
238 Putnam Avenue
Cambridge, MA  02139
March 16, 1995

FAX  212/606-7039
Ms. Susan Imbriani
American Painting, Drawings

and Sculpture Department
Sotheby's
1334 York Avenue
New York, N.Y.  10021

Dear Ms. Imbriani:

Re:  Eastman Johnson, The Counterfeiters, not dated, not signed,
oil on canvas, 29 3/4 x 37 inches.  I examined this painting at 
Sotheby's on March 9, 1995.

As you will note from your records, this painting was included 
in the exhibition Eastman Johnson which I organized for the 
Whitney Museum of American Art and which subsequently traveled 
to the Milwaukee Art Museum and the Detroit Institute of Arts 
during 1972.  It was a pleasure to study it once again in your 
offices.

Eastman Johnson (1824-1906) was already an accomplished portrait
draughtsman when he went to Europe in 1849 for further study.  
He spent two years in Düsseldorf as part of a thriving community
of American art students studying with the German-American 
artist Emanuel Leutze.  After two years, Johnson moved to The 
Hague where he developed a reputation as a skilled portrait 
painter.  During this time he also developed as a genre painter 
and the best of his early genre work, including The 
Counterfeiters, is from the years that he spent at The Hague.  

From the summer of 1853 comes a sketchbook that Johnson filled 
with drawings he did at Dongen in Holland.  One of those 
drawings is an interior that contains some of the same features 
as The Counterfeiters, particularly what appears to be a 
sleeping alcove in the left background.  There are two other 
larger drawings of figures that are known to be studies for the 
painting.  One charcoal is of the central figure seated with his
back to the viewer; it was in a private collection in 1971.  
Another drawing was included in the estate sale of 1907, "The 
Works of the Late Eastman Johnson, N.A." that was held at the 
American Art Galleries.  That drawing was no. 25 and reads:  

THREE STUDIES FOR ONE OF THE COUNTERFEITERS

Two heads and a half-length study of one of the principal 
figures in the picture entitled "The Counterfeiters."  The 
two heads are from the same sitter . . ."



As you know, The Counterfeiters was also in that same 1907 sale:

No. 74  THE COUNTERFEITERS

Three men are engaged in manufacturing false coin in a rude
interior.  One of them holds a pair of jeweller's scales to
the light, and his two companions, seated at a table, are 
finishing the pieces.  On the right of the group, which is 
strongly lighted from a window high up on the left, is a 
furnace with a cricuble standing on the hot coals, and 
nearby is a sheet spread upon the ground to hold the money 
as it is finished.  A woman listens at the door on the 
left, and in the background, seen through a partly draped 
opening, an old hag is clutching what is apparently a box 
full of money.

According to my copy of the sale catalogue, W. B. Cogswell 
bought the painting for $115.

In my opinion the painting is clearly by the hand of Eastman 
Johnson.  As is characteristic of the artist, he drew outlines 
of some of the details of the composition before he commenced 
painting; for example, one can see graphite lines along the back
edge of the table, the edge of the right man's green sleeve and 
along the contour of his knuckles.  Also characteristic of 
Johnson's work are the varying degrees of "finish" in the 
painting; this indicates his awareness of the new styles of 
painting coming from Paris, particularly from the atelier of 
Thomas Couture (whom Johnson would later seek out when he went 
to Paris in 1855).  The broad flat white areas on the sleeve of 
the older man in contrast with the flat areas of shadow are 
characteristic of this new style.  At the same time, deft 
highlights give definition to the features of the main seated 
figure, and his light red jacket provides a compelling focus for
the painting.  All of the figures emerge out of the darkened 
interior in varying degrees; to master such a convincing 
illusion of light and space was no easy task.  

I will be including the painting in my forthcoming catalogue 
raisonné.  I would appreciate it if the new owner would get in 
touch with me.  

Sincerely yours,

Patricia Hills
Author of Eastman Johnson


