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Document 22.2 Mrs. J.H. Layton, “American Art” (1861) 
 
In this essay, the author calls upon artists to produce great national art and capture the country’s “spirit” on their 
canvasses during the war. Although no famous history paintings emerged during the war, and although the war’s 
artistic legacy is not a series of monumental paintings with clear narratives of victory and defeat and a cast of 
identifiable heroes, well-known artists did paint war scenes—paintings of camp life, nameless soldiers, and freed, 
or fleeing, slaves. Instead of generals triumphing in glorious battle, their art showed a shift to a more realistic form 
of representation. 
 
Little or nothing is now being done in the studios; many of our artists have shouldered the musket and gone off to 
the wars: yet it needs no prophet’s ken to foresee that American art will arise from out this political chaos 
rejuvenated and soar aloft on the expanded wing of the American eagle. This same old eagle, by the way, has had 
too long a rest, and it is high time he addressed himself to a coup d’oeil of the most glorious country the sun ever 
shone upon. 
 
It is not often in the mêlée, in the strife, that art is perfected; it is rather after the turbulent spirit has subsided and 
the waves of commotion have sobbed themselves into placid rest, that we may expect to realize the beneficial 
effects of this wholesome electric shock upon national art… 
 
National art is but the wholesome food for the aggregate aesthetic want of individuals expressed as one grand 
whole; and never was there a time in the annals of our country when art held a more important position than it 
now does. As the visible record of the standing of a nation speaking a universal language which the whole world 
understands and which will be equally legible to posterity, it is the voucher for our political integrity, the symbol of 
our faith, the talisman of immortality distinguishing us from barbarians… 
 
Yet these are perilous times for our artist confrères. In hours like these, when even moneyed men feel poor, when 
nothing is ordered, nothing bought, there must necessarily be suffering in the studio; and the most we can do is to 
open our galleries for the exhibition of their works, our pages to speak a genial word of encouragement and hope, 
and our hearts to a liberal outflow of fraternal sympathy—for art and literature go hand in hand. So we bid our 
confrères of the palette and chisel be of good courage and struggle on, as we are struggling. A good time is coming 
for us all as sure as the glorious ‘Stars and Stripes’ are to forever wave above the old Capitol. AMERICAN ARTISTS: 
BE NATIONAL! Rest not satisfied with the rendition of the art of other nations, but depend upon your own identity 
for immortality. This is the duty you owe the past, the present and the future: it is the duty you owe yourselves and 
the goddess whom you worship. Frenchmen, Italians and Germans, we welcome you to our shore; but deem not 
that you have come hither to paint the ‘decadence of Rome:’ we have no models for you. 
 
Dare to be National! Honestly evolve the spirit, the genus loci of the country in which you live. Be true to the 
indigenous poesy of the soil which cherishes you. Tell some story, record some sentiment which shall fix upon the 
page of immortality the date of your nativity. 
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