patron’s wall, because it subverts convention.  No male figure provides order to the scene.  The mother, generally seen as responsible for moral uplift, has a messy home with unruly children.  She has agency as a reader of news.  The girl marches as a vision for the future, not as make believe.  The issues of the day—the Union cause, the future for African Americans, women’s suffrage—have invaded the domestic sphere of nursing mothers and domestic help.  Spencer may paint the parlor, but she would not descend to stereotypes.  She gave the viewer a mother and child scene, appropriate for her gender, but she did not shut off the outside world.  This mature artist, freed from art union-middle class driven patronage, did not tamp down her voice.
As her career progressed, Spencer learned how to make open-ended images, where viewers could project their own points of view on the action.  She coded the images with wry suggestions that triggered recognition of contemporary issues and debates.  For awhile, she was able to navigate both the aesthetic demands of her backbone of support, the art unions, while charging the images with layers of meaning.  She traversed the push-pull of patronage restraint and the liberation her upbringing promoted.
But the art union movement, in all its forms, was an antebellum experiment of the 1840s and 1850s and did not survive the Civil War.  Like the rest of the country, Spencer had to adjust to a changed world.  It was not an easy adjustment for her.  She lived to be eighty, but never retired, unable to achieve financial security.  She was still seeking commissions to make ends meet into her late 70s.  She died while painting at her easel.

Spencer’s work fell into obscurity, many of her paintings were lost, and she seemed to succumb to the inferior status Nineteenth Century critics assigned her.
  But the works are too potent and reveal layers of meaning.  They are open ended, allowing perpetual debate on the artist’s intentions and dialogue with the issues of her day.  Perhaps Spencer started with the ultimately damning sentimentality.  But her works quickly deepen with wit, charm, and intelligence to comment on the turbulent antebellum and postbellum years with a distinctive American voice, projected by a remarkable, pioneering woman.


Fig. 1.  Lilly Martin Spencer.  Domestic Happiness.  1849.
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Fig. 2. Lilly Martin Spencer.  Shake Hands?  1854.
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Fig. 3.  Lilly Martin Spencer.  War Spirit at Home.  1866.
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Fig. 4.  Woodcut after the drawing by Samuel Waitkin.  Gallery of the Art-Union.  1849.
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Fig. 5.  Engraving after Lilly Martin Spencer.  Life’s Happy Hour.  1849.
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Fig. 6.  Lilly Martin Spencer.  Self-Portrait.  1841.
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Fig. 7.  Attributed to Townend Glover.  Manners and Customs of ye Yengeese.  1852.
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Fig. 8.  Published by John P. Ridnor.  Distributing of the American Art Union Prizes at the Tabernacle Broadway, New York, 24th Dec. 1847. 1847.
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Fig. 9.  Lilly Martin Spencer.  The Jolly Washerwoman.  1851.
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Fig. 3-6. Lilly Martin Spencer,
Our Servant, ca. 1852, pencil on
paper, 123 x 9in. (31.4 x 22.9
cm). Private collection, Aledo,
Tllinois.

good chance to judge. . . . The bench and Clothes washboard So.\p_&c,
looked so Natural it seemed as though we might almost pick them up.

The domestic pictured in this painting, The Jolly Wml)e?fwomﬂn (1851, }‘lkl_ff 1) -.‘}l"
pears to be the same woman Spencer sketched at mending. Portraycd‘t};nst nmt :1:
ajocular mood, the maid pauses from her laundry task to ackn()wlcd’gc t u’ v :; ﬁli
With a wide grin across her face, her nose crinkle§ and her eyes ¥Tarr<)\t {1 it)wn
with tears of laughter. As in the drawing, her shining black hmr,l:s p;mu i; -
the center and combed smoothly back into a bun. Her br_own calico ¢ Rt%
beneath one arm, and its rolled sleeve seems to strain against l‘fcr plunjp .lrr:t“k

The worker’s good humor belies the physical discomforts of the :t:.nl il(()): hc.d.“l
Yet her raw hands and bent posture give testimony to demands of t ; : On,“ o
labor. Of all household tasks, those associated X.Vith the laund'lry \L\l/]ccr:t1 S; ““S: o
versally despised by homemakers and servants alike. Customart ,'V’ ir(‘,mng. s
on Blue Monday and took all day; the next day was given oV cbro to e
history of American housework, Susan Strasser describes the labor-intens

of water—or
One wash, one boiling, and one rinse used about fifty gallons

/i faucet
four hundred pounds—which had to be moved from pump or well or fauce





Fig. 10.  Lilly Martin Spencer.  Sketch of Jane Thompson.  c1852.
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Fig. 11.  Handcolored lithograph, Currier & Ives, publishers. Training Day. 1866.
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Fig. 12.  Jean Baptiste Adolphe Lafosse lithograph after Lilly Martin Spencer.  Fruit of Temptation.  1857.
� Until this time, American art had been a reflection of European styles and subject matter.  Both Reed and Sturges patronized Thomas Cole, Asher B. Durand, and William Sydney Mount, with George Whiting Flagg becoming Reed’s protégé.  Cole and Durand developed the landscape art movement, which created international understandings that America was equated with its untamed, resource-rich, and vast land.  Mount led a new genre painting trend, focusing on the foibles of everyday life that were uniquely American.  Both Reed and Sturges were honored by artists in return for their patronage by being elected to the Sketch Club, a salon of artists and writers, which introduced trends to patrons and helped them develop their taste in art; Forshay, 19, 29-30 and Dickson, 31-34.


� Sturges would also serve on the original committee to form the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 1869, Dickson, 39-41.


� This history of art patronage has been compiled from Baker, Kelly, Klein, the essays in Lett’s Perfectly American, and Nichols.


� Klein, 1537; also discussed in Kelly, 190-191, and Baker, 136.


� Nichols, 149-150.


� Hills, 49


� Ramer, 120.


� As quoted in Ramer, 120.


� Klein, 1551-1552.


� Klein, 1546.


� Baker, 139, suggests that the AAU Honorary Secretaries acted as agents who sparked interest in art, plus Cincinnati had already attracted artists as a port-based cultural hub.


� Masten, 360.


� As quoted on page 4 of the proceedings of the AAU annual meeting December 19, 1845.


� Katz, 2002, 25; in her 2001 Art of Refinement, Katz also writes about the interconnection of local politics and the dialogue about refinement, with Cincinnati’s city leaders wanting to define a vision that would influence the entire country.


� The 1849 painting Life’s Happy Hour has been lost and is only known through the engraving produced by the WAU.


� Masten, 369.


� Ibid.


� Longworth called upon a phrenologist to examine Spencer; phrenology was a popular pseudo-science for determining personality and characteristics by reading ridges and bumps on the skull; Masten, 354-355.


� Masten suggests that Spencer represented a Jacksonian ideal as self-made, self-reliant, and self-confident, with no issue comparing herself to the most well known artists like West, 356.


� The biographical material is mostly attributable to the seminal work The Joys of Sentiment by Bolton-Smith, which the other authors acknowledge as their source.  Freivogel, 1972 and Kort and Sonneborn, 2002 are also good sources for Spencer’s letters and other biographical information.


� McConkey’s letter is quoted in Bolton-Smith, 27.


� The discussion of feminism in American art and the history of the Separate Spheres and Cult of True Womanhood are from Chadwick, 2002, DuBois and Dumenil, 2009, and Withers, 1976.  


� Chesterton, 89, also suggests Spencer was justifying her lifestyle choices to herself, as well as her public.


� Chesterton, 94.


� Gallati, 59, writes about the Cult of Childhood and the indulgent parents who followed this thinking.


� Lubin identifies the sitters, 167.


� In addition to this argument, Lubin also suggests that Spencer may have been denying her own anxieties about finances, given her growing family.  He also calls the painting a denial of disharmony found in the lower classes, 165-168.


� Katz, 2002, 62.


� Lubin, 168-169.


� Lubin, 162.


� Both Lubin, 162-164, and Masten, 358, argue that conservative theologians would have been troubled by this scene, acting as a reframe from contemporary understandings of the restrictive nature of sentimentality.


� Masten suggests that Spencer depicts the ideal Jacksonian family, a picture of affection and equality that represents the democratization of marriage and the family.  Spencer and her husband also ignored patriarchal family structures by sharing duties and responsibilities in the private sphere, 358.


� Katz, 2002, 74-76 also argues that the fine finish allows viewers to focus on content, rather than calling attention to itself as a work of art.


� Masten, 365.


� Bolton-Smith, 28.


� Bolton-Smith, 24.


� Bolton-Smith outlines the art union prices offered, such as $200 for a mother and child work, which was considered below market value, and Spencer received a commission of $200 for another painting, 27.  The low prices paid kept the Spencer household continually scrounging financially.


� O’Leary, 66, 68; Klein, 1544-1546, argues that the management committee under male control looked for images that expressed the social experience of men and generally were uncomfortable with sentimental, female culture that celebrated women’s domestic influence; hence they supported Spencer to appeal to female consumers, but only to a limited extent.


� Hills, 49.


� Klein, 1537-1539.


� Brownlee, 83.


� For example, the AAU published the series of Thomas Cole’s Voyage of Life as one of its most valuable prizes, which in 1847, led to thousands of new subscribers, who had the fantasy of winning it in the lottery, Klein, 1547.Vibert & Co.


� Hills, 71-74.


� The discussion of the complexities of the downfall of the art unions is mainly sourced from the essays in Lett, 2011, Nichols, 2003, and Klein, 1995, which take earlier writings by Baker, 1953, and Kelly, 1989, and adds social, economic, and political understandings to the legal cause—anti-lottery laws—that ultimately shuttered the AAU.


� Klein, 1557-1558.


� From the Lilly Martin Spencer Papers, Archives of American Art, reference December 8, 1851, microfilm roll 131, as quoted in Bolton-Smith, 35.


� Ibid.


� Wierich, 1998, 75-77; Masten, 378.


� Katz, 2002, 28.


� Cosmopolitan Art Journal, Vol. 1, No. 2, November 1856.


� Masten, 379.


� Bolton-Smith, 41-42; Masten 349.


� Chesterton, 97.


� Lubin identifies the figure as Thompson.  He also comments on the arch shaped canvas which resembles Raphael’s Marriage of the Virgin from 1504, making this depiction like a “Madonna of the Kitchen,” equating Jane’s work with the spiritual, as a sacrifice for the household good, 180.  


� Katz, 2002, 27 and Katz, 2001, 14; Trollope’s time in Cincinnati made it all the more likely that Spencer would have been familiar with this book.


� Masten, 349-350.


� Katz, 2001, 15.


� Ibid.


� Freivogel, 9, 12.


� Masten, 352.


� O’Leary, 79, provides the statistics and also suggests that the Catholic beliefs of the Irish servants added to their disparagement in the predominantly Protestant United States.  Jane Thompson, Spencer’s servant, was Scottish and in her mid 30s when she modeled for Spencer.


� Masten, 374.


� Masten, 374-376.


� O’Leary, 82, 85.


� Bolton-Smith is again the primary source for biographical information and Spencer’s letters to her parents.


� Lubin, 180, 182, writes about the “slutty kitchen maid” genre, the undressed bird spread eagled, and that the kitchen is a saucy place, admitting that he may be “overstating, but by how much?”


� Katz, 2002, 37 argues that the direct gaze is a confrontation, that shaking her hand acknowledges her as a woman who maintains an orderly, middle class home.


� O’Leary, 108.


� Cosmopolitan Art Journal, Vol. 1, No. 2, November 1856.


� Masten, 386.


� Katz, 2002, 78-83; Masten, 380-381.


� Katz, 2002, 68.


� Katz, 2002, 74.


� Masten, 374.


� Quoted in Masten, 383, who also argues that the analysis reflects a decline in democratic sentiment and shows class based attitudes about art; humor is fine for the middle class, but does not serve the nation as a whole, 384.


� Wierich, 2002, 25-26.


� Wierich, 2012, 104.


� Manthorne also writes about women who used their wealth to build art collections, as well as their influence to manage newspapers, found a museum, and run for office.  In these roles, they were not only liberated from traditional female identities, but also acted as taste-makers; 40, 53.


� Bolton-Smith, 209.


� Bolton-Smith, 57.


� Wierich, 1998, in his dissertation, focuses on the way that history painting shifted to contemporary subjects in the mid 19th century decades, with War Spirit at Home as an exemplar of that art trend, 41.


� Gallati, 57.


� Wierich, 2002, 109.


� Wierich, 1998, 233; he also suggests that Spencer was building on a precedent of shared news, with Richard Caton Woodville’s War News from Mexico, an art union distributed print that Spencer would have known.  Woodville shows a hierarchically ordered scene, with the white man reading the news for others to hear, while the woman and African American figures are pushed to the side.  


� Wierich, 2002, 30.


� Wierich, 1998, 234.


� Ibid.


� Wierich, 2002, also suggests that the blurring of boundaries migrates to art as well, as the painting blurs the intersection between history and domestic genre painting, emphasizing the domestic over the heroic, 106-107.


� O’Leary, 107; Wierich, 2002, 110, indicates that the self-portrait of Spencer embodies this humorous reading, the artist as juggler, caught in the particular conditions for the woman artist during the mid 19th century.


� Gallati, 58.


� O’Leary, 107.


� Gallati, 58.


� Burns, 97, provides this astute comparison, going on to suggest that the neat tea set has been laid out to train the children to practice their domestic skills, in contrast to the messily stacked dishes in Spencer’s painting.


� Wierich, 1998, 201.


� O’Leary, 107.


� Wierich concludes that the servant is Irish, based on demographics and mid 19th century employment patterns, 103; in long study of the original painting, the darker skin suggests otherwise.


� Lubin, 197-198.


� Wierich, 2002, 28-29, describes the scene as a carnival with anarchic energy and focuses on how the historical affects the personal.


� Connor, 58.


� Burns, 97.


� Gallati, 58.


� Ibid.


� Burns, 97, writes that Spencer implies that girls are more than simply nice, but the viewer could ultimately decide if this active girl represents a cautionary tale or a celebration.


� Gallati, 58, suggests the cat is predatory, representing the external world that may interfere with the girl’s future potential.


� Connor, 21, 23, also writes that Spencer had a subversion intention with this painting; Gallati, 91, documents that Spencer herself was a tomboy, free to roam the woods and fields, as well as paint on the kitchen walls, establishing a lifelong proclivity for crossing boundaries.


� This more refined style, according to Gallati, 59, could have proved the critics, who said Spencer could not draw, wrong.  She was working with Hogarth’s satirical approach when she strayed from a more academic style.


� Lubin, 196-197, offers the religious interpretation and also suggests a gulf between the mother and the children; O’Leary calls her a “Reluctant Madonna” ignoring her baby, 107.


� Kort and Sonneborn, 204.


� Wierich, 2002, 26.
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