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ABSTRACT 

Charles Frederick Ulrich (1858-1908) is best-known today for 

his paintings of figures at work, exhibited in New York between 

1882 and 1884. By portraying both males and females at their work 

tables, Ulrich was showing middle-class individuals occupied with 

tasks informed by both knowledge and culture. This thesis 

describes these works as a way of exploring the artist's New York 

career, especially in regards to such current issues as 

immigration, labor, and social awareness. 

Charles F. Ulrich left no diaries, journals, or sketches to 

aid in the investigation of his artwork and life. While no verbal 

clues exist, this study reveals how Ulrich's work is filled with 

visual signs that invite interpretation. Not surprisingly, since 

he was raised in a household of German immigrant parents and spent 

several years of artistic training in Munich, Ulrich's pictures 

manifest, above all else, the strength of his German heritage. 



INTRODUCTION 

This study examines the known works of Charles Frederick 

Ulrich (1858-1908) in the context of his era New York in the 

early 1880s. During the period from 1882 to 1884 Ulrich 

established a reputation as one of New York's leading artists, 

receiving critical and commercial recognition for the quality of 

his achievements. Today, however, he is largely unknown, or else 

considered to be a European, rather than an American, artist. 

Whereas the usual monographic discussion of a forgotten 

artist recounts the artist's activities, exhibitions, and personal 

details in glowing terms, hoping to bring him or her to life, this 

study is at a serious disadvantage. Charles Ulrich left no 

diaries, sketches, sketchbooks, notes, or any other ephemera, save 

for a few letters to aid in reconstructing his biography and 

explicating his artwork.^ Because so little is known of his life, 

this introduction will simply outline the few established facts 

about where his many peregrinations led him. 

Born on 18 October 1858, Ulrich was a native of New York, 

the only son out of four children born to a photographer, 

Frederick Charles Ulrich, and his wife (of whom nothing is 

^Except for three letters, one undated, two from 1893, all written 
to William T. Evans. Archives of American Art, Smithsonian 
Institution, Washington, D.C. Roll 4055, frames 126, 169-170. 



known) Frederick Ulrich had emigrated from Germany in the 

revolutionary year of 1848, having been a lawyer in Marburg who 

also had some interest in painting. His photography shop 

located at 156 Bowery from approximately 1863 to 1893 was also 

an art gallery of sorts where, according to a contemporary source, 

"some of the most artistic photographs that have been made in New 

York are in the albums of the place. Three undated albumen 

prints by "Fred Ulrich" have recently been located, but these 

examples appear to be unexceptional carte-de-visites with little 

artistic value. From such slim evidence it is impossible to say 

exactly how much influence the father might have had on his son's 

early development and aesthetic outlook. 

Charles Ulrich's formal education in art began on 13 October 

1873 when he enrolled at the National Academy of Design school, 

where he studied with Lemuel Wilmarth (1835-1918) in the Antique 

Class.^ National Academy of Design records show that the next 

year he was admitted on 16 November 1874 to both the Antique and 

Life Classes. His progress is further recorded by the fact that 

in May 1875 he participated in an exhibition of 200 drawings by 

the pupils in the School of the National Academy: eighty-four 

compiled Ulrich's biography from the sources listed in this 
bibliography. 

^"Charles F. Ulrich," The Collector, 1 February 1891, 81. 

"^The Artist's Card File at the National Academy of Design, New 
York. I obtained access to this information, as well as to all 
relevant files at the Academy, through Barbara Krulik and Theresa 
Rosinski. Many sources that include Ulrich's biography 
erroneously state that he went to Munich in 1873. 



were by students in the Life Class, the remainder were from the 

Antique. A reviewer of the exhibition noted that, "the most 

interesting group of drawings in the collection was the sixteen 

examples entered for competition. They were all drawn from the 

cast of 'The Gladiator," and in precision of outline and 

gradations of light and shade would have been noticeable in any 

exhibition."^ C. Ulrich was listed as one of the sixteen 

students. 

The next known fact about Ulrich's life is that, by October 

1875, he was enrolled as a student at the Royal Academy of Munich, 

Germany. Along with fellow American painter, John Henry Twachtman 

(1853-1902), he was registered for the Watur Klasse (Life 

Drawing).® The choice of Munich, rather than Dusseldorf, is not 

surprising. In the 1870s and 1880s, Munich had been attracting 

many American art students, especially those of German descent. 

Germany, unified under Bismarck, was still reveling in its 1870-

1871 victory in the Franco-Prussian war, and provided a hospitable 

environment for the art students. 

Most notable of the Americans in Munich in the late 1870s 

were William Merritt Chase (1849-1916), Frank Duveneck (1848-

1919) , and Twachtman. And enough evidence survives to support the 

assumption that Ulrich knew and was friends with each of these 

artists. Curiously, though, Ulrich's name rarely, if ever, 

^"Schools of Art," The Art Journal 1, 1875, 191. 

^Matriculation Book of The Royal Academy of Munich. Courtesy Lisa 
Peters and Laurene Buckley of Spanierman Gallery, New York. 



appears in the literature concerning the three better-known 

Americans. Chase, for example, not only owned a small portrait 

head by Ulrich, he also painted a portrait of the latter (undated, 

unlocated)It is also known that these American artists, based 

in Munich, often traveled on sketching expeditions to the 

countryside resort of Polling, Germany. Ulrich traveled there in 

April-May 1875 with Twachtman and Walter Shirlaw (1838-1909); in 

September 1876 with Louis Ritter (1854-1892) and Henry Alexander 

(1860-1894); in October 1877, and again in March 1879 with 

Duveneck.® 

After his student days in Germany, a gap appears in the 

record. The next documentation of his activities is 1882, when in 

New York he exhibited at the National Academy of Design. This was 

the first outward sign of an extremely active time in his life. 

He remained in New York until April 1884. While in New York, his 

address changed several times. Formal records show that Ulrich 

lived at 176 Broadway until the end of 1882; in the first half of 

1883 he resided at 203 West 44th Street, but by the second half of 

the year and into 1884 he either resided in or maintained a 

^American Art Galleries, New York, "The Works of the Late William 
Merritt Chase, N.A., His Studio Effects and an Important 
Collection of Native and Foreign Pictures." May 14-17, 1917. Lot 
82, Portrait of Charles Ulrich, Artist (21x17 inches, $62.50); 
and Lot 211, Charles Frederick Ulrich, Head of an Old Woman (14x11 
inches, signed at upper left ULRICH, $45.) It is quite possible 
that the portrait of Ulrich dates from the mid- to late-1880s when 
Ulrich and Chase spent time together in Venice. Although it is 
described in detail in the Chase Sale Catalogue, no image has been 
seen. 

®Tremden Buch, Polling Inn. Courtesy Lisa Peters and Laurene 
Buckley of Spanierman Gallery, New York. 



painting studio at the very upscale Benedick Building at 80 East 

Washington Square. In addition to these scant details, it is 

known that Ulrich was elected as Associate of the National Academy 

of Design.^ Although he would never be elected a full Academician 

at the National Academy of Design, he was active in the New York 

art world in other ways as well, at least for a time. Ulrich was 

one of the founding members of the Society of Painters in Pastel, 

but he showed with them only once, sending three pieces to the 

Society's initial exhibition in 1884. 

Travel abroad again interrupted Ulrich's rise to prominence 

in 1884. At the end of April he sailed to Antwerp, where he was 

joined in July by fellow American painter Robert Frederick Blum 

(1857-1903). Blum stayed with Ulrich in his rented house in 

Haarlem at 48 Jansstratt. Due to the cholera epidemic in Germany, 

they stayed in Haarlem. From Bruce Weber's dissertation on Blum, 

we know that the two were inseparable from this time through the 

end of 1887.^^ This is, then, one period in the artist's life 

where actual documentation exists for an uninterrupted interval. 

Ulrich returned to New York before the middle of October 1884, no 

doubt with pictures in hand.^^ 

®Ulrich received 40 out of 42 votes at the Annual Meeting. 
National Academy of Design Minutes Volume 5, 443 . 

lOsruce Weber, Robert Frederick Blum (1857-1903) and His Milieu. 
Ann Arbor, MI, 1985, 243. 

^^"Art Babble," New York News, 31 August 1884. 



It is easy to suppose from the few available facts that 

"wanderlust" was part of Ulrich's disposition. He left America 

again on 7 April 1885 aboard the Arizona.^2 Blum met Ulrich in 

London and they spent from 29 April to 2 May visiting museums and 

galleries. From there they returned to Haarlem, but in mid-June 

they departed again for Venice since the cholera epidemic was 

over. They moved into an apartment in the Palazzo Contarini de 

Scrigni, located in the San Travaso quarter on the Grand Canal, 

near the Iron Bridge. The Palazzo had been rented by Duveneck for 

his expected stay in Venice. In October Blum, Ulrich, and the 

artist Charles Grafly (1862-1929) traveled to the Tyrols, 

remaining for almost two weeks. By August 1886 Ulrich, Blum, and 

Otto Bacher (1856-1909), another American painter, were working 

together, often sharing models. At some point Ulrich also 

traveled northward to Germany, and then returned to Venice by the 

end of August or early September 1887. 

By the Spring of 1888 Ulrich was visiting Spain, but after 

that, unfortunately, the details of his later years are even 

sketchier.For the most part he remained in Europe, returning 

only occasionally to New York, but never staying very long. In 

^^Weber (as in n. 10), 252. Much of the information regarding 
Ulrich's activities through 1887 are from this source. 

^^M. Elizabeth Boone, Vistas de Espana: American Views of Art 
and Life in Spain, 1860-1898, Ann Arbor, MI, 1996, 221, n.88. 
Ralph Curtis mentioned Ulrich's presence in Seville during the 
spring of 1888. See Ralph Curtis to Isabella Stewart Gardner, 
Seville, March 25 [1888], Isabella Stewart Gardner Papers, 
Archives of American Art, Reel 396, frame 271. 



the catalogues of the New York exhibitions to which he sent his 

paintings in 1887, Ulrich had his address listed as either Paris 

or Venice. In a similar fashion, when he sent four paintings to 

the Royal Academy of London in 1889, and only one in 1890, the 

address listed after his name was Venice, not New York or Paris. 

It is not clear when Ulrich ultimately settled in Berlin. 

It could have been as early as 1890 or a little later, because his 

son later provided the information that "when he married my mother 

on [sic] 1895, he was already relationed [sic] with some important 

families in Berlin.In particular, Ulrich was a friend to the 

Siemens family, especially Ellen von Siemens, and had made 

pictures of several members of that fcimily.^^ Still more 

importantly, Ulrich married Margarethe Oppenheim, daughter of Hugo 

Oppenheim, founder and owner of the Oppenheim Bank, Berlin. For 

their honeymoon, they were able to make a grand tour to New York, 

Chicago, the Grand Canyon, Yellowstone National Park, and then 

Rome where they ended up staying for four years in a villa on one 

of the seven hills. Their son, however, was born in 1901 in 

Berlin, where his parents lived in the "garden house" of Ulrich's 

wife's grandfather Oppenheim, who was one of the judges of the 

Supreme Court in Germany. Finally, it is known that Charles 

Frederick Ulrich died in Dresden in 1908, his wife thirty-one 

^^Letter from son, Frederick, to Doreen Burke, Metropolitan Museum 
of Art, 20 June 20 1980. The remainer of the biographical 
information on Ulrich is provided in this letter. 

^^It is unknown if these paintings are still extant. 



years later; and they are buried together in the Cemetery of the 

Invalids in Berlin. 

Due to the comparative dearth of detailed biographical 

material on the artist, Ulrich's paintings naturally become the 

primary evidence for the historian to interpret. While Ulrich 

left no written information as to what his motivations or goals 

were in his paintings, a multitude of visual clues invite 

interpretation. 

Each of the four chapters in this thesis is focused on one 

painting or on a particular theme the artist explored in several 

paintings. Biographical details go with specific pictures when 

known, as will speculations regarding the creation of each 

picture such as stylistic sources, inspirations, campaigns of 

work, and critical reception. 

The first two chapters focus on Ulrich's single figures at 

work; the first is solely about females, the second males. This 

division will show how Ulrich defined men's and women's places in 

the cultural context of New York in the early 1880s. Chapters 

Three and Four concentrate on a single painting each, The Glass 

Blowers of 1883 and In the Land of Promise. Castle Garden of 1884, 

and what role they played in Ulrich's career. 

As an intimate observer of individuals at work, Ulrich was 

clearly obsessed with representing the human figure or figures 

usually seated and busy with his or her or their hands. The 

purpose of this study is to bring Ulrich's artistic production 

under closer scrutiny than it has ever received before. While his 



subject and style were thoroughly modern, his labor-oriented 

pictures came after Thomas Anschutz's The Ironworkers' Noontime 

(1880) but before Robert Koehler's The Strike (1886). This raises 

numerous questions about his attitudes towards capital and labor, 

politics and immigration. Finally, the point here is not to 

elevate Ulrich to the level of a superstar, but rather to consider 

him directly and fairly for what he showed in New York between 

1882 and 1884. 



CHAPTER 1 

The Female Figures 

The Wood Engraver (unlocated) , exhibited by Charles F. 

Ulrich (1858-1908) at the National Academy of Design's Annual 

Exhibition in March 1882 (Fig. 1), was the first of at least six 

works this artist produced over the next eighteen months which 

featured a single female figure seated in a domestic interior 

while quietly performing a task. In addition to making a wood 

engraving, these pictures portray females spinning, sewing, 

etching, playing the piano, and peeling potatoes. While occupied 

with their hands, only their backs and never more than their 

profiles can be seen by the viewer. In every case, moreover, they 

are surrounded by the accouterments of their respective crafts. 

In addition to The Wood Engraver. the other closely-observed and 

carefully rendered images include An Amateur Etcher (Fig. 2), 

Moment Musicale (Fig. 3), Granny. The Spinner (unlocated), and 

Girl Peeling Potatoes (unlocated). 

This is not to say that Ulrich was exclusively devoted to 

the portrayal of women. At virtually the same time he painted six 

scenes showing men equally occupied with their hands. On the 

other hand, where the females were shown in domestic spaces, the 

males are all depicted in work situations. Due to this "at home" 



versus "out of home" split in subject matter, the male pictures 

will be treated separately in the following chapter. 

All of Ulrich's female subject pictures are rendered with 

remarkable attention to detail which, combined with the working 

themes, reveals his years of training at the Royal Academy of 

Munich. Ulrich had enrolled at the Academy in October 1875 and 

studied there at least through 1879 with Wilhelm Leibl (1844-

1900), Ludwig von Loefftz (1845-1910), and Wilhelm Lindenschmidt 

(1829-1895) When examining the work of these three German 

artists, it appears that Wilhelm Leibl probably had the greatest 

impact on Ulrich. Leibl was a follower of Gustave Courbet, the 

great French Realist, who had been given what turned out to be a 

controversial exhibition in 1869 at the Munich Glaspalast. Leibl, 

in turn, is best known today for his own choice of subject matter-

—i.e., German "peasant realism" pictures, such as Drei Frauen in 

der Kirche of 1878-1882 (Kunsthalle, Hamburg), which shows three 

peasant women absorbed in reading their bibles or praying 

intensely with their hands in their laps. All three figures and 

their setting are rendered in a gravely precise and sober manner. 

Ulrich's undated Nahende Frau is similar to Leibl's work in both 

style and subject. Although the German woman represented in 

Nahende Frau is sewing and not praying, she is seated quite close 

to the picture surface and is equally absorbed in her handiwork. 

Ulrich has rendered her in the tight, clean style of Leibl which 

^®Artist's Registration Card at the National Academy of Design (as 
in n.4) . 



the latter derived from the minutely detailed realism of Hans 

Holbein the Younger, Lucas Cranach the Elder, and other masters of 

the sixteenth-century German Renaissance.^^ Ulrich's Head of a 

Young Girl, undated but exhibited in 1884, closely resembles a 

typical head by Holbein in its elegant linearism. In fact, when 

it was included in a 1919 New York private art collection sale 

catalogue, the description stated that it was "A Holbein Head."^® 

It is revealing to note that Leibl himself "strove for the 

reputation of a "modern Holbein.'"^® Ulrich clearly chose much the 

same path, admiring the technique of Holbein and the proletarian 

themes of Courbet. 

While living in Munich, Ulrich was also exposed to the style 

of Ludwig von Loefftz beginning in 1879. This was a realistic 

manner of small scale genre painting based on the little masters 

of the seventeenth century painters in Holland, such as Pieter de 

Hooch, Willem Kalf, and Jan Vermeer.^® Though it is impossible to 

cite specific pictures as direct sources, these artists do 

epitomize several tendencies in Dutch art that are recognizable in 

Ulrich's work. Ludwig von Loefftz was the predominant conduit for 

the flow of these Dutch tendencies, or characteristics, such as 

^"'Michael Quick, Munich and American Realism in the 19th Century, 
Sacramento, 1978, 32. 

^®Payne Sale, New York, 6 January 1919. This painting was shown 
at the Southern Exhibition, Louisville, Kentucky, 1884. 

^^Eberhard Ruhmer, "Wilhelm Leibl and His Circle," in Quick (as in 
n. 17), 12. 

20Quick (as in n. 17) , 28. 



the placement of a figure in a well-defined interior space, the 

small size of the panels, intense naturalism of the scenes, and 

the preponderance of still life elements which are always rendered 

with incredible beauty and detail. 

The colored glass vases and other still life objects in 

Moment Musicale (Fig. 3) are rendered by Ulrich in a way that 

achieves similar effects to those found in typical Baroque 

prototypes. Upon close exeimination, for example, the figure in 

Moment Musicale appears encircled by sparkling objects. Working 

clockwise from directly above her head, one finds: the right half 

of a double glass-bowl wall sconce with brass fittings; a small 

blue glass bud vase partially obscured by the pianist's hair; a 

larger ginger jar type of vase in deep blue; a small white glass 

candy dish with a specific clear glass handle; a two-handled squat 

form of krater in blue glass; another smaller white glass dish; a 

small bright red unidentifiable object; and a tall thin dark 

colored glass vase. Our eye is then drawn down to the right of 

the piano player, to a most exquisite bright red Oriental vase on 

a carved wooden base which is placed on a table which takes a 

primary position as it obscures the bench; two small roses lead 

our eye around the back of the figure, to the bottom shelf of a 

two-tiered table on which rests a yellow glass amphora-shaped 

vase; the top shelf of the table holds a large round brass 

planter; and, finally, the left half of the double glass-bowl wall 

sconce with brass fittings. A total of eleven round glass or 

brass receptacles with gleaming surfaces surround this anonymous 



female who is quietly playing the piano. She is dressed all in 

black, hands barely visible, perhaps so as not to detract from the 

profusion of sparkling objects that encircle eind enframe her.^^ 

Although the several elements of Ulrich's paintings can be 

traced to seventeenth-century Dutch art through his German 

training, it is his specific thematic concerns that can be read as 

uniquely American. When Charles Ulrich returned to New York from 

Europe, probably in 1881, the city, like so many others, was in 

the midst of rapid change. In this increasing industrialization, 

Ulrich chose to paint carefully constructed images that comment on 

the effects of modern society. Unlike contemporary American 

Impressionists such as William Merritt Chase and Childe Hassam 

(1859-1935), who consistently painted optimistic scenes of 

agreeable people in the sunny outdoors, Ulrich, instead, painted 

smaller, serious pictures whose themes reflect the tensions 

associated with labor, craftsmanship, and modernization in New 

York. 

It can be argued that several of Ulrich"s female subjects 

are typical of the new modern women. Though they are not working 

per se, they are performing with their hands. Of the various 

tasks occupying their hands, most are domestic; that is, 

spinning, sewing, peeling potatoes, and playing piano (the one 

true performer) . The others are engraving and etching. The image 

^^Many of Ulrich's other paintings from this period also display 
his great skill of painting glass objects and the light reflected 
from them, particularly The Glass Engraver of 1883. 



of the etcher is titled, by Ulrich, "An Amateur Etcher." 

Presiamably, Ulrich wanted the viewer to perceive that this amateur 

is performing a hobby and receiving compensation for it as opposed 

to working for a living as a professional would in a commercial 

workplace. The painting has just been located after disappearing 

from view after the sale of Thomas B. Clarke's collection of 

paintings in 1899 (Fig. 2). Working before a curtained window 

while wearing an elegant dress, this etcher is clearly a member of 

a privileged class to the extent that she was able to do her craft 

at her own table. She is shown drawing on a copper plate with 

diligent application in a home studio. Other clues that this is a 

private home are: the padded armchair in which she sits, the 

oriental rug on the work table, the Japanese screen behind her, 

the decorative ceramic bowl placed in a more primary position than 

the "utilitarian" glass bottles of her craft, and the Battenberg 

lace curtains through which can be seen a stained glass window. 

The environment is also spotlessly clean. 

Furthermore, the etcher's tabletop is filled with a 

multitude of paintable objects, all rendered in a most remarkably 

realistic technique. The surface functions almost as a mirror, 

and the various objects placed on this surface are reflected in it 

and also cast shadows from the light that streams in from the 

window above. Again, Ulrich's special gift of painting glass is 

not lost here; he allows the viewer's eye to see clear through 

the glass bottles. 



In terms of its composition, one can read this painting as 

two horizontal bands with obvious psychological overtones. The 

lower band is at the level of the young woman's hands with the 

bottles, rag, and bowls related to her handiwork. The upper band 

is composed of elements that visibly surround her head. To her 

right is a Renaissance-type bust, a landscape pinned to the wall 

which is probably a proof of an etching, and a Japanese screen. 

To the left of her head is a small standing classical figure in 

white plaster and, most importantly, a heavily framed oil painting 

on the easel from which she is presumably making her etching. 

Clearly these two levels differentiate between the realms of the 

practical and the cerebral, both of obvious importance to Ulrich. 

One may wonder if the painting on the easel might be 

Ulrich's The Carpenter (unlocated). It certainly fits a 

contemporary description of The Carpenter as "showing an old 

fellow working at his bench and facing a window."^2 Additionally, 

that painting was reported to be small (12 x 15 inches), and the 

one to be seen on the easel could easily fit these dimensions. If 

so, this would be the only extant image of the painting known. 

Most remarkable about An Amateur Etcher, however, is the beautiful 

variety of colors, textures, and visual effects that Ulrich was 

able to render on such a small canvas. 

The earliest of this type of picture. The Wood Engraver, is 

known only through an engraving of the painting (Fig. 1). Rather 

^^The Brooklyn Eagle, 31 March 1883. 



crude though the reproduction may be, one can see that it appears 

to be a much less crowded picture than An Amateur Etcher. This 

visual impression may be caused by the vertical format of The Wood 

Engraver which calls for more floor and ceiling space in the 

composition. Overall, however, the picture is less effective. 

The horizontal format of An Amateur Etcher, painted several months 

after The Wood Engraver. brings the viewer closer to the subject 

and forces the eye to focus on the table top. The Amateur Etcher, 

then, shows the evolution from vertical to horizontal format, to a 

more intimate and compelling picture, one that is brimming with 

things to look at. 

Taken together, three pictures of the genre being discussed-

—The Wood Engraver (18 1/2 x 10), An Amateur Etcher (12 x 15), 

and Moment Musicale (15 x 19) share the same composition, if not 

exact format. All feature a seated woman focused intensely on 

what she is creating with her hands (an engraving, an etching, and 

music respectively). All are portrayed in lost profiles as they 

are turned away from the viewer: two from the right, one from the 

left. All have their hair pulled back in a bun, with curly bangs 

in front, and one ear visible to the viewer. Only in An Amateur 

Etcher are identifiable facial features depicted. Their hands are 

at their work table, and each faces a white horizontal trapezoid 

directly in front of her for the engraver it is a light-

diffusing window shade pulled halfway up from the bottom; for the 

etcher it is a smaller translucent screen; and for the pianist it 

is her sheet music and window beyond. 



For these paintings, Ulrich drew from the repertory of the 

"artist at work" subject. This was a theme first explored in the 

seventeenth century with mciny variations, including studios full 

of casts, engravings, completed works, and perhaps work in 

progress, which identified the tradition in which the artist was 

working. The subject was a popular one in the nineteenth 

century, particularly among the French Realists and 

Impressionists. A significant prototype for Ulrich in this 

venture could have been Jean-Leon Gerome's Rembrandt Etching a 

Plate (1861, exhibited at the Universal Exposition, Paris, 1867). 

In this work Gerome (1824-1904) depicts Rembrandt concentrating on 

the etching at his table, with the light from the window above and 

to the left of his head diffused by a vertical screen. A large 

decorative screen with many panels is behind and to the right of 

the Dutch master, and to his left are various glass bottles on the 

table and shelf. The expanse of floor between viewer and subject 

is occupied by various pots and a large jug. Many of the formal 

devices seen in Rembrandt Etching a Plate are also found in 

Ulrich's paintings, particularly An Amateur Etcher and Etcher at 

Night. By association, it is evident that Ulrich modeled his 

scenes of figures at work after the seime tradition exemplified by 

this work by Gerome. 

The fact that the three women in these "artist at work" 

images proceed undisturbed in their highly cultured environments 

^^Elizabeth Johns, Thomas Eakins: Heroism of Modern Life, 
Princeton, 1983, 91. 



brings up the question of creator versus collector. The engraver 

has a classical bust, the etcher a classical statue, and the 

pianist is playing the classical music of Schubert in a room with 

a beautiful Oriental rug, not to mention all of those glass 

vases.With so many signs of social status, these are visual 

clues that indicate Ulrich was au courant. The arts of etching 

and engraving were experiencing major revivals; the period of 

1878 to 1895 was the "golden period of wood engraving"; and 

before the advent of half-tone reproductions, the revived art of 

etching was flourishing in the United States by the 1880s And 

Maud Howe Elliott, in her book. This Way My Newport, reminisces 

about the quality of life in the fashionable resort in Rhode 

Island during the last quarter of the nineteenth century, and 

calls special attention to the piano as one of the focal points of 

a fine home. Music was such an integral part of upper middle 

class life that it is hardly surprising that a woman playing the 

piano in such an interior was also featured in paintings by 

contemporaries of Ulrich, such as Thomas Eakins (1844-1916), Stacy 

2'^The information regarding Schubert as the composer accompanied 
the painting when Mr. and Mrs. John D. Rockefeller III purchased 
it from Coe Kerr Gallery, New York, in 1970. Jane Glover of the 
Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco cannot verify that the music is 
by Schubert. 

^^George Howes Whittle, "Monographs of American Wood Engravers: 
Ernst Heinemann," The Printing Art, January 1918, 297. 

^^Michael Quick, An American Perspective: Nineteenth-Century Art 
from the Collection of JoAnn & Julian Ganz, Jr., Washington, DC, 
1981, 168. 



Tolman (1860-1935), Theodore Robinson (1852-1896), and James 

McNeill Whistler (1834-1903). 

This discussion of Ulrich's female figures would not be 

complete without the inclusion of Lilly Martin Spencer (1822-

1902), the most popular female genre painter of mid nineteenth-

century America.While raising seven children and supporting 

her entire family, including her husband, through sales and 

reproductions, she managed to produce at least sixty-eight 

paintings in her lifetime. The themes of Spencer's paintings were 

consistently about happy domestic life, "with idealized children. 

Madonna-like mothers, happy housewives, ...the beauty of 

domesticity, and the homey humor of family life."2® By contrast, 

while Ulrich did portray women, they were far from the 

sentimentalized, playful, domestic matrons or servants of Spencer. 

There is no whisper of Victorian sentimentality in any of Ulrich's 

pictures. What the two artists have in common is the depiction of 

females in domestic interiors, but that is all. Where Spencer's 

scenes are humorous, Ulrich's are serious, sober, and totally 

lacking in humor. 

In retrospect, one can imagine that Ulrich probably wanted 

to show a modern woman performing a modern activity, in the form 

of etching, engraving, and piano playing. On the other hand, 

2'^David Lubin, "Lilly Martin Spencer's Domestic Genre Painting in 
Antebelliam America," in David C. Miller, ed., American Iconology, 
New Haven and London, 1993, 136. All information on Spencer in 
this paper is from this source. 

28lbid., 137. 



sewing, spinning, and peeling potatoes, subjects from this Scime 

period, were hardly modern activities at all. Although two 

subjects. The Soinner and Girl Peeling Potatoes, are unlocated and 

have yet to be seen in any reproduction. Granny does exist. This 

older female subject, seated in a green rocking chair is darning 

what appears to be a sock held in her aproned-lap. She occupies a 

humbly-appointed room that includes a dresser, towel, pail, and 

other accessories presented in fine detail. Interesting enough, 

these three anti-modern pictures, along with The Carpenter (male, 

unlocated), were all painted in Ephrata, Pennsylvania,a Utopian 

religious community whose citizens were fundamentalist German 

Protestants. Best known for the Seventh Day Adventist Cloister 

founded by Johann Conrad Beissel, a German immigrant, in the 

1720s, Ephrata was renowned for manuscript illuminations, known as 

fraktur, and printed books. The exact reason for Ulrich's travel 

to this small town in Pennsylvania Dutch country during 1882 and 

early 1883 is unknown. Upon his return to New York from Germany 

^^New York Herald, 5 February 1883: "...Mr. Ulrich recently spent 
three weeks at Ephrata, Pennsylvania, finishing his picture of a 
carpenter at work in his shop. This picture he will send to the 
exhibition of the Society of American Artists." "Art Babble," New 
York News, 13 July 1884: "In the rooms of Judge Frank Russell, 
another of the jovial Benedicks who populate the Clarence, ...a 
single figure of an old woman spinning, by Charles F. Ulrich. It 
was painted at Ephrata..." "Art Babble," New York News, 27 July 
1884: "Collection of Mr. Edward J. Chaffee - a prominent figure in 
the dry goods world- ...The figure pictures of Mr. Chaffee include 
an Ephrata interior by Charles F. Ulrich, an old lady - in a 
quaint rocker - sewing, which was painted in the summer of 1882, 
..." "Art Babble," New York News, 3 August 1884: "VJashington 
Wilson Collection... three Ulrichs - two oils and a pastel head... 
The latter was one of the best... Of the others one is an Ephrata 
scene - a young girl, blonde and buxom, peeling potatoes in sober 
and picturesque Pennsylvania kitchen." 



probably sometime in 1881, Ulrich apparently sought out what he 

wanted to paint a community of simple, humble German peasants. 

This was obviously a subject he knew and felt a deep kinship for. 

Moreover, they were subjects he knew how to paint. It is also 

possible that Ulrich had relatives in Ephrata so staying there 

meant little difficulty. It is not known how he chose or got to 

Ephrata, only what the community was like and what the pictures 

that he painted there turned out to be. What is certain is that 

Ulrich had recently returned from at least five years's stay in 

Gennany and was perhaps looking for models to paint who reminded 

him of the peasants he and Leibl could have known in Munich. 

Ulrich was obviously fluent in the German language,^® making a 

visit to Ephrata that much easier since German was still spoken 

there in the 1870s and 1880s. 

All the figures in this group of Ephrata pictures are humble 

types whose domestic settings are modest, plain, and unassuming. 

Additional evidence of this comes from the 1899 New York sale 

catalogue entry concerning The Spinner (which remains unlocated): 

A character study from life at one of the Moravian 
settlements in Pennsylvania. An aged matron, seated 
at her spinning wheel, in a quaint, old-fashioned 
rustic interior, twists the flax from her distaff. 
Through a window a glimpse of an orchard is given. 

^'^A letter written in German has recently been located, dated 
1884, from Ulrich to Sylvester Rosa Koehler, the founder and 
editor of American Art Review, which ran from 1879 to 1881. The 
letter is indecipherable, and remains untranslated. 

^^Catalogue of the Private Art Collection of Thomas B. Clarke, New 
York, 14-18 February 1899, 110. 



These Ephrata pictures call to mind the peacefulness of Vermeer's 

works and the idealization of domestic womanhood that he 

represents. Although recognizing that Vermeer's subjects are of a 

higher class than these domestic women, Ulrich does treat them in 

a way that is evocative of Vermeer. 

Conveniently, the six female figure pictures from 1882-83 

can be divided into two groups of three--one group painted in 

Ephrata, the other three in New York. Less conveniently, with 

respect to chronology, it may also be true that the three painted 

in Ephrata were done after one and before two of those painted in 

New York. Thanks to reports in the popular press, we know that 

Ulrich made two trips to Ephrata one in the summer of 1882 and 

another in January 1883. As no additional trips were noted, it is 

likely that the one male and three female pictures The 

Carpenter. The Spinner. Granny, and Girl Peeling Potatoes were 

all painted during or immediately after these two trips. If this 

is true, they would then postdate The Wood Engraver^^and predate 

An Amateur Etcher^^ and Moment Musicals^^. 

"Fine Arts: 57th Annual Exhibition of the National Academy of 
Design 'Varnishing Day' - First Notice, " New York Herald, 25 March 
1882. "In the west gallery...a very clever little, finely painted 
view of a female wood engraver at work, signed Ulrich;" 

^^New York Herald, March 1883, "Charles F. Ulrich, ...has nearly 
finished a...painting showing an cimateur etcher at work." Page 
illegible, from Thomas B. Clarke scrapbook at Archives of American 
Art, Roll 2802, frame 606. 

^^"Notes from Other Papers," The Studio 2 no.39, 29 September 
1883, 143. "Charles F. Ulrich has finished a picture...a young 
woman is seated at a piano." 



Critical reactions to Ulrich's works are the best available 

indication of his initial success in New York. Reviews for his 

first exhibited work in New York, The Wood Engraver, were 

exceptional: 

In the gallery hangs a picture of a woman at work 
before a window engraving a wood block. It is 
excellently painted both in figure and interior by 
Charles Frederick tJlrich.^^ 

Over the next few years reviewers would often mention the 

sensation created when Ulrich exhibited this painting of a young 

female engraving at her bench. The painting was immediately 

purchased by George I. Seney, a well-known collector of American 

paintings, and the sale was facilitated by Thomas B. Clarke, 

adding to the auspicious beginning for a 24-year-old painter on 

the occasion of his first exhibiting in New York City.^^ Probably 

the best known collector and champion of American paintings in the 

last quarter of the nineteenth century, Clarke was also, as became 

later known, a picture dealer, buying and selling at great profit. 

Whatever the details of their professional relationship, in 1884 

^^"The Academy of Design," New York Times, 30 April 1882, 3. 

^®In the Thomas B. Clarke Papers at the Archives of American Art 
(Roll 2802, frame 903) is a section of papers with the heading: 
"Paintings Bought For." It is dated June 1, 1881 (perhaps 
erroneously) and lists George I. Seney as having purchased several 
paintings, including one by C.F. Ulrich for $300. This must refer 
to The Wood Engraver because it sold for $300. at the National 
Academy of Design, and when Seney sold his collection is 1891, he 
owned one Ulrich, and it was The Wood_Engraver, signed and dated 
1882. It sold for $875. This sale catalogue also included a 
detailed description of the physical features of the painting. 
The other possibility is that Seney purchased in 1881 another 
Ulrich painting from Clarke, and subsequently sold it. 



Ulrich painted Clarice's portrait, which is now in the National 

Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. 

Looking at all of Ulrich's female subjects at once, it is 

clear that the Ephrata pictures, with their domestic sin^licity, 

differ significantly from his more sophisticated pictures done in 

New York City. Perhaps it was the differences between the two 

locales that prompted the stark differences in treatment. Neither 

landscapes nor portraits, one may guess that these paintings were 

Ulrich's way of expressing his own place in the world. Poised 

between the humble agrarian simplicity of the rural village and 

the highly cultured existence of modern urban life, the artist was 

showing that he was equally interested in both. Additionally, the 

issue of generation is raised in this context as, upon closer 

examination, two of the three females of Ephrata are clearly older 

than the three in New York.^^ This could be interpreted as a 

distinguishing feature between his parents' or grandparents' 

generation and his own, between the old world and the new. Of the 

three Ephrata women, two are elderly and all are occupied with 

traditional domestic tasks in simple interiors; the young New 

York women are involved in typically modern activities in rooms 

filled with clues about the refinements of middle-class urban 

existence which speaks volumes about the new materialism in 

America. 

^"^Of the three Ephrata pictures, only Girl Peeling Potatoes is of 
a young girl (see n. 29) . Granny is visibly elderly, and The 
Spinner is described as "aged matron." 



Had the paintings by Ulrich been conutiissioned by the 

fcuailies as the parlor portraits produced by Eastman Johnson and 

others were, they would have proudly hung in private homes and not 

been immediately available for sale. Surprisingly, however, every 

picture done in this time period by Ulrich sold upon completion, 

or even in progress. By implication, then, it seems as if Ulrich 

knew instinctively what his patrons wanted value for the dollar 

and reinforcement of their own values. An Amateur Etcher 

functions as a bourgeois picture on two levels; the sitter is 

saying, look at all I have; the artist is saying, look at all the 

different objects and materials that everyone is collecting which 

I can paint so beautifully. 

No documentation has been found to indicate why Ulrich chose 

to feature women in these pictures, but a number of possibilities 

quickly come to mind. He had three sisters (birth order unknown) 

and no brothers, so conceivably being raised in a female-dominated 

household might have produced a close identification with women 

and he then reacted to the female independence created by the 

post-Civil War world. 

One of the most significant changes that transpired in the 

United States in the post-Civil War era was the changing status of 

women and the notion of leisure time. For many, time spent not 

working was now filled with a multitude of choices: gardening 

groups, reading circles and sewing bees, clubs for amateur artists 

and actors, cultural societies, and innumerable social 



organizations.^® Ulrich's New York women are seen at leisure, 

albeit still actively productive; no one is at rest and hands are 

occupied. Idle women in a state of reverie, in contrast, were a 

popular subject for several American Impressionist and Tonalist 

painters, such as William Merritt Chase, Edmund Tarbell (1862-

1938), and Thomas W. Dewing (1851-1938). In Charles Ulrich's 

world, everyone is diligently occupied, even at leisurely 

activities. The etching and engraving plates being worked on, for 

instance, are not really complete until they go through a process 

in an industrial environment with the final prints created by a 

printing press. The females who are etching and engraving are 

not, then, really spending their time on a hobby; after they have 

finished engraving and etching, the plates will be taken to a 

printer and they will finally be paid for the work in hand. This 

was part-time work, done at home, perhaps within a relaxed time 

frame and under considerably less pressure than their male 

counterparts whose livelihoods depend on getting the job done on 

time in a commercial setting. These women, in their well-

appointed studios, were doing piece-work at home, at their 

leisure. The piano player, too, has the leisure time to pursue 

her own interest in making music. In all of these images Ulrich 

is recognizing the creative endeavors and accomplishments of the 

females. 

Barbara Weinberg, et.al., American Impressionism and Realism: 
The Painting of Modern Life, 1885-1915, New York, 1994, 92. 



On a less sympathetic level one could argue that these 

pictures are not entirely about the females and what they are 

doing, but rather a justification to paint still life. Such 

figures bent over their tasks were a means of showing off Ulrich's 

remarkable skill at still life. In that sense the figures 

themselves simply function as the largest still life elements. In 

essence, Ulrich might be accused of adding a figure to each 

composition for commercial purposes as genre pictures were more 

popular than still life, usually commanding higher prices. 

Through the objectification of these females, then, Ulrich was 

able to exact a higher price for his "genre" scenes, while 

continuing to fill his panels with a series of sensational still 

life details. 



CHAPTER 2 

The Male Figures 

This chapter will examine Ulrich's male subject paintings 

for clues as to the significance of these figures in relation to 

the cultural context of the period and to the artist's personal 

circumstances. The social and political environment in which the 

artist came of age was governed by the the fact that the family's 

Brooklyn household was run by parents who had left their native 

country presumably for political reasons at a time of 

revolutionary unrest, and his father ran a photography business in 

New York City from approximately 1863 to 1893 . Firsthand, 

therefore, the younger Ulrich had learned of the new American 

working-class experience, represented primarily by immigrants, 

with its wide-ranging liberties and accompanying tensions. 

Charles F. Ulrich painted six (known) male subject pictures 

between 1882 and 1884. Two are group scenes to be discussed 

below, but the other four are similar in composition to the New 

York female pictures, portraying a lone seated figure working 

quietly and anonymously at a table. The primary difference 

between the single male and single female pictures is that the 

males are all clearly working. They are a carpenter, an engraver, 

an etcher, and a typesetter. These images provide a multitude of 

clues which allow the viewer to infer that these males are indeed 



making a living, rather than performing a hobby, a domestic task. 

or part-time work at a more relaxed pace. 

Despite having been painted in three different cities within 

two countries, the male pictures share many of the same features. 

As already mentioned. The Carpenter of 1882 (unlocated) is the 

only male-figure picture known to have been painted in Ephrata, 

Pennsylvania. The Glass Engraver. The Etcher at Niaht. and The 

Glass Blowers (Fig. 4) were all painted in New York, whereas The 

Dutch Tvpesetter and The Village Print Shoo (Fig. 5) were painted 

in Haarlem, Holland. As with the female subject pictures, Ulrich 

provides no information as to exactly who these figures may be, 

and we learn about their locations only from contemporary press 

reports and reviews. 

Although no image has been located for The Carpenter, except 

perhaps the easel picture in Ulrich's Amateur Etcher, an 1883 

review of its exhibition with the Society of American Artists in 

Boston and New York described it as follows: 

"The Carpenter," by Charles F. Ulrich, showing an old 
fellow working at his bench and facing a window, 
through which is introduced a quantity of light which 
falls upon the figure and the tools scattered about on 
the bench. Everything in the work is painted up with 
the most careful attention to detail but at the same 
time the work possesses plenty of breadth and freedom 
of handling - a combination of qualities which few 
artists arrive at. The delicate brush work in the 
treatment of the flesh, the realistic painting of the 
bench and tools and the masterful handling of the 
light stcimps this picture as one of the best which 
have been placed on exhibition this season. 

^^The Brooklyn Eagle, 31 March 1883. 



This description suggests that Ulrich was following his 

established formula. Of the four pictures done in Ephrata, this 

is the only male subject, and the figure is the only one not 

performing a domestic chore. Presumably, in the artist's mind, it 

was men who worked. 

Ulrich was far from the only American painter portraying 

scenes of figures at work. Stacy Tolman and Henry Alexander did 

men at work scenes similar to Ulrich's, but in each one of their 

pictures the subject and locale are identified. For example, 

Stacy Tolman's The Etcher, ca. 1887 (The Metropolitan Museum of 

Art), shows his friend William Bicknell, another American artist, 

at work.^*^ Tolman's scene is considerably larger than any of 

Ulrich's, and it is of a specific person and place; that is to 

say, it is not a genre scene but, instead, a portrait d'apparat, 

while Ulrich"s works remain distinctly unique, and thus a 

challenge to classify. 

Likewise, Henry Alexander, a friend and colleague of Ulrich, 

had also studied in Munich under von Loefftz in the late 187 0s, 

and upon his return to New York in 1883, he was welcomed at a 

reception in Ulrich's studio.Furthermore, Alexander painted 

several interior scenes depicting people at work surrounded by 

their instruments, tools, and equipment. Of these. In the 

'^'^Doreen Bolger Burke, American Paintings in the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, Volume III, A Catalogue of Works by Artists Born 
between 1846 and 1864, New York, 1980, 384. 

41xMd., 370-371. 



Laboratory, ca. 1885 (The Metropolitan Museum of Art), is a 

primary example. As in the case of Tolman's The Etcher. 

Alexander's painting is relatively large and the subject and 

location are quite specific. The image shows Thomas Price in his 

laboratory. By comparison, Ulrich's The Glass Engraver has strong 

similarities to In the Laboratory: both portray men working at 

tables covered with beautifully rendered glass objects, and each 

scene is lit by the window to one side of the man's head. 

However, the main difference again is that Alexander has created 

an identifiable portrait of the person (we also see his face) and 

an exact rendering of a known site, whereas Ulrich gives no clues 

as to who his engraver might be, either by title or facial 

features, or where he is employed. 

One additional juxtaposition of American pictures is worth 

making here. Thomas Eakins (1844-1916) worked in the long-

established tradition of the portrait d'apparat. His Portrait of 

Professor B. Howard Rand. 1874, is characteristic of the type that 

Eakins frequently painted, with this portrait of his former high 

school chemistry and physics teacher, now Professor at Jefferson 

Medical College, being the earliest example. Elizabeth Johns 

writes that: 

[Eakins] labored over it. Indeed, the painting was a 
proving ground for textures, colors, and brushwork 
that he polished almost without subordination to tell 
the story of Professor Rand: from the microscope on 
the extreme left to the bright pink shawl in the right 
foreground, from the brilliant figured rug on the 
floor to the dark cat under Dr. Rand's hand."*^^ 

^^Johns (as in n. 23), 53-54. 



This, then, is a painting of a specific person surrounded by the 

scientific instruments of his profession and particular objects of 

his domestic life. As one of several portraits done in 

preparation for his masterpiece. The Gross Clinic of the following 

year, Eakins's Portrait of Professor Rand is a good example of the 

multitude of professional individuals, admired for their 

expertise, that Eakins dociamented over the course of his career. 

Ulrich's Etcher at Niaht is also clearly an individual 

surrounded by the crafts of his trade, but what the artist 

consistently omits here, as in all of his subjects, is the 

identity and location of the sitter. They are not, therefore, 

technically portraits. Eakins, on the other hand, along with Walt 

Whitman in his poetry, "conferred recognition on deserving people 

and activities and with that recognition they [artist and poet] 

set forth the vision of the nature of their times.Johns goes 

on to place their work in a broader cultural context, stating 

that: 

In Leaves of Grass Whitman meticulously enumerated 
types of persons, occupations, experiences, natural 
creatures, and places--all named, all specific--in 
democratic America. ...Eakins documented and 
memoriali2ed--rowers, scientists, musicians, artists, 
collectors, teachers--people and work that were 
admirable in modern life.^^ 

What Johns terms characteristic of "democratic America" is 

precisely what is lacking in the pictures of Charles Ulrich. By 

149. 

^^Ibid. 



consciously not identifying the figures he portrayed, it could be 

argued that it is Ulrich who is the democratic artist, not Eakins, 

because everyone in Ulrich's pictures are on the same level they 

all remain anonymous. It is this key ingredient of not identifying 

those whom the artist has memorialized that makes Ulrich's work 

unique and will support the historical meaning of Ulrich's 

anonymous male figures at work. 

Echoes of Rembrandt are seen throughout Etcher at Niaht. 

reflecting Ulrich's Munich training and its emphasis on Dutch 

seventeenth-century sources. These effects may also call to mind 

works like G^rotae's Rembrandt Etching a Plate, which was discussed 

earlier as part of the tradition of images of artists at work in 

their studios. On the wall to the etcher's right is a matted 

print of a portrait which resembles and may be a late Rembrandt 

Self-Portrait. The coloration and darkness of the etching scene 

are characteristic of the Dutch artist and his use of chiaroscuro 

to evoke a feeling or mood on the canvas. One might go so far as 

to suggest that the etcher himself resembles Rembrandt in his 

later years both are elderly male artists with puffy faces 

wearing similar hats and coats. Although this etcher is anonymous 

and was presumably intended to remain so by Ulrich, the painting 

remains a uniquely personal one. Without further information it 

remains an open question as to whether the subject might have been 

Frederick Ulrich, the artist's father, painted by a devoted son. 



The Glass Engraver and The Etcher at Niaht represent two men 

in work environments in New York in 1883 .'^^ The engraver is in 

the process of engraving a wine goblet, while the collection of 

carafes and glasses to his left are in various stages of 

completion. Unlike the plush environment of An Amateur Etcher, 

this is clearly a commercial workroom. From the plain tabletop 

and walls to the shadeless window, every object in the picture has 

a utilitarian purpose. The green worktable to the right holds 

various utensils, liquids in glass bottles, what appear to be 

cannisters, and a pipe. The shelf below this green table holds 

small objects and the engraver's rag, while the wall to his right 

contains the instruments of his profession, including the fifty or 

so circular blades to be used in the apparatus before him. The 

engraver works at this apparatus with quiet application; the 

metal clamp/vise in the foreground stands empty. As usual in his 

style, Ulrich rendered the glass objects, tabletop tools, clamp, 

and wood or metal surfaces with incredible verisimilitude. 

Lastly, three objects in the picture require further 

investigation. The pipe, almost obscured among tools on the green 

counter, was traditionally associated with Germans, and here it 

^^The Glass Engraver is dated 1883 and was shown at the Autumn 
Exhibition of the National Academy of Design the same year. The 
Etcher by Night has been known as An Etcher in His Studio for many 
years, having been owned by JoAnn and Julian Ganz and included in 
their collection and exhibition catalogue (as in n. 26). In this 
catalogue Michael Quick dated the painting circa 1882. I believe 
this is the painting owned by Mr. R. EXidley Bramhall in mid-1884 
entitled Etcher by Night, and should be dated 1883 as Bramhall was 
referred to as one of the first patrons of Ulrich, implying he had 
owned it for some time. 



may be a sign from Ulrich that this etcher, like his own father, 

was a German immigrant. Additionally, a contemporary press report 

linked pipes and beer with Ulrich: "Mr. Ulrich is a young man ... 

and is the best judge of pipes and lager beer among the artists of 

New York."^^ The other two objects of special interest are a wall 

calendar, hanging to the left of the window, with only the day of 

the month visible, while above and behind the glass engraver's 

head to the right a clock keeps time. 

Interestingly, a clock is also present in The Etcher at 

Night. but it is a large grandfather's clock that stands against 

the wall above and behind the etcher to the left. Considering 

that this is the only other vertical picture besides The Wood 

Engraver, conceivably Ulrich intentionally utilized this format in 

order to fit the entirety of the tall clock into the picture. 

This etcher, like all of Ulrich's other single figures, is working 

patiently and soberly. Not present is the work of art he would be 

copying, so perhaps he is reworking a copper plate and has brought 

it home with him to finish, or he is an artist creating his own 

etching. Neither a workroom nor an artist's studio, the milieu 

created by the presence of the solid carved wooden table, books, 

papers, plant, and surrounding artwork provide the impression of a 

working person's home studio. If the clock is accurate, the time 

would be 12:30 at night, calling into question whether the etcher 

is spending time on his own pursuits like An Amateur Etcher, or 

^^"Noted American Artists," New York World, 7 December 1884. 



meeting a deadline. Given the seriousness with which he works, 

and the respect that Ulrich bestows on him, either scenario is 

plausible. Certainly he could be doing necessary work, but given 

that this image is a sort o£ homage to Rembrandt one cannot help 

but think that this person labors during the day to make a living, 

but at heart is truly an artist who lives to etch or paint what he 

chooses on his time off. 

By contrast, the glass engraver is working on the 8th of the 

month at either 2:30 or 6:10 PM (depending on how one reads the 

hands of the clock), whereas the engraver works in the middle of 

the night. This stark contrast brings up a serious question about 

working hours and time-keeping. Until the year of these 

paintings, 1883, "local mean time" was standard across the world. 

Each locale set its own time depending on the position of the sun. 

It was not until the advent of the railroad that the issue of 

regulating time zones became relevant for obvious safety reasons. 

In 1882, various groups of engineers and scientists worked 

together to establish four standard time zones across North 

America. This was "railroad time."^"^ By early 1883, railroad-

stations, which were the most influential source of time in the 

larger cities, often displayed several clocks, each indicating the 

time on specific lines, and one declaring the presumed local 

time.^® Historian Alan Trachtenberg has discussed this in 

^^This discussion of the establishment of time zones is from Alan 
Trachtenberg, The Incorporation of America. Culture and Society 
in the Gilded Age, New York, 1982, 59-60. 

4®Ibid., 60. 



relation to the new importance assigned to time by the factory 

system, encouraging promptness, regularity of work habits, and the 

conversion of work into time-wages.These were years of 

increasing competition in which "the smallest factors of technical 

innovation in production or distribution might make the difference 

between success and failure. It seemed in everyone's interest to 

eliminate the disadvantage of eccentric time."^^ Although the 

etcher and engraver are not factory workers per se, they are 

skilled craftsmen who labored under conditions set by the clock. 

Measurement of work by units of time was basic to the accounting 

system of the productive process. Measurement by time represented 

the transformation of the laborer's efforts, his skills, 

intelligence, and muscle power, into a salable commodity: his own 

labor could then be converted into a market value, into wages. 

A new American working class arose in these years, 

especially after the 1873 depression, and was shaped by the 

changing character of both industry and its capitalists. Wage 

labor emerged as the definitive working-class experience for the 

typical worker in the United States, who was in all likelihood an 

immigrant. By the 1880s labor unrest had reached such a crescendo 

that almost ten thousand strikes and lockouts occurred during the 

decade, with close to 700,000 out on strike in 1886 alone, the 

59. 

6 0 .  

Sljbid., 91. 



year of the "Great Upheaval." This brought into focus what from 

the 1850s had served as labor's leading national issue, the eight-

hour day. The 1873 depression had rendered ineffective the 

legislation limiting work hours in the 1860s; ten, twelve, or 

more hours of work were common. An attempt was made in 1886 for a 

national strike on May 1 to demand an "eight-hour" law. The 

eight-hour movement would make workers "masters of their own 

time." The attempt for a nationwide strike to organize workers 

was not a great success, however; and on May 3 in Chicago four 

strikers were killed by police. A riot ensued in Haymarket Square, 

where more were injured and killed. Afterwards, eight anarchists 

were charged with inciting the violence, and four were executed. 

These events proved a setback for the eight-hour movement, and 

labor was thereafter associated with anarchy and violence. 

Trachtenberg elaborates on a related issue, in the same 

context, of the "union work rule."^^ This issue linked agreement 

with management over issues such as rates of work and pay, tempo 

of work, and output. Initially, a significant degree of autonomy 

in establishing these conditions lay with skilled craftsmen, 

workers already established in industrial labor. Through the 

1880s management consistently tried to wrest control from its 

skilled employees. To protect their own skills and their ability 

to maintain control over them, industrial artisans displayed what 

52xbid., 86-91. 

^^Ibid., 91. The remainder of this discussion is from 
Trachtenberg. 



David Montgomery has described as a "spirit of mutuality": 

"technical knowledge acquired on the job was embedded in a 

mutualistic ethical code, also acquired on the job, and together 

these attributes provided skilled workers with considerably 

autonomy at their work and powers of resistance to the wishes of 

their employers.° 

By including the exact date on the calendar in one image, 

and a prominent clock in both of these single male-figure 

pictures, Ulrich signals his direct knowledge of the working man's 

reality. But this conclusion raises still other questions: what 

were the conditions under which these men worked and what was 

Ulrich's access or relationship to this information. At issue is 

the artist's real understanding of social issues, whether absorbed 

directly or learned for the sake of his art. Ulrich was too 

deliberate an artist for these clocks to have incidentally been 

included so close to the working men, and for their work 

environments to be so specifically represented. The anonymous 

working men do call to mind Karl Marx's comment that "the work of 

the proletarians has lost all individual character, and 

consequently, all charm for the workman.While no direct 

evidence exists of Ulrich's being a Marxist, Socialist, or any 

other type of social Utopian, the artist nevertheless advances, 

92. 

^^Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, Manifesto of the Coimunist Party 
London, 1848, in Robert C. Tucker, ed.. The Marx-Engels Reader, 
New York, 1978, 479. 



through the portrayal of anonymous workers, an inferred coiranentary 

on and self-identification with the world of labor and work in the 

early 1880s in New York. 

The next two images to be exeunined were undoubtedly painted 

in Holland, rather than New York. During the surnmer of 1884 in 

Haarlem, Ulrich painted The Village Print Shoo (Fig. 5) and The 

Dutch Typesetter. An art gossip columnist from that summer 

provided the information that Ulrich had been commissioned by Mr. 

B .  A l t m a n  t o  p a i n t  a  " H a a r l e m  i n t e r i o r ,  a  p r i n t i n g  o f f i c e . I t  

is not known which painting this specifically refers to, or what 

may have transpired regarding the commission, as both Haarlem 

paintings were displayed at the inaugural exhibition of the new 

galleries of the American Art Association back in New York that 

winter, both presumably for sale.^^ 

The Dutch Tvoesetter is consistent in terms of style, 

subject, and format with all the previous single figure working 

pictures. The Village Print Shoo however, is an entirely new 

composition. It shows that Ulrich was evidently part of the 

growing international realist movement of the second half of the 

nineteenth century and, specifically, was familiar with the work 

of Adolph Friedrich Erdmann von Menzel (1815-1905) and Francois 

Bonvin (1817-1887). One of Menzel's picture. Das Eisenwalzwsrk 

56»Art Babble," New York News, 31 August 1884. 

^''American Art Galleries, American Art Association, Inauguration 
of New Galleries: Works from The Salon of '84 and Other American 
Paintings, New York, 10 November-10 December 1884, lots 82 and 
253 . 



(Moderne Cvklonen) of 1872-5 (Nationalgalerie, West Berlin), for 

example, is an interior factory scene with many figures working at 

a variety of tasks. The Blacksmith's Shop: Remembrance of Le 

Treport. painted by Bonvin in 1857, also represents a variety of 

men operating machinery, this time in a traditional forge. 

The Village Print Shop is an interior scene with two men 

working at the printing press in the rear of the shop while a 

young male apprentice is taking a break and having a drink. It is 

characterized by the same pictorial elements characteristic of 

Ulrich: figures are working in an interior scene, very much 

absorbed, individualized and yet anonymous; a window at the rear 

provides light to the room. Again, he shows his great skill in 

painting a variety of materials--the surfaces and textures of the 

wooden cases, cast-iron stove, and metal printing press are all 

rendered with almost photographic realism. While two older males 

are at work at the printing press; the only figure not working is 

the young male. Again, Ulrich is establishing that it was the men 

who worked. 

The figure on the right is cut off abruptly, the central 

figure is obscured by the stove pipe, and the young boy is 

featured prominently, one vertical pictorial device among several. 

The boy is seen in actual profile with a recognizable face, a 

device that is new and unusual for Ulrich. As was the artist's 

custom, the two men are faceless. One can easily utilize Marx's 

theory here on the use of machinery and division of labor, that 

"the work of the proletarians has lost all individual character. 



and consequently, all charm for the workman" to help determine and 

then define the meaning of this painting.^® The overall sense in 

The Village Print Shop is one of alienation and isolation within 

the mechanized work environment. 

Another German-American artist, Robert Koehler, was 

producing paintings with much more overt connections to Socialism. 

In 1885, he showed The Socialist at the National Academy of 

Design. At the scime venue in 1886, Koehler exhibited The Strike. 

This was most likely the first American picture to show the real 

struggle of the working classes against the capitalist factory 

owners. Significantly, Koehler also trained in Munich, and he 

recalled that the actual inception for the painting The strike was 

in Munich.A social awareness, then, is seen in the work of 

several Munich-trained American artists. Henry Alexander and 

Charles Ulrich knew each other, and the chances are that Koehler 

knew them both as well. All have a German connection, all 

portrayed the working figure in America. 

America was the land of promise, but of promises not always 

kept. This was Ulrich's world. A world of artisans and skilled 

craftsmen who probably had emigrated from Germany with perhaps a 

revolutionairy spirit and now labored for wages in America. Ulrich 

was one worker among many. His father, who had once been a 

^®Marx (as in n. 55) 479. 

^^Patricia Hills, The Painters' America, New York, 1974, 123. 



painter, but in his new homeland ran a photography shop in New 

York, was perhaps one of these artisans as well. 

By examining these paintings and decoding the clues the 

artist provided, one can conclude that they serve as visual 

metaphors for Ulrich's identification with the talented artisan. 

Through consciously obscuring the identity of his subjects, 

Ulrich's paintings were intentionally not about the individual, 

but about every man. There exists an implicit connection, whether 

intentional or not, to Marxism and Socialism. Workers are the 

subject in these paintings. But the act of painting these 

workers, in their workrooms, and the fact that so many were 

painted in New York--reinforces Ulrich's place among these 

workers. He was one of them and he wanted the viewer to be 

cognizant of this. 



CHAPTER 3 

The Glass Blowers 

The Glass Blowers of 1883 (Fig. 4) represents a departure for 

the artist who had until now restricted himself to single male or 

female figures working with their hands, faces barely visible to 

the viewer, lit by a window, and surrounded by the tools of their 

task. In this painting, seven men, some of whose faces are 

visible and quite individualized, are seated around a table, while 

the individual gas jets provide illumination as they work. 

Several essential elements remain consistent with Ulrich's other 

pictures: figures working with their hands, a window is present, 

tools abound, and the scene is rendered with remarkable precision. 

However, much more of a narrative is suggested by the picture and 

fleshed out by the extensive press coverage the painting received. 

According to the popular press, soon after returning from 

Munich, probably in 1881, Ulrich went "straight to Walker Street, 

New York City, and found a subject to paint. These seven glass-

blowers in their narrow quarters are making artificial eyes for 

the use of the taxidermist."®^ A reviewer also noted that the 

workers were all German: 

^'^"Mr. Ulrich's Glass Blowers," Harper's Weekly, XXVI no. 1374, 21 
April 1883, 248. 



To those acquainted with the German nationality the 
study of these artisans is of special interest. Take, 
for instance, the pale young man with the lithe body, 
in a blue shirt, who occupies the foremost position. 
Everyone who has ever had to deal with German-looking 
men will at once recognize in him a type. Here we have 
the nervous, restless, idealist, who might have been a 
romantic duelist had circumstances sent him to the 
university, but who in his present position has become 
an orator in some Turn-verein and a labor agitator. 
His restless disposition has driven him to the sea in 
his boyhood days, and in evidence he still bears the 
anchor tattooed upon his right hand.®^ 

Clearly, the German type referred to in this article must 

have been, in the very least, familiar to Ulrich. Given his 

German parentage and recent sojourn in Munich, he was, 

undoubtedly, completely comfortably with the language and culture. 

The German immigrants who arrived in 1848 and after were often 

less than anxious to take root in American soil than to transplant 

German culture. They kept the German language in their schools; 

they read their American-German-language newspapers; they 

introduced 'Kindergartens' and joined their own singing societies 

and orchestras. gy laso, when New York had a population that 

exceeded 1.2 million, more than half the work force of 500,000 was 

foreign-born, providing New York with the largest immigrant work 

force in the world. Of these, Germans provided almost half of the 

immigrant labor pool, taking mainly industrial occupations.®^ 

^^Tine Arts: Fifty-Eighth Annual Exhibition of the National 
Academy of Design," New York Mail & Express, 11 April 1883. 

^^Daniel J. Boorstin, "Introduction," in Cynthia Jaffee McCabe, 
The Golden Door: Artist-Immigrants of America, 1876-1976, 
Washington, DC, 1976, 14-15. 

®^Thomas Ressner, The Golden Door: Italian and Jewish Immigrant 
Mobility in New York City 1880-1915, New York, 1977, 48. 



Walker Street was home to several German-owned or German-speaking 

organizations. Steinway Pianos, for instance, was located at 82-

84 Walker Street in the 1880s; and St. Matthew's Lutheran Church, 

on Walker Street near Broadway, performed its services in 

German. 

The progression of glass manufacturing in the United States 

was very rapid after the Civil War. The rise in population, as 

well as the greater comfort and luxury introduced in the times of 

rising productivity and personal incomes increased the demand for 

all sorts of glass. Manufacturing flourished under the influence 

of legislation and taxation which, though it did not prevent 

importation, left room for great profit for the home producers. 

New machinery and new methods introduced after the Civil War, 

together with discoveries of considerable importance in the 

handling of material, tended to economize labor, to reduce cost, 

and to encourage consumption. The result was that American glass-

blowing establishments had full employment for their plants and 

considerable commercial success in the early 1880s. 

The Glass Blowers was a non-commissioned painting showing 

German immigrants at work. The labor represented here is not of a 

sweat shop or hard labor; rather, like the men of The Glass 

Engraver and The Etcher at Niaht. it portrays middle or upper 

^^This information was found in the Archives of the Museum of the 
City of New York. File: Walker Street. 

®^This discussion is from "The Glass-Blowers Strike," Harper's 
Weekly, XXVII no.1412, 12 January 1884, 27. 



working class males at their tasks. These are skilled craftsmen 

whose work is informed by a highly specific knowledge. Glass-

blowing was a skill, and the immigrants at work in Ulrich's 

picture were either trained in Germany and brought their knowledge 

to the United States or were trained after arrival by German 

craftspeople already established in New York. 

At the same time, while seeming to praise German immigrants, 

shown at work, this painting also implies an acute awareness of 

Socialism on the artist's part. The tum-verein mentioned in the 

newspaper review of The Glass Blowers was one of many Turner 

societies that had been transplanted by German immigrants to 

America after 1848. The first Turner society, the Turnplatz, had 

been founded in Berlin when most of western Europe was under the 

military control of Napoleon I. Many Germans refused to give up 

hope for a free and united Germany, and the Turner organization 

was founded as a vehicle for expression of German patriotism and 

nationalism. These Germans were convinced there could be no 

rebirth of Germany unless its people became healthy and strong 

through a carefully planned program of gymnastic exercises. 

Moreover, in addition to physical culture, the organization strove 

to foster patriotic ideals.^® 

It has also been said that the contributions of the German 

Turner (Turnvereine) to American political and cultural history 

®®Carl Wittke, Refugees of Revolution: The German Forty-Eighters 
in America, Philadelphia, 1952, 147-160. The discussion in this 
paper on the Turner societies in based on this reading. 



are among the most important results of the German immigration of 

the nineteenth century.®^ With the enormous influx of immigrants 

in 1848, including the artist's parents, many of these 

intellectuals and reformers emphasized the physical fitness aspect 

of the Turner movement, as well as a means for the advancement of 

their political and social ideals. By 1856 there were Turnvereine 

in twenty-six American states and the District of Columbia. The 

most important pioneer in the history of the American Turner 

movement was Sigismund Kaufmann. Born in Germany, he had taken 

part in the Revolution of 1848, but by 1852 was a practicing 

attorney in New York. One of the founders of the New York 

Turnverein, he served for many years as its spokesman and editor 

of its newspaper. He then became president of the German Society 

of New York from 1877 to 1879, at which time Ulrich's father, 

Frederick, was also a member. The German Society was not 

politically involved, but was (and still is) a charitable and 

legal aid organization for Germans in America. To many minds, on 

the other hand, the main purpose of the Turnverein was, "to carry 

the red flag of socialism."®® 

No doubt in response to real or perceived hostility, the 

German community in New York at that time was a cohesive group to 

say the least. It seems safe to assiome, therefore, that Frederick 

Ulrich and his son were personally familiar with Sigismund 

S^iijid., 147. 

Jjbid., 152. Also, Klaus Wust, Guardian on the Hudson: The 
German Society of the City of New York, 1784-1984, New York, 1984. 



Kaufmann, the Tumverein and the "red flag of socialism". If so, 

then a significant detail cannot be overlooked. In the center of 

The Glass Blowers, hanging from the gas pipeline above the heads 

of the laborers, is a large red cloth, presumably used for 

handwiping. What is more, the second worker on the left has a red 

handkerchief hanging out of his back pocket. And the third worker 

on the right is wearing a red band on his left wrist. 

Additionally, the "turnverein orator and labor agitator" referred 

to by one reviewer is occupying the foremost position. Three out 

of the seven laborers presented in this painting have an implicit 

connection to socialist activity, and the red cloth above their 

heads may be read as a unifying element, a sign of socialist 

solidarity. 

Further evidence of the significance of the red cloth can be 

found in Herman Melville's novel of the late 1880s, Billv Budd. 

When describing the external threat of French victory over England 

and an internal one of "insurrection" in the British fleet, 

Melville wrote that "it was a time, like the days and months 

following the summer of 1877, or Haymarket in 1886, when the red 

banner terrified established authority, portending even further 

revolt. 

Another significant feature of Ulrich's painting of 

glassblowers is the influence it had due to its theme of labor, of 

men working in a believable workroom presented in a highly 

^^Trachtenberg (as in n. 47), 202-203. 



realistic manner. Given Ulrich's relative youth at the time, the 

picture's international exposure was impressive. Purchased by 

Thomas B. Clarke, The Glass Blowers was sent to the Paris Salon in 

1884 and the World's Columbian Exposition in Chicago in 1893. 

Still more importantly it was also engraved by Ernest Heinemann to 

serve as a two-page spread in Harper's Weekly on 21 April 1883, 

and this reproduction was a direct inspiration for Vincent Van 

Gogh. 

In his letters of 1882 and 1883, Van Gogh had expressed his 

desire to become an illustrator for the currently popular 

magazines. In fact, he owned a complete run of The London Graphic 

from 1870,^® and occasionally obtained copies of Scribner' s 

Monthly and Harper's Weekly. As part of his experiments with 

lithography, he often clipped images to study from a technical 

point, but he was also keenly interested in ways of depicting the 

appearance of humble people. He aimed to illustrate, as he wrote, 

"types of workmen from the people for the people. Although 

Ulrich's neime does not appear in the Dutch artist's letters, it is 

known that Van Gogh had clipped the illustration from Harper' s 

Weekly of The Glass Blowers.In one undated letter to his 

Julius S. Held, "Marginalia on Two Paintings in the Museo de 
Arte de Ponce," Ars Auro Prior, Studia Joanni Bialostocki 
Sexagenario Dicata, Warsaw, Poland, 1981, 455-459. The discussion 
on van Gogh is based on this reading, unless otherwise noted. 

^^Vincent van Gogh, The Complete Letters of Vincent van Gogh, 
Greenwich, CT, 1959, Volume I, 505. 

"^^The Brooklyn Museum of the Brooklyn Institute of Arts and 
Sciences, Van Gogh's Sources of Inspiration. 100 Prints from his 



brother Theo, he wrote, "Do you know an American magazine called 

'Harper's Monthly'? There are wonderful sketches in it. I myself 

know it only slightly. I have seen only six numbers, and possess 

but three of them. But there are things in it which strike me 

dumb with admiration, including Glassworks and Foundry, all scenes 

from factories [...] I am full of new pleasure in those things, 

because I have new hope of making things that have soul in them 

myself. 

Art historian Julius Held, in a study of two paintings in 

the Ponce Museum on the double occasion of the museum's thirtieth 

anniversary and Polish art historian Jan Bialostocki's sixtieth 

birthday, proposes two reasons for Van Gogh's attraction to the 

image. The first is the text accompanying the engraving, which 

stated that: 

[the picture's] internal significance is serious and 
deep. Here is a work which displays the sympathetic 
and interpretative qualities of the profoundest art. 
The painter has entered into the life of these humble 
men. They are his brothers; he makes them ours. 
This trait is fundeimental, and it is the fundamental 
that counts. 

Held believes that this commentary may well have been as 

meaningful to Van Gogh as the image of these anonymous workers. 

The second reason for Van Gogh's interest in this image was 

that the text in Harper's Weekly included the information that 

Personal Collection, 1971. The Glass Blowers is listed but not 
reproduced. 

'^^The Complete Letters (as in n. 71), 453. 

^'^"Mr. Ulrich's Glass Blowers," (as in n. 60). 



Ulrich was about 30 years old (he was actually 25) , and Held 

proposes that for Van Gogh, who had turned thirty on 3 0 March 

1883, this had a great psychological impact. In his letters he 

obsesses over the significance of turning thirty, and Held 

suggests that "in addition to the theme of Ulrich's painting which 

evidently appealed to him greatly, and its artistry, which he 

surely admired, it was also his awareness of the age of the 

painter which established an emotionally charged bond between him 

and the American artist. 

Finally, when viewing Van Gogh's Potato Eaters of 1885, one 

cannot help but observe pictorial similarities to Ulrich's Glass 

Blowers. Five humble figures, hands occupied, are gathered 

family-like around a wooden table, illiaminated by artificial light 

in a close, small room. A major element of both works is the 

physical proximity to yet psychological distance from each other. 

No one looks at anyone else. Notwithstanding that Van Gogh's 

picture is perhaps twice the size of Ulrich's, the similarities of 

the two compositions are remarkable. 

^^Held (as in n. 70), 459. 



CHAPTER 4 

In the Land of Promise 

Ulrich's next major painting was In the Land of Promise. 

Castle Garden (Fig. 5). It won the first "Thomas B. Clarke Prize" 

for the best American figure composition shown at the National 

Academy of Design's Fifty-Ninth Annual Exhibition in 1884. Praise 

for this work surpassed any acclaim Ulrich had received in the 

three years he had been exhibiting in New York. This composition, 

depicting immigrants of various nationalities awaiting processing 

at Castle Garden, became the quintessential American "immigration" 

picture, warranting to this day its inclusion in many documents on 

the history of America as a "melting pot." Despite the picture's 

success, there were some critics who scorned the canvas, deploring 

its compositional and narrative qualities. 

The inspiration, reception, and controversy surrounding In 

the Land of Promise illuminate a number of issues to be explored 

in this chapter. These include questions about the source of 

Ulrich's rendering a scene so completely different from anything 

he had done previously; about the significance of the various 

narrative elements; about the painting's treatment by the press; 

and, finally, about the role of this picture as a pivotal event in 

Ulrich's career. 



In the Land of Promise is clearly Ulrich's most ambitious 

eind complicated composition. The painting depicts immigrants as 

they anticipate their processing and clearance at Castle Garden, 

an immigration center in New York's Battery Park. Built in 1807 

by the Federal government as protection against British attacks on 

New York, the building itself went through several changes, 

becoming the Castle Garden Playhouse and Opera House in 1822, and 

eventually featuring Jenny Lind at her American debut in 1850. 

Encouraged by the German Society and its Irish counterpart, the 

State Emigrant Commissioners acquired the huge building and 

transformed it from an opera house into an emigrant depot. 

Between 1855 and 1890, as eight million immigrants came through 

New York, it is estimated that more than three million Germans 

actually passed through this Schlossgarten.'^^ 

Apparently, there were two other men with the same name. 

Here is where problems of identity need to be addressed. It is 

known that Charles F. Ulrich was one of the important Emigrant 

Commissioners at Castle Garden from 1880 to 1893, but this could 

not have been Charles F. Ulrich the artist. And it certainly was 

not Charles F. Ulrich the infcimous counterfeiter. Any connection 

between these three individuals with the same name has yet to be 

established, although the most likely situation would be for them 

to be distant relatives of some sort and aware of each other's 

^®Wust (as in n. 68), 34. 



activities. (See Appendix The counterfeiter spent a good 

deal of time in jail in many parts of the world as punishment for 

engraving bank notes. In fact he was considered "the greatest 

counterfeiter the world ever knew ...the Government itself adopted 

his method of engraving a national bank note. President Hayes 

pardoned him ...a shame that such a clever artist should be shut 

up."^® No obituaries exist in New York newspapers for either the 

counterfeiter or the Emigrant Commissioner, which is surprising 

because the Commissioner also held the prominent position of State 

Treasurer of New York in 1885 and had numerous articles written 

about him in The New York Times. At the same time that Ulrich the 

artist was featured in the press, so were the Emigrant 

Commissioner and the counterfeiter. Connections between them are 

intriguing, given the central position of Castle Garden in two of 

their lives, and the issue of artistic talent (specifically 

engraving--the subject of several paintings by the artist) of the 

other. These are three individuals whose lives and interests 

overlap and intersect at several crucial points. 

While the mystery of the identity obfuscates the search for 

information and clarification about the life of the painter, other 

^"^A disproportionate amount of time has been spent in the hopes of 
determining the relationship of the various Charles F. Ulrichs. 
Archives were examined at the following New York institutions: 
The German Society, The New-York Historical Society, The Jewish 
Museum, The Leo Baeck Institute, The New York Public Library. See 
attached timeline, Appendix A, which charts the three 
individual's, as well as the artist's father's, activities. 

^®Dana Gatlin, "Detective Burns' Great Cases. Ulrich: A Soldier 
of Fortune," McClure XXXVII, May 1911, 51-59. 



questions arise as to the inception of this unusual picture, 

including the possible use of a pictorial prototype as a model and 

its patronage. These are important because In the Land of Promise 

represents a drastic departure for Ulrich in terms of subject 

matter. Every known painting by Ulrich before this allowed 

glimpses into essentially private worlds, not communal, public 

spaces. 

A picture of remarkable similarity to the Castle Garden 

painting is Pressing to the West: A Scene in Castle Garden of 

1884 (Leipzig Museum) by Hubert von Herkomer (1849-1914), the well 

known Victorian Social Realist.The picture was conceived by 

Herkomer during an American tour which took place between December 

1882 and June 1883. His arrival in New York had been greeted with 

considerable fanfare, including numerous interviews with the 

press. Lee Edwards, the leading Herkomer scholar, writes of this 

painting: "The artist's memory of his family's earlier suffering 

[when they emigrated from Germany to New York] was revived when he 

observed the crowded and degrading conditions at New York's Castle 

Garden immigrant centre."®® Numerous remarkable parallels between 

Herkomer and Ulrich are worth examining in detail. Herkomer began 

his painting January 1883 and completed it in March 1884. 

^®Lee M. Edwards, "Hubert von Herkomer: Sympathy for the Old and 
for Suffering Mankind," in Julian Treuherz, Hard Times, London, 
1987, 90. All information relating to Herkomer here is derived 
from this source as well as from Lee Edwards, both in 
conversations and her dissertation, Hubert von Herkomer and the 
Modern Life Subject, Ann Arbor, 1984. 

®°Edwards, Hard Times, 95. 



Ulrich's showed his painting early February 1884, and an article 

of 10 February 1884 reports that the painting was completed and en 

route to being engraved on wood.®^ Mere coincidence of the 

similarities between the two pictures seems impossible.®^ 

The two artists, if they did not know each other personally, 

must have at least been aware of the other and consequently of the 

other's large immigrant picture. Both artists' parents had 

emigrated from Germany (in 1848 and 1851); Herkomer was 

internationally famous and Ulrich was well-known in the New York 

art world. It is even possible that, because of the advance 

publicity surrounding Herkomer's trip to New York, perhaps Ulrich 

used his contacts to meet Herkomer at Castle Garden upon his 

arrival. 

Several possible scenarios exist which would have prompted 

Ulrich to produce The Land of Promise, using Herkomer's Pressing 

®l''Art Babble," New York News, 10 February 1884. 

®2lt is important to note here that Ulrich and Herkomer were not 
the only ones creating scenes at Castle Garden. An image titled 
Castle Garden-Their First Thanksgiving Dinner appeared in Harper's 
Weekly (29 November 1884) and was drawn by St. John Harper. It 
appears to have been based on Ulrich's three primary figures a 
child sitting next to his mother who is holding a baby, and a 
bearded father in cap share a meal on a bench outside of Castle 
Garden. Another image, similar to Ulrich's and untitled, was used 
as the cover illustration of Upton Sinclair's book. The Jungle 
(1906), in a 1981 Bantam Classic paperback edition. The artist, 
S.G. McCutcheon, was a colleague of Ulrich, referred to just as 
"McCutcheon" in the initial exhibition of the Society of Painters 
in Pastel {New York Times, 17 March 1884) . There may have been 
two McCutcheons, or a husband and wife, or just one who preferred 
to use her initials instead of her real name, Sarah McCutcheon. 
At the death notice of this artist, no gender was offered: "S.G. 
McCutcheon was found dead in studio at Broadway and Fourth 
Street," ("Art Babble," New York News, 13 July 1884). 



to the West as a pictorial precedent. The first possibility is 

that Ulrich saw an illustration of the not yet completed Herkomer 

painting in New York and, appealing to the memory of his own 

parents' emigration to this country, was inspired to create his 

own version. Secondly, while in New York, Herkomer spoke at many 

institutions, including the National Academy of Design, and it is 

likely that Herkomer mentioned his work in progress in this 

context. Ulrich, as a fellow artist, may have visited Herkomer's 

studio and seen the work in progress. Another possibility 

involves the purchaser of the painting, Willieun T. Evans, who was 

an important patron of American paintings during the 1880s. 

It is unclear what role Evans played in determining the 

subject matter of Ulrich's picture. Presiiinably, Evans was aware 

of Herkomer's painting. Moreover, the fact that Evans too was an 

immigrant might have prompted him to commission Ulrich to create a 

similar work. Or else it is possible that Ulrich convinced Evans 

to finance his production of a scene similar to Herkomer's. Born 

in Ireland in 1843, Evans had moved with his feimily to New York 

several years later.The coincidence of Evans being an 

immigrant himself and his interest in acquiring a painting of 

immigrants can hardly be considered accidental, particularly given 

his background and the fact that it was the Irish Society that 

helped the German Society transform Castle Garden into an emigrant 

depot. In the 1984 book published in honor of the bicentennial 

®^William H. Truettner, "Willicim T. Evans, Collector of American 
Paintings," The American Art Journal 3 no. 2, 1971, 61. 



anniversary of the German Society there is a reproduction of In 

the Land of Promise. Castle Garden with a descriptive text stating 

that it was painted "...by member Charles F. Ulrich for the 

Centennial of the German Society in 1884.*®^ It may be that this 

information is incorrect, but it does raise several interesting 

issues, not the least of which is Evans's possible affiliation 

with the Irish Society and the chance that the artist/patron 

relationship stemmed, as well, from the connection of the two 

immigrant societies. 

Regardless of who painted the subject first, the fact 

remains that William T. Evans, by his support of this picture, 

held some degree of sympathy for and identification with 

immigrants who came into New York. An undated letter, transcribed 

below, from Ulrich to Evans does not solve this conundrum, but it 

does signal a mutual interest in producing the picture; 

Dear Mr. Evans: Ever since you have been to my 
studio I have had the subject we were talking about 
upon my mind. I mean the sale of my Emigrant picture 
"In the Land of Promise." Last night I made a 
memorandum of all expenses etc. When first we talked 
upon the subject I had not figured out anything yet. 

I think you trust me enough, or you would give 
me no commission to fulfill, to believe me that I 
intend to do the very best by you. 

The price I have settled on for the picture now 
I hope will seem nothing but a fair & square price 
when I get through with my work. 

Believe me, I fully understand what is expected 
from me in the Spring by my associates & I hope to 
come to the mark. 

My price for you will be $3000 . Most of this 
goes into the picture as I wish to do a thoroughly [?] 
piece of work [and] have to employ 2 & 3 models at the 

®%ust, (as in n. 68), n.p. 
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same time. This price will do me justice and you can 
r\in no risk in accepting it. 

Please let me know what you think of my proposal 
as soon as possible, as some work which I intend doing 
depends there on. 

Very respectfully, 
Charles F. Ulrich®^ 

In addition to omitting the date, which would have helped to 

solve the issue of initiation, Ulrich provides contradictory 

information in this letter. He first mentions the "sale of my 

Emigrant picture," implying that it had already been completed, 

but then changes his tone to suggest he had not begun work on it. 

It appears that the title had been established before the 

composition, a telling fact of Ulrich's control given that it was 

the Germans who had begun to call America the Land of Promise or 

"the land of unlimited opportunities." 

Turning to the figures in Ulrich's painting, reviewers of 

the time confirm that the subjects were easily recognizable 

national types: 

...in the foreground a young Swedish woman nursing her 
babe ...a number of men seated upon benches, 
prominent among them a German smoking his pipe and 
still wearing the fatigue cap of a Prussian soldier, 
... a Polish Jew, with the keen, eager look of his 
race; at the extreme left a young man, also a German, 
evidently in despair.®^ 

It is a plain, unvarnished tale—that of the past and 
future of Irish farmer-boys, German mechanics, and 

®%illiam T. Evans Papers, (as in n. 1), frames 169-170. 

®%ust, (as in n. 68), 33 . 

®'^"The Exhibition of the National Academy, " Mail Express, 5 April 
1884. 
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Jewish old-clothes dealers, passing their first day in 
the New World.®® 

Other reviewers found much to criticize in this picture. 

"There is a sense of disappointment ... it lacks breadth ...the 

group is somewhat confused, and "Mr. Ulrich has not yet 

adjusted himself to the demands of subjects treated upon a larger 

scale than is his custom. Much excellent painting there is in 

this picture, but we leave it with a feeling of disappointment."^® 

The most vitriolic review appeared in The Art Interchange, in 

which the writer critiques the artist and his current work as a 

severe falling off from his previous pictures: 

[Mr. Ulrich] calls it "The Land of Promise," but there 
is no suggestion in the work itself of any milk-and-
honey prospect for the uncouth, awkward immigrants, 
whose condition is more to be commiserated than 
envied. In the title therefore, Mr. Ulrich leads one 
astray, and no particular satisfaction is found 
subsequently in studying the faithful rendering that 
marks every detail of his work. Mr. Ulrich's first 
work, some time ago, "The Wood Engraver," is his best. 
Since then he has gradually descended into subjects 
that, however well they are executed, are devoid of 
all charm, either as suggestive of agreeable ideas, as 
objects of beauty or as pleasing realism. A work of 
art should, in subject, be more than an unfeeling 
presentation of fact.^^ 

Objections of this nature were shared by many, and the 

cumulative effect of so many negative opinions may have damaged 

®®"The Academy Exhibition," The Critic and Good Literature, no. 
18, 3 May 1884, 209-210. 

®^"The National Academy Exhibition," The New York Sun, 1 March 
1884. 

90"Fifty-Ninth Annual Exhibition," Tribune, 5 April 1884. 

^^"Fifty-Ninth Academy: Works by the Younger Artists," The Art 
Interchange 12 no. 8, 10 April 1884, 88-89. 



Ulrich's reputation in the art community of New York. Even though 

the painting won the Clarke prize at the National Academy of 

Design in February 1884, in May of that year he failed to receive 

enough support from this same group to be elected an 

Academician.^^ This rejection by his peers was apparently one of 

several negative episodes Ulrich experienced in the spring of 

1884. For example, an encouraging financial venture, announced 

promisingly enough in the popular press in February 1884, failed 

to materialize: 

"The Promised Land" has been passed by the artist into 
the hands of F. Yuengling to be engraved on wood. The 
size of the block will be that of a double page of 
Harper's Weekly. One hundred proofs of the cut are to 
be taken for sale, and the block is to be destroyed. 
The venture is one in whose profits Ulrich and 
Yuengling are to share as partners, and will doubtless 
pay. An etching on the same plan would, however, have 
been more profitable. ...'The Promised Land' is in 
good hands for reproduction on wood, for no man in 
America can rival Yuengling in the rendering of color 
and texture with the burin. 

By April 1884 the Herald reported that "the cut will be one 

of the largest ever produced. The block measures 17 1/2 x 14 

inches. The Harpers have secured the first right of 

publication."^^ By May, however, evidence of a problem with the 

wood engraving and its buyer appeared. Rumors of the scenario 

^^The National Academy of Design Minutes Volume 5, 511. The 
Annual Meeting was held 14 May 1884, with 45 members present. 
Thirty votes are necessary to be elected, Ulrich only received 17 
votes 

"Art Babble," New York News, 10 February 1884. Yuengling was 
also spelled Juengling in the press. I have opted to remain 
consistent with the publications and not alter either spelling. 

®^"Fine Arts: Home Notes and News," Herald, 21 April 1884. 



were recounted in the press, of which the following is the most 

telling: 

When our publishers are willing to spend the necessary 
money, our engravers will enter the field. But an 
engraver cannot work without a market. They try it 
now and then. How they succeed is shown in the case 
of the wood-cut after C.F. Ulrich's 'Land of Promise. ' 
This was made of the size of a double page, on a 
venture, by Juengling. It was offered to the Harpers, 
and, after some negotiations, declined on the plea 
that this being an election year, they had no room for 
it. Yet 'The Land of Promise' is an important picture 
in our art, the picture of the year, in fact, and the 
paper which has no room for it advertises itself as 
the organ of artistic and intellectual America. The 
block will be sold in Europe, and then Harper's will, 
no doubt, find room for the electrotype. ...It was my 
opinion, by the way, that the real cause of the 
rejection of the block was that Ulrich wanted a very 
reasonable copyright price for the privileges of 
publication.^^ 

The press reported incorrectly that Juengling was finished 

with the wood block in June 1884,^® when it was actually completed 

in July 1886, two years later.He was not paid by the Harpers, 

but by Sylvester Rosa Koehler, the founder and editor of American 

Art Review from 1879-1881.This is a curious situation for 

^^"Art Babble," New York News, 4 May 1884. 

^^''Art Babble," New York News, 15 June 1885. 

^'Letter from Frederick Juengling to Evans, June 2, 1886. 
Archives of American Art (as in n. 1), freime 37. 

^®Letter from Cassell & Co., Publishers, to Sylvester Rosa 
Koehler, July 19, 1886. Archives of American Art, Smithsonian 
Institution. Sylvester Rosa Koehler Papers, 0183:96-7. The 
letter reads: "Dear Mr. Koehler: We have just paid Mr. Juengling 
as per your request check for $200. on account of engraving he has 
in hand but as we are obliged to charge up this $200. to something 
definite we should like to know just what it is for. He sends us 
receipt for payment on account of the following engravings: "Good 
Morning" after Walter Shirlaw; "In the Land of Promise," Chas. F. 
Ulrich; and, "Long Shore Man's Noon," J.G. Brown. Please say 
what these three engravings are intended for. In this way we can 



which no additional documentation relating to the wood-block has 

been located. 

When the image finally appeared in Harper's Weekly in 

September 1889, it was solely to illustrate an article on the 

conditions of Castle Garden, and the first two sentences set the 

tone of the piece: 

Our double-page picture of this week is but a single 
view of the kaleidoscopic stream which pours from 
Europe through Castle Garden into the United States. 
Only those who frequent that famous institution can 
realize the magnitude of the human river of which it 
is the sluiceway. 

The article neglected to mention anything relating to Ulrich, the 

painting as a work of art, Evans, or the acclaim it achieved in 

early 1884. Conversely, when Ulrich's Glass Blowers was engraved 

on wood and reproduced in Harper's Weekly (21 April 1883), the 

accompanying text had testified to Ulrich's talent and success as 

an artist and offered a full exposition on the painting. 

What William T. Evans's position was throughout this ordeal 

is unknown. He presumably had little or nothing to do with the 

sale of the wood-block, or was unable to influence the Harpers to 

purchase the block. Evans clearly played an important role 

throughout Ulrich's career. He remained a friend as well as 

patron, and sent In the Land of Promise to the Paris Universal 

Exposition in 1889 and to Chicago in 1893 for the World's 

charge the amount up either to "Mag.Art" or "Masterpieces." Yours 
Truly, Cassell & Co., Ltd. 

^^''A Scene in Castle Garden," Harper's Weekly, 2 February 1889, 
86-87. 



Columbian Exposition. Also in 1893, via Ulrich, Evans received 

the appointment of Knight of St. Michael from the Prince Regent 

Luitpold of Bavaria.Ulrich had developed a relationship with 

the Regent through his responsibility of organizing the American 

paintings section of the Munich Triennial Exposition at the Glas-

Palast, Bavaria, in 1892. Ulrich, as well, received the 

prestigious honor at the same time. 

A rival collector of Evans's was Thomas B. Clarke, who 

actually owned seven paintings by Ulrich, all painted between 1882 

and 1884.^'^^ Clarke ran a dry goods business until 189 0 when he 

gave it up to become an art dealer. All told, he amassed an 

extraordinary collection; and from it he was eager to lend large 

numbers of works, even to simultaneous exhibitions at a variety of 

institutions. By doing this Clarke drew attention to American 

art at a time when collecting European pictures was particularly 

in vogue. He also attempted to improve the quality of American 

art, specifically American figure painting, by establishing an 

annual prize at the National Academy of Design. Begun in 1884, 

the Thomas B. Clarke Prize was awarded at first by exhibitors"s 

^^'^Letter from Ulrich to Evans, 5 January 1893. William T. Evans 
Papers (as in n. 1), frame 126. 

lOlrphe seven works are An Amateur Etcher, Carpenter at Work, A 
Dachanerin Study, The Glass Blowers, Granny, Portrait of Thoinas 
B. Clarke, and The Spinner. 

Barbara Weinberg, "Thomas B. Clarke: Foremost Patron of 
American Art from 1872 to 1899," The American Art Journal VIII, 
May 1976, 52-83. Much of the information on Clarke and his 
collecting activities presented here is based on this article, 
unless otherwise noted. 



votes and, after 1889, by a jury to the best figure painting of 

an American subject by a non-academician shown at the Academy's 

spring exhibition. The award amounted to $300, derived from 

interest on a $6000 fund Clarke had established in 1883, using 

subscriptions and proceeds from an exhibition of his own 

collection. As previously mentioned, the first painting to win 

this prize was Ulrich's In the Land of Promise. Castle Garden. 

However, evidence that Ulrich experienced a problem with 

Clarke can be found in an 1894 letter from the wife of Louis 

Moeller, an artist contemporary of Ulrich's, to Evans. 

Dear Sir: 
You have offered me an opportunity to prove my ability 
as an artist by giving me the order for the Poker 
Players. At the same time promising me your promisary 
[sic] aid of $200. a month until finished; ...I have 
started the picture today. Mr. Clarke was here on 
Wednesday, also yesterday offering me $200. for the 
small picture. I would not accept the offer as I 
thought the picture worth more. Although the money 
would be extremely useful to me now, Mr. Evans, I have 
a favor to ask of you. If you could advance me the 
first $200, it would save me from selling my picture 
to Mr. Clarke. You know the experience Charlie Ulrich 
had. I have had the same and would do anything to 
keep clear of said gentleman. 

Precisely what experience this refers to is unknown, but further 

clues appear in an 1891 article in The Collector which praised 

Ulrich as an artist, but lamented that such a talented American 

artist should live in Europe "with a perhaps not unjustifiable 

disgust for the town in which he was born." The article then 

continued with the following: 

^'^^Willicim T. Evans Papers (as in n. 1), frames 57-58. 



There are many sinister romances in the history of 
art—romances of genius laid in chains by its own 
weaknesses. In the case of this really great American 
painter, however, no weakness of his own personal 
causing made him a victim. He was forced by the 
circumstances of necessity to accept a patronage that 
was nearly as fatal to him as the blight of the deadly 
Upas, that invites the traveler to repose beneath its 
umbrageous shelter, only to doom him to death. 

The possibility seems highly likely that this arboreal 

analogy, citing the tropical Asiatic "ordeal tree", a source of 

poison, is refering to Clarke's patronage of Ulrich in 1884. 

In any event, after Ulrich returned from his summer sojourn 

in Holland in 1884, his style had changed at least in terms of his 

choice of subject matter. And the audience response he received 

was less favorable. Of the two pictures he painted in Haarlem, 

The Dutch Typesetter and The Village Print Shop (Fig. 5), one had 

been commissioned although both were listed as owned by the 

artist and therefore presumably unsold at the American Art 

Association exhibition in the autumn.It was really after 

these pictures that Ulrich began to create scenes of great 

variety, differing markedly from his sober interiors with figures 

concentrating on their work. In 1885, for example, Ulrich sent 

Waifs (unlocated) to the National Academy of Design Spring 

Exhibition. In the accompanying catalogue the image was described 

as follows: 

Charles F. Ulrich," The Collector, 1 February 1891, 81. 

^^^American Art Galleries, American Art Association, (as in n. 
57) . 



The whole picture represents the play-room in the 
orphanage in Haarlem, Holland. One of the older 
girls, in charge of the others, is amusing them by 
blowing bubbles. The costume is the same as has been 
worn for several centuries.^®® 

The picture was comparatively large for Ulrich, measuring 18 1/2 x 

25 inches. This lighter, more playful genre scene, however 

along with the other exhibited picture. Relics of Bv-aone Davs 

remained unsold at the National Academy. With no real information 

available as to why Ulrich altered his established pictorial 

formula of interior scenes with working figures, one can speculate 

that perhaps he was trying to lighten up his pictures, both 

literally and figuratively, to be more Rococo and appealing. 

In 1885, one year after Ulrich's double fiasco of being 

denied an Academician and having Harper's refuse to purchase the 

wood-block, a writer for The Art Aae reported that: 

Mr. Charles F. Ulrich, who left New York with 
proclaimed disgust at the sordidness of an 
unappreciative public, which refused to bankrupt 
itself in the purchase of over-priced pictures, has 
settled in Holland. He is understood to have 
effected a business engagement with the London 
dealer, Wallis, and to have made up his mind to 
remain abroad some years at least. 

In the end one has to wonder why, after such a promising 

start in 1882 into 1884, Ulrich abruptly left New York. Perhaps 

after one year out of the spotlight, with several highly public 

failures under his belt, Ulrich was led to leave New York "with 

^^^Charles M. Kurtz, ed.. National Academy Notes and Complete 
Catalogue-Sixtieth Spring Exhibition. New York, 1885, 115. 

107^^ Age, August 1885, 11. 



proclaimed disgust" at those who were not interested in his new 

pictures or prices. A falling-out with Clarke, along with the 

negative publicity surrounding In the Land of Promise, may have 

had a profound effect on his outlook. Although the letter from 

Mrs. Moeller to Evans does not give a date for Ulrich's bad 

experience with Clarke, the rupture must have come after the 

moment in 1884 when the artist painted Clarke's portrait (National 

Portrait Gallery). Completed in April of that year, the portrait 

was the last of the seven Ulrich pictures Clarke would 

purchase .1*^3 

Thomas B. Clarke was the premier collector and dealer of 

American paintings and, if he intentionally denied support to 

Ulrich, for whatever reason, others may have followed suit. It 

could have been that Ulrich set a penurious price for Clarke's 

portrait and therefore damaged the artist/patron relationship. Or 

perhaps it was Ulrich's inability to strike the right tone in his 

pictures after the summer of 1884 that could have caused the loss 

of approval and then patronage from his social and professional 

milieu. 

Unquestionable, however, is the artist's consistent style 

and technique throughout his New York years until In the Land of 

Promise. While no specific explanation exists for the nature of 

Ulrich's negative experience with Clarke, it was one sign among 

several that the artist's period of great success in New York had 

108»^t Babble," New York News, 20 April 1884. 



come to an end. From March 1882 through April 1884, Ulrich had 

been a popular and thriving painter, with the greatest patrons of 

American art eager to buy his pictures. Until the time he 

exhibited In the Land of Promise. Castle Garden, there were 

essentially no negative reviews pertaining to either him or his 

pictures. Although some critics considered his technique somewhat 

mechanical, they always balanced their reviews by marveling at the 

brilliant overall visual effects of his paintings. In retrospect. 

In the Land of Promise clearly marks a turning point in Ulrich's 

career. After its hostile reception he seemed to struggle in vain 

to re-establish his standing in the art world. In hindsight, over 

one hundred years after its initial showing, we can see In the 

Land of Promise objectively. As the archetypical immigrant 

picture, it represents every emigrant to America's journey to the 

land of promise. Ulrich dared the viewer to ponder the notion of 

America as the land of promise, and propelled the issue by his 

choice of the painting's ironic title. 
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CONCLUSION 

Charles F. Ulrich's New York paintings, in the years 1882, 

1883, and 1884, were in one way or another notable successes for 

the artist. Even In the Land of Promise, despite the criticism it 

received as a falling-off from the artist's previous work, did 

manage to win the Thomas B. Clarke prize at the National Academy 

of Design, and was subsequently shown in Paris and Chicago by 

William T. Evans. As well, collectors actively vied for his 

pictures. 

With the exception of two, all of Ulrich's paintings from 

this time were interior scenes of working figures.^'^^ This 

certainly suggests that his respect for the humanity of the 

workers and their manual skills was a constant. American painting 

until Ulrich had but a few examples of socially-conscious art. In 

this context one can legitimately wonder to what extent Ulrich 

should be considered an American artist. Born to German parents 

who were residents of America for ten years before his birth, 

Ulrich trained in New York for only two years before going to 

Germany specifically for the purpose of attending the Munich 

Academy. As an art student in Germany, from the age of seventeen 

to at least twenty-two, Ulrich spent his formative years either 

^'^^These are In the Land of Promise and Portrait of Thomas B. 
Clarke, both painted in 1884. 



surrounded by Germans at home, or else in Germany going to art 

school. Ulrich was not, however, a radical artist, but seemed so 

singly because he assimilated his European training more whole­

heartedly than most other American artists abroad. His artistic 

and aesthetic sensibilities were European-inspired and influenced. 

Further proof of this can be found in the circumstances under 

which An Amateur Etcher was recently found in a 1996 Paris 

auction catalogue the artist's name was incorrectly spelled as 

"Hulrick," not to mention Ulrich's inclusion in Friedrich 

Noack's 1927 book Das Deutschtum in Rom seit dem Auscrana des 

Mittlealters. which listed "Charles Fred. Ulrich" as a German 

artist who had lived in Rome from 1901 through 1903.^^^ 

This study has excimined the artist in the context of the 

three years he worked and exhibited successfully in New York at 

a time when he was considered a bona fide American artist. He 

chose to document contemporary industrial life, with German 

immigrants as his primary subjects. Working conditions for his 

subjects were portrayed neither as grim reality nor as picturesque 

simulation. The figures, presumably actual workers as opposed to 

models in contrived settings, provided Ulrich with a means of 

^^"^Dominique Ribeyre-Florence Baron, Drouot Richelius, Paris, 
France. Successions, Collection de Madame H at a divers, 19 
Fevrier 1996, p.17 no. 214. This information was generously 
provided by Thomas Colville. 

^^^Friedrich Noack, Das Deutschtum in Rom seit dem Ausgang des 
Mitlealters (Berlin and Leipzig: Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt 
Stuttgart, 1927), 607. 



connecting his social conscience with his interest in 

representation. 

Consistent documentation of iinmigrant conditions in America 

did not occur until several years later with the photographs and 

writings of Jacob A. Riis. In 1887 Riis became a police reporter 

for the New York Tribune and sought to embellish his exposes on 

the slum conditions of New York City with photographs. These 

photographs of urban blight and slum dwellers hid no secrets. 

They appeared transformed into line drawings in an article 

entitled "How the Other Half Lives" in the Christmas 1889 issue of 

Scribner's Monthly. These graphic revelations of ghetto life were 

then turned into a book of the same title the following year, and 

Riis rose to fame as a great social realist whose publications 

informed the nation about poverty and social unrest. 

Until Riis's publications, critics of the day were 

subjective; they ignored reality and wanted to believe in the 

dream of America as the "land of promise". Ulrich's attempt to 

show real workers objectively, without being overly documentary, 

was balanced by a combination of his highly developed aesthetic 

sense of beauty, the notion of decoriam, and the need to make a 

living. His pictures were not social documents like Riis's 

photographs simply because they did not incite concern for real 

people and their conditions as much as they created a sense of the 

intensity with which the individuals worked. Far from a social 

reformer, Ulrich was a visual artist who chose to set forth his 



observations about the middle-class working man's reality on the 

canvas. 

Today Ulrich is best remembered for his three productive 

years in New York. The paintings from these years are discussed 

exclusive of his later works because they are so specific to New 

York in the early 1880s. His European pictures, all painted after 

1884, are generally characterized by a group of females or males 

and females together, softly painted and tinged with an ethereal 

quality. The Glass Blowers of Murano of 1886, which can be seen 

in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, is a primary example. 

Although still representing artisans, Ulrich renders the four male 

and two female figures in this Venetian picture in a relaxed 

manner; all are smiling and gay. His technique, as well, is much 

more painterly and graceful. This change from the seriousness of 

the New York period informed with isolation, concentration, 

alienation, and distance may ultimately be a reflection of his 

sense of belonging and identity in the old world. In New York 

Ulrich was, inescapably, a German immigrant, and just one foreign 

worker among many. 
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APPENDIX A 

YEAR ARTIST EMIGRANT 
COMHIS-
SIONER 

COUNTERFEIT 
ER 

FATHER 

1848 Marbura to NY 

1853 Germany to NY 
as young boy 

1858 Born in NY England,Cin­
cinnati, 

1863 Canada, 
Buffalo, 
Columbus 

Photography 
Studio, 156 
Bowery 

1873 Student, NAD 
NYC 

Jail in 
Trenton in 
1870s 

same 

1875 Munich Cincinnati same 

1878 Munich, and 
Polling 

2 East 15th 
St., NYC 

same 

1880 Commissioner, 
Castle Garden 

jMiown as 
talented 
artist in 
NYC. Called 
"Young 
Dutchman" 

saws 

—-18 8 2 Enhrata, NYC same same 
1883 NYC same 
18 84 Holland, 

Aoril-October 
same 

1885 NY, London, 
Holland, 
Venice 

State 
Treasurer and 
member of 
Emigrant 
Commissioner 

same 

1886 Same as 
above, travel 
through 
Europe 

December 31-
arrested in 
Dantzig, 
Germany for 
foropri es 

1887 Venice President, 
Castle Garder 

same 

1889 Scime same 
1890 no record 

after this 
date 

1893 Munich base year ot 
listing in 
directory, 
presumably 
died this 
year 

1908 Died Dresden Died 
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Figure 1. Charles F. Ulrich. The Wood Engraver. 
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Figure 2. Charles F. Ulrich. An Amateur Etcher. Private 
Collection, California, Photograph courtesy of Thomas Colville, 
Inc. 
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Figure 3. Charles F. Ulrich. 
Arts Museums of San Francisco, 
Rockefeller 3rd, 1979.7.99. 

Moment Musicale. 1883. 
Gift of Mr. and Mrs. 
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John D. 
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Figure 4 . Charles F . Ulrich. The Glass Bl owers . Museo de Arte 
de Ponce, The Luis A. Ferre Foundati on, Inc . , Puerto Ric o . 
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Figure 5. Charles F. Ulrich. The Village Print Shoo . 1885. Oil 
o n panel, 21 1 /4 x 22 15 / 16 inches. Terra Foundation f o r the Arts, 
Daniel J. Terra Co llection, 19 9 2. 13 7; Pho tograph c Courtesy o f 
Terra Museum of American Art, Chicago. 
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Figure 6. Charles F . Ulrich. In the Land o f Promise: Castle 
Garden. 1884. In the Collection of The Corcoran Gallery of Art, 
Washington, D.C. Museum Purchase, Gallery Fund. 
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