Fitz Henry Lane’s
. - Yacht America

. from Three Views:
I Portrait or Artist’s Cong

he schooner yacht America has

been the subject of more paint-
ings than any other pleasure or
commercial vessel, perhaps
rivaled only by the frigate Constitution. In
1851, the year of her victorious race off
Cowes, England, she was portrayed by many
ot the most noted American and British
marine artists of the day, and remains a
favorite subject in paintings by many of

today’s marine artists.
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BY ERIK A. R. RONNBERG JR.

Conceived at the instigation of an
English businessman, built in one of New
York's foremaost shipyards, and sailed by a
syndicate of New York yachtsmen, the
America was intended to demonstrate the
United States’ shipbuilding skill ar Prince
Albert’s Great Exhibition at London in
1851. America was designed by George
Steers, who was then employed at the ship-
vard of William H. Brown and assigned by

Brown o supervise the schooner’s consrruc-

tion. Brown had agreed to build the vessel
under a contract that made him its owner
unless or until the syndicare decided it had a
winner and agreed to purchase it. After dif-
ferent trial races, America was purchased by
the syndicate and sailed to England to race
for, and win, a trophy which we know today
as the America’s Cup. '

Two paintings of America are associared
with Fitz Henry Lane (1804-1865). The
more widely known painting, signed by Lane
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Fig. 1 (Above): Fitz Henry Lane (1804-1865),
The Yacht America Winning

the International Race, dated 1851.

Oil on canvas, 24': x 27% inches.

Signed “F. H. Lane.”

Compasition derived from Dutton’s
lithograph after the sketch by Brierly.
Courtesy the Peabody Essex Museum.

(M4696).

Fig. 1a (Below): Thomas Goldsworthy
Dutton (1819-1891)/Day & Son,

The Yacht America Winning the Royal Yacht
Club Cup at Cowes in the Match open to
Yachts of all Classes and Nations, August 22,
1851. From the original sketch taken on the
spot by Oswald Brierly. London. Published
Octr 22nd by Ackerman & Co., 96 Strand.
Colored lithograph, 19% x 27% inches.
Courtesy of the Peabody Essex Museum
(M13340).

Fig. 2: (Previous page): Fitz Henry Lane
(1804-1865), Yacht America in Three Views,
circa 1850. Qil on canvas, 18)2 x 272 inches.
Unsigned and undated. Private collection.

and dated 1851, is based on the lithograph by
Thomas G. Dutton (1819-1891), which in
murn was copied from an eye-witness drawing
by Oswald Brierly (1817-1894) (Figs. 1, 1a).”
The other is an undated attribution to Lane,
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showing the yacht under sail in three views
(Fig. 2).? When, in 2009, the latter painting
was loaned for public display for the first time
at the Cape Ann Museum in Gloucester,
Massachusetts, it raised a number of impor-
tant questions

For Three Views, the arrriburion ro Lane is

strong for reasons of close attention to correct

ship handling and details of rigging and sails,
Lane was without peer (after the departure of

Robert Salmon) in his atrention to wind

direction and velocity, making sure that cloud
formations, sail trim, wave patterns, and
minor details of flags, smoke from steamships,
and buoy pennants are in close agreement.
Similarly, the play of light on sails shows his
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[ht_nmugh understanding of how ljght reveals

sail contours, casts shadows on overlapping ; b T | . | ol s BUSERA - | | . _ ‘ . %
sails, and the translucency of canvas when P P L ¢ - i il s R _ ool TN | S gl A
backlit, i'.}nmhining these effecrs with Lanes - i
mastery ol hull form and proportions of rig,
we see a brilliant demonstration of Lane's
mastery of naurical imagery.

A close examination of Three Views reveals

l.“bl:.ﬁ.‘l]:l]]t;ii;‘!i of detail between the arcist’s
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dr:piu_'li{}n of America and other reliable pic-
rures and r.ul.'*-m:a of her as ficred our in her first
year. Ditterences include derails of rigging

(Figs. 2, 4); the deck arrangement (Figs. 3, 4);

and rthe ornamental carvings at the bow AL o B s

(Figs. 1a, 3) * and stern (Figs. 5, 6). Since these = h?:ﬁiiﬂ?:?:;&'*} e -
discrepancies do not exist in Lanes 1851
sion of the Durtton lithograph (figs. 1, 1a), it is
concervable that Yaeht America in Three Views T e arpmores ' ' ; : o ¥
was executed earlier, and was based nor on the 7% 525 ' "
ol . v’

actual hinished vessel, but on incomplete infor- T e P30 B e —— 1 e - _ |
Mation prn'.fidr:r.l while the }'ac]ll was under - 2 ' : X = il = o o - 29 ; ; Fig. 7: Detail in | - Fig. 9: Detail in figure
R o e figure 2. Steam ; : 2, masthead of
i . : L - - e ‘. ; paddie towboat in Amerijca, bow views,
Lane was clearly depicting America before 51 ig. 3: Detail of figure 2, broadside : e ' _ right background. = - right foreground: The
her arrival in England. The steam vessel in the (middle) view of America, showing deck | - Note the T - flag most likely bears
. arrangement and scrollwork at the bow. American flag. Bt = =k ’ the owner’s initials.

construction or even still ar the design stage.
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extreme right of the background (Fig. 7) is a
large side-wheel rowboar flying the American

Hag; the small boat in the left foreground (Fig.

Fig. B: Detail in figure 2, left foreground:
. s . 2 =, . : ! : : + American dory with fishing gear in the
the Canadian maritime provinces. | hese rwo _ . Py sl B AT A R . . ; " bow and furled sail and spars in the stern

8) 1s an American dory, then widely used in

the coasral fisheries from Long Island north to

craft, combined with the low rolling coastal
terrain in the background, suggest offshore of
western Long Island and nort the rugged
Cowes coastline as the likely serting, Fﬂ!]nwtng
her victory at Cowes and a couple of other
races, America came under British ownership,
not to return to the United States until 1862.”
Her appearance from rhar darte is documented
in photographs, ruling our any possibility that
this painting depicts her in a later state.

Perhaps the most persuasive evidence for an
earlier dating is the flag flown at Ameriea’s mast-
head in the right view (Fig. 9). The pennants in
the middle and left views are blurred, bur the
house flag with the letter B is clearly delineated,
without doubt the owner’s initial. No other

person involved with America’s construction or

';'Lj _;:. Fig. 5: Detail of figure 2, stern (left) view, e LT = _
g == showing the carvings on the transom. R L L - - .
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syndicate ownership had a last name with that

initial. Moreover, as nored above, the contract

for building the yacht made Brown the sole
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the vessel was sold. A shipbuilders house flag
(really a business logo in flag form), was cer-
rainly appropriate in this circumstance.

Period documents provide evidence of
Brown’s sole ownership of America until the
date of her sale on June 20, 1851. When reg-
istered ar the New York customs house three
days previously, Certficate No. 290, darted
June 17, 1851, gave “William H. Brown, only
owner of the ship or vessel called the
America,” adding thar she was builr ar New
York during the year 1851 under the direction
of Brown, master builder.”

In 1849, Brown hired George Steers as his
chief loftsman,” and in the following rwo years
had Steers design yachts and pilot schooners,
which went on to set standards for seaworthi-
ness and .ﬁxpvec:cl.:'ir Steers designed America as he
had designed his previous, and later, vessels: by
carving a half-hull model that could be disas-
sembled and traced to provide offsets
(measurements of breadth ar specific intervals)
for shaping the molds (full-size patterns) for

the hull frames. No drawn plans as we know
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them today were made after the hull had been
framed. After examining the hull in this stage,

client and builder could then better judge the
available space and how best to apportion it.”

Similarly, Steers’ original sail plan for
America was little more than outlines of the
sails, including the masts and spars superim-
posed over a simple profile of the hull. Details
were left to the sparmakers, riggers, and sail-
makers who drew from their knowledge and
experience. Steers did nor ger around to
drawing a sail plan of America undl 1851,
and it was sent to the sail maker in whose loft
it remained until discovered in the 1930s
(Fig. 10).""

Assuming Lane was commissioned by
Brown to paint a portrait of a proposed or par-
tially buile yacht, with only a half-model and

some incomplete sail plans to study (Fig. 10),

he would have been very much on his own. If

a copy of the plan was made for Lanes use,
there is no record of its existence. But presum-
ably he would have gone to New York 1o

inspect and sketch Steer’s hall-model and refer

to existing sail plans of pilot schoo-
ners. Under this scenario, when
could Lane have been in New York
to discuss this project?

The year 1850 was one of
Lane’s busiest years. He made trips
to New York, Baltimore, possibly
Puerto Rico, and to Maine. Travel

to New York was likely taken in the

late spring in time for the openings
of the Diisseldorf School and rthe
American Art Union exhibitions in
New York, where several of his
most recent paintings were hung to
considerable acclaim."’ While in
New York, it is quite possible that
his presence came to the attention
of Brown, by then in search of an
artist to create an image of the pro-
posed schooner. For Brown, with
his unerring sense of how to attract
business, only a first-rate arrist
would have done.

By the summer of 1850, Lane
was traveling and sketching in
Maine, probably from the begin-
ning in August to early in
September.’” We know he worked on several
major paintings based on his sketches of New
York and orther southern ports made earlier in
the year. Among them is the monumental 36
x 60-inch panoramic view of New York
harbor, now in the Museum of Fine Arts,
Boston. So it is unlikely that he made another
trip to New York, and since no correspon-
dence exists between Lane and Brown or
Steers for this period, it is most likely that

meager plans already described are all with

which he had o work.

THIS PAGE, TOP TO BOTTOM:
Fig. 4: Model of America as rigged and fit-
ted-out in 1851, by the author. Model made
in 1999, following the deck arrangement in
contemporary dockyard surveys and water-
color sketches made on board the yacht by
Swedish naval architect Pehr Wilhelm
Cedergren in 1851. The boats and davits

would have been removed when racing.
Collection of R. Michael Wall.

Fig. 6: Artist unknown, America’'s stern
eagle, 1851, Carved wood, gilt and painted.
Wing span of nine feet. Courtesy the New
York Yacht Club.
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MARY

Meager though Lane’s source marerial may
have been, he made the most of the informa-
tion. The subtle shading and highlights of the
hull in each view leave no doubrt thar he
understood America’s hull form perfectly.
Lane had to have seen and studied Steers’
half-model very carefully at Brown’s shipyard
during his lare spring visit to New York, when
he cerrainly would have had the opportunity
to see and measure sail plans from other
Steers designs, making adjustments for size
and proportion of the designer’s advice.

The foregoing considered, it seems possible,
even likely, that Lane’s painting, Yacht America
[from Three Views, was commissioned by William
H. Brown in 1850 as an artists concept of a
proposed schooner yet to represent American
shipbuilding ar the Grear Exposition in 1851.
Brown may have had it in mind for the syndi-
cate that eventually commissioned him to build
it, or perhaps to artract other clients. Having
such a painting to show to his dienrele was cer-
tainly in keeping with his business methods. In
the tight circle of New York's yachtsmen, such a
painting would have been noticed and its pur-
pase appreciated.

Artists’ renditions of new commercial prod-
ucts tend nowadays to be derided as mere
“commercial art.” Bur in the nineteenth-cenrury,
respected arists like Lane engaged in such proj-
ects alongside their more serious work, and this

reason for painting ship portraits warrants serious
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consideration as advertising. Painred before the
yacht was completed, Fiz Henry Lanes Yache
America from Three Views would have served
William H. Brown’s efforts to attract business
and funding for the building of furure vessels of
this type and purpose. The only thing that is
missing from this argument is irrefutable evi-
dence in the form of a contract or correspondence

berween the artist and Brown. Bur perhaps evi-

dence of this sort may yet come to light. A\

Erik A. R. Ronnberg Jr. is a model maker
and nautical historian whose research bas led 1o
extensive study of marine art, particularly ship
portraiture, from the seventeenth through
twentieth centuries. In the past be served as curator
at the New Bedford Whaling Museuwm, curatorial
advisor ar the Essex Shipbuiiding Museum,

board member of Cape Ann Museum,

and editor of Nautical Research Journal.

Fig. 10: Sail plan of New York pilot schooner,
Mary Taylor, designed and built by George
Steers in 1849. Plate 29 in John W. Griffith's
Treatise on Marine and Naval Architecture,
Ird ed. (New York: Appleton & Co. 1852).
The three lower sails are virtually identical
to America's sails in figure 2.

1. This sequence of actions is described in detail in John
Rousmaniere, The Low Black Schooner: Yacht America,
[851-1945 (Mystic Seaport, 1986),

2. M. V. and Dorothy Brewingron, The Marine Paintings
and Drawings in the Peabody Musewm, rev. ed., (Salem,
MA: Peabody Museum, 1981), 165.

3. Yacht America From Three Views is better known o
vachtsmen and students of yacht design than it is to
most art historians and collectors. It was first publi-
cized by its then-owner the yacht designer L. Francis
Herreshott (1890-1972), who used it in a serial arn-
cle (later published in book form) on }'ad:hnng history
(L. Francis Herresholf, An Introduction to Yachting
(New York, 1963), 60, 61). On Herreshoff's death,
the painting was consigned 1o a dealer who sold it
to the lare Glen Fosrer, a businessman with a stellar
background in yacht racing (Alan Granby [ed], A
Yachssmans Eye, [Philadelphia and New York, 2004],
174, 175). Since Foster'’s death, it has been in a
private collecrion.

4.  Americai trailboards were unique 1o thar vessel ar dhe
ti.l]'l.f UE‘I:IL'I' huudill& ill“j h'l.l.ll:ﬂ:'i'l.".]u'l:llﬂ'b' 'IJ.."II:'.E l:]-:l'll:.r' LTy
Steers-designed ships, notably the chipper ship Swnmy
Soweh, built in 1854, With no existing vessel to copy,

Lane may well have relied on Steers’ preliminary design
sketches for this detal, not rL*ﬂJj'.f.'lnE that the trailboards

as made would be larger and more prominent.
§. Rousmaniere, 42.

6. See John H. Maorrison, History of New York Ship Yareds
(NY: Samerz, 1909), 125.

7. Ibid. In this period, the title of Loftsman combined
the work of designing a vessel (usually by carving a
half-mode) and dcriving from the model the shapﬂ.‘
of the trames thar were “lofred,” ie., enlarged 1o full
size patterns (molds) for making the frame compo-
nents. This process required a large floor space, usual-
ly the lofr of |ﬂrg_e hui].;ling on or near the .‘ihlp}’.,‘-ll"d.
hence the terms “loft”™ (verb), “loking,” “mold lok,"
and “lottsman.”

8. Rousmaniere, 9, 10.

9. Howard L. Chapelle, The Nationa! Watercraft

Caollection, second edition (Washington and Camden,
1976), B-12.

10. Rousmaniere, 16, 17.

11. John Wilmerding, Fiiz Hugh Lane (NY: Pracger
Publishers, 1971), 42-44.

12, Wilmerding, 52.
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