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ABSTRACT 

 
This dissertation is a material culture and visual history of white marble in 

America between 1780 and 1860.  I argue that white marble became the dominant 

ornamental stone of the early and mid-nineteenth century in America, primarily as 

gravestones or monuments, but also as architectural elements and interior furnishings.  

In the 1830s white marble funerary monuments became the defining aesthetic of the 

rural cemetery movement, beginning in 1831 with the opening of Mount Auburn 

Cemetery in Cambridge, Massachusetts.  Paralleling the blossoming of the rural 

cemetery movement was the development of the first school of American academic 

sculpture that relied on ancient Greek and Roman classical examples, and was of 

white marble.  Art historians have acknowledged the importance of white marble to 

this first generation of American sculptors, but have not considered it as a separate, 

discrete element.  In these studies white marble is treated as a luxury material that 

became part of America’s artistic and cultural landscape in the mid-nineteenth 

century, and that was associated with the elite classes.  I argue, however, that marble 

was actually a part of everyday life much earlier than has been recognized; and that 

marble can be studied as a craft similar to other elite crafts such as cabinetmaking and 

silversmithing.  This study begins with an exploration of the technical challenges and 

business realities of extracting, selling and purchasing white marble in the early 
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nineteenth century to its dominance by the mid-nineteenth century as America’s 

primary ornamental stone.  Using the correspondence of Joseph J. Fenner (1788-1851) 

of Providence, Rhode Island, Chapter Two examines the life of urban stonecutters in 

New England who were part of the transition from slate to marble gravestones 

between 1800 and 1820, as well as the early quarry owners and operators who 

specialized in marble.  Chapter Three is a consideration of John Frazee’s (1790-1852) 

career in New York from 1820 to 1840 as first a stonecutter, then a sculptor, and 

subsequently an architect, with a comparative look at the careers of sculptor Horatio 

Greenough of Boston and Italy, and John and William Struthers of Philadelphia.  

Chapter Four examines the career of Alpheus Cary (1788-1869), Boston’s foremost 

marble cutter, as well as parallel developments within sculpture and the large, highly 

capitalized marble firms that largely dominated marble production by the 1850s.  

During all of these decades white marble increasingly became the most dominant 

ornamental stone in use in America outdoors as funerary monuments, and indoors as 

chimneypieces, mantels, and tabletops.  White marble was admired for its lustrous and 

luminous qualities by casual observers as well as writers, most notably Nathaniel 

Hawthorne.  Beginning in the last quarter of the nineteenth century, white marble 

began a steep decline in popularity.  Outdoor marble deteriorated quickly and 

cemeteries increasingly required granite for gravestones.  By the end of the nineteenth 

century, white marble had lost its promiment place in America’s cultural and visual 

landscape.   



Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 
 

When it was new, Abigail Dudley’s pure white marble gravestone contrasted with 

the somber gray slate stones in the Old Hill Burying Ground in Concord, Massachusetts 

(Figure 1.1).  Her grave overlooked “Revolutionary Ridge” in the town’s center where 

Patriots and British Regulars had sparred on a fateful April day a generation earlier. 

Alpheus Cary, the Boston stonecutter who cut Dudley’s epitaph, knew that his work 

broke old conventions and made certain that those who passed by Dudley’s final resting 

place considered a different kind of revolution in sentiment as they remembered their and 

her past: 

“This stone is designed by its durability to perpetuate 
the memory, and by its color to represent 

the moral character of 
ABIGAIL DUDLEY 

who died June 4, 1812, 
aged 73.” 

 
The first white marble stone in that graveyard, the monument and the words reflected 

shifting symbols of virtue, the era’s expanding business in white marble, and important 

changes to artistic expression in the young Republic.  

This study explores the fashion for ornamental marble work—primarily white 

marble—in America between 1780 and 1860, the urban stonecutters who increasingly
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specialized in marble cutting during this period, and the consumers who sought out 

marble both for cemetery monuments and interior furnishings. Beginning with the 

opening of commercial quarries along what was known as the “Marble Border” in the 

1780s, white marble became an integral part of America’s urban, physical and cultural 

landscape during the nineteenth century.  It provided the bread-and-butter work of urban 

stonecutters on “mantels and monuments,” the phrase used on trade cards beginning in 

the 1800s and the 1810s.  In the 1820s and 1830s, as the marble industry became more 

mechanized, an American school of sculpture based on classical and Renaissance models 

developed, providing a pivotal moment in American awareness of white marble sculpture 

both culturally and visually.  By the 1840s, the rural cemetery movement had taken hold 

in urban areas with the development in many towns and cities of picturesque, park-like 

burial spaces.  These settings provided a romantic background for an increasingly varied 

array of commemorative and funerary sculpture that relied on emotional affect and 

cultural knowledge.  Large, highly capitalized marble works advertised retail experiences 

that displayed an extensive array of elegant products to a large middle class.  In the home, 

amateur artists created atmospheric “Grecian paintings” using the contrasting materials of 

sparkling white marble dust and charcoal.  

How did things get that way?  And what do they mean?  Why do things look the 

way they do at a certain time and in a certain place?1  Today’s visitor through old 

                                                
 
1 These questions are the primary ones the material culture scholar learns to ask; a 
deceptively simple yet endlessly complex set of questions that allow a scholar the 
flexibility to seek out answers by following different series of investigations. Although 
the question is ubiquitous throughout material culture studies, I would be remiss if I 
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American burying grounds sees old slate gravestones and decaying white marbles as 

obvious relics of bygone times.  But to the observer in the early and mid-nineteenth 

century, the sight of white marble on the landscape was strikingly new.  During a trip in 

1843 from Philadelphia to the home of his maternal ancestors in Greenwich, New Jersey, 

the historian John Fanning Watson (1779-1860) spent much of his time documenting the 

                                                                                                                                            
 
didn’t cite the scholars and mentors who first posed that question to me as a student, 
especially J. Ritchie Garrison. Material culture studies are by definition broadly 
interdisciplinary, encompassing as many fields as necessary for the material scholar’s 
particular interests, including (but not limited to) art history, archaeology, anthropology, 
architectural history, the history of artisans and craft, decorative arts, folklore, cultural 
and literary studies, and social history. Some of the material culture studies that have 
been most influential in guiding my thinking and approach to the study of material 
culture include: Ann Smart Martin and J. Ritchie Garrison, ed., American Material 
Culture: The Shape of the Field (Knoxville, TN: The University of Tennessee Press for 
the Henry Francis du Pont Winterthur Museum, 1997) and Robert Blair St. George, ed., 
Material Life in America, 1600-1860 (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1988).  For 
a specific study of craft that is grounded in a material culture approach, see: J. Ritchie 
Garrison, Two Carpenters: Architecture and Building in Early New England, 1799-1859 
(Knoxville, TN: The University of Tennessee Press, 2006).  

European scholars of archaeology, material culture and everyday life have also been 
influential to my critical thinking. Among the most relevant to my work have been: Arjun 
Appadurai, ed., The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective.  
(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2005); Ian Hodder, Entangled: An 
Archaeology of the Relationships between Human and Things (Wiley-Blackwell, 2012, 
paperback ed.); John Brewer and Roy Porter, ed., Consumption and the World of Goods 
(London: Routledge, 1994); Bjørnar Olsen, In Defense of Things: Archaeology and the 
Ontology of Objects (New York: Altamira Press/Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 
2010); Michel De Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1988); Susan Stewart, On Longing: Narratives of the Miniature, the 
Gigantic, the Souvenir, the Collection (Durham: Duke University Press, 1993); Mary 
Douglas and Baron Isherwood, ed., The World of Goods (London: Routledge, 1996, rev. 
ed.); and Jan de Vries, The Industrious Revolution: Consumer Behavior and the 
Household Economy, 1650 to the Present (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 
2008). 
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gravesites of his ancestors, including the materials of the markers. Visiting a newly 

rebuilt Presbyterian church after the old one had burned down, Watson noted “there still 

remains there the old Grave yard – with many [new] marble stones…”.  A few days later, 

he again noted “many marble stones” in another graveyard.2  A photograph of newer and 

bright white marble stones mingled among the older slates in the graveyard of Christ 

Church in Cambridge, Massachusetts gives some sense of why Watson found the marble 

stones he encountered so striking (Figure 1.2). 

The white marble stones were postscripts to a long and messy process of 

extracting the raw material and shaping it into its final form.  Every gravestone in a 

cemetery and every mantel in the home represented the culmination of a long chain of 

interrelated events.  The visual experience of observing pristine white marble belied the 

difficulties of quarrying it, roughing it out, smoothing or polishing it, transporting it, and 

finally, carving and lettering it for a gravestone or a monument, or cutting and shaping 

pieces for mantels and tabletops. 

In this dissertation I chart these changes by looking at the work of urban 

stonecutters and sculptors between 1805 and 1860.  The study focuses on the careers of 

three men in three Northeastern cities: Joseph Fenner (1781-1856) of Providence, Rhode 

Island; John Frazee (1790-1852) of New York City; and Alpheus Cary (1788-1869) of 

                                                
 
2 John Fanning Watson, “Journal of JFW to Greenwich, NJ, July 1843,” Winterthur 
Library: The Joseph Downs Collection of Manuscripts and Printed Ephemera, Watson 
Family Papers, Col. 189, 83x174.5, 5-6.   
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Boston. Each man personified some aspect of the marble industry at a specific place and 

point in time: Fenner for the period between 1800 and 1820; Frazee, the 1820s and 

1830s; and Cary, 1840 and beyond.  Each of these men worked primarily in white 

marble, in businesses that produced “mantels and monuments” during the first half of the 

nineteenth century.3  Despite their similarities, each man also represented a different type 

of marble worker.  They displayed varying levels of competency promoting marble as a 

desirable material, or expanding their skills into sculpting, building and engineering,  

fields that were increasingly professionalized during the period.  

What was the allure of white marble in nineteenth century American culture? 

What about white marble attracted Cary as a stonecutter, caught Watson’s attention as a 

casual observer, and prompted innumerable families to select marble for their loved ones’ 

resting places or fashionable interiors?  I argue that the popularity of white marble 

emerged at a specific moment in American culture.  Taking as its point of departure the 

sensory aspects of seeing marble on the landscape and in the home, my study is grounded 

in the primacy of the artifact and of its production.  Although today we no longer register 

marble cemetery monuments as unusual or experience nineteenth century interiors in 

their original condition, Cary, Watson and their contemporaries saw white marble 

                                                
 
3 The term “monuments” is used as a general term for a constellation of specific forms, 
including but not limited to: markers, headstones, gravestones, and tombs.  All the latter 
were used interchangeably throughout the eighteenth century, while the term 
“monument” became more common in the nineteenth century, especially as larger works 
were erected in cemeteries, often to replace smaller-sized individual headstones and 
markers. 
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everywhere—on the landscape, in their homes and in the homes of their friends and 

acquaintances.  They perceived it in pristine condition: white, gleaming, “soft,” and silky 

(polished), or in the word they favored, “lustrous.”  The epitaph on Abigail Dudley’s 

gravestone equated white marble with Dudley’s pure and unblemished character.  White 

marble essentially became a symbol of virtuous qualities, whether in the cemetery or in 

the home.  White marble headstones or monuments encoded affection for the departed, 

and faith that the innocence and purity of a child or loved one would find favor in the 

eyes of a loving God.  White marble decorations in the home signified middle-class 

respectability, classical taste and cleanliness.  

The emphasis on gravestones and monuments for a study on marble in American 

nineteenth century culture is a practical one, despite the physical deterioration of the 

material itself.  Funerary monuments under the best circumstances outlive the time and 

culture in which they were created, and thus provide a data set of cultural signposts for 

later generations of scholars to examine in conjunction with documentary and other 

sources.  Mantels, chimney surrounds, and other decorative stone interior furnishings 

often disappeared during remodeling.  By contrast, gravestones and monuments, still in 

situ and sometimes signed, allow scholars to study not just the material changes of 

stonecutting, but also explore broader issues of identity, art and sculpture, class, and 

cultural history.  By reading the nineteenth century urban burial landscape as a still-

legible, if eroded, “text,” material culture historians take advantage of the 
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“communicative nature of artifacts,” to recapture the sensory experience of seeing—and 

often selecting, as a bereaved family member—a marble headstone or monument.4  

The geographical focus of this study centers primarily on Providence, New York, 

Philadelphia, and Boston.  These urban areas share numerous characteristics. In each, 

marble became a prominent decorative stone, for interior and architectural decoration, 

and for cemeteries.  Each of these cities had skilled, full-time stonecutters and marble 

workers, as well as architects who worked in the latest styles and incorporated 

ornamental stone in their designs.  On the practical and technical side of the equation, 

quarries and good transportation—crucial aspects of the industry—either existed nearby, 

or were linked by waterways (and later, rail).  Each developed important rural cemeteries, 

in which the use of white marble monuments became a defining aesthetic.  Finally, the 

stonecutters in each of these cities had a clientele that actively requested white marble 

gravestones or sought out white marble mantels.  

This dissertation will help fill several existing gaps in the historiography of 

stonecutting and craft.  Despite the significant attention focused on American craftsmen 

and the decorative arts over the past fifty years, scholarly study of the marble trade in 

America has largely escaped examination.  For purposes of this study, I use the terms 

                                                
 
4 Many material culture historians have used the device of “reading texts” of landscape, 
architecture, and artifacts in their work, as making “things” articulate is a basic premise 
of material culture studies.  For the examples used here, see Bernard L. Herman, “The 
Architectural and Social Topography of Early-Nineteenth-Century Portsmouth, New 
Hampshire,” Perspectives in Vernacular Architecture, Vol. 5, Gender, Class, and Shelter 
(1995), 225-242.  Discussion on objects as “texts” and the “communicative nature of 
artifacts,” 225.    
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“marble trade” or “marble industry” to denote a specific set of market- or fashion-driven 

practices that involved the development of marble quarries and the production of marble 

goods for public consumption.  As a broadly interdisciplinary work, my discussion ranges 

from the technical and scientific (geology and geography), to the industrial (quarrying), 

to craft (stonecutting), art historical (marble sculpture), to decorative arts and popular 

culture.   

My study does not emerge out of a vacuum.  There are many previous specialized 

works in the above-named areas that have informed my understanding of particular 

subjects.5  These works are referenced throughout this dissertation.  Some of the most 

important scholarship I have relied on, however, can be summarized here in the same 

thematic subject order in which they appear in this study—technical studies on stone, 

building and quarrying; gravestone and cemetery studies; and works on sculpture, 

                                                
 
5 Numerous nineteenth- and early twentieth-century reports and government documents 
catalog or describe America’s geological riches. Most of these are available on-line. They 
include: Albert D. Hager, “The Marbles of Vermont,” Vermont Historical Society, 1858; 
“The Marble Border of Western New England: its geology and development in the 
present century,” (Middlebury Historical Society, 1885); George Perkins Merrill, “The 
Collection of Building and Ornamental Stones in the U.S. National Museum: a handbook 
and catalogue” (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution, 1889); and T. Nelson Dale, 
“The Commercial Marbles of Western Vermont,” Department of the Interior, United 
States Geological Survey, Bulletin 521 (Washington, D.C., 1912). At least one 
unpublished dissertation has been written about the history of the Vermont Marble 
Company, and how the Vermont Marble Company was instrumental in creating a 
regional identity for the “Marble Valley” in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The 
dissertation does not address the role of eighteenth and nineteenth century stoneworkers. 
Michael Louis Austin, “Carving Out A Sense of Place: The Making of the Marble Valley 
and the Marble City of Vermont,” Ph.D. dissertation, University of New Hampshire, 
2002. 
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decorative arts, public monuments, consumption and nineteenth century sentimental and 

popular culture.  

The work of Harley McKee is the only comprehensive scholarship to date on 

early American masonry. McKee’s Introduction to Early American Masonry: Stone, 

Brick, Mortar and Plaster (1977) contains a chapter devoted to stone craft in early 

America, including sandstone, granite, slate, and marble.  McKee lists known early 

quarries and discusses techniques and tools used from the seventeenth through the 

nineteenth centuries.  He also published other articles, including one on early quarrying, 

and a chapter that addressed the transition of stonework from craft shop to factory 

production in the nineteenth century.6  Another book that has grounded me with an 

understanding of building, stone work and stone trades is James Ayres’ Building the 

Georgian City.  Ayres’ detailed discussions of different kinds of stone work, building 

specialties, and social hierarchies are relevant to this work because urban eighteenth-

century English stoneworkers were the direct antecedents of early American urban 

stonecutters.7 

American gravestone studies have concentrated on the pre-1800 period, and have 

largely ignored nineteenth-century marble workers.  Scholars, genealogists and 

                                                
 
6 Harley J. McKee, “Early Ways of Quarrying and Working Stone in the United States,” 
Bulletin of the Association for Preservation Technology, vol. 3, no. 1, 1971; and “Brick 
and Stone: Handicraft to Machine,” in Building Early America: Contributions toward the 
History of a Great Industry, Charles E. Peterson, ed. (Radnor, PA: Chilton Book 
Company for The Carpenters’ Company of the City and County of Philadelphia, 1976).  

7 James Ayres, Building the Georgian City (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998). 
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antiquarians alike have identified eighteenth century carvers and lettering styles, local 

and regional variations, and the transmission of motifs from the Old World to the New.8 

Little serious scholarship exists on marble sepulchral monuments, the mainstay of the 

successful, full-time professional nineteenth-century American stonecutter.9  Similarly, 

                                                
 
8 The most voluminous work on seventeenth and eighteenth century gravestones is Allan 
I. Ludwig’s Graven Images: New England Stonecarving and its Symbols, 1650–1815, 
1999 ed. (Hanover, NH:  University Press of New England, 1999). Based on Ludwig’s 
1970s Yale dissertation, the book is still in print and remains an important text on early 
gravestone history. The gold standard in early carver studies, however, is by Harriette 
Merrifield Forbes, whose Gravestones of Early New England and the Men Who Made 
Them, 1653-1800 (facsimile of 1927 original published by Houghton Mifflin Company; 
New York: Da Capo Press, 1967) remains the seminal work that initiated scholarly 
investigation of American gravestones. More recently, scholarship on gravestones has 
appeared in the work of Robert Blair St. George, ed, Material Life in America, 1600-1860 
(Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1988), in particular St. George’s essay entitled 
“Artifacts of Regional Consciousness in the Connecticut River Valley, 1700-1780,” 335-
356. In addition, numerous eighteenth century carver studies have appeared over the 
years in Markers, the peer-reviewed scholarly journal of the Association for Gravestone 
Studies for which I am currently Editor. All of these studies focus on headstones made of 
slate, the most consistently used material for gravestones in eighteenth century America.  
Even when marble gravestones do make an appearance, they are discussed in terms of 
motif, never material.  
 
9 The shift from the use of slate to marble has been the focus of several works.  An 
unpublished Master’s thesis in the field of historical archaeology completed in 1995 
studied the slate to marble transition in Rhode Island gravestones of the early nineteenth 
century. The thesis studied several burial grounds in Rhode Island, including one in 
Providence, and provides a useful “baseline” of sorts, since while the transition from slate 
to marble happened at slightly varying times in different parts of the country, it was much 
ultimately much more similar in its results and effect. Karen A. Michalec, “The Slate to 
Marble Transition in Early Nineteenth-Century Gravestones” (master’s thesis, University 
of Massachusetts, Boston, 1995). James Blachowicz’s self-published From Slate to 
Marble: Gravestone Carving Traditions in Eastern Massachusetts, 1770-1870 catalogs 
the lives and work of roughly 200 stonecutters in Massachusetts who worked during this 
transitional period. The study includes brief biographies of Joseph Fenner and Alpheus 
Cary (for whose section I originally supplied Dr. Blachowicz with some information, and 
for which I am acknowledged). A “monumental” work representing years of research into 
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few historians have considered the problem of developing and managing a successful 

stonecutting enterprise.  Yet throughout the nineteenth century stonecutters were a 

ubiquitous presence in urban areas across America. Even as scholars and historians have 

been able to piece together the lives of “ordinary,” everyday American tradespeople—for 

example, carpenters or shoe makers—almost no studies exist of stonecutters as a discrete 

artisanal subset.  This dearth is surprising when one considers that many of the products 

that craftsmen or tradespeople made of materials such as wood and leather have long 

since disappeared, while products of stone such as gravestones are often still in place, and 

therefore still available for material culture study and assessment. 

 The fields of historical archaeology and material culture often overlap in types of 

investigation and methodologies, and the work of one scholar in particular, James Deetz, 

has been tremendously influential to my own approach to the study of white marble.  

Deetz’s classic book In Small Things Forgotten: An Archaeology of Early American Life, 

is a masterful consideration of the everyday “things” and ways we take for granted and 

forget over time.10  Deetz offers a series of essays on recapturing meaning from what 

remains; his chapter entitled “Remember me as you pass by” is an illuminating study of 

                                                                                                                                            
 
probate, court, and real estate records and newspaper articles, the wealth of detail in this 
volume proved invaluable in my research. 
 
10 James Deetz, In Small Things Forgotten: An Archaeology of Early American Life, rev. 
ed. (New York: Anchor Books/Doubleday, 1996). See especially Chapter 4, “Remember 
Me as You Pass By,” 89-124. 
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how New England gravestones motifs changed over the eighteenth and early nineteenth 

centuries, and why.  

Few architectural and decorative arts historians have studied marble as a separate 

and distinct material of consumption.  They have recorded the presence of marble 

elements or furnishings in field surveys and catalogues, but provided little or no 

investigative follow-up.11  One notable exception is R. Curt Chinnici, whose article on 

popularity of ornamental limestones or “pseudo-marbles” from the Philadelphia region as 

gravestones and interior adornments during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries is a 

unique and uniquely illuminating study of taste, fashion, and consumption.12  Another 

important exception is the two-page essay on interior ornamental marble work that 

appeared in Amelia Peck’s chapter on consumption and home decoration in Art and the 

Empire City: New York, 1825-1861.  Peck’s insightful essay discusses the fashion for 

extravagantly carved, architect-commissioned marble mantelpieces produced by New 

                                                
 
11 For example, see Jonathan L. Fairbanks and Elizabeth Bidwell Bates, American 
Furniture: 1620 to the present (New York: Richard Marek Publishers, 1981), 388-398. 
While most of these pages in this authoritative catalog of American furniture clearly 
show marble-topped Rococo Revival furniture and discuss the furniture makers 
themselves (Alexander Roux, John Henry Belter, and others) and their craft, there is 
barely a reference to the marble tops, and no discussion about the craftsmen who might 
have provided these elements. 

12 R. Curt Chinnici, ““Pennsylvania Clouded Limestone: Its Quarrying, Processing, and 
Use in the Stone Cutting, Furniture, and Architectural Trades,” American Furniture 2002, 
((Hanover, NH: The Chipstone Foundation and the University Press of New England, 
2002), 94-124.  

 



 13 

York City stonecutting firms during the nineteenth century.13  The authors of the catalog 

entitled Drawing Towards Building: Philadelphia Architectural Graphics, 1732-1986 

also briefly discuss the work of the Struthers marble firm in Philadelphia, one of the most 

successful and best-known marble enterprises in nineteenth century America.14  

Art historians have addressed some, although not all, aspects of nineteenth 

century neoclassical marble sculpture without paying much attention to the economic and 

business aspects of the trade.  Wayne Craven’s work on American sculpture and William 

Gerdts’ aptly named American Neo-Classic Sculpture: The Marble Resurrection initiated 

a scholarly interest in American and nineteenth century sculpture in the 1970s and 1980s, 

which has led to numerous studies and museum exhibits in recent decades.15  Several of 

these works have focused specifically on “ideal” sculpture, a type of figural sculpture 

                                                
 
13 Amelia Peck, “The Products of Empire: Shopping for Home Decorations in New York 
City,” in Art and the Empire City: New York, 1825-1861, ed. Catherine Hoover 
Voorsanger and John K. Howat (New Haven: Yale University Press and the Metropolitan 
Museum of New York, 2000), 258-285. 
 
14 James F. O’Gorman et al., Drawing Toward Building: Philadelphia Architectural 
Graphics, 1732-1986 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1986), 88-89. 
 
15 Wayne Craven, Sculpture in America (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell Company, 
1968); William H. Gerdts, American Neo-Classic Sculpture: The Marble Resurrection 
(New York, NY: Viking Press, 1973). Exhibit and museum catalogs include: Carved and 
Modeled: American Sculpture, 1810-1940 (New York: Hirschl and Adler Galleries, 
1982); A Marvellous Repose: American Neo-Classical Sculpture, 1825-1876 (New York: 
Hirschl and Adler Galleries, 1997); Henry Nichols Blake Clark, A Marble Quarry: The 
James H. Ricau Collection of American Sculpture at the Chrysler Museum of Art 
(Norfolk, VA: Published by Hudson Hills and the Chrysler Museum of Art, 1997); and 
Hiram Powers: Genius in Marble (Cincinnati: Taft Museum of Art, 2007).  
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with very specific inspirations—and aspirations.  The most important work on sculpture 

to some of the arguments in my dissertation, however, is Joy Kasson’s Marble Queens 

and Captives: Women in Nineteenth-Century American Sculpture.  Although using a very 

different lens than mine—she does not address quarries, stonecutters or craft, nor has any 

reason to—Kasson’s work is an intensive cultural study of the experience of observing 

marble sculpture, and the aesthetic sentiment that was part of that experience.16  Another 

important work is the 2000 European publication entitled The Lustrous Trade: Material 

Culture and the History of Sculpture in England and Italy, c. 1700-c. 1860.  “Sculpture” 

in this tome is loosely defined to include not just statues, but also other luxury ornamental 

marble products, including funerary monuments and interior furnishings.  While the dates 

of this study mirror mine, there is, as the title suggests, no attention paid to the stone 

cutting trade and of the sculpture and marble business in America during this period.  The 

title, however, and many of the discussions about the business of marble, have influenced 

my own work.17  

Scholarship on the role of monuments and memory in American culture has 

provided context and contours of how I might consider these in relation to the private 

lives of individuals in the early and mid-nineteenth century.  Among numerous works on 

                                                
 
16 Joy S. Kasson, Marble Queens and Captives: Women in Nineteenth-Century American 
Sculpture (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990). 
 
17 Cinzia Sicca and Alison Yarrington, ed., The Lustrous Trade: Material Culture and the 
History of Sculpture in England and Italy, c. 1700-c. 1860 (London: Leicester University 
Press, 2000). 
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these topics the work of two historians has been most influential to my work.  Art 

historian Kirk Savage has addressed themes of war, race, and the politicization of public 

commemorative monuments, mainly after the Civil War.  Public historian David 

Glassberg has focused on public monuments, and collective and popular memory during 

the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.  The seeds for the “wars” Savage examines and 

the types of memory Glassberg discusses were sown during the early and mid-nineteenth 

century, when garden cemeteries and a newly emerging school of American neoclassical 

sculpture first took root in the collective American experience.18 

A key goal of this study is to examine the craft of stonecutting in much the same 

way as other skilled crafts have been explored in the scholarship on architecture and 

decorative arts.  Highly skilled stonework does not have a fixed place in such scholarship, 

perhaps because it falls too closely to academic sculpture for historians of craft and 

decorative arts, but not closely enough for fine arts historians.  Art historian Wayne 

Craven has argued that eighteenth century stonecutters cannot be called “sculptors” in the 

                                                
 
18 Kirk Savage: Monument Wars: Washington, D.C., the National Mall, and the 
Transformation of the Memorial Landscape (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of 
California Press, 2009); Standing Soldiers, Kneeling Slaves: Race, War and Monument in 
Nineteenth-Century America (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1997); and “The 
Obsolescence of Art,” in American Art 24, no. 1 (Spring 2010): 9-14.  David Glassberg: 
Sense of History: The Place of the Past in American Life (Amherst: The University of 
Massachusetts Press, 2001); “Public History and the Study of Memory,” The Public 
Historian, vol. 18, no. 2 (Spring 1996): 7-23.  There are too many works on the broad 
theme of “memory” to cite here, however two of the most influential are David 
Lowenthal’s The Past is a Foreign Country (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University 
Press, 1985) and Michael G. Kammen’s Mystic Chords of Memory: The Transformation 
of Tradition in American Culture (New York, NY: Alfred A. Knopf, 1991). 
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contemporary sense of the word, since their craft consisted mostly of working 

“primitively stylized” images and motifs, leaving these men largely outside the art 

historical canon.  Craven points out that already in the eighteenth century numerous 

cabinetmakers and woodcarvers had moved well beyond this “primitive styling” and 

were producing works with ornament of exceptionally high quality, such as high chests 

and ship figureheads.  By the 1780s the Salem-based master woodcarver Samuel 

McIntire was producing in-the-round (i.e. three-dimensional) work that easily rivaled 

some of the best contemporary carving in England and Europe (Figure 1.3).  Some of this 

ornament was clearly influenced by European examples, and by Renaissance and 

Baroque pattern sources.19  While furniture scholarship has provided the focus for 

numerous studies in the decorative arts, other highly skilled crafts and trades have also 

received much attention, for example silversmithing.  Part of the ability to focus on these 

mostly high-style objects is precisely because they survived for connoisseurs to study. 

Yet, for all its relative durability and despite the skill required to produce it, ornamental 

marble work has received little attention.  Fixed in graveyards, attached to buildings, and 

often heavy, it more often appears in salvage yards than antique shops. 

The work of Fenner, Frazee, and Cary illustrates the complex nature of changes in 

this craft.  One of the goals of this study is to focus on the ways the material and the 

                                                
 
19 Wayne Craven, “Sculpture,” American Art Journal, Vol. 7, No. 1 (May 1975): 34-42. 
(Special issue: “How America Really Looked.”); Dean T. Lahikainen, Samuel McIntire: 
Carving an American Style (Lebanon, NH: University Press of New England/Peabody 
Essex Museum, Salem, MA, 2007). 
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individuals who “shaped” it drove change.  But regardless of any independent ambition, 

the careers of these stonecutters also reveal the tangled networks of exchange in which 

they participated, their interdependency, and on the extended relationships between 

quarries, agents, ship owners, carters, and customers.  Marble workers like Cary were 

highly specialized and savvy middle-class entrepreneurs who challenge traditional 

assumptions of stonecutters as part of the lower-level laboring classes.20  In fact, the most 

successful American urban stonecutters who specialized in marble work during the late 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were often those who allied themselves in some way 

with the developing fields of American sculpture and architecture.  

The visible changes between the burying grounds of the eighteenth century and 

the cemeteries of the nineteenth century merged a number of complex relationships: 

between stone and design, artists and craftsmen, business and aesthetics, emotional 

culture and social relationships.  These changes followed similar paths throughout urban 

areas in America, where the local “Marble Works” became sources of pride and industry.  

The interest in marble had international roots. Its initial inspiration can be traced back to 

European and classical sources in interior decoration, architecture, and sculpture, but its 

aesthetic expression took place in specific American contexts.  

This study is divided into three chapters.  Chapter One examines the career of 

Providence stonecutter and merchant Joseph J. Fenner. Fenner epitomized the small 

                                                
 
20 Howard B. Rock, American Artisans: Crafting Social Identity, 1750-1850 (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995), paperback ed.  

 



 18 

urban sole proprietor who worked within traditional constraints of stonecutting.  The 

evidence for Fenner’s stonecutting business is drawn primarily from his business 

correspondence.  The chapter explores the intersections and interrelationships between 

stonecutters, quarry operatives and other related professionals such as ship captains. His 

case reminds readers of the critical role materials played in business and art.  Fenner’s 

focus throughout the years was acquiring good stone, mainly white marble, during an era 

of political and economical turmoil.  His steady work over nearly thirty years was 

reflected in his dealings with quarry owners and agents, stonecutters in other cities, and 

family members.  His letters touch on all aspects of the urban stonecutter’s day-to-day 

and seasonal activities as well as the challenges of quarrying, transportation, competition 

and finding reliable help during the first decades of the nineteenth century.    

Chapter Two examines the career of John Frazee of New York and the developing 

field of American neoclassical marble sculpture in the 1820s and 1830s.  Frazee, 

arguably America’s first native marble sculptor, came of age at the very moment that 

American stone sculpture—that is, sculpture produced by native-born Americans—

gained a foothold in intellectual and artistic circles.  Talented and ambitious, Frazee 

represents the tensions between stonecutters who cut marble for utilitarian purposes 

(gravestones, architecture, home furnishings and decoration) and the earliest generation 

of American craftsmen who carved white marble as a luxury commodity.  Even as Frazee 

struggled to gain a foothold as a serious artist, his work was overshadowed by the 

celebrity of American and foreign sculptors who vied for the same commissions, most 

notably Horatio Greenough, known as “America’s First Sculptor.”  The career of John 
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Struthers of Philadelphia, a stonecutter with just as as much ambition as Frazee but with a 

more strategic business approach, provides a counterpoint to Frazee’s lofty aspirations.  

Chapter Three considers white marble in a broader popular culture context 

between 1840 and 1860.  Men and women increasingly observed white marble on the 

landscape through a new sentimental form of memorial funerary sculpture.  At the same 

time, people experienced white marble through public and private displays of ideal 

sculptures, highly decorative advertisements promoting large marble “emporiums,” home 

arts, popular culture and literature.  Picking up in 1840 at the pivotal emergence of rural 

cemeteries, the chapter examines the career and influence of Alpheus Cary—the carver of 

the Abigail Dudley gravestone—during the period between 1840 and 1860.  Around the 

same time, the final agents in this study are presented with a broader brush: the large, 

highly mechanized and capitalized marble works.  These retail establishments sold highly 

decorative and sculptural marble pieces both for cemeteries and interior furnishings to 

consumers who were lured by the implied elegance of display and association with 

romantic literary and popular culture.  Middle-class customers could also emulate their 

wealthier counterparts by purchasing small copies of popular “ideal” sculptures, based on 

larger originals.  Marble works used beautifully rendered engravings on their letterhead 

and promotional materials that showcased the grandeur of their retail establishments.  In 

the home, “Grecian paintings” composed of marble dust and charcoal enjoyed popularity 

as young women’s artistic form of expression. 

There is another figure in this study: Nathaniel Hawthorne.  Born in 1804 in 

Salem, Massachusetts, Hawthorne was a near contemporary of Fenner, Frazee and Cary.  
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Known primarily as a novelist, Hawthorne was also an astute and descriptive observer of 

contemporary society, including its material culture.  Hawthorne’s writings are replete 

with references to the newer, romantic white marble, especially in contrast to the old, 

traditional and conservative slate; his writings and commentaries are threaded throughout 

this study, as they reflect many of the broader cultural themes that white marble 

represented: purity, innocence, moral uplift, romance, sentiment and art.  He was 

convinced that stone cutting and sculpting overlapped.  Profoundly influenced by the rise 

of American sculpture and fascinated by the sculptors he counted as friends, Hawthorne’s 

literature articulated emerging tastes and aesthetic sensibilities.  

If early stonecutters are largely invisible today, they certainly were not in their 

own time.  Contemporaries of stonecutters like Hawthorne were well aware of their 

importance to the world of goods. Their assertive business savvy, design sensibility, and 

diplomatic skills anchored their position in society.  What remains, as Michel de Certau 

noted, is “the fascinating presence of absences whose traces were everywhere.”21  The 

“traces” in this study are the white marble monuments that endure (if in seriously 

deteriorated condition).  The “fascinating presence of absences” is the no-longer obvious, 

although still perceptible, allure and luminous beauty of pure white marble in a colorful 

world.  The nineteenth century taste for marble was not accidental or inevitable.  It 

occurred at a specific historical moment at the nexus of craft, art, business, technology, 

consumption, aesthetics, taste, sensibility and fashion in a maturing nation. 

                                                
 
21 Michel De Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1988), 21.   
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Figure 1.1.  Old Hill Burying Ground, Concord, Massachusetts. Abigail Dudley,  
d. 1812.  Marble stone carved by Alpheus Cary of Boston.  
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Figure 1.2. Photograph of Christ Church, Cambridge, Massachusetts, c. 1880.  The view 
is similar to what John Fanning Watson, and others, saw on the burial landscape—
strikingly white marble stones against the darker slates and (likely) sandstone of the table 
monument in the foreground.  Courtesy, The Winterthur Library: Joseph Downs 
Collection of Manuscripts and Printed Ephemera.   
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Figure 1.3.  Drawing, 1796-1797, and carved wooden model of a Corinthian capital, 
1796-1800, by Salem, Massachusetts master wood carver Samuel McIntire.  Image from 
Peabody Essex Museum postcard. 
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Chapter 2 
 

AN URBAN STONECUTTER’S SEASONS: 
JOSEPH FENNER OF PROVIDENCE, RHODE ISLAND 

 
 

For Joseph J. Fenner of Providence, Rhode Island, the business of stonecutting 

involved a constant search for good stone.  From the time he advertised his new 

“STONE-CUTTING BUSINESS in the Sculptor line” in 1805 to his retirement in 1831, 

Fenner’s days were spent negotiating, buying, corresponding, networking, seeking, 

exchanging, chasing, trading, bartering, cutting, carving, wholesaling and retailing stone 

(Figure 2.1).  Providence and the surrounding region did not have sources of stone 

suitable for monumental and building purposes, so Fenner had to search well beyond his 

immediate area and correspond with quarries and stonecutters in other cities and states.  

When he started, quarries that could reliably provide quality stone to respond to customer 

requests, i.e. commercial quarries, were still in an early stage of development, and still 

relied primarily on manual labor.  Transportation infrastructures—networks of paved 

roads and canals—that facilitated moving heavy loads of stone were still in their infancy 

when Fenner began his stonecutting career.  Fenner’s success in sourcing and acquiring 

stone depended on a large network of acquaintances, business associates, friends, and 

other stonecutters, even though many of these were his direct competition.  Fenner’s 

preoccupation with sourcing stone shaped his days as well as his relationships.  During 
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the twenty-five years his shop was in existence, all kinds of stone came through his shop: 

freestone, sandstone, ashlar, slate, limestone, but mostly, marble.  

Using Joseph J. Fenner (1781-1856), a stonecutter and merchant, and his 

contemporaries both in Providence and in other cities as a case study, this chapter 

examines the marble and stonecutting business from 1805 to 1820.  From the moment a 

stonecutter decided to set up his own independent shop, he had a number of strategic 

decisions to make before he could even begin to accept customers, such as where to 

locate his shop and which quarries to initiate a relationship with.  Most clients were local, 

seeking a gravestone for a loved one or stone for utilitarian building purposes. 

Interactions with customers were face-to-face and personal.  Despite the local nature of 

Fenner’s retail and craft activities, Fenner’s connections and contacts extended well 

beyond Providence.  He sourced stone from domestic quarries in other states and 

networked with merchants and other stonecutters for shipments of Carrara marble from 

Italy.  Fenner worked almost entirely with hand tools using the traditional artisanal 

methods of stonecutting, shaping, chipping and carving with chisels and mallets, and 

smoothing with various forms of manual abrasive and polishing devices.  This chapter 

helps readers understand the early history of the marble trades. 

Fenner’s importance to historians of daily life and the material culture of stone 

craft in the Early Republic is due to his large body of surviving documents.22  Fenner 

                                                
 
22 These documents form the Joseph J. Fenner Family Papers manuscript collection in the 
archives of the Rhode Island Historical Society Library. The collection consists of several 
hundred letters, scraps of paper, and other assorted ephemera. The Fenner manuscript 
collection consists of four linear feet and is numbered Mss 412 in the Society’s 
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kept up a regular correspondence with quarries, other stonecutters, clients and 

acquaintances in a variety of locations on the East Coast, particularly in New England. 

The letters Fenner received from his correspondents and family members exemplify the 

daily life of the nineteenth century urban stonecutter, as well as the seasonal cycles of the 

stonecutting trade.  These documents provide a window into the stone and marble trades 

of the nineteenth century at the very moment when consumer interest in marble 

underwent a perceptible uptick.  Fenner’s correspondence with quarry owners or 

representatives, stonecutters, and ship captains illuminates how early quarries and 

stonecutters were interconnected in tight networks of exchange, negotiation and 

competition.  The letters also help to shed light on the complicated transportation 

networks necessary in an age before major canals and railroads.  Using Fenner’s 

correspondence, this chapter illustrates the professional life of a typical urban 

stonecutter’s daily activities and seasonal challenges. 

The letters are artifacts unto themselves, and worth describing.  The extraordinary 

nature of the collection lies in its very ordinariness.  As mentioned above, Fenner kept up 

a nearly unceasing correspondence with business associates over many years, mainly in 

New England and New York, including quarry owners, agents and representatives, 

stonecutters, and family members.  (See Appendix A for a partial list of correspondents 

and the “cast of characters” that figure in this chapter.)  Few letters written by Fenner 

                                                                                                                                            
 
collections. The bulk of the collection was purchased from Associated Appraisers, Inc., in 
1970; the thirteen documents added to the collection in 2002 were donated by Jennifer 
Madden, who purchased them in an antique store in New Bedford, Massachusetts, in 
1998.    
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survive, other than drafts of responses he occasionally worked out on spare paper.  The 

content of the letters is generally to the point.  There are few references to faith, even 

fewer to political or economic issues, and no gossip (with a few minor exceptions), 

despite the fact that the period between 1805 and 1831 spanned five presidencies and 

major national crises such as the Embargo Act of 1807, the War of 1812 and the 1819 

financial panic.  The letters were written on bluish or white rag paper, and the 

handwriting and spelling vary greatly, ranging from ink-stained, misspelled with words 

scrawled across the page in crooked and uneven lines to beautifully formed and 

flourished compositions.  The variations in the quality of the penmanship and language 

(Fenner’s were adequate on both counts) do not appear to have made any difference in 

Fenner’s confidence or willingness to negotiate with a particular party; the quality of the 

stone and reliability of the correspondent were more important.23 

 This chapter does not attempt a biography of Fenner, but sketches out the 

contours of the working life of a typical urban stonecutter in the early nineteenth century. 

Fenner had a wife, seven children, parents, parents-in-law, family members with money 

                                                
 
23 A word about the letters and how I cite them in this chapter. All of the letters excerpted 
here are addressed to Joseph J. Fenner in Providence, therefore for clarity’s sake I will 
only note the sender’s name and other relevant information in the citation, unless Fenner 
happened to receive the letter in a different location, which I will note. Additionally, 
because there are so many incidences of “casual” spelling in the letters, I have mostly 
refrained from identifying these with “[sic],” considering this an unnecessary distraction 
for the reader, except in cases where a clarification is helpful. I have corrected a few 
misspellings. In a few places I have added periods where needed in keeping with the 
writer’s intent. Letters were often written in obvious haste, consisting of long run-on 
sentences.  
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problems and at least one family member with a drinking problem.  His religious beliefs 

are unknown.  He was probably an amiable man, given that he ran a successful business 

for nearly thirty years.  A true biography would require much more information about 

Fenner’s personal life.  What survives are ordinary letters between artisans, suppliers, 

carters, wharf owners, ship captains, creditors—in short, anyone who represented one 

link in the chain of consumers, suppliers, and distributors.  Fenner’s specific experiences 

as a stonecutter were shared by stonecutters generally—and to a great degree, by artisans 

in other craft occupations such as cabinetmaking—in cities and towns up and down the 

American Eastern seaboard.   

It is unclear how Fenner came to the stonecutting trade, where he might have 

apprenticed, or why he chose this particular trade.  There were no stonecutters in his 

family or background.  The very few stonecutters then working in Providence, including 

Gabriel Allen, were older men.24  Most carved stonework, particularly gravestones, came 

from elsewhere, mainly Boston and Newport, where the Stevens shop was celebrating its 

first centenary.25  Allen or some other area stonecutter who was nearing retirement might 

                                                
 
24 The first Providence City directory was not published until 1824; compiling evidence 
of trades and shops in the city before that relies therefore on scouring other types of 
documents, such as newspapers, which prove useful only if said businesses actually 
advertised their services. For information on Providence stonecutters before 1805 I have 
relied here on eighteenth-century carver studies published by Vincent Luti and others in 
Markers, the journal of the Association for Gravestone Studies.  

25 The John Stevens Shop was founded in 1705 in Newport, Rhode Island.  It is still 
extant and is one of the oldest continuously operating businesses in America. The 
business was owned by the Stevens family until 1927, when it was purchased by John 
Howard Benson, an internationally known stone carver. The business passed in 1956 to 
Benson’s son John Everett Benson, also a recognized caver and sculptor, and in 1993, to 
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have sought apprentices to train and eventually replace them.  Fenner may also have been 

inspired to open his stonecutting shop after having perused a copy of the Book of Trades, 

a widely consulted manual in several volumes.26  The very first volume listed the work of 

the “Stone-Mason”: “The business of the stone-mason consists in the art of hewing or 

squaring stones and marble . . . .When the stones are large, the business of hewing them 

and cutting them belongs to the stone-cuttter; but these are frequently ranked with the 

masons, and so also are those who fashion the ornaments of sculpture, though they are 

properly carvers and sculptors in stone.”27  Fenner may have felt that his skills in 

decorative carving could certainly be described as work in the “Sculptor line.”  The term 

“sculptor” would take on a more charged meaning in America in the 1820s and 1830s, 

but in the first decades of the nineteenth century, “sculpting” meant carving or lettering, 

and decorative carving was a remunerative skill.28  The Book of Trades alluded to the 

                                                                                                                                            
 
John Everett’s son Nicholas Benson, the present owner. The Stevens Shop is known for 
its custom produced, hand-carved inscriptions, design of custom fonts, and work on large, 
prestigious commissions such as the Vietnam War Memorial (using modern power 
equipment).  For his hand-carved work Nicholas Benson was awarded a MacArthur 
Fellowship (a “genius grant”) in 2011.   

26 The Book of Trades was first published in London in 1804, and re-issued annually. The 
book was so popular in America that in 1807 a specific American edition—identical to 
the English one, except the images are black and white, not color—was published in 
Philadelphia.  

27 The Book of Trades or Library of the Useful Arts, Part I (London: B. and R. Crosby 
and Co., 1804), 92-93.  

28 Engravers in England and Europe also used the term “Sculptor” in their signatures in 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, since the act of creating an engraving first 
meant carving the design in reverse in relief or intaglio onto metal or wood blocks (for 
wallpaper or fabric printing).  Such skills were usually exclusive to elite craftsmen, for 
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profitable nature of carved stone work: “The journeyman mason has about 4s. or 4s. 6d. 

per day…but others who work by the piece, or who are employed in carving or fine work, 

will earn more than double that sum.”29  Fenner likely wanted to indicate he would be 

supplying more than just the quotidian products of building stone—steps, window sills 

and caps, hearthstones, etc.—and that as an independent proprietor he would offer the 

more lucrative decorative carving and lettering of gravestones and monuments, and 

architectural elements. 

Fenner’s path to stonecutting was fairly predictable in the late eighteenth and 

early nineteenth centuries.  After the successful completion of an apprenticeship—

typically a seven-year indenture—a stonecutter attained journeyman status.  Often a 

journeyman, as the term suggests, spent several years working in different shops or even 

the shop in which he previously apprenticed, but as an independent contractor and at 

journeyman’s living wages.  With a few years’ experience as a journeyman a stonecutter 

could think about marrying and starting a family, and establishing professional roots. 

Settling in an urban area provided the most opportunity, although in large cities 

competition could be fierce, especially if a young man was competing with a former 

                                                                                                                                            
 
example goldsmiths.  The term was occasionally used by American engravers in the 
nineteenth century, particularly the men who created banknotes or other specialized 
documents.  The term “engraver” was often also applied to stonecutters. 

29 The Book of Trades or Library of the Useful Arts, 1st American ed. (Philadelphia: 
1807), 64. This paragraph was identical in all of the early English and American editions 
of the Book of Trades, including the 1818 edition of the Book of English Trades. 
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mentor or master.  Yet as a result of urbanization during the late eighteenth and early part 

of the nineteenth century, especially in cities such as Boston, New York and Philadelphia, 

there was plenty of work for the enterprising stonecutter, and urban areas saw large 

numbers of stonecutters setting up shop. 

Fenner was also taking advantage of a steadily growing population.  Providence 

was a busy and expanding urban area, well situated on the water, with a thriving port and 

a system of wharves that received regularly scheduled packets and sloops making their 

way up and down the East Coast.  The late eighteenth century was an important formative 

period for Providence.  Taking advantage of the town’s leading position in shipping 

trade, a number of trades and shops settled in the town in the late eighteenth century and 

helped to accelerate industrial development in Providence.  Among the most significant 

early shops were Joseph Congdon’s iron shop and Nehemiah Dodge’s jeweler’s shop.  In 

1789, 79 manufacturers and tradesmen formed the Providence Association of Mechanics 

and Manufacturers (PAMM) to protect the interests of artisans who competed with 

imported goods—especially textiles—to encourage industry, and to enforce 

manufacturing standards.30  In 1793 Samuel Slater’s Mill, the first American machine-

powered, cotton-spinning mill, began operations.  These important developments helped 

build an entire industrial framework for the region, and encouraged the clustering of 

banking, capital, and technical innovation in Providence.  Between 1790 and 1800, 

                                                
 
30 Rhode Island Historical Preservation Commission, Providence Industrial Sites, 
Statewide Historical Preservation Report P-P-6 (July 1981), 4. 
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Providence’s population increased from 6,380 inhabitants to 7,614.  By 1810, 

Providence’s population had dramatically increased to 10,071 citizens, and was eleventh 

in size in the nation.31  In contrast, Newport, Rhode Island’s other major town and port 

grew more slowly, having suffered severe devastation and loss of population during the 

American Revolution.  In 1790 Newport counted 6,716 inhabitants; in 1800, 6,739, and 

in 1810, 7,907, well behind Providence.32    

Although his stonecutting shop was new, the business itself was not. Fenner was 

taking over his father’s share of a co-partnership in a dry goods business with William 

Manchester on High Street “near the Rev. Wilson’s Meeting-House,” in a property 

owned by the elder Fenner, Col. Richard Fenner.  The property, located in southwestern 

Providence, included “two retail shops,” half of a “never failing Well of Water,” a 

building “suitable for a tallow-handler, for which it has been useful, or any other 

Mechanic,” and two residences, one leased to Manchester, who was planning his 

imminent retirement.33  The opportunity to take over the lease of a property “suitable for 

                                                
 
31 Although one of the country’s fastest industrializing cities, Providence was far 
outstripped by New York’s and Philadelphia’s populations, which in 1790 counted 
33,131 and 28,522 citizens respectively. In 1810 New York had over 96,000 inhabitants, 
and Philadelphia over 53,000. 

32 Census info: Gibson Campbell, “Population of the 100 Largest Cities and Other Urban 
Places in the United States: 1790 to 1990” (U.S. Bureau of the Census, June 1998), 
Tables 2, 3, & 4. Available on-line at www.census.gov. 
 
33 Earlier that year Fenner’s father, Col. Richard Fenner, had put up the commercial and 
residential property owned by him for sale or rent, indicating the partners’ intention to 
liquidate.  During the nineteenth century High Street was a relatively short—about three 
blocks—inland stretch of road near several burying grounds.  
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a Mechanic” offered Fenner the immediate advantage of having a location for his shop. 

Fenner’s marriage to William Manchester’s daughter Harriet later that year and the 

prospect of providing for a family may also have spurred the young man to offer his 

stonecutting skills to the building trades and to customers seeking gravestones and 

monuments.   

Nevertheless, Fenner did not stay in that location for long.  Fenner and his father-

in-law William S. Manchester formally dissolved their partnership in May of 1806; at the 

same time Fenner announced the relocation of his shop (and home) a few blocks away to 

“near the Exchange Bank.”34  In 1812, Fenner announced his new shop’s location “rear 

of the Exchange Bank,” as well as the fact that he had leased a wharf near the Bridge 

(Figure 2.2).  The Exchange Bank, established just a few years prior in 1801, was located 

at the corner of Westminster and Exchange Streets; an insurance company was located at 

the corner across the street, along with Mount Vernon Hall.  Most importantly, one of 

Providence’s main graveyards, the West Burial Ground, was just a few blocks away. 

The new shop inched Fenner’s work closer to the water and to the “Great Bridge” 

that led to Market Street and the downtown area of Providence (Figures 2.3a and 2.3b). 

The Great Bridge lay over a narrow strip of water that connected Providence’s Harbor 

and wharves to a body of water known as the “Great Salt Cove,” a convenient location 

                                                
 
34 The dissolution of the partnership dated May 31 was announced in the Providence 
Phoenix on June 7, 1806, and throughout at least the month of June. A draft of the 
dissolution agreement between Manchester and Joseph Fenner is in the Fenner Family 
Collection. Fenner’s move was announced the previous week, in the May 31 issue. 
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for facilitating the delivery and shipment of stone goods.35 Although the new shop was 

just a few minutes’ walk from the previous locations, the increased ease of receiving and 

sending deliveries via water or the busier thoroughfares of Downtown Providence 

apparently justified the move and the wharf rental fees.36 Fenner’s proximity to the center 

of the financial and transportation sections of Providence was important not just for 

importing stone conveniently, but also for exporting finished goods to his customers. 

Fenner’s desire to be closer to the water and busy thoroughfares was calculated 

and replicated in some form or another by nearly every stonecutter or dealer in stone on 

the East Coast.  The location of a shop needed to be accessible to both customers and 

deliverymen.  Proximity to a navigable waterway—the most convenient and efficient way 

of moving heavy loads—as well as a good road for deliveries and outgoing products were 

all necessities.  Urban areas along the East Coat with access to ports, riverways and 

canals were prime locations for stonecutters, and during the early nineteenth century their 

businesses flourished up and down the major wharves and nearby thoroughfares of the 

cities.   

                                                
 
35 During the early part of the nineteenth century the Great Salt Cove’s boundaries 
changed gradually as some edges were partially filled in; beginning in the 1840s the Cove 
was filled in rapidly, and by the 1890s the Cove no longer existed, completely filled in 
and replaced by a network of railroad lines. 

36 Col. Richard Fenner almost immediately offered his property again for lease, as 
advertised in the Providence Phoenix (see, for example the issue dated February 14, 
1807, page 3.) Newspaper reports in 1810 suggest the property was eventually seized 
from the elder Fenner in 1810 after a lawsuit initiated by one Benjamin Bussey of 
Boston.   
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Although Fenner nominally took over his father’s and Manchester’s dry goods 

business and was listed as a “grocer and stonecutter” in city directories (the first directory 

was published in 1824), there is little documentary evidence for the grocery aspect of 

Fenner’s business.  He regularly advertised his services as a stonecutter and noted 

available stone stock; there are no advertisements for dry goods or groceries.  The letters 

Fenner received were invariably addressed to “Mr. J.J. Fenner, Stonecutter, Providence.”  

The possibility that Fenner had a “side” occupation would not be surprising. 

Stonecutting was only just becoming a full-time occupation for urban stonecutters.37 

Besides the few individuals or families that specialized full-time in gravestone carving 

before the nineteenth century—for example the Lamsons of Charlestown, Massachusetts, 

and the Stevens family of Newport, Rhode Island—slate carving (mainly gravestones) 

was a seasonal, part-time occupation, dictated by the climate and the competing work 

cycles of other occupations such as farming.  While farming largely occupied the summer 

and harvest months, stonecutting and carpentry filled the winter months.  Taking over his 

father’s business was a prudent step for Fenner, since a concurrent dry goods business 

could provide a secondary or “fallback” income stream during lean times.  

Soon after the dissolution of the partnership, Manchester and his family moved to 

Massachusetts, where they lived in Roxbury until moving again in 1813 to Newton, 

another town west of Boston.  Despite the formal dissolution of their partnership, an 

informal business arrangement continued between Fenner and his father-in-law. 

                                                
 
37 James Deetz, In Small Things Forgotten: An Archaeology of Early American Life, rev. 
ed. (New York: Anchor Books, 1997): 91-92. 
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Manchester and occasionally his son Alex (Fenner’s brother-in-law) acted as Fenner’s 

agent, frequenting stonecutting workshops in the Boston and Salem areas and negotiating 

for stone at Fenner’s direction.38  

One of Fenner’s first tasks in setting up his new stonecutting business was to 

establish contacts with quarries for stock.  Commercial quarries were a relatively recent 

development.  As Harley McKee has explained, quarrying in early and colonial America 

was a casual occupation, consisting of gathering loose stones from the surface of a 

rockbed, or quarrying only for a specific, unique purpose.  Commercial quarries “did not 

develop in America until sufficient steady demand made it profitable in competition with 

other enterprises,” especially gravestone carving.39  The enterprise of locating and 

opening up a quarry was expensive and labor intensive.  Most “quarries” prior to the mid-

eighteenth century were simply holes dug on private land and plumbed for whatever 

useful stone they would yield to satisfy local purposes.  Farmers sometimes maximized 

the use of land unsuitable for agriculture by quarrying.  A few early commercial quarries 

existed in the American colonies as early as the seventeenth century, primarily yielding 

                                                
 
38 This informal relationship becomes apparent by reading the letters from Manchester to 
Fenner, in which Manchester is clearly responding to requests by Fenner.  Several of 
these are cited throughout this chapter, including letters dated: 11 August 1806; 15 
December 1807; 22 January 1812; and 9 November 1812.  Uncited letters include those 
dated July 1, 1812 and October 8, 1812, as well as letters from Alex Manchester of 5 
August and 10 September 1813. 

39 Harley J. McKee, Introduction to Early American Masonry: Stone, Brick, Mortar and 
Plaster (National Trust for Historic Preservation and Columbia University, 1973), 13. 

 



 37 

sandstone and slate.  Documentary and physical evidence for these quarries is scarce; 

“exhausted” (that is, emptied of all useable stone) sites have been covered over or 

developed due to urban development over the centuries.40  Typically, quarried stones 

included “freestone,” an imprecise term that covers a number of types of stones suited 

especially to building purposes. 

Until the mid-nineteenth century, quarrying techniques varied little over the 

centuries.  After disposing of the surface layer of stone—which was insufficiently 

geologically developed, and therefore of poor quality and usually unusable—the goal was 

to extract stone from increasingly deep layers.  Using a manual drill or some other 

method of making a series of holes—for example, driving in iron stakes with a 

sledgehammer—and then inserting “wedges” delineating the area to be quarried, the 

block of stone was eventually split and pried apart.41  John Bartram, the celebrated 

eighteenth century naturalist, provides one documented example of these age-old 

methods.  After constructing his stone house between 1728 and 1731 on the banks of the 

Schuylkill River outside of Philadelphia, Bartram continued to add to the original 

building substantially until 1770.  He expanded and embellished it by adding pilasters, 

freestanding columns, and Baroque stone window surrounds, and added other buildings 

                                                
 
40 Ibid, 13-15. McKee lists the earliest known sandstone quarry as c. 1639 in Hartford, 
Connecticut and the earliest limestone quarry as 1740 in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania.  

41 Harley J. McKee, “Brick and Stone: Handicraft to Machine”, Chapter 5 in Building 
Early America: Contributions toward the History of a Great Industry, ed. Charles E. 
Peterson (The Carpenters’ Company of the City and County of Philadelphia, 1992), 75.  
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such as greenhouses.  All of the stone used in the construction came from Bartram’s own 

property, and was quarried by him and his laborers.  Writing to Jared Eliot in 1757, 

Bartram described this work:  “I have split rocks 17 foot long & built five houses of hewn 

stones split out of the rock with my own hands & very easy and pleasant work it is but 

the raising them up is very hard & must be done with iron bars and levers….My method 

is to draw a line upon the rock that I want to split from one end to the other in the middle 

of which I bore holes according to the depth or toughness thereof…I believe all things 

considered this method is as cheap as blowing with powder [which damages the stone 

and is dangerous]…by this method you may split the stone to what size and shape you 

choose.  The boring takes the most time; the splitting is soon done.”42 The stone Bartram 

and his workers hewed was local Wissahickon schist from his own land, a dark-colored, 

hard and dense stone that was difficult to carve.  

In seventeenth- and eighteenth-century New England, Massachusetts was a 

particularly productive source of slate.  Known locations of slate-producing quarries 

include present-day Harvard, Cambridge, Quincy, Braintree, and the aptly named Slate 

Island, one of the Boston Harbor Islands.  (During the seventeenth century the “Isle of 

Slate” was “free for any man to make use of the slate”—presumably as long as he 

                                                
 
42 John Bartram, letter to Jared Eliot, January 24, 1757. The full quote can be found in 
various sources, but the most accessible is from the Historic Bartram’s Garden 2010 
annual report. Portions of the quote can also be found in: Thomas P. Slaughter, The 
Natures of John and William Bartram (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1996), 37.   
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extracted it himself).43 Slates come in a variety of colors, although the stone is most 

commonly a dark, or bluish charcoal gray.  Slate is a fine-grained metamorphic stone that 

forms in “sheets” perpendicular to its compression source, relatively close to the earth’s 

surface in comparison to other types of stone.  Extracted and cut properly on its “grain,” 

slate is best suited to flat surface uses such as roofing tiles and chalkboards, and slab-

form gravestones.  During the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries slate deposits 

were primarily sought for gravestone use.  Slate can be carved in low relief to some 

degree, but cannot be carved “in the round,” which gives Colonial-era slate gravestones 

their distinctive combination of slab form and incised decoration and lettering.     

 Fenner and his contemporaries were trained to carve slate gravestones or markers, 

but their generation would also need to learn how to carve marble, which increasingly 

dominated the gravestone market.  The earliest commercial white marble quarries in 

America were developed beginning in the 1780s in Vermont and along the “Marble 

Border,” a geological deposit of marble that stretches through the eastern part of the 

United States along the borders between between New York state and the western 

borders of Connecticut, Massachusetts and Vermont (Figure 2.4).  Gravestones of white 

marble appear near these deposits in the 1780s, earlier than in other parts of the country.   

Marble is a hard crystalline metamorphosed limestone.  Upon being subjected to 

intense heat and pressure within the earth’s crust, limestone recrystallizes into marble.  

                                                
 
43 Harriette Merrifield Forbes, Gravestones of Early New England and The Men Who 
Made Them, 1653-1800, 8-9. Facsimile of original 1927 edition; reprint 1989 by the 
Center for Thanatology Research and Education, Inc. 
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Marble occurs naturally in many different colors throughout the world; the color is 

entirely dependent on the type of minerals and impurities present as the marble forms 

over thousands of years.  The degree of heat and metamorphic activity determines the 

quality of a particular marble deposit; the most highly recrystallized limestones typically 

result in producing marbles with a fine, consistent grain, suitable for sculpting and 

carving, capable of taking a hard polish, and with the desirable aesthetic qualities of 

translucence or “lustrousness.”   

Marble was a difficult material to procure under any conditions during most of the 

eighteenth century in America.  As a material good, however, marble was recognized by 

wealthy and educated Americans in this era as a fashionable and highly prized material 

for use in architectural decoration, interior ornamentation and commemoration.  

Architectural elements such as sculpted chimneypieces reflected progressive taste as well 

as fashion and luxury.   

Until the mid-eighteenth century most native-born stonecutters did not have the 

level of skill and sophistication of their English and European counterparts.  Benjamin 

Franklin recognized the potential value of training in marble cutting.  In January 1758, 

Franklin wrote his wife Deborah at home in Philadelphia from his lodgings in London.  

Amid the usual discussions about finances and other matters, friends, Franklin wrote: “I 

find Marble Work in great Vogue here, and done in great Perfection at present.  I think it 

would much improve Cousin Josey, if he was to come over and work in some of the best 

Shops for a Year or two.  If he can be spar’d without Prejudice…send him to me by the 

first Ships, and I will get him into Employ here: As he seems an ingenious sober Lad, it 
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must certainly be a great Advantage to him in his Business hereafter, when he returns to 

follow it in America.”44  Franklin was offering his wife’s cousin Joseph Crocker, a 

stonecutter by trade, an opportunity to elevate his skills and learn from the sophisticated 

and urbane carvers working in London and other cities such as Bath, to produce tasteful 

architectural and decorative elements for discerning and well-to-do clients.45     

Crocker never made the trip to England, but marble work from England found its 

way into the colonies.46  Marble goods were only in demand by a very small fraction of 

the population during the Colonial period, from clients who were well traveled and very 

wealthy, or who were themselves transplants from elegant urban areas of (most often) 

England and Europe.  Those clients obtained their fancy marble and stone-work from 

                                                
 
44 Benjamin Franklin to Deborah Franklin, January ? 1758.  American Philosophical 
Society.  The date is uncertain because this is a fragment of a letter, but the APS believes 
it to date from January 1758.  The letter may date to very early January 1758, since on 
January 14 of that year Franklin comments in another letter to his wife that “I wrote a 
very long letter to you lately, two whole sheets full, containing answers to all yours 
received during my sickness….”.  Quoted from The Writings of Benjamin Franklin, ed. 
Albert Henry Smyth, Volume III, 1750-1759.  Haskell House Publishers Ltd.:  NY, NY, 
1970.  Reprint of 1907 edition. 

45 Franklin might also have had another related motive in mind.  Much of his time spent 
in London during the years 1757 to 1775 was devoted to building and outfitting his new 
house in Philadelphia—a task that was left largely to the capable Deborah, who followed 
Benjamin’s directions as closely as possible.  A skilled relative producing fine marble 
work—and indebted to his cousin for his training—would surely have been a convenient 
boon to the furbishing of the house with tasteful decorative elements. 

46 In another letter later that year Franklin commented “I wrote last Winter to Josey 
Cro[c]ker to come over hither, and stay a year, and work in some of the best Shops for 
Improvement in his Business, and therefore did not send the Tools; but if he is about to 
be married, I would not advise him to come.  I shall send the Tools immediately…”.  Ltr 
dated “London, June 10, 1758”— from The Writings of Benjamin Franklin collected by 
Albert Henry Smyth, page 441.   
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some of the immigrants to the colonies who advertised their London training and skill, or 

commissioned work from marble workers abroad, as did Sir William Pepperell in 1737 

when he ordered a “handsome marble tomb-stone with proper marble pillars or 

supporters to set it on,” and paid £34.11.4 for it.47  In the latter part of the eighteenth 

century wealthy Americans such as Thomas Jefferson continued to order their high-style 

marble goods from England.  For example, during renovations on Mount Vernon, George 

Washington received as a gift in 1785 an ornately carved mantel and surround—a 

“chimneypiece”— of white marble with green-veined marble inset panels.  The elegant 

assemblage was sent from England to Washington by his admirer, the Englishman 

Samuel Vaughan (1720-1802).  The chimneypiece arrived in ten cases and was very 

costly, as Washington modestly acknowledged in his thank you letter of February 15, 

1785.48  The mantel that Vaughan sent Washington was one of the most fashionable ones 

being produced in England, particularly in urban settings like London and Bath, probably 

very similar to some of the work Benjamin Franklin had seen.  In his book, Building the 

Georgian City, historian James Ayres discussed the popularity for such fashionable 

English fireplace surrounds, especially white marble ones.49  Washington clearly admired 

                                                
 
47 Forbes, Gravestones of Early New England, 12.  The stone is still extant in Kittery, 
Maine.  Forbes also mentions a small “shell marble” tombstone dated 1702 in King’s 
Chapel Burying Ground in Boston, which I have been unable to locate.  It may be gone.  

48 Writings of George Washington from the Original Manuscript Sources, 1745-1799, ed. 
John C. Fitzpatrick, vol. 27 (Washington, D.C., 1938), 305.  

49 James Ayres, Building the Georgian City (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 
90. 
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the sculpted marble “chimney-piece,” which he could not have commissioned from 

native American talent.50   

Other Americans also found ways to procure marble work they couldn’t find at 

home.  Thomas Appleton of Boston spent nearly fifty years in Europe beginning in the 

1780s as a merchant and subsequently as the U.S. Consul in Livorno (Leghorn), Italy 

from 1797 to 1840, where he facilitated the export of marble furnishings including 

sculpture and “chimney surrounds” to clients such as Thomas Jefferson, who had initially 

secured the post for Appleton.51  

 Marble is more difficult to quarry than slate because deposits are located deep 

underground.  It requires more intensive labor simply to reach it.  The entire operation of 

an early nineteenth century commercial marble quarry could consist of one 

owner/operator working alongside several men hired to perform the hard labor of 

extracting and loading blocks of stone onto wagons or boats for shipping.  

                                                
 
50 Matthew John Mosca, “The House and Its Restoration,” The Magazine Antiques, vol. 
135, no. 2 (Special Edition on Mount Vernon, February 1989): 462-473.  The 
chimneypiece remains in the most important public room at Mount Vernon to this day.  
The room was the same in which Washington’s body lay in state for three days after his 
death in 1799, prior to burial on his estate. 

51 Philipp Fehl, “The Account Book of Thomas of Livorno: A Document in the History 
of American Art, 1802-1825,”  Winterthur Portfolio, vol. 9 (1974): 123-151.  Appleton 
left for Europe in 1786 and never returned to America; he died in Italy in 1840.  Fehl’s 
article discusses Appleton’s activities as an exporter of Italian sculpture and marble 
elements between 1802 and 1825 as recorded in a surviving account book.  The article 
focuses on Appleton’s relationship with Thomas Jefferson, for whom he procured 
numerous works of art and marble furnishings over the years. 
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Extracting marble was also a more delicate operation than extracting most other types of 

stones because marble is not an inherently hard stone.  The qualities that make marble a 

desirable decorative stone—veining, a fine uniform grain suited for three-dimensional 

carving and the ability to take a high polish, or “lustre,”—also make it subject to damage 

and fracturing during extraction and “dressing”—the shaping, sawing, polishing, and 

other processes that occur upon extraction.  

 Most of the white marble Fenner and his contemporaries all over New England 

and New York sought to procure was from one of the many quarries situated along the 

Marble Border of Western New England and New York.  The earliest quarries were 

developed along this geological stretch of marble and limestone deposits in the late 

eighteenth century.  By the early nineteenth century commercial quarries were 

increasingly dotting the landscape.  It was not until the mid-nineteenth century, in 

association with the emerging scientific study of America’s geological riches, that the 

first few histories of white marble quarries were compiled.  One of the earliest of these 

was presented as an address to the Vermont Historical Society and the General Assembly 

of Vermont in October 1858 by a pioneer in American geology, Albert D. Hager.52 Part 

history, part paean to Vermont’s leading status in the quarrying of domestic marble, 

Hager’s address described in scientific detail the characteristics of all of Vermont’s types 

of marble.  Although he included the colored forms, Hager primarily emphasized the 

                                                
 
52 Albert D. Hager, “The Marbles of Vermont: an address pronounced October 29, 1858, 
before the Vermont Historical Society, in the presence of the General Assembly of 
Vermont,” (Burlington, VT: General Assembly, 1858). 
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most desirable marble, known simply as “Vermont marble,” which was synonymous with 

white marble.  White marble, whether from Stockbridge, Vermont, or somewhere else 

along the Marble Border, varied in quality from quarry to quarry, and even within a 

particular quarry at different depths.  Impurities in the white stone (which would cause 

discolorations) or veins (weak spots susceptible to fracture) made those specimens  

undesirable or unsuitable for their intended uses.53  Therefore, only the whitest, purest 

marbles were used for gravestones and architectural purposes.  Explaining the difficulties 

of extracting marble of good quality, Hager included a diagram of a section of Dorset 

mountain’s geological profile, which showed the relative location of marbles and 

limestones to slate (Figure 2.5).  The only commercial marble in this diagram that was of 

sufficient aesthetic quality and durability occurred more than 1,000 feet below the 

surface.54  

Hager also discussed the broad range of limestones that could be extracted in 

large, relatively pure blocks, and that could take a high polish, as “commercial marbles,” 

and that could be used for monument, architectural or ornamental purposes.  These 

limestones were of varying colors.  Such limestones had been quarried and sold in 

modest amounts in various parts of the colonies, including the greater Philadelphia 

region, by the mid-eighteenth century.  In September 1748, Swedish traveller Peter Kalm 

noted in his journal that the area he was currently in “yields many kinds of marble, 

                                                
 
53 Hager 13-16. 

54 Ibid 14. 
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especially a white one with pale-gray, bluish spots, that is found in a quarry…a few miles 

from Philadelphia.”55  Although the stone was called “marble,” it was technically a type 

of “clouded,” or figured limestone, whose veining and colors mimicked marble, and 

whose fine texture could take a high polish.  This particular type of limestone, known 

then simply as “Philadelphia marble” and now as “King of Prussia marble,” was used in 

the Philadelphia area for elaborate gravestones during the eighteenth and early nineteenth 

centuries, especially in graveyards that were in close proximity to a producing quarry.  A 

regionally sourced commodity, the stone had limited use beyond Pennsylvania as 

gravestone material, but it was popular along the East Coast for decorative purposes such 

as tabletops in high-end interiors, or as decorative panels on chimneypieces.  Most of the 

quarries producing these limestones were exhausted or closed by the mid-nineteenth 

century.56     

A stonecutter’s first order of business after having situated himself was to procure 

stock.  This meant establishing business relationships with commercial quarries.  

Fenner’s correspondence reveals that contact with commercial quarries was usually 

established by mail.  He often wrote to the owner or the quarry’s agent directly to 

introduce himself and to inquire about stone and prices.  Occasionally referred by a 

mutual acquaintance, quarry owners or operators also initiated contact by writing Fenner 

                                                
 
55 Epigraph in R. Curt Chinnici, “Pennsylvania Clouded Limestone: Its Quarrying, 
Processing, and Use in the Stone Cutting, Furniture, and Architectural Trades,” ed. Luke 
Beckerdite, American Furniture 2002 (Hanover: The Chipstone Foundation and the 
University Press of New England, 2002), 94-124. Quote is dated September 20, 1748.   

56 Chinnici 121.   
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to describe their available stone and offer favorable purchasing terms.  Once a 

relationship was established that connection seems generally to have remained stable, as 

Fenner often corresponded with the same quarry owners/operators or agents throughout 

his career, or as long as the quarry was viable.   

In general, Fenner’s orders for stone from quarries fell into two categories:  those 

used for building and architectural purposes, and those used for mortuary purposes.  

Building stones, used for window sills, caps, steps, and fireplace hearths, included 

freestone, sandstone and other types of stones.  Fenner’s orders for marble and slate—

mortuary materials—represented the much larger share of his correspondence.  Fenner 

stocked marble in various quantities, shapes and sizes, for monuments and gravestones as 

well as for a few architectural elements including chimney surrounds and facings, 

mantels, panels, hearths, tiles, and “slips.”  Fenner also kept quantities of slate on hand, 

which appear to have been used exclusively for gravestones.   

Much of the marble that Fenner ordered was pre-cut, although he also purchased 

“rough” blocks of stone, which would then need to be sawed into slabs, or shaped to the 

intended purpose.  The process of sawing was described in the Book of Trades, 

accompanying an illustration (Figure 2.6): “In the back-ground of the picture there is a 

man sawing into thin pieces a large block of stone.  The stone-mason’s saw is different 

from those used by other mechanics; it has no teeth; and, being moved backwards and 

forwards by a single man, it cuts the stone by its own weight.”57  “Thin pieces” referred 

                                                
 
57 Book of Trades or Library of the Useful Arts, 3rd ed. (London, 1806), 63. 
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to the “slices” or “slabs” that were cut from blocks.  Marble that was already sawed into 

slabs of roughly generic dimensions to be used for gravestones was easy for the quarry to 

prepare.  By subcontracting different steps of finishing between extraction and shipping, 

quarries could produce large numbers of reliably sized and similarly styled stones more 

easily than a sole proprietor working alone or with limited help.  The closest mill to 

Providence for sawing marble was located in Cumberland, Rhode Island, about eight 

miles away over rough roads, a trip Fenner would have wanted to avoid if at all possible. 

His letters to quarries often contained orders for grave markers and architectural elements 

that were already shaped into specific forms—for example, obelisks or rounded-top 

slabs—or already ornamented with a decorative motif such as a willow and urn.  

These already-prepared pieces also had the advantage of allowing Fenner to focus 

on the retail operations of his business.  Although they were more expensive than 

unshaped stones, using them saved time and money once the busy spring and summer 

season arrived.  John Griffith of West Stockbridge offered Fenner such an option in 

March of 1810, when he responded to a request from Fenner: “I rec’d your order bearing 

date Feb. 21st by that you wish 2 tombs 6 pair of gravestones which you can have as soon 

as I can get them to you, you did not mention weather [sic] you wish them wrought or 

from the saw…”.  “Wrought” referred to carving that Fenner may have wished to have 

completed by the quarry’s stonecutter; “sawed” referred to slab forms, suitable for 

gravestones and other two-dimensional forms, or stone cut to other specific dimensions. 

This was Fenner’s first order to Griffith, as Griffith suggested his quarry operations were 

relatively new:  “I make no doubt but you will be ples.d with the stone though they were 
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of the top of the quarry all of which is to have sufficient encouragement to sell the 

stone…if I should go to the expense of opening it properly I flatter myself I can get the 

best stone that ever was rais’d in America.”  Griffith might have been taking a risk by 

offering Fenner stone from the “top of the quarry,” which was usually of poorer quality 

than the more “mature” stone below.  Griffith was at least forthright in letting Fenner 

know about this not-so-minor detail, in the hopes of securing a loyal customer who could 

look forward to receiving better quality stone once Griffith had the customers and the 

capital to develop his quarry “properly.”   

Shaping or “dressing” a stone for shipment was standard.  Most quarries had 

stonecutters on hand (often the owner was himself a stonecutter) who were skilled 

enough to shape and ornament slabs or blocks of marble into refined “blanks” and 

wholesale them to stonecutters, leaving the rest of the stone ready for the customer 

stonecutter to perform the actual lettering and any necessary embellishments.  In similar 

ways to other crafts, such as chairmaking, the entire enterprise of drawing out stone and 

readying it for wholesale depended on a series of specialists, leaving the retailer—in this 

case, Fenner—to add only the final touches in the form of lettering.  Lettering was a time-

sensitive element, therefore dates of death and any desired inscriptions were best left to 

the stonecutter to execute as needed.  Blank slabs were also easily stacked or loaded onto 

a wagon or ship; although heavy, each slab could be lifted or carried by one man. 

Enterprising stonecutters with several apprentices or journeymen in their employ could 

also simply order blocks of marble from the larger quarries, and then have the blocks 
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shaped or sawed into blanks—possibly during the winter months, when outdoor activities 

and quarrying ceased—that could then be used or sold to other stonecutters.  

A photograph of the Plymouth Marble Works in Massachusetts of about 1850 

clearly shows the white marble slab blanks as well as posts and blocks stacked outside 

the workshop, along with the business’ wagon, its horse and driver (Figure 2.7). 

Although showing a marble works of a later period than the one discussed in this chapter, 

the image includes details that would not have been out of place if a photograph could 

have been taken in 1810 or 1820, with the already shaped and worked white marble 

“blanks” only waiting for customers.  

A stonecutter with a busy shop and skilled help could also make use of any on-

site carving talent, keeping his workers busy embellishing or ornamenting blanks with 

motifs such as urn and willows in between bespoke orders.  The decorated blanks could 

then be wholesaled to other stonecutters.  Andrew Dexter of Boston was one stonecutter 

with whom Fenner regularly corresponded in 1807 about already worked material.  In 

October of 1807 Dexter responded to Fenner’s request for stones explaining he currently 

had none in stock of the desired dimensions, but in a postscript mentioned he had on hand 

“a head & foot stone ready work’d with a handsome device on it” for $50.00.58  In 

December Fenner’s father-in-law William Manchester visited numerous shops in a day 

looking for marble for Fenner and finally found suitable marble at stonecutter John 

Geyer’s shop in Boston, needing only lettering and a final polish: “I there found 2 

                                                
 
58 Andrew Dexter, Jr., Boston, MA, 30 October 1807.  
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Stockbridge Marble[s], one 6 ½ feet long 25 Inches wide; the other 6 feet long & 22 

Inches wide; all work.d out and fit to letter, except rubbing down with fine sand.”59   

Responding to another request from Fenner around the same time, Andrew Dexter 

expressed anxiety about the approaching winter season.  Waiting on a shipment from 

Stockbridge for marble he was hoping to sell to Fenner, Dexter wrote: “I am 

apprehensive the stone from the quarry can not be forwarded this fall as the season is so 

far advanced…”.  Later the same day Dexter wrote to let Fenner know he had received a 

letter from Stockbridge confirming the shipment was finally on its way, and would be 

happy to “saw you out” a few pieces of marble.60  

Most of Fenner’s gravestone work seems to have consisted of lettering, along 

with the final stages of fine sanding or polishing to soften rough edges.  The tools used 

for these had been the same for hundreds of years.  The inventory of stonecutter Samuel 

Parke of Chester, Pennsylvania, who died in early August of 1856, provides a ready and 

representative list of the tools Fenner’s or any other typical shop might have contained 

(see Appendix 2).61  The inventory of Parke’s shop included 116 “large” chisels and 93 

“carving tools” valued at $5.00, 7 wooden mallets, and other items—as well as finished 

and unfinished stock, including 8 finished “mantles”— six of white marble, apparently in 

different styles or designs and two of colored marbles.  Chisels and mallets were also 

                                                
 
59 William Manchester, Newton, MA, 15 December 1807. 

60 Andrew Dexter, Jr., Boston, MA, 19th December 1807.  (Two separate letters.)  

61 I am indebted to Dr. Patricia Keller for alerting me to this document, which is in the 
collections of the Chester County Archives, West Chester, Pennsylvania. 
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useful to cut sawed pieces and small blocks of marble down to specific dimensions to be 

used as sills, jambs, window caps, hearth facings, balusters, or any myriad of needs.  

During the winter months, when quarries in New England and elsewhere ceased 

active extraction operations, owners and workers kept busy with other kinds of work, 

since impassable waterways and roads largely prevented either the receiving of stock or 

the sending of finished work.  The period between January and March was a time for 

organizing orders and shipments and catching up on paperwork.  Workers could still 

rough out large blocks or cut them into smaller pieces, and they could saw slate or marble 

into blanks to be shipped out in the spring.  Indoor work, if possible, might also include 

adding carving to gravestone blanks, or shaping architectural or furniture elements—

balusters, hearths, tabletops—and polishing marble to a high shine.  The winter was an 

expected disruption for the work of stonecutters as well, since building work largely 

ceased and gravestones could not be set into frozen ground.  However, stonecutters could 

still stay busy working on lettering orders for gravestones to be set in the spring, and on 

indoor building projects such as constructing mantels and setting hearthstones.    

If Fenner’s types of orders fell into a few general categories—building stone or 

gravestone material—the requests themselves rarely did.  Every order represented a 

delicate balance between negotiation costs, expected quality, level of finish, and method 

of transportation.  Fenner and other urban stonecutters relied on an extensive and 

interconnected network of quarries, mail (and occasionally, money) carriers, ship 

captains, cartage professionals, wharf owners and managers up and down the East Coast, 

as far south as Alexandria, Virginia and as far north as Portland, Maine.  For foreign 
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marble—exclusively white marble from the Carrara quarries in Italy—Fenner needed 

suppliers, merchants and intermediaries who had access to shipments coming through the 

largest ports, especially Boston.  Every successfully completed order typically 

represented several rounds of correspondence and communications between a series of 

individuals that included questions and negotiations over cost, quality and level of finish, 

and method of transportation—a complex chain of communication.   

Domestic transportation channels were intermodal.  Canals and rivers were the 

most efficient, but roads were almost always necessary for at least parts of the trip from 

quarry to shop.  When Fenner entered the trade, America was still several decades away 

from major canal construction, and even further from the development of railroads, which 

would quickly dominate overland travel for stone by the mid-nineteenth century.  The 

quality of roads was an important factor in transportation from quarries or to stonecutting 

shops that were not near accessible waterways.  Although never mentioned in letters—

because it was assumed—horsepower was the only way to move stone over land.  Roads 

had to be level for horses to be able to pull the heavy loads overland.  A badly rutted or 

unpaved road could wreak havoc on marble slabs, causing breakage.  A poor road could 

also hurt a horse by injuring its’ legs, and cause damage to a cart or vehicle.  Horses and 

carts were crucial elements in the chain of transportation.  

Enterprising quarry owners had every reason to personally invest in the 

development of smooth, well-kept, paved roads, and to promote these as part of their 

superior service.  In a letter dated June 12, 1809, Oliver Ruggles of Stockbridge, who 

would become one of Fenner’s regular suppliers, introduced himself, the quarry’s 
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location and products, and emphasized the quality of the roads he used: “As to the Quarry 

it is in a situation convenient to get blocks of very good Marble for Headstone, Tomb 

Tables & all kinds of Marble for building ... such as Sills Arches Faccia &c &c.  My Mill 

is about 28 miles from Hudson where I carry all my marble to ship – 9 or 10 miles of 

good road to a turnpike which leads directly to Hudson landing.”62  Good transportation 

was a necessary element in any successful negotiation.  Ruggles was heavily invested in 

the “turnpike” he referred to, which facilitated transportation in and out of Stockbridge 

for his stone.  In 1807 he was one of twenty-five men listed as having formed “The 

Stockbridge Turnpike Corporation, for the purpose of locating, making, and keeping in 

good repair ” a road through Stockbridge to connect with the Housatonic River Turnpike 

and the “Fifteen[th] Massachusetts Turnpike.”63 Ruggles’ shipments were transported 

over one of these roads to the Housatonic River, where the stone was loaded onto a ship 

or packet.  From there the shipment moved over water to its final destination, which it 

could do in several ways.  The ship could go down the Housatonic River to where the 

                                                
 
62 Oliver Ruggles, Stockbridge, MA, 12 June 1809. 

63 Laws of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, Passed at Several Sessions of the Court, 
Holden in Boston (Boston: Adam and Rhoades, printers to the State1808), 137-138.  The 
act to establish the Stockbridge Turnpike was passed February 28, 1807. The Housatonic 
Turnpike was incorporated March 7, 1806; the road began at the connection with a New 
York road that led to Albany, and ran through West Stockbridge and Stockbridge to 
Stockbridge Center, up the valley of the Housatonic River to East Lee Village, and 
connected there with the road of the Tenth Massachusetts Corporation. The act 
establishing the Fifteenth Massachusetts Turnpike was passed in 1803, although the road 
was not built until several years later.  Frederic J. Wood, The Turnpikes of New England 
and Evolution of the Same Through England, Virginia and Maryland (Boston: Marshall 
Jones Company, 1919). See pages 166-167 (Housatonic) and 113 (Fifteenth). 
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river empties into the Upper New York Bay and then up the Atlantic East Coast to 

Providence; alternatively the ship could bypass the New York Bay by accessing one of 

the many tributaries off the Hudson or Housatonic Rivers, connecting to ports further 

north (such as New Rochelle) and then proceeding to Providence.  All of the quarry 

operators, owners and stonecutters with whom Fenner dealt used the same combination 

of roads and waterways.   

If access to roads and waterways was crucial, so were solid relationships with the 

ship owners and captains whose boats were the primary transportation for stone.  Good 

relationships with captains were important not only because boats and waterways were 

the primary vehicles for transporting stone, but also because the captains often acted as 

agents for the quarry owners or stonecutters, sometimes both.  The frequent references to 

specific captains by name in letters without any other details suggest these men were well 

known to Fenner and other business associates who used their services.  They regularly 

entrusted letters, invoices, informal news and cash to captains for delivery; if money was 

owed to a quarry, the captain would often act as collector.  In October 1807 a Mr. Russell 

of Bristol wrote Fenner about marble gravestones they had recently discussed: “I wish 

them to be entirely plain, but to have the work executed in the neatest & best manner.”64 

A month later Russell wrote again, this time to let Fenner know “the Gravestones were 

received by Capt Peirce, and I have sent the money by the bearer Mr. Babbitt.”65 

                                                
 
64 Mr. Russell, Bristol, RI, 8 October 1807. 

65 Mr. Russell, Bristol, RI, 23 November 1807. 
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Captains had to be reliable, responsible, and trustworthy.  Shaler & Wall, quarry owners 

in Chatham, referred to one of their reliable connections when they informed Fenner in 

October of 1813 that his order of stones had been “delivered to Capt. Tho. Longiardo on 

board Sloop Lord Wellington” and also itemized the costs Fenner now owed them for 

“144 feet underpinnings” ($16), “12 Jambs” and “7 Slabs” (139 feet @ .20 cents/foot, 

$20.80).  Shaler and Hall requested of Fenner that he pay Longiardo “upon delivery.”66 

Fenner also paid fees upfront when William Manchester purchased stone in 

Boston at his request.  Fenner had to trust that his father-in-law would select appropriate 

stock, based on what must have been very specific instructions from Fenner.  In August 

1806 Manchester, recently arrived in Massachusetts, worked diligently to acquire stone 

for Fenner, even though he had to rely on an acquaintance’s expertise:   

I went to Brantery [i.e. Braintree] & saw the Queries of stone with Nathan 
Hastings. I pick.d out four large stones that will work from 20 to 30 inches wide 
& from 3 ½ to 5 feet out of ground for $15 Dollars; which will make a good load 
for a waggoner.  Nathan says if you don’t take them he will. The man only waits 
to hear from you – he expects the Money when the stone are taken away.  They 
ask 8 Dollars pr, take them as they come good, & bad – great & small & we 
judged them to weigh near 30 hundred. The best he had.67  
 

The following day (in the same letter) Manchester reported on the progress of his errands:   

I have succeeded to get the Marble Slab on board Millers….Mr. Adams was so 
kind as to let it go for eighteen Dollars, & is to have the Money in ten days. If you 
send it by Miller, & direct him to leave it at Mr. St. Sampson Roxbury; I will 
carry it over & get a bill Receipt. It is the best he had, it is Sheffield Marble.  
Miller is to have 3/6 pr for carting to P.  I paid the toll at Charlestown Bridge.  

                                                
 
66 Shaler & Hall, Chatham, MA, 26 October 1813. 

67 William Manchester, Newton, MA, 11 August 1806. “Brantery” and its variant 
“Brantry” referred to Braintree and Quincy, just south of Boston, the location of several 
early slate quarries. 
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“Mr. Adams” referred to Richard Adams, a stonecutter located in Charlestown near 

Boston.   

Although most transactions proceeded smoothly, sometimes even the best-laid 

plans fell apart, with no obvious fault attributable to any one party.  On November 7th, 

1807 Caleb Faxon wrote to Fenner from Quincy, Massachusetts:  “Sir, this will inform 

you where those stones are left.  I have left them on John Pierce’s Wharf South Street 

near the Glass hus in the Care [of] Mr. Braser.  The expence of boating and packing is $5 

Dollars which I have payd.”68  Over a month later, on December 15th, Manchester 

reported to Fenner about his busy day visiting at least four different stone yards, but also 

included a note about the same stone: “Your Brantry [Braintree] stone are in Boston lying 

on a wharf, and there is danger of them getting broke. Mr. Sampson has tried to send 

them to you by water, but cannot find a chance. I suppose wharfage is high in [Boston].  

Say what must be done…”.69  Besides the expense of paying wharfage fees and the risk 

of damage to the stone, some of the urgency had to do with “finding a chance,” i.e. an 

available ship at a time of year when ships on the East Coast would soon be stalled 

because of frozen and impassable waterways.   

From the beginning of Fenner’s business, marble, particularly white marble, was 

by far the stone Fenner searched for and prized the most.  Of Fenner’s surviving 

correspondence with about twenty quarries throughout New England, Pennsylvania, 

                                                
 
68 Caleb Faxon, Quincy, MA, 7 November 1807. 

69 William Manchester, Newton, MA, 15 December 1807. 
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Maryland and New York, at least twelve of his regular correspondents were with 

exclusively marble quarries or quarry owner/agents (whose offices were not necessarily 

located at the quarry site); two were with slate quarries, and the rest were with quarries 

with freestone or other types of stone.  (See Appendix A.)  The marble quarries were all 

along the Marble Border.  In the introductory letter Ruggles sent Fenner in 1809 from 

Stockbridge describing his marble quarry operations and transportation methods, Ruggles 

mentioned he could “supply excellent white marble on pretty short notice altho I have a 

number of orders lately to a considerable large amount but have 4 Gangs of saws going 

constantly.”70  

There are few letters in the Fenner collection from customers seeking gravestones, 

suggesting that nearly all of Fenner’s retail clients were local, and interactions were face-

to-face.  Most of Fenner’s documented (i.e. signed) gravestones are in Providence and 

cemeteries and burying grounds within twenty miles of that city.  Presumably, when he 

wasn’t corresponding or attending to family matters, Fenner was in his shop every day 

working on current projects, and talking with customers as they presented themselves.  

By examining the responses from quarries and other stonecutters to his requests, 

however, we can obtain a picture of a stonecutter whose biggest concern was having a 

plentiful stock of good quality white marble on hand.   

                                                
 
70 Oliver Ruggles, Stockbridge, MA, 12 June 1809. 
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Manchester kept busy searching for marble based on specific requests from 

Fenner.  In December 1807—in the same letter in which Manchester informed Fenner 

that his Braintree slate was lying in wait on a Boston wharf—he reported on his search: 

I was in Boston yesterday, I call.d on Mr. Adams at Charlestown for the Marble 
that you sent for. He has none that will answer.  I then went to Dexters yard, he 
has none. Mr. Adams told me that Dexter has been up to the Quarry since you was 
here. I try.d to see Dexter but could not find him. I then went to Messrs Nealsons, 
they have none, but expect a load from Stock-bridge in a fortnight if they come 
they will let you have what you want.  I then went to Mr. John J. Geyer, Stone-
cutter, High Street, Boston.71   
 

At Mr. Geyer’s Manchester finally found marble stock suitable for Fenner’s purpose, and 

described the available stock. 

Clearly the needs of Fenner’s customers drove a great deal of his efforts in 

procuring white marble.  The vast majority of Fenner’s correspondence demonstrates that 

white marble was increasing in demand throughout his career.  In March 1810, 

Stockbridge quarry owner Oliver Ruggles responded to a request: “I shall most probably 

ship to you the 4 Tombs & all the Slabs, & pillers which you mentioned in your letter of 

Jan’y 10th & perhaps I shall ship at the same time a Slab or two more than your order, as I 

think they will not come amiss as the marble you will find very white & superior quality 

in every particular.”72  Charles Darling, a stone dealer in Hudson (Massachusetts), wrote 

to Fenner in 1819 about some white marble Fenner had requested:   

Owing to the fluctuation of the Quarrymen in their prices it is difficult to say what 
would be the cost of such a stone as you are wanting.  I cannot give you the price 

                                                
 
71 William Manchester, Newton, MA, 15 December 1807. 

72 Oliver Ruggles, Stockbridge, MA, 12 March 1810. 
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till I have been out to the quarries which will be soon.  For good white that is 
merchantable – they charge from 2 to 3 Dollars per ft saw’d at the Quarry & then 
the transportation is 6 Dols per ton or 60 cents per ft where the block is very long 
the transportation comes higher $2.50 pr ft is what I generally have to pay for 
blocks of large size that is monument stuff & etc…. If you are not very particular 
as to the stones being very white there is one place where I can get it for a great 
deal less say one third than at the [?] Quarry it will be much more solid than the 
other, Norris & Kain had of it last season for a very large monument you can see a 
sample of it in a House in Providence, caps & sills &c. which I furnished Mr. 
Cooley.73   
 

Darling made a distinction between “merchantable” white marble, i.e. very white marble 

that would meet a discerning customer’s expectations, and white marble that was less 

desirable and could be used for architectural purposes or large monuments.  Darling 

referenced Norris & Kain, which was a major stoneyard and stonecutting/sculpting shop 

in New York City.  “Cooley” referred to Franklin Cooley, one of Fenner’s competitors in 

Providence.  Darling cited both of these businesses as exacting clients, which he intended 

as reassurance the marble would be of sufficient quality and whiteness for Fenner’s 

needs.  

As early as 1806 the Book of Trades explicitly attributed a luminous quality to 

white marble.  In several pages describing the vast range of colors of marble, the book 

noted that all marbles were “opaque… excepting the white, which when cut into very thin 

slices and polished becomes transparent.” Of course, “slices” thin enough to be 

“transparent” could not be used for gravestones, so must be considered as a metaphor for 

white marble’s “lustrous” qualities.  Marble was generally sawed into slabs at least 2” 

                                                
 
73 Charles Darling, Hudson, MA, 3 March 1819.  [?] is a substitute for Darling’s illegible 
script. Darling had just returned from visiting quarries in Albany, New York. 
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thick, so that enough thickness would remain once the stones were carved into, incised 

and lettered.  Nonetheless, the comment indicates that polished, i.e. smooth and possibly 

glossy, white marble already carried popular connotations of luminosity and light in the 

early nineteenth century.74 

Scholars have long noted the transition from slate gravestones to marble 

monuments, but in general they have not attempted to explain the cultural reasons for the 

shift—why customers increasingly wanted marble instead of slate.  The new availability 

of marble in the early nineteenth century was, of course, one factor.  Customers needing a 

gravestone throughout most of the eighteenth century expected to purchase a slate 

marker, since that was the only choice available to them.  Once marble became an option, 

customers could choose between slate and marble.  The real question is: why would a 

customer in the early nineteenth century favor marble over slate?  The answer requires a 

more nuanced explanation than simply availability.  

The shift was actually the result of a number of complex, interconnected factors. 

Explaining the shift requires drawing from archaeological and material culture studies, as 

well as considering the marble stones themselves, since they, of course, are the “answers” 

as well as the evidence.  The shift relates to three different, but connected, main themes: 

changes in religious beliefs, the popularity of white goods, and contemporary ideas about 

gentility and virtue. 

                                                
 
74 Book of Trades (1806), 64.   
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The period between the 1780s through the 1850s was a time of heightened interest 

in classical taste and the connotations of the color white, reflected in everything from 

architecture—Classical and Greek Revival styles paying homage to ancient Greek and 

Roman temples—to white gauzy gowns in the fashionable Empire style imitating those 

on ancient Greek statues, and decorative ceramics such as Josiah Wedgwood’s popular 

Jasper wares.  That interest also manifested itself through the transition to white marble 

gravestones and monuments. 

Archaeologist James Deetz’ pioneering study of selected Massachusetts burying 

ground gravestone motifs between 1720 and 1830 methodically charted changes in these 

motifs over this period.  In the chapter entitled “Remember me as you pass by” from In 

Small Things Forgotten: An Archaeology of American Life, Deetz linked those changes to 

gradual shifts in religious and spiritual belief.  Those changes were most visible during 

the period between 1750 and 1810.  Deetz classified the design changes into three main 

categories: the winged death’s head (or skull), popular between 1720 and 1790; the 

winged cherub, from 1760 to 1800; and the willow and urn, beginning around 1780 and 

popular well into the nineteenth century.  This “stylistic succession,” as Deetz terms it, is 

a “clear index of important changes in the religious views of New Englanders.”  As 

orthodox Puritanism declined in the early eighteenth century, so too did the popularity of 

the death’s head motif.  Revivalist preachers during the Great Awakening, such as 

Jonathan Edwards, “preached a different approach to religion, in which the individual 

was personally involved with the supernatural.”  As a result, the death’s head motif gave 

way to the winged cherub motif in the mid and late eighteenth century.  The winged 
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cherub design was a symbolic softening of the death’s head, a soul effigy.  Deetz also 

noted an accompanying change in the wording of epitaphs from the death’s heads 

gravestones to those depicting the cherubs.  The earlier slates performed the role of 

“markers,” as they were known, simply as identifiers of the location of the deceased’s 

burial.  Cherub stone epitaphs, on the other hand, increasingly stressed the idea of 

resurrection and heavenly reward.  The final transition in Deetz’ study was a complete 

break from earlier motifs.  Beginning in the late eighteenth century, the romantic willow 

and urn design increasingly gained favor; the epitaphs on these stressed memorialization 

of the individual and particularly his or her virtues.75   

There are some problems with pointing to Deetz’ study as representative of the 

stonecutting trends all over New England.76  Motifs were much more varied within each 

type than he discussed; this is a function of the limited number of gravestones and burial 

grounds he studied, and it is a limitation he acknowledged.  Overall, his analysis and 

classification of the three main types of motifs and their dates still stand up to scrutiny 

after many more studies of eighteenth century carvers. 

                                                
 
75 Deetz, In Small Things Forgotten, 89-124. 

76 For example, in discussing the willow and urn transition, Deetz claims that “while 
earlier stones [i.e. death’s heads and cherubs] have a round-shouldered outline, the late 
stones have square shoulders.” Both slate and marble gravestones of the late eighteenth 
and early nineteenth centuries sometimes had squared edges, a profile that probably had 
more to do with quarry and stonecutter ease of manufacture—i.e., the less time spent 
shaping a complex profile, the more efficient the labor—than a conscious consumer 
choice. A few sentences later Deetz states that “many of the later urn-and-willow-
decorated stones are in fact cenotaphs,” implying that cenotaphs were a primary function 
of this motif, a statement that seems very doubtful given the extensive popularity of the 
motif during the early and mid-nineteenth century. 
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There is a curious element left out of Deetz’ discussion, however: that of the 

material of the stones.  While winged death’s heads and cherubs can safely be said to 

appear almost exclusively on eighteenth century slate markers, the emergence of the 

willow and urn motif coincided with the introduction of white marble into the sepulchral 

market in the early nineteenth century.  The death’s heads and the transitional winged 

cherubs never appeared on marble.  The willow and urn motif appeared on both slate and 

marble markers, but clearly the reference was to white marble urns, based on ancient 

Greek funerary examples depicted in engravings.  

 Deetz subsequently built on his early research.  In an essay on material culture in 

colonial America, Deetz revisited the transitions in gravestone design during the 

eighteenth century, especially in relation to one of the most visually striking aspects of 

the late eighteenth century and early nineteenth century: the development of a culture of 

“whiteness” in different types of material culture.  During this period, houses were almost 

universally painted white; the distribution of Staffordshire white ceramic creamwares and 

pearlwares rose dramatically; and white marble gravestones increasingly dominated the 

burial landscape.  Deetz, quoting Heny Glassie, saw this as evidence of a democratization 

of gravestones.  He acknowledged other factors that likely influenced the use of marble—

relative ease of carving, better transportation to and from quarries—but searched beyond 

these.  Using theories of structuralism pioneered by Claude Levi-Strauss, Deetz 

considered the concept of “whiteness” and how it was mediated between the oppositional 

structures of complexity/simplicity, and nature/artifice.  He posited that American culture 

moved away from varied colors (multicolored slates and schists) to the whiteness of 
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marble as part of a broader cultural movement:  “The trend from the complexity seen in 

multiple materials—slates, schists/sandstones—to simplicity, as typified by marble, is a 

clear example of the mediation of the complex-simple opposition, paralleling the change 

in ceramics from multiple colors and multiple decorative techniques.” 77  Deetz further 

noted that light-colored stones could have been used earlier, since a few seventeenth 

gravestones in Boston were made of light-colored sandstone. 

And yet, such reasoning is ultimately unsatisfactory.  While it is true that some 

stones were of a light color and could have been used, these would have been schists and 

granites, which were extremely hard to carve with manual tools, as Bartram’s intensive 

efforts demonstrate.  The relative ease of working marble, a different type of stone from 

slate but not harder, and in fact usually softer than slate, must be considered as an 

important overall corresponding factor.  Quarries of light-colored sandstone did not exist 

in the seventeenth century in the Boston area, so the few examples Deetz cited were 

almost certainly imported or from some other domestic location.  In addition, “light 

colored” is not the same as white—it suggests tints, as indeed sandstones, schists and 

granites come in all colors, depending on their geographical location as well as geological 

composition.  The difficulty of working dense (hard) stone would have corresponded 

with much higher labor costs and a less pleasing result.  A less attractive and yet more 

                                                
 
77 James F. Deetz, “Material Culture and Worldview in Colonial Anglo-America,” in 
Mark P. Leone and Parker B. Potter, Jr., ed., The Recovery of Meaning: Historical 
Archaeology in the Eastern United States (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution 
Press, 1988), 223. 
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expensive product was not what American consumers had in mind, regardless of the 

lightness of the stone.  

Women’s fashions were also part of the trend towards whiteness.  As historian 

Karen Halttunen has noted, “The dominant dress style for women at the turn of the 

nineteenth century was classical….A popular fascination with the ancient Greek 

democracies and Roman republic led the middle classes to adopt their own idealized 

notion of classical dress.  Ironically, the style succeeded less in resembling the dress of 

the ancients than in capturing the appearance of classical statuary.”78  

 While we can never know specifically what motivated one customer or a world of 

customers to deliberately select marble gravestones over slates—besides availability and 

affordability—the most compelling reasons can probably be found in the existence of 

stones such as Abigail Dudley’s.  The stone and its epitaph—chosen by a loved one, not 

Dudley herself—reflects as much about this unknown person and his or her world, as it 

does about Abigail Dudley’s “moral character.”  By linking white marble as a means of 

“perpetuating” the “memory” and “moral character” of the deceased woman, the 

                                                
 
78 Karen Halttunen, Confidence Men and Painted Women: A Study of Middle-Class 
Culture in America, 1830-1870 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1983), 73.  Another 
historian who has looked closely at both Deetz’s and Halttunen’s work in this regard is 
Bridget T. Heneghan, author of Whitewashing America: Material Culture and Race in the 
Antebellum Imagination (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2003). Heneghan’s 
investigations cover a wide variety of material goods, but her focus, as suggested by her 
title, is on slave culture of the American South, and on race.  Heneghan’s discussion on 
slave burial largely centers on several Southern plantation examples, and besides a nod to 
white marble gravestones at Mount Auburn Cemetery in Cambridge, Massachusetts and a 
brief discussion of Deetz’s work—both clearly out of her geographical scope of 
interest—does not extend the discussion any further. 
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gravestone’s purchaser signified a familiarity with the material as well as the cultural and 

popular connotations embodied in the white marble.   

 By the late eighteenth century the associations between marble and refinement, 

elegance, purity, and virtue were well-established and well-known by a majority of urban 

Americans.  A 1782 advertisement seeking subscribers to a book on “Improvement of the 

Mind” for young ladies specifically linked women’s manners to marble.  Its female 

author stated: “I consider an human soul without education, like marble in the quarry, 

which shews none of its inherent beauties until the Skill of the polisher fetches out the 

colours, makes the surface shine, and discovers every ornamental cloud, spot and vein 

that runs through the body of it.” 79  The two-volume work focused on subjects such as 

religion and “politeness and accomplishments,” among others.  Richard Bushman also 

discussed the links between refinement and commerce, aristocracy and emulative 

behavior of the middle classes.  Noting the proliferation of material goods in the late 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, he wrote: 

Capitalism joined forces with emulation to spread gentility wherever the lines of 
commerce could reach.  Without the mass production of genteel goods, ordinary 
people with limited incomes could not have afforded the accoutrements of 
refinement.  Entrepreneurs responded to every sign of increasing demand for 
fabric, furniture, parlors, clothing, and ingeniously provided them at affordable 
prices….All of the participants in the emerging industrial system had a vested 
interest, understood or not, in the promotion of gentilily.80 
 

                                                
 
79 The Massachusetts Spy: Or, American Oracle of Liberty, Worcester, Massachusetts.  
September 26, 1782, Volume XII, Issue 595, page 4. 

80 Richard L. Bushman, The Refinement of America: Persons, Houses, Cities (New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf, 1992), 406-407. 
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Part of that impulse was the increasing customer demand for white marble gravestones—

a good that was as much a necessary item as a “marker” of refinement and gentility.  

Instead of high-style marble chimneypieces or elaborate church monuments, a citizen of 

average means could still display his or her participation in genteel culture by purchasing 

an attractive white marble gravestone with a “lustre” all its own.   

Consequently, Fenner’s correspondence is filled with letters from quarry 

operators offering their superior stock—i.e. their “whitest” stone.  Besides depending on 

quarry owners, Fenner and other stonecutters also relied on their relationships to provide 

or barter for much-needed marble stock.  The level of whiteness was often a crucial 

element of these discussions, as stonecutters tried to respond to their customers’ 

demands.   

Besides American white marble, stonecutters often referred to “Italian” marble.  

“Italian” marble was shorthand for Carrara marble, universally acknowledged as the 

finest white marble in the world.  Marble from the ancient Carrara quarries was revered 

among artists for its luminous qualities, for its creamy white color, and for its fine grain 

and relative softness, which made it easier to sculpt, incise and carve.  It was the same 

marble from which Michelangelo created his masterpieces.  Long before American 

sculptors would make fine Carrara marble famous in the mid-nineteenth century, 

stonecutters were well aware of its properties.  The fame of white Carrara marble was 

such that one American quarry named itself the Vermont Italian Marble Quarry in an 

obvious attempt to associate itself with the qualities of Carrara marble.  Geologically, 

Marble Border white marbles are not the same as Italian Carrara white marbles.  Vermont 
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and Marble Border marbles are harder, and colorwise are whiter than Carrara marble, 

tending to a bluish white.  These differences in color and hardness, however, are subtle, 

and practically invisible on outdoor monuments.  Fenner’s and other stonecutters’ 

customers made their selections based on whiteness and price.  When they selected the 

more expensive “Italian” marble, it was because that monument was more elegant or 

connoted more prestige. 

Manchester was active in acquiring Italian marble when Fenner needed or 

requested some.  On January 22, 1812, Manchester reported on what must have been a 

busy day of visits to various stonecutting shops:   

I went in to Boston yesterday; & first call.d on Robert Hope—Respecting that 
Italian Marble you heard had arrived in Boston: he said it must be a mistake for if 
so he should have heard of it, being in want of some himself. He wished me to 
mention in my Letter to you, that he wants 4 or 6 pieces of Italian Marble of you 3 
feet 6 or 8 inches long that that work nearly 4 inches square for pillours to 
fireplaces: if you have them: & will let him know it, he will pay you for them.  I 
then called on Mr. Nelson & he said he belived there had not any Italian Marble 
arrived in Boston this season. If he heard of any he would let me know it.  I then 
went down to the place … carried on now by George Hope & others largely.  
Hope said that it was impossible that could be the case, & he had not heard of it; 
for he was in want of some, & had lately advertised for it.  He said if it was true 
he would informe me of it.  He likewise said, he believed that you had more of the 
Italian Marble than there was in all the States.81   
 

The dearth of available Carrara marble during this period was likely due to the winter 

weather and possibly the continuing effects of the Napoleonic wars in Europe.  The letter 

also demonstrates the fluid communication (and sometimes misinformation) that was part 

                                                
 
81 William Manchester, Roxbury, MA, 22 January 1812. 
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of a wide web of networks in which stonecutters relied on each other’s cooperation for 

locating desirable stock.  

Nevertheless, Fenner was soon able to advertise that he had in his shop “Five 

Italian Marble Chimney-Pieces—3 of them…elegant; One Pedestal Monument, part of 

Italian Marble; 6 Tomb Stones, of Stockbridge Marble, One Set of Ballasters [of 

Stockbridge Marble]; Marble Grave Stones, of all sizes,” in addition to other stone. 

Besides the “Italian” marble that was always announced first in ads, domestic white 

marbles included “Stockbridge” and “North River” marbles from quarries along the 

Marble Border.  George Hope’s comment to Manchester that Fenner “had more of the 

Italian Marble” than anywhere else may have been based on a familiarity with Fenner’s 

ads, or it could mean that Fenner actually had acquired more Carrara marble than other 

stonecutters through some successful negotiations.   

Fenner’s reputation for having “more of the Italian Marble than there was in all 

the States” likely also prompted stonecutter Alpheus Cary of Boston to initiate a business 

relationship with him.  Between January 1814 and June 1816, Cary, the stonecutter of the 

Abigail Dudley marker,  wrote Fenner in Providence at least five times discussing 

exchanges of various kinds of stones.  On March 24, 1814, Cary wrote Fenner urgently 

seeking marble of an appropriate color: “We take the opportunity to enquire whether you 

could spare us one more pair of Slips 2 ft = 9 in long and 5 1/2 inches wide or Slabs that 

make them, and one inch thick; as one sett that we had we find will not answer on acct. of 

the color.  If you can you will oblige us very much.  We wish them to be very  

white….With respect we are your friends & humble servts, A. Cary & Co.”. Fenner 
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apparently replied quickly, although not to Cary’s satisfaction.  A week later, on March 

30, Cary wrote again, expressing some irritation:  “I received yours dated March 27, this 

day.  It was my intention to have written explicitly for Italian white marble, which I think 

I did….I will now renew my request & wish you to send us 2 pieces of Italian white 

marble, 2 ft = 9 in long 5 1/2 wide and one inch think.  We wish them to be clear of 

shades if possible.…Let them be white, by all means, and if you cannot find a white piece 

of this exact size I have written for and have a larger piece that will make them we will 

take it, as what is left will come in use.  We will thank you to send it as soon as possible, 

as we are very much in want of it, and are waiting for them.  We will pay your bill and 

the transportation of them, as soon as they arrive.”  In a postscript Cary added:  “We do 

not want any of the clouded [i.e. colored] marble.”82  Clearly the whiteness of the marble 

was of the utmost importance.  The size Cary requested—2 feet 9 inches high (or 

“wide”), 5 1/2 feet wide (or “high”) and 1 inch thick—indicates Cary probably planned to 

use the stone for an upright slab-style headstone, similar to the one he had carved for 

                                                
 
82 Alpheus Cary, Boston, Massachusetts, 30 March 1814.  Joseph J. Fenner Collection, 
Rhode Island Historical Society Library, Box 1, Folder “1814.”  Fenner may have asked 
Cary about his possible in “clouded marbles” either because he was offering some he had 
on hand, or because he knew of its availability elsewhere.  In May 1814 Isaac Mills of 
New Haven was closing his business and offered Fenner a deal on a “handsome dark 
clouded” marble, “suitable for fire places, jambs, mantles, & Hearths…”.  Isaac Mills to 
Joseph J. Fenner, May 2, 1814.  Another letter to Fenner several days later (May 14) from 
David Ely in Fairfield, Connecticut explained the marble, which he had in stock, is 
“harder than the best of Philadelphia marble, & requires more labour to polish it – this I 
believe is the objection to it…,” suggesting this dark marble was a difficult sell to 
anyone, including Cary. 
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Abigail Dudley.  (Up to three feet of the stone would be embedded in the ground for 

stability, making the finished product appear shorter.) 

 James Stevens of Newport wrote Fenner in April of 1821 with a similarly urgent 

request, trying to satisfy a demanding customer:  “I wish you to send me one of your 

white marble Tomb Tops the thickest and whitest, please see it safe on board the 

packet…”.  In the same letter Stevens also requested “four pieces white marble in the 

rough for the Corner pillars to a Tomb…Mr. Green says that Cooley has some Marble 

underpinning that will make these pillars.  If you have none try to get some of him, I 

should like to exchange some Clouded Marble Columns for these pieces of 

underpinning…”.83 “Clouded marble” referred to colored and veined marbles such as the 

“Philadelphia” limestones.  Apparently Stevens was not completely satisfied with the 

stone Fenner sent him, as Stevens indicated a few days later: “The Tomb & corners will 

answer my purpose, [but] the pannells are so bad that the Gentleman they were for will 

not have them at any price. You find by my last that I wanted White marble panels. The 

packet man was told to say that if you had not any pure white marble for Pannells to 

purchase some for me if possible in Providence. Am very Sorry that the slab is so very 

Clouded…”.84  Subsequent letters reveal that Stevens’ customer was not pleased with any 

of the white marble Stevens offered him—the whiteness did not match another stone it 

was being paired with—but for several months after this exchange Stevens was careful to 
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be very precise in his requests, for example in July:  “Please let me know if there is a pure 

white Tomb Top....I am in want of [another marble piece of]...Pure White…”.85  

Phrases describing marble as “pure white,” “very white,” or “whitest” to describe 

the highest quality marble were nearly ubiquitous among stonecutters when they were 

dealing with a customer’s request.  That terminology was well-established by the time 

Nathaniel Hawthorne published his short story “Chippings with a Chisel” in 1838, in 

which Hawthorne described a brief fictional acquaintance with a tombstone carver 

working on the island of Martha’s Vineyard.  Hawthorne described a type of sole 

proprietor and stonecutter and small, local shop that by that time had already disappeared 

in urban areas, but that still applied to a shop like Fenner’s between 1805 and 1830. 

While his characterization of the fictional rural stonecutter Mr. Wigglesworth was 

intentionally quaint and somewhat romanticized, Hawthorne nevertheless described a 

world that mirrored that of Fenner.  In Hawthorne’s setting, the traditional old slate 

stones had gone out of fashion some time before and the stonecutter Mr. Wigglesworth, 

“had found a ready market for all his blank slabs of marble, and full occupation in 

lettering and ornamenting them.”86  The narrator and the stonecutter sometimes 

“discuss[ed] the respective merits of the various qualities of marble, numerous slabs of 

which were resting against the walls of the shop.”  In various anecdotes describing 

Wiggleworth’s clients, customers invariably chose white marble: a dying young woman 

                                                
 
85 James Stevens, Newport, RI, 13 July 1821. 

86 Nathaniel Hawthorne, “Chippings with a Chisel,” Tales and Sketches, 1982 ed., (New 
York: Library Classics of the United States, Inc.), 616-617. 
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came to Wiggleworth’s shop “day after day” to select her own gravestone, until she 

finally “pencilled her name upon a slender slab, which…was of a more spotless white 

than all the rest,” while an “old man by the name of Norton…had himself taken the 

needful precaution for posthumous remembrance, by bespeaking an immense slab of 

white marble…”.87  Young or old, female or male, all desired white marble to mark their 

final resting places.  

 Stonecutters and quarry correspondents alike sometimes apologized for the color 

of the marble if they did not think it was up to par.  For example, Charles Darling in 

Hudson informed Fenner in June of 1816 that he had just shipped some marble to him via 

Captain Sheldon, but had held off on several of the much-needed pieces since these “are 

of a bad quality being very yellow…”.  Darling, knowing his stonecutting clients’ needs 

well, did not send the “bad quality”—the judgment of poor “quality” was directly 

correlated to the stone’s whiteness rather than its more practical qualities such as 

durability.  (The ever enterprising Darling did, however, offer these pieces to Fenner at a 

modest discount.)  

Infrequently, a stonecutter hedged his bets and tried to diversify, particularly if he 

had access to something other than white marble.  David Ritter in New Haven, 

Connecticut took a risk by specializing in a different kind of stone and tried to discount 

the popularity of white marble by claiming it was too “common.”  Ritter responded to a 

request from Fenner on May 31, 1809 and offered an alternative:  
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Dear Sir, I received your letter dated the 20th and in it found that you wanted 
Marble, but of which kind you wanted we did not determine; wheather some of 
our handsom Variegated or not, but by the word of your letter it seems that it is 
only of the white kind.  If that is the case we shall not be able to deal with you; for 
white marble, Sir it is not the kind we deal in, that is so plenty and common that it 
is no object with us; our kind that we have to dispose of is the Clouded figured 
marble, and that of 30 different kinds, which is far superior to any kind found in 
America.  Sir if it should be to your Interest to want any of [our] hearths, Tombs 
& Mantles or grave Stones, Tomb Tables, Pedestal Monuments, or window caps 
& Sills (which here is all the rage) we should be very glad to furnish either Sawed 
or Chiseled off, free from any blemish at a fare price. . .88 
 

Ritter’s “handsome variegated” marbles referred to Philadelphia and other types of non-

white marble, although he assumed Fenner was requesting the usual white marble.  Ritter 

eschewed “common” white marble for a few more years, but eventually his business 

succumbed to the exigencies of profit and demand.  In 1819, Ritter wrote to Fenner 

explaining that he was taking his business in a different (unspecified) direction, and was 

seeking to sell off his considerable quantity of white marble stock, including “130 

Headstones of the Lanesboro and West Stockbridge marble headed off square and 

polished off complete (without foot Stones) of the first quality of marble,” as well as “4 

Tomb Tables” and “8 Elegant Pedestal Monuments,” of Italian marble.  Despite this 

attempt at divestment, Ritter continued in the white marble business for at least another 

decade; an engraving from about 1830 shows his marble shop (and razor business) on the 

Canal; the artistically arranged variety of monuments in the lithograph are clearly of 

white marble (Figure 2.8).89  

                                                
 
88 David Ritter, New Haven, CT, 31 May 1809.  

89 In the 1840 New Haven directory Ritter was listed as exclusively in the razor and fan 
business, while his son John carried on the marble business next door. 
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While the mechanisms for acquiring domestic marble are straightforward—it was 

purchased from a quarry, agent, or stonecutting shop—little information is available 

about how Italian marble was ordered by American stonecutters or agents.  Fenner 

purchased his Italian marble from other stonecutters (there are no letters from foreign 

correspondents in the Fenner collection), but some of those must have ordered it directly 

from an agent or source in Italy, where it would typically have been shipped from 

Leghorn (Livorno), the main Italian shipping port for export to the United States and 

elsewhere.  Salem stonecutter Benjamin Day wrote to Fenner in November 1820: “I have 

for sale a lot of white Italian Marble now lying on Hancock’s Wharf in Boston, 15 blocks 

of the following dimensions…” with a detailed list.  Day further claimed “they are the 

Largest Blocks ever landed in Boston,” suggesting the shipment had come directly from 

abroad.90  At least occasionally marble arrived listed simply as “ballast” on ship 

manifests, leaving open the possibility that stonecutters such as Day engaged in bidding 

for new, as yet unclaimed, shipments of marble stock. 

Fenner’s notices through the years tended to largely advertise the same types of 

materials, with white marble, especially Italian Carrara marble, always foregrounded.  In 

1813, Fenner advertised a “good assortment of North River and Italian marble for Grave-

stones, Tomb-stones, etc.” in addition to “5 Chimney Pieces of Italian Marble, well-

planed, price from 50 to $200,” and “2 Pedestal Monuments,” as well as marble for other 
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uses.91  The fact that Fenner also occasionally stocked smaller quantities of the blue and 

white “Philadelphia” marble mentioned earlier attests to the continuing popularity of 

these “pseudo-marbles” for interior accents during this time.  In February 1816, Fenner 

had “twelve very nice Italian Marble Monuments,” “two elegant Italian Chimney Pieces,” 

as well as “Italian” and North River marble for gravestones and other uses, including 

hearths.92  Later that year Fenner may have experienced some temporary financial 

difficulties or have found himself a bit overstocked, for he ran a series of advertisements 

with a “Cheap! Cheap!” banner, hoping to sell off the following stock quickly: “300 

gravestones, of marble and slate”; “12 Pedestal Monuments, of Italian Marble;” “4 

[pedestal monuments of North River marble]”; “5 Marble Tomb Tables and Bases”; “300 

Marble Tile[s], for Walks, Hearths, etc.,” as well as quantities of freestone and 

soapstone.93  On one occasion Fenner appears to have tried selling a colored marble, as 

he ran an ad for a quantity of marble similar to “Verd Antique or Ancient Green.”  That 

advertisement was not repeated, however, and likely represents an experiment he did not 

try again.94 

Almost all of Fenner’s slate came from two slate quarries near Boston, one owned 

by Jonathan Rawson, and another leased by Caleb Faxon.  Rawson was the owner and 
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operator, along with his sons, of by far the larger slate quarry and stonecutting business. 

Fenner corresponded with both Rawson and Faxon on a regular basis.  William 

Manchester had been instrumental in helping to establish and maintain contacts with 

them, as evidenced in the August 1806 letter quoted earlier.95 

Although little is known about Jonathan Rawson’s background and personal life, 

he was a well-known name in the stonecutting world in late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth-century New England.  Rawson’s extensive network of trade contacts, as well 

as the size of his large operation, made him one of the most significant and influential 

figures in the trade in the Boston area and New England.  His stonecutting shop 

employed and trained numerous apprentices and journeymen who later established 

themselves in various cities on the Eastern seaboard, including Boston and Salem, 

Massachusetts; Providence, Rhode Island; and Portland, Maine.96  

Born in Quincy in 1762, Rawson was involved in a number of business ventures, 

including real estate and the keeping of a “public house” in his home.97  His best-known 

and most profitable profession, however, was as the owner and operator of his slate 

quarry and stonecutting operation.  Quincy was an important source of good quality slate 

                                                
 
95 Braintree and Quincy are next to each other; the boundaries between these have shifted 
over the past two hundred years, and the names are often used interchangeably in 
Fenner’s correspondence.  
 
96 James Blachowicz, From Slate to Marble, Gravestone Carving Traditions in Eastern 
Massachusetts, 1770-1870 (Evanston, IL: Graver Press, 2006), 65-66. 

97 Blachowicz, 66. 
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in the eighteenth century.98  While no gravestones are known to have been definitely 

carved or signed by Rawson himself, Rawson’s sons Ebenezer and Jonathan, Jr., 

occasionally signed theirs.  After Rawson Sr.’s accidental drowning death in 1819 the 

sons continued the business well into the nineteenth century.99  As slate was the primary 

material used for gravestones in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, in demand 

from stonecutters in many parts of the Northeast, Rawson’s shop and quarry were in 

contact with a large network of stone workers and other quarries, and attracted many 

apprentices.100  

In August 1813, as Fenner’s father-in-law was ailing, Fenner’s brother-in-law 

Alex Manchester took it upon himself to visit Rawson and Faxon in search of stock:  

I went to Quincy the Sunday before last, Mr. Faxon has no stones shaped so as 
you want…. I also went to Rawson Quarry but he has none in the ruff state large 
enough, from thence I went back to Faxons house, & as I was getting in the 
Chaise, behold!  Rawson made his black appearance.  I ask’d him if he had any, 
he said he had not one, large enough, nor should not, for a month to come…he 
there told me he could get the stones ready by the next Saturday; as he is such a 
liar I thought we could not depend on him, I told him I had partly engaged them 
of Faxon, he said it would make no odds he would let Faxon have them…”.101 
 

Although no letters from Rawson survive in the Fenner archives—if there ever were 

any—Caleb Faxon corresponded regularly with Fenner almost from the beginning of 

                                                
 
98 Granite, the stone that would make Quincy’s name during the nineteenth century, 
would not be quarried regularly until the mid-nineteenth century. 

99 Blachowicz 66.  Rawson obituary: Boston Patriot & Daily Mercantile Advertiser, 
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100 Ibid 65-66. 
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 80 

Fenner’s business.  Unlike Rawson, Faxon did not own his Quincy quarry; he leased the 

quarry on an annual basis.102  At this time Fenner sold both “Braintree slate” and 

“Common slate;” presumably “Braintree slate” referred to Rawson’s stock, or possibly 

Faxon’s in years the latter leased a quarry.  

 Fenner also relied on other stonecutters for stock, especially if that stonecutter 

also had direct access to a quarry.  A shortage of manpower in the spring of 1813 

(possibly due to enlistments in the War of 1812) led stonecutter James Stevens of 

Newport to attempt to quarry stone for himself and for his friend Fenner, who was in 

need of stock at an affordable price.  Stevens’ letter of May 8 did not bring welcome 

news: “[I have] been constantly at the quarry….I have made the trial on which depended 

the price we talked of and find that I can in no way pay the expence of digging the stones 

at that price.  I have been constantly at work ever since you were here myself and three 

hands with the cattle and have not yet opened it to the Stones.  It is at present very wet 

and bad drawing…”.103 Stevens’ experience in 1813 was similar to John Bartram’s in 

1757, that the “raising up” of stones “is very hard”—although Bartram and his men did 

manage to draw enough stone that he could enjoy the “very easy and pleasant work” of 

splitting the rough blocks.  Possibly three laborers were not sufficient to draw the stone—

Bartram’s crew was undoubtedly much larger than Steven’s, and was not hired by the 

                                                
 
102 William Manchester, Newton, MA, 9 November 1812. 

103 James Stevens, Newport, RI, 8 May 1813. It is unclear from Stevens’ correspondence 
whether he actually owned a quarry, or leased one. The quarry probably yielded 
freestone. 



 81 

day—or the laborers were not practiced at this kind of work.  Even with help from men 

and working animals Steven had not been able to dig past the uppermost layer of rock—

the poorest quality—to reach a layer of usable stone.  The quarrying itself was difficult, 

with often unpredictable yields.  Stevens’ solution to his difficulty obtaining stone for 

Fenner in this case was to offer Fenner “sawed and Rough” stone he already had in stock, 

at whatever price Fenner could afford.  

The Stevens shop of Newport was a long-established family business by 1813, but 

like every other stonecutting enterprise it had to negotiate for quality stone.  Matters did 

not improve for Stevens; months later he was still struggling with a shortage of reliable 

labor, this time because of the coming holiday season.  Responding on December 7 

regarding an order from Fenner, Stevens revealed palpable frustration: “I…immediately 

set about getting a team to draw the stones. The teamsmen of the town refuse to draw 

them for they have plenty of sugar and molasses to draw. I last evening went out of town 

and have to the promise of a good team of one of the farmers who thinks that he will send 

in a large cart with two pairs of good cattle and 2 or 3 hands to load them.”104  Early 

holiday cheer easily trumped the difficult, dirty work of quarrying. 

During the slowdown of quarrying, burial and building activity during the months 

of December, January and February, Joseph Fenner and other stonecutters remained busy 

with indoor work.  Fenner could catch up on unfinished projects or begin work on new 

projects if he had the stock available.  He could also plan for the coming season by 

                                                
 
104 James Stevens, Newport, RI, 10 December 1813.  



 82 

placing orders early, as he did in January 1810.  Writing to a quarry owner in Chatham on 

January 8th, Fenner requested a variety of stones of different dimensions, asking if these 

could be “furnish[ed] by the first of May Next.” Since Fenner and the quarry owner had 

not yet met and were “strangers,” Fenner made an offer of good faith: “If you are 

doubtfull of gitting your pay as we are strangers I will make satisfaction to any 

Gentleman in Providence who you shall Name or to Capt James Tucker of 

Pawtucket.”105  During the same period Fenner was putting in orders at quarries with 

which he already had established relationships.  A letter from Oliver Ruggles of 

Stockbridge, one of Fenner’s regular suppliers, informed Fenner on January 16 that 

Ruggles had “recd your letter of the 10th Inst. in which is an order for Marble.  I shall 

supply you in the spring agreeable to your wishes…”.  Ruggles anticipated, either at 

Fenner’s request or through Ruggle’s own assertivess, that he could sell Fenner more 

stock that year, when he closed his letter by mentioning “I shall calculate at the same 

time to supply you with all the marble you may want through the Spring & Summer.”106 

Stonecutter Richard Adams of Charlestown, Massachusetts sent Fenner “4 stone for 

Columns” in February 1810, that he had worked on during the winter months.  Alluding 

to his dissatisfaction with the insufficient level of whiteness of the marble, Adams 

elaborated that he was unable to “get of good coloured stone without sawing, for doing 

which I want moderate weather.”  Of another set of columns he was about to produce and 

                                                
 
105 Draft of letter from Fenner to Mr. J. Havel (?), Chatham, 8 January 1810. 

106 Oliver Ruggles, Stockbridge, MA, 16 January 1810.  
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send to Fenner, Adams added: “The last 2 will be as white as the 2 whitest of the 4.  The 

2 darkest I think would do best for the middle ones, having the whitest sides out. The 

Marble you will find when wrought, will be handsome and fine for American.”107  This 

meant that the pieces of marble that were not satisfactorily white could still be used, but 

were to be positioned so that their color flaws could be camouflaged in favor of the 

whiter columns. 

Slate quarry owner Jonathan Rawson and his sons were usually so busy by the 

end of the active quarrying season they had no time to accommodate relatively small 

proprietors, as Alex Manchester wrote Fenner in September of 1813: “Yesterday… I took 

a ride down to Quincy, & gave your Letter to Mr. Rawson, Junr.  He says he can supply 

you with the Stones in the rough, but can not shape one, being very busy harvesting, he 

says.  You had better come down & hire a man to shape them, he says a man can shape 

the 100 feet in a week.”108   

Although he often traded with local stonecutters for rough or carved stock, Fenner  

had to contend with robust competition from the same skilled stonecutters.  Fenner’s 

main competition consisted of the Tingley brothers and Franklin Cooley.  All of these 

men set up their businesses around the same time as Fenner.  Samuel and Sylvanus 

Tingley were second-generation stonecutters originally from Attleboro, Massachusetts, 

where they had almost certainly apprenticed with their father, the elder Samuel Tingley, 

                                                
 
107 Richard Adams, Charlestown, MA, 6 February 1810. 

108 Alex Manchester, Roxbury, MA, 10 September 1813. 
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whose slate stones are well-represented in that area.  Arriving in 1811, Sylvanus Tingley 

set up shop in Providence.  His brother Samuel joined him soon after.109  One source also 

notes that Samuel had taken “special instruction in lettering” in Boston.110 F ranklin 

Cooley was a native of Providence, as well as Horace Fox, his brief business partner until 

about 1812.  Both Cooley and Fox were second-generation stonecutters whose fathers 

(Chauncey Cooley and Asa Fox) had also been stonecutters and business partners.  Fox’s 

father died when he was very young, so the young Horace may have apprenticed with 

Chauncey and literally grown up with Franklin.  Fox left Providence sometime after 1812 

for Boston, where he was living as of 1817.111  The work of Fenner, the Tingleys, Cooley 

and Fox was all part of the transition from slate to marble beginning in the late eighteenth 

century.  While it appears from a cursory glance at the numbers of extant stones that slate 

was the preferred medium during the first decades of the nineteenth century, it is apparent 

from Fenner’s correspondence that the use of marble was on the increase. 

A brief comparative study of Fenner’s work and others, especially vis-à-vis his 

direct competition, helps to demonstrate his skills and competence as a stonecutter.112   

                                                
 
109 Edwin T. Freedley, ed., Leading Pursuits and Leading Men: A Treatise on the 
Principal Trades and Manufactures of the United States, Showing the Progress, State, 
and Prospects of Business (Philadelphia: Edward Young, 1856), 419. I have been unable 
to pinpoint the exact location in Providence of the Tingley’s first shop. 

110 Thomas Williams Bicknell, The History of the State of Rhode Island and Providence 
Plantations (New York: The American Historical Society, Inc., 1920), 264. 

111 Blachowicz 60-61. 

112 To provide a sample of Fenner, Tingley, Cooley and Fox stones I primarily relied on 
the on-line database of The Rhode Island Historical Cemetery Commission, although I 
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During Fenner’s working lifetime, the main burial grounds in Providence consisted of the 

North Burial Ground (established in 1700) and the West Burial Ground.  The West Burial 

Ground was actually a combination of five small separate cemeteries, with burials dating 

from 1743 on.113  In addition, numerous smaller cemeteries dotted the city and the local 

region. 

Despite the presence of numerous signed stones in cemeteries in and around 

Providence, studying the work of these men is challenging for several reasons. In the late 

nineteenth century, well after the working (and earthly) lives of these stonecutters had 

ended, cemeteries in the area underwent major changes. Several cemeteries were 

                                                                                                                                            
 
used other sources as well, including on-site visits. The Commission has been 
documenting Rhode Island cemeteries for years, cross-referencing genealogical 
information and nineteenth century transcriptions and records where possible. Only 
Providence-area cemeteries that have been fully surveyed (or re-created in the case of no 
longer extant cemeteries) and that still have a substantial amount of stones were used to 
draw a sample from. Examples were taken from Swan Point Cemetery, the North Burial 
Ground, and St. John’s Cemetery in Providence; Newman Cemetery in East Providence; 
and East Greenwich Cemetery in East Greenwich.  Using a date range of 1800 (to capture 
any backdated stones) to 1831 (the year Fenner retired), and looking only at records 
containing a photograph, an example was captured only if the stone had a documented 
signature.  The sample, therefore, is representative but not comprehensive, due to the 
large numbers of deteriorated, damaged, undocumented or missing stones.   
 
For this comparative study, 210 signed slate and marble gravestones made between 1805 
and 1830 were identified, listed by carver and types of stones:  Fenner, 43 slates, 9 
marbles; the Tingleys, 88 slates, 22 marbles; Cooley and Fox (c. 1808-c. 1812), 8 slates, 
no marbles; Franklin Cooley, 33 slates, 7 marbles.  Stones in and around Providence 
signed by stonecutters from other towns were also found from this period but were not 
included in the study, as their numbers were negligible for this time period: Gabriel 
Allen, John Tillinghast, James Stevens of Newport, Bolles, and J. French of Pawtucket.   

113 The cemeteries that made up the West Burial Ground were: the Beneficent Church 
Cemetery, the Proprietors' Burial Ground, Manchester Cemetery, Sprague (or Hope) 
Cemetery, and Seth Paddford's cemetery.  For more detailed information, see: 
http://www.rihistoriccemeteries.org. 
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eliminated entirely, such as the West Burial Ground, whose burials (and some stones) 

were moved to other area cemeteries between 1869 and 1888, when the site became a 

park.  When Providence’s rural Swan Point Cemetery opened in 1846, many families 

took the opportunity to move their ancestors’ remains from other burial places and 

“gather” them in large family lots at the new cemetery.  Sometimes the original marble or 

slate stones were also moved, but not always.  Later in the nineteenth century, original 

stones were discarded in favor of large granite family monuments.  These granite 

monuments could accommodate many names and dates.  Frequently one large central 

monument replaced multiple individual gravestones in the family lot.  

A significant difficulty in studying the work of Fenner and his contemporaries is 

the poor condition of the marble stones compared to the slate stones.  In many cases 

marble stones, even if they remain in their original location, are either too deteriorated or 

no longer legible, making attributions only possible based on cross-referencing with 

other, often unreliable documents.  Frequently slate stones were damaged during removal 

and broken at the ground level line, necessitating deep re-burial in the new location, 

thereby removing from view any extant carver signature.  Fewer marble stones than slates 

carved by Providence stonecutters of the early nineteenth century survive or are 

documented.  Records referenced by the Rhode Island Cemetery Commission indicate 

that during the removals of the nineteenth century, many gravestones were discarded or 

carted away.  Of those that were moved, many were already badly deteriorated, and can 

no longer be documented or tied to a specific decedent or maker.  The earliest signed 
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marble stones identified for this sampling date from about 1811.  Most are in the early 

“slab” forms, emulating the traditional slate forms. 

A study of extant, documented, and signed slate gravestones suggests that all of 

the Providence-area stonecutters probably purchased their stones as blanks from the same 

quarries.  Within the study group of slates, various unique “tweaks” to the traditional 

forms are evidence that the slates came from different quarries.  For example, one 

quarry’s stonecutter added an extra edge detail to the design; another quarry produced a 

slight variation of a slate’s upper profile, particularly in the shape of “shoulders.”  Less 

popular but also used by Fenner and his competitors was the squared-top slate form.  

Customers chose from available stock in Fenner’s shop or requested he procure a stone 

form and type to their particular wishes.  

The differences between the stones are mainly in the decoration and the quality of 

the lettering.  Figures 2.9 through 2.15 show representative examples of slates from 

Fenner’s shop.  Some of the slates exhibit delicate, exquisitely carved motifs, such as the 

“willow and urns” on the stones for Mrs. Sarah Danforth (Figure 2.12) and Mrs. Anstis 

Stewart (Figure 2.13).  The perfectly shaped and smooth urn and articulated willow 

leaves, and the backgrounds for each of the urn motifs, a small-scale diamond diaper 

pattern, are nearly flawless in execution, a subtle tour-de-force of the carver.  These were 

likely both carved by the same skilled journeyman at one of the quarries Fenner 

purchased his slates from, such as Rawson’s.  It is doubtful Fenner or one of his helpers 

had such skill.  Other stones were more crudely decorated, for example the Stephen 

Burlingame stone in Figure 2.11, on which an urn is outlined in an uncertain and 
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amateurish hand, rendering what was meant to be an elegant motif an almost cartoonish 

aspect.  Another incised urn on the gravestone of Emily MacKay (Figure 2.14) shows a 

slightly steadier hand, but the incising is light and embellishment is minimal.  This 

inconsistency of the quality of decoration likely points to the fact that Fenner ordered 

both pre-decorated blanks, carved by stonecutters at a quarry or at other shops, and 

sometimes did his own carving or had an assistant working on a stone, as exemplified by 

the less-accomplished versions.  Stones likely to have been decorated in Fenner’s shop 

include the stones for Stephen Burlingame (Figure 2.11), Emily Mackay (Figure 2.14) 

and Mary Woodmansee (Figure 2.15).  On Stephen Burlingame’s stone Fenner included 

his title of “Sc.,” or “Sculptor,” after his initials, as he occasionally did.   

The lettering is the one element that was unique to each stonecutter and usually 

the only portion of the gravestone or monument that can reliably be considered to have 

been consistently executed by him.  Fenner, Cooley, and Fox all exhibited roughly 

similar competency in lettering between 1805 and 1830, with no apparent variations in 

skill or originality (see, for example, the Joseph Pease and Levi Hoppin slates by Fenner 

in Figures 2.9 and 2.10, and the work of Cooley and Fox in Figure 2.16).  The lettering is 

usually neat and well-spaced, with two different standard types of fonts, a serif Roman-

style font and an italicized font.  Stonecutters in large cities such as Boston charged 3 

cents per letter or character, as Alpheus Cary did; Providence stonecutters probably 

charged similar prices.  Fenner’s identifiable marble stones show he used similar lettering 

styles on these, as for example on the Shearjashub Bourn Allin stone in Figure 2.17.   



 89 

One unusually fancy marble signed by Fenner bears closer examination (Figure 

2.18).  Erected by Harriet Mathewson’s “bereaved husband” in Providence’s North 

Burial Ground in July 1824, just a few weeks after the thirty-nine year old woman’s death 

in June, the stone is still in a traditional slab form, with a “fancy” top.  The surface of the 

stone, however is covered with various forms of low-relief carving that must have been 

done by a much more skilled decorative carver than Fenner.  Showing a well-defined top 

edge, the tympanum exhibits a willow and urn design paired with flower motifs that 

gracefully fill the voids on either side.  Below the tympanum, the stone is framed by 

carved decorations which are punctuated corner decorations, emulating a framed piece of 

art or a needleworked quotation.  Fenner’s lettered inscription occupies the remaining 

oval space, as well as the space at the bottom with further information and his signature. 

It is a striking departure from his usual work, and from other stones of the period. 

Possibly the stone was ordered from a foreign source, and brought to Fenner so the 

customer could consult with him on the epitaph and have him letter the stone, although 

the relatively short time between Mrs. Mathewson’s death and the erection of the stone 

make this unlikely.  

Although Fenner regularly advertised “pedestal monuments,” usually of Italian 

marble, none have thus far been attributed to Fenner.  Beyond the slab forms, Fenner also 

worked with another traditional form that James Stevens of Newport often referred to, 

that of the “tomb table” (Figures 2.19 and 2.20).  The tomb table most often resembled 

just that—a table, sometimes with “legs,” supporting a table “top” which covered the 
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large vault-like box that itself covered the remains interred below ground.  James Stevens 

received occasional orders for these, and sometimes subcontracted the work to Fenner. 

Of mantels or “chimneypieces,” the other main kind of work Fenner regularly 

received orders for, there is little information beyond the occasional mention in the 

correspondence that Fenner might have been seeking mantel elements, such as 

hearthstones or facings.  

Fenner and Cooley both faced stiff competition from the Tingley brothers, who 

increasingly dominated the market in Providence between 1805 and 1830.  During this 

period the Tingleys clearly developed their skills well beyond those of their competition. 

Their distinctive “shadow” fonts first appeared in the 1810s (Figure 2.21).  These fonts 

required more time and skill than the relatively uncomplicated lettering styles of Fenner 

and others.  These “shadow fonts” are only found on Tingley-signed stones, both slate 

and marble, indicating this was a skill the Tingleys exercised exclusively for their 

customers.  Because Samuel had studied lettering specifically in Boston, he is likely 

responsible for advancing those skills in the Tingley workshop.  There is other evidence 

that the Tingleys excelled at carving—for example, the beautifully incised signature of 

Sylvanus Tingley beneath a handsomely carved motif (Figure 2.22).  One idiosyncratic 

motif, that of an urn with exaggeratedly elongated handles, shows up on stones used by 

all Providence stonecutters.  This design has been definitively identified as being from 

the Tingley shop, confirming that the Tingleys bought blanks, decorated them, and then 

sold them to other shops, including to Fenner (Figures 2.23 and 2.24).    
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The Tingley brothers were also progressive, adding to their competitive edge 

beyond their carving skills.  The Tingley shop was an important and dominant presence 

in Providence in the early nineteenth century and deserves closer study, but few 

documents of that shop survive.114  In 1822, the brothers built their own sawmill to cut 

marble.  The sawmill was in their native Attleborough, eight miles distant, but the 

location provided the “great advantages of water-power.”115  In a shift from earlier 

methods—as evidenced in the Book of Trades, which showed workmen sawing marble 

manually in the stone-yard—water and machinery provided increased efficiency in 

sawing marble.  The use of water was a major development in processing marble from 

rough blocks into finished blanks on a much larger scale than previously possible, and the 

Tingley brothers early on saw an opportunity to gain a market advantage.  How the 

Tingleys’ new venture in 1822 impacted their local competition is difficult to pinpoint, 

because of the marble stone survival issues discussed earlier.  

The Tingley brothers’ shop was productive, and probably had several journeymen 

and apprentices working on the premises at any given time.  Though a sole proprietor, 

Fenner did not always work alone.  Fenner almost certainly never took on an indentured 

apprentice, but there is intermittent evidence that at times he needed additional carving 

help in his shop, or had to subcontract out work he would normally have done himself, 

                                                
 
114 Although no known correspondence exists between Fenner and either of the Tingley 
brothers, any communication would likely have taken place in person or by courier, as 
the Tingley shop was not far from Fenner’s.   

115 Freedley, 418. 
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such as lettering.  Stonecutters often “borrowed” assistants from each other for particular 

work.  As noted previously, throughout 1813 James Stevens had difficulty finding help; 

that situation mirrored other stonecutters’ experiences.  Possibly because of a shortage of 

manpower due to enlistments in the War of 1812, the late summer and fall of 1813 seem 

to have been as busy for Fenner as they were for the Rawsons, who were too busy 

“harvesting” to shape blocks for customers.  There were not enough men on the job to 

perform both quarrying activities (i.e. extracting stone) and subsequent steps to prepare 

stone for wholesale.  Stonecutters could, if necessary, rough out blocks themselves, but 

obviously could not quarry at their supplier, therefore Rawson’s men focused on the 

priorities that kept their business going. 

Rawson’s suggestion to Fenner that he “hire a man” to do this work was 

something Fenner was already working on.  In August 1813, Fenner received a response 

from one such possible assistant, an acquaintance working in Boston.  James Johnston 

responded to Fenner’s inquiry, glad to receive a letter from a “friend” and sounding very 

much like a young man enjoying life in the big city:   

Dear Sir – I have so few corrispondents that I seldom think of inquiring for 
Letters, passing through the Coffee House the day before yesterday I happened to 
see your friendly Letter of the 4 inth Inst. which I had not time to answer before 
now, as a party of young men had first got ready as I received it, to go down 
[illegible] a-gunning, and were waiting for me, we [did not] return till late last 
night…. 
 

Although flattered by Fenner’s offer, Johnson politely declined—because the shop he 

worked in in Boston was too busy to spare him, as he explained:   

I am sorry it is not in my power at present with prosperity to come, neither do I 
know of any good journeyman out of imploy that I could recommend you.  I say 
with prosperity by reason of Cary and Dickinson having given me stedy imploy 
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almost since I came to this place, and likewise good treatment – And wishing me 
to stay a few weeks longer to finish some Chimney pieces which have been 
making, I think it would not be treating them well to leave them just now, they 
give me a Dollar and three Quarter pr Day….the friendship which [your offer] 
conveys shall not be forgotten….116 

 
Johnston closed by sending his respects to Fenner as well as to Cooley & Fox.  

Johnston’s allegiance was clearly to Alpheus Cary’s shop, which was busy and 

prosperous, and which treated and paid Johnston well.  Some weeks later, having kept 

Fenner’s request in mind, Johnston wrote again: “The bearer of this letter is the Mr. 

Howard who I have recommended to you, and who I hope will be advantageous to you in 

your business….please to give my respects to Messrs. Cooley & Fox…”.117  That the 

letter remained in Fenner’s possession indicates that Mr. Howard did indeed present 

himself to Fenner, and possibly worked for him for a time.  Johnston again sent his 

“respects” to Cooley and Fox, possibly indicating where he previously worked, but at the 

very least revealing the interconnected nature of stonecutters’ relationships with each 

other.  They competed and collaborated. 

At any given time stonecutters working in the same city could simultaneously be 

competitors, but also collaborators, networks of information and sources of stock.   

Mentions of informal or short-term assistance appear throughout Fenner’s 

correspondence.  For example, William Manchester noted a Rawson son “that is now to 

work with Mr. Tingley in Providence” for a few weeks in 1812.  James Stevens of 

                                                
 
116 James Johnston, Boston, MA, 19 August 1813. 

117 James Johnston, Boston, MA, 22 September 1813. 
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Newport requested of Fenner in 1819 to “please inform me whether you could send me a 

man that you can recommend as a good engraver to do my lettering…”.118  In August 

1824 Franklin Cooley asked Fenner if he could spare “Mr. Green” for a few days during 

a busy time, since Cooley’s apprentice had injured himself.119  In 1825, James Stevens 

wrote to Fenner with an order for several pieces of “pure white marble,” but also for 

advice on what to pay his new assistant: “…the young man who hands you this has 

offered to work for me and I am willing to give him the price whatever is the going price 

in Providence as he has worked for you.  Please say what I ought to give him per month 

and for Board…”.120  The exchange of assistants was as fluid and constant as 

negotiations for stone stock itself. 

During the 1820s, Fenner’s business continued steadily, although perhaps less 

vigorously, as indicated by a drop-off in the quantity of letters.  The content of the letters 

themselves remained similar to that of earlier years, largely concerned with the procuring 

of marble, such as the letter to Fenner from William Leavenworth of Great Barrington in 

February of 1826 indicating he would no longer be dealing in Vermont marble, and 

focusing instead on selling Stockbridge marble.  Of the Vermont white marble, with 

which “you [Fenner] were pretty well supplied with [when I was at Providence last 

spring]…,” Leavenworth hoped Fenner would “not be under the necessity of purchasing 

                                                
 
118 William Manchester, Roxbury, MA, 9 November 1812; James Stevens, Newport, RI, 
16 December 1819. 

119 Franklin Cooley, Providence, 4 August 1824. 

120 James Stevens, Newport, RI, 17 March 1825.  
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that article hereafter,” and would instead purchase from him “the first quality Stockbridge 

[white] marble…”.121  Providence’s exceptional population growth during the 1820s 

provided opportunity for other stonecutters, such as [David] Bolles & Horton, who set up 

shop in 1822 “North of the Exchange Bank,” very near Fenner’s own shop.  In 1824 

Bolles struck out on his own, announcing he “still carries on the [Stone-cutting and 

Sculpture] business, at the stand formerly occupied by Joseph J. Fenner…”.  Though 

Fenner had apparently moved his stonecutting shop—or significantly reduced his work—

he continued to advertise into at least 1824, and probably later, at an unknown but nearby 

location.  Letters to Fenner were invariably addressed to “Mr. Joseph J. Fenner, 

Stonecutter, Providence,” providing no street address.   

At some point around 1831 Fenner abruptly ceased working.  One factor for 

Fenner’s “retirement” from stonecutting by the early 1830s was almost certainly the 

fierce competition from the Tingley brothers.  The Tingleys had dominated the marble 

and stone trades in Providence for much of Fenner’s professional career, and would 

continue to thrive for several more generations.  But another reason was more likely the 

deciding factor: throughout his adult life, Joseph Fenner struggled with what he called the 

“blue devils,” some form of mental illness.  The “blue devils” eventually took over, and 

for whatever now inscrutable reasons, Fenner was unable to cope any longer.  Perhaps the 

death of his eldest son Edwin in 1824 exacerbated his condition. (His only other son 

Albert would die in 1834.)  For the rest of his life Fenner was—either at his request, or at 

                                                
 
121 William Leavenworth, Great Barrington, MA, 20 February 1826. 
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least with his full compliance—boarded out with various families in Providence and 

Jamestown, and his estate was managed by court-appointed trustees.122  

By then most stonecutters had already left Providence, leaving the Tingleys to 

thrive.  Fenner’s sometime competitors Cooley & Fox had gone their separate ways when 

Horace Fox moved to Boston in 1818 to continue his stonecutting business there. 

Franklin Cooley, after the failure of his soapstone venture and other legal troubles, left 

Providence for a few years, and returned in 1833 to restart his stonecutting business. 

Looking for an apprentice, he placed an announcement in the paper.123 

Next to Cooley’s announcement was another one: the notice of the dispersal of 

Joseph Fenner’s stock.  The notice, placed by Fenner’s “guardian,” James Arnold, 

announced: 

The subscriber will sell the stock owned by Joseph Fenner (at his stone yard rear 
of High street) less than the same quality can be bought in this city; any person 
wishing to engage in the business and will buy the stock and tools can hire the 
shop heretofore occupied by Mr. Fenner. The stock consists of White Monuments, 
ornamented and plain white Marble Grave Stones, dark Thomaston do., Brantry 
and Soft Slates, White and Coloured Marble slips for grates and Fireplaces, Dark 
Marble Hearths, Freestone Hearths and Jambs, &c.124 

 

The results of the sale are not recorded, but doubtless the remains of Fenner’s shop found 

ready buyers.  April would have represented the beginning of the busiest season for 

                                                
 
122 Fenner’s wife Harriet remained at home with at least three young children.  She died 
in 1839. 

123 Providence Patriot And Columbian Phoenix, Volume 1, Issue 17, April 27, 1833, 4. 
 
124 Ibid. The mention of “rear of High Street” indicates Fenner’s shop and stone yard 
were still relatively close to his former location. 
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stonecutters.  All of the stones a productive and successful stonecutter needed on hand 

were there: white marble monuments and gravestones, “ornamented and plain”; slates for 

gravestones and building purposes; and all of the other utilitarian stones were represented 

in the remains of Fenner’s shop. 

 The life of a full-time American urban stonecutter like Joseph Fenner in the first 

two decades of the nineteenth century represented many patterns visible in the origins of 

the marble business.  Stonecutters’ business lives were shaped by the complexities of 

sourcing, acquiring and moving stone across transportation networks of roads and 

waterways that were just beginning to develop.  Quarry owners were often invested in the 

development of local networks of roads that would advance overland transportation 

networks for general commercial use.  This period saw increasingly sophisticated and 

segmented forms of production in which stonecutters added value as marble moved 

incrementally through the supply chain, a point that has long been overlooked in 

scholarship on the stone trades.  Stonecutters strategized for advantageous business 

locations that took into account not just access to waterways to receive wholesale 

shipments, but also convenience of retail customers who visited the shop to discuss 

orders with the owner and to select a stone.  The emergence towards the end of this 

period of integrated firms like the Tingley brothers’ that were better capitalized to 

produce commodities in quantity through economies of scale made it increasingly 

difficult for small-scale artisan shops to compete.  While a very few stonecutters—such 

as the Tingleys—advanced their craft well beyond lettering by creating elegantly incised 

or carved unique motifs, most stonecutters of the period focused on acquiring the best 
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stock and on the most time-sensitive element of lettering, purchasing already “wrought” 

stones when possible.  The term “sculptor,” used by most stonecutters to identify 

themselves as “engravers” or letterers, was in common usage.  It was a term, however, 

that would become much more specific to professional artists in the 1820s, when 

America’s first academic sculptors would claim that title. 
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Figure 2.1.  Early Fenner advertisement announcing his new stonecutting shop.     
Providence Phoenix, April 6, 1805, volume III, issue 151, 1. 
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Figure 2.2.  By 1812, Fenner had moved to another wharf location and was offering a 
wide array of products, especially marble, from listed sources.  Rhode-Island American, 
February 7, 1812, volume IV, issue 33, 1. 
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Figure 2.3a.  Map of Providence, Rhode Island, 1803.  Courtesy of the Norman B. 
Leventhal Map Collection at the Boston Public Library.  Available on-line at: 
http://maps.bpl.org/view_collection. 
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Figure 2.3b.  Detail of map of Providence, Rhode Island, 1803.  Fenner’s shop was 
directly “behind” the Exchange Bank, indicated by the initials “EB,” which fronted on 
Westminster Street.  Note the proximity to the Great Bridge.  Courtesy of the Norman B. 
Leventhal Map Collection at the Boston Public Library.  Available on-line at: 
http://maps.bpl.org/view_collection.
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Figure 2.4.  Location of the New England marble belt showing marble deposits (grey 
areas) and major waterways, adapted from geological maps in The Marble Border of 
Western New England, Its Geology and Marble Development in the Present Century 
(1885).  Map Courtesy of Miele-Fleury Graphics. 
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Figure 2.5.  Geological cross-section of Dorset Mountain, Vermont, 1858.  Albert D. 
Hager, “ “The Marbles of Vermont,” a presentation to the Vermont Historical Society 
and the General Assembly of Vermont, October 29, 1858.”  Published by The Times 
Job Office, Burlington. 
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Figure 2.6.  The “Stone-mason” from The Book of Trades (1806). 
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Figure 2.7.  Plymouth Marble Works (MA), stereoview, c. 1850.  Author’s collection. 
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Figure 2.8.  David Ritter’s white marble shop circa 1828, as depicted by Pendleton’s 
Lithography.  Courtesy, American Antiquarian Society. 
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Figure 2.9.  St. John’s Cemetery, Providence.  Joseph Pease, d. 1803.   
Slate gravestone carved by Joseph J. Fenner c. 1805.  Signed “J.J.F.” 
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Figure 2.10.  Swan Point Cemetery, Providence, Rhode Island.  Levi Hoppin, died 
1804.  Slate gravestone carved by Joseph Fenner c. 1805.  Signed “J.J.F.”  (Stone   
moved to Swan Point from unknown original location after 1846.) 
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Figure 2.11.  Coventry Historical Cemetery #152, Coventry, RI.  Stephen 
Burlingame, died 1808.  Slate gravestone carved by Joseph Fenner and signed 
“J.F. Sc.”. 
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Figure 2.12.  Swan Point Cemetery, Providence, Rhode Island.  Mrs. Sarah Danforth, 
died 1811.  The slate stone was almost certainly lettered by Fenner, but the very fine 
low-relief carving of the willow and urn motif was most likely done by a highly 
skilled carver at a quarry such as Jonathan Rawson’s in Quincy, Massachusetts. (Stone 
moved to Swan Point from unknown original location after 1846.) 
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Figure 2.13.  St. John’s Cemetery, Newport, Rhode Island.  Mrs. Anstis Stewart, d. 
1812.  Slate stone lettered and signed by Fenner, “J.J.F.” 
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Figure 2.14.  Swan Point Cemetery, Providence, Rhode Island. Emily MacKay, died 
1811.  Slate gravestone lettered and signed by Joseph Fenner, “J.J.F.”; the poorly 
incised urn was likely done in Fenner’s shop by either Fenner or an assistant.  (Stone 
moved to Swan Point from unknown original location after 1846.) 
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Figure 2.15.  Newman Cemetery, East Providence, Rhode Island.  Slate gravestone of 
Marcy D. Woodmansee , died 1813.  Carved by Joseph Fenner; signed “J.J. Fenner, 
Prov.”.  Due to boundary fluctuations, Newman Cemetery was originally located in 
Rehoboth, Massachusetts, then Seekonk Massachusetts, and finally in East 
Providence, Rhode Island as of 1862.  Stone currently lays flat, but was originally 
upright. 
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Figure 2.16.  Examples of the work of Cooley & Fox, 1807, and of Franklin Cooley, 
1813-1819.   
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Figure 2.17.  Allin Burial Ground, Barrington, Rhode Island.  Marble slab gravestone 
of Shearjashub Bourn Allin, died 1812.  Signed “J.J.F.”  The form of the stone mimics 
the typical slate forms still popular at the time.  The stone was almost certainly lettered 
by Fenner, but the willow and urn motif was probably pre-carved on the blank that 
Fenner purchased. 
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Figure 2.18.  Swan Point Cemetery, Providence, Rhode Island.  Harriet Mathewson, 
died 1824.  Marble gravestone lettered and signed by Fenner.  (Stone moved to Swan 
Point from unknown original location after 1846.) 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 118 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

IMAGE REMOVED DUE TO COPYRIGHT 
 
 
Figure 2.19.  Island Cemetery, Newport, Rhode Island.  Monument of Thomas Bush, 
died 1818.  Example of white marble “tomb table.” Fenner likely carved the edge 
molding and lettered the monument.   
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Figure 2.20.  North Burial Ground, Providence, Rhode Island.  Sarah Butler, died 
1811.  Marble “Tomb Table” monument lettered by Fenner.  Fenner was contracted in 
1814 to erect three tomb table monuments for the Butler family.  Based on James 
Stevens’ orders for such work from Fenner’s shop, the molding was probably also 
carved by Fenner or an assistant. 
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Figure 2.21.  Examples of the Tingley shop’s “shadow fonts” on both slate and marble 
gravestones.  Shadow fonts first appeared from the Tingley shop in the 1810s.  These 
stones date between 1826 and 1831. 
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Figure 2.22.   Detail of Asahel Carpenter slate gravestone, d. 1809, Rumford, 
Rhode Island.  Carved by Sylvanus Tingley, “Sc.,” of Providence, Rhode Island.  
Photograph Courtesy Farber Gravestone Collection. 
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Figures 2.23.  John Hunt slate gravestone, d. 1806, Rumford, Rhode Island, and detail 
of distinctive Tingley urn motif.  Carved by Sylvanus Tingley of Providence.  
Photograph Courtesy Farber Gravestone Collection. 
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Figure 2.24.  A sampling of “Tingley urns.”  Top left and right, Tingley signed slates. 
Bottom left, a Franklin Cooley signed slate.  Bottom right: a Fenner signed slate. 
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Chapter 3 

 
STATUARIES AND SCULPTORS: 
JOHN FRAZEE OF NEW YORK  

AND THE STRUTHERS OF PHILADELPHIA 
      
 
 Newly installed in 1823 in Washington, D.C.’s eminent Congressional 

Cemetery, the white marble Elbridge Gerry monument gleamed.  Its designer and 

carver, John Frazee, probably alluded to this monument when years later he recalled: 

“My chief business has always been in monuments for the dead; and, where statuary 

sculpture forms its principal features, I know of no branch of art that is so deeply 

interesting to civilized man, or that more enduringly impresses the human heart” 

(Figure 3.1).125  The large and elaborately sculpted work had but little in common 

with the slabbed marble tablets that already dotted burial landscapes, carefully and 

laboriously lettered in a limited selection of fonts.  For Frazee, the commission 

represented a significant highlight in his long, uneven and ultimately incomplete path 

from stonecutter to sculptor.  The monument should have been a desirable commission 

for any ambitious and highly talented urban stonecutter.  And yet, almost from its 

                                                
 
125 John Frazee, “The Autobiography of Frazee, the Sculptor,” part 2, North American 
Quarterly Magazine 6 (July 1835): 17. 
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installation, the Gerry monument, a gorgeous specimen of native American carving 

talent, was largely ignored. 

  The tensions between the desire to sculpt artistic works, the need for patronage 

and recognition, and the ability to make a living in the early nineteenth century are 

embodied in John Frazee, arguably America’s first native sculptor.  Those tensions 

existed in varying degrees for many of the most successful stonecutters in America 

beginning in the 1820s.  How well those tensions were resolved is the focus of this 

chapter.  It examines the careers of highly skilled American urban stonecutters active 

between 1820 and 1840 who specialized in marble work as carvers, sculptors, 

designers and builders.  The career of John Frazee (1790-1852) of New York is the 

primary subject of this chapter, but other carvers, notably John Struthers (1786-1851) 

and his son William (1812-1876) of Philadelphia are also discussed.  The Struthers, 

successful “marble masons” and businessmen, provide a sharp and illuminating 

contrast to the fitful trajectory of Frazee’s artistic maturation and work.  The career 

and rapid ascendance of Horatio Greenough, the Harvard-educated elite known as 

“America’s First Sculptor,” complicates the narrative arc of Frazee’s life, work, 

ambitions, and legacy.  Frazee and the Struthers represent changing patterns of 

business and design that bridged the transition of craft to business.  During the decades 

between 1820 and 1840 urban stonecutters mostly left behind the craft workshop 

model represented by cutters such as Joseph Fenner, and developed specific strategies 

or skills to become and stay successful.  They could achieve this in several ways—by 

becoming businessmen and retail shop owners, by allying themselves with architects, 
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by acting as designers and builders, or by expanding their skills into engineering.126  

Less frequently, and rarely successfully, they developed highly advanced carving 

skills and promoted themselves as sculptors in addition to stonecutters.  The term 

“sculptor” took on a newly charged meaning in this period as the first generation of 

American-born aspiring sculptors, beginning with Horatio Greenough in 1825, 

travelled to Italy to become professional sculptors.  These expatriates spent most of 

their active working careers in Italy, often gaining celebrity and fortune as well as 

most of the available commissions from American elites.  Consequently, the lines 

between marble working as a craft and sculpture as an art were increasingly sharply 

defined, as was the chasm between stonecutters, who worked to commercial ends, and 

sculptors, whose work appealed to the finer senses.  Beginning in the 1830s urban 

retail stonecutters and businessmen also competed with the newly emerging “steam 

marble works,” manufactories that used steam-powered equipment to process marble 

more quickly and efficiently into attractive home furnishings, primarily mantels.  

Stonecutters, and subsequently steam marble works, produced an ever-expanding 

variety of monuments for placement in cemeteries, commercializing this work and 

making it available to a growing middle class.  

                                                
 
126 “Contractors” might be the best approximation in current parlance to the nineteenth 
century use of the term “builders.” 
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  Despite many years of productive work, Frazee left few documents to record 

his artistic trajectory or his work.127  The exception, written to mark his ambitions and 

legacy was his “autobiography,” in two installments of 31 pages total in the North 

American Quarterly Magazine, published in April and July of 1835.  The 

autobiography was written at a crucial time in Frazee’s life and tells us something of 

how, in the prime of his career, he perceived himself and his work, at a time when 

sculpture was in its infancy but stonecutting was a possible avenue to artistic and 

economic success for a stonecutter with skill, acumen, and diplomatic skills.  By 1835, 

Frazee uncomfortably straddled the gap between his highly successful career as a 

skilled craftsman which he wanted to leave behind completely, and the more 

prestigious one as a sculptor, in which he struggled to gain a secure foothold.   

The Struthers men in Philadelphia, on the other hand, had no personal 

aspirations towards figural or in-the-round sculpture.  They were “marble masons” 

whose exquisite carving was ornamental, not figural.  Their focus was on creating 

alliances with successful architects and sculptors, and on attracting elite customers.  

When a project required a trained sculptor they either turned it over to a skilled 

employee, or subcontracted the work to a local sculptor.  Few could rival the Struthers, 

however, as marble carvers and builders, or surpass the beauty of their work.  Their 

legacy is not documentary; it is in the many monuments and buildings that are still 

                                                
 
127 Most of Frazee’s known documents and drawings are preserved in the 
Smithsonian’s collections.  
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identified with the firm.  Both Frazee and the Struthers’s careers were defined by 

marble during a period in which white marble was the dominant material for funerary 

monuments as well as for the first school of American neoclassical sculpture. 

Frazee’s career can be summarized in three distinct, but related, parts.  After 

having straddled the building and gravestone industries in his early career, he made an 

uneven transition to a career as a professional sculptor in his middle years; tin he last 

phase of his career he was a builder, architect, designer and engineer.  The connecting 

thread between these different phases was marble, which would define Frazee’s best 

work.  

  Historians have largely neglected Frazee’s relationship to marble, but his life 

and work has attracted scholarly interest in recent decades, most notably in a joint 

exhibit at the Boston Athenæum and National Portrait Gallery of the Smithsonian 

Institution in 1986.  A catalog of Frazee’s work along with two essays discussing 

Frazee’s early gravestone work and his later career as a sculptor accompanied these 

exhibitions.128  This catalog represents the most comprehensive examination of Frazee 

to date.  More recently, New Jersey gravestone scholar Mark Nonestied has researched 

Frazee’s early work between 1811 and 1821; Nonestied identified more headstones 

(most of sandstone) than previously attributed to Frazee or Frazee’s workshop, as well 

                                                
 
128 Frederick S. Voss et al., John Frazee 1790-1852 Sculptor (Washington City and 
Boston: The National Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian Institution and the Boston 
Athenæum, 1986). Voss authored the essay on Frazee’s career as a sculptor; Dennis 
Montagna and Jean Henry authored the essay on Frazee’s early gravestones. 
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as some of Frazee’s marble monument work.129  Several articles and one unpublished 

dissertation have also focused on various aspects of Frazee’s career.    

Albeit an extreme example, Frazee represents a type of carver whose work was 

advanced far beyond that of the average American stonecutter, who produced carved 

marble work of high quality, but without the prestige that was typically conferred on 

academically trained, professional sculptors.  In other words, he was an American 

version of a “statuary.”  

  Although the term never gained currency in America (and is now considered 

“rare” by the Oxford English Dictionary), by 1818 the Book of English Trades had 

added the occupation of the “Statuary,” which was distinct from that of the “Stone 

Mason” and included a detailed description: “This artist carves images and other 

ornaments in stone, marble, &c.  The art is one of those in which the ancients 

surpassed the moderns.  Phidias was the greatest statuary among the former, and 

Michael Angelo among the latter” (Figure 3.2).130  That Phidias and “Michael 

Angelo” were called “statuaries” instead of sculptors reveals a contemporary bias 

towards English and European sculptors in general, but also the lack of formal 

                                                
 
129 I want to especially thank Mark Nonestied for his generosity in sharing a draft of 
his as-yet 2009 unpublished work on Frazee, titled “ ‘To Ponder Upon the Creations of 
the Chisel, and Dream of Tombstones’: A re-examination of the gravestone work of 
American sculptor John Frazee, 1811-1821.” Mr. Nonestied also kindly shared 
photographs of several of the gravestones discussed in this chapter. 

130 The Book of English Trades and Library of the Useful Arts (London: Richard 
Phillips, 1818), 366-368. 



 130 

academic training, and to some degree the historical situation that neither Phidias or 

Michaelangelo were members of the “higher classes” in their respective cultures. 

(“Sculptor,” of course, was never listed in the books of trade, being a profession, not a 

trade.)  In his book Building the Georgian City on English eighteenth-century building 

trades, historian James Ayres explains that ornamental marble workers, who were 

properly called “statuaries,” ranked above masons but beneath fine art sculptors, 

although both sculptors and statuaries often did the same kind of work.  “Statuaries” 

were the highly skilled stonecutters capable of producing quality carving on a par with 

academically trained sculptors, who due to lack of academic or social status acted as 

adjuncts to the more elite class of sculptors.  While there was little difference between 

the quality of the work of professional sculptors and stonecutters, training and titles 

did matter:  

Eminent [British] sculptors such as Rysbrack (1694-1770) and Westmacott 
(1747-1808) were not confined to statuary or false notions of fine art, for they 
also produced important marble chimney-pieces....With great and prestigious 
schemes, even the largest sculptor’s studios were hard pressed to keep pace 
with the demand for statuary or the figurative treatment of architectural 
details….The statuaries seem to have been responsible for a very wide range of 
work in marble and stone…..Even so, the financial rewards for this work were 
modest.  
 

Ayers, describing the “phenomenal” difficulty of carving many complex ornamental 

architectural elements, notes that to be successful in Georgian England, statuaries had 
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to possess a level of “artistry and skill” that matched that of sculptors.131  And yet, 

such high-level work was relatively poorly remunerated compared to that of the 

sculptors.  Ayres concludes: “The distinction was more between the worker than the 

work, between the profession and the trade; there were sculptors, and there were 

statuaries.”132  Training and titles mattered, although there was generally little 

difference between the quality of the work of professional sculptors and that of 

stonecutters who produced the same products.133  

  In America the lines between “sculptor”—i.e. an academically trained artist—

and “stonecutter”—i.e. an artisan and craftsman, and manual laborer—were 

significantly more blurred than those in England, yet they subtly persisted.  Nathaniel 

Hawthorne alluded to these differences in his story about the fictional Mr. 

                                                
 
131 See Figure 1.8 for an example of such carving in wood by American Samuel 
McIntire. 

132 James Ayres, Building the Georgian City (New Haven and London: Yale 
University Press, 1998), 89-90. Johannes Michel Rysbrack (1694-1770) worked in 
London from 1720 on. He was responsible for sculpting busts and statues of some the 
most prominent men of his day, including the monument to Isaac Newton in 
Westminster Abbey and busts of Robert Walpole, 1st Earl of Orford, the first Prime 
Minister of Britain; English philosopher and politician Henry St John, 1st Viscount 
Bolingbroke; and the celebrated English poet Alexander Pope. Richard Westmacott 
the Elder (1747-1808) was also known for his marble busts of prominent men, 
including those of actor and playwright David Garrick and the writer Samuel Johnson.  

133 The professional and social significance of the title “statuary” in eighteenth century 
England is likely much more complex than Ayres has indicated, although I relied on 
his explanation here.  Dr. Wendy Bellion has pointed out that the subject of her current 
research, Joseph Wilton, a leading English eighteenth century sculptor, had the title of 
“Statuary” to King George III, a title that was apparently entirely satisfactory to 
Wilton.   
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Wigglesworth.  Referring to the stonecutter as “my acquaintance, the sculptor—he 

may share that title with Greenough, since the dauber of signs is a painter as well as 

Raphael,” Hawthorne intimated that he could ignore hierarchies or boundaries that 

delineated artisans from artists, since both artisans and artists in many ways exercised 

the same skills, if to different ends.134  The reality was not so well defined.  

  The era during which Frazee began his sculpting career was one of instability 

and fitful beginnings in the American artistic world.  By the early nineteenth century, 

debates about American progress—or lack thereof—in the arts had been simmering 

among prominent American citizens and intellectuals for decades.  Benjamin Franklin 

may have recognized the potential for bringing decorative fashionable marble work to 

the colonies when he urged Joseph Crocker to come to England for formal training, 

but he conceded to a friend in London in 1763 that “’Tis said the Arts delight to travel 

westward . . . After the first Cares for the Necessaries of Life are over, we shall come 

to think of the Embellishments.”  Nearly twenty years later John Adams famously 

articulated a similar view to his wife Abigail in 1780, when he predicted that 

enjoyment of the arts was still several generations distant: “I must study politics and 

war, that my sons may have liberty to study mathematics and philosophy…[and] 

geography, natural history and naval architecture, navigation, commerce and 

agriculture, in order to give their children a right to study painting, poetry, music, 

                                                
 
134 Nathaniel Hawthorne, Tales and Sketches, 1982 ed. (New York: Library Classics 
of the United States, Inc.), 616-617. 
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architecture, statuary, tapestry and porcelain.”135  Educated and well-travelled 

Americans before and after the American Revolution like Franklin were familiar with 

European literature, art and culture.  They hoped for “Embellishments” for the young, 

upstart democracy, to give it the veneer of respectability on par with Old World 

countries such as England, France and Italy.  Yet these Americans knew that the 

practical matters of founding a country would have to take precedence over artistic 

concerns.  Any public or important sculptural commissions for the young Republic 

required importing a foreign sculptor—hence the irony of the commission to 

Frenchman Jean-Antoine Houdon to execute a full-length statue of George 

Washington, the most significant figure in early American popular memory.  Painting 

as an artistic pursuit of native-born Americans had fared somewhat better during the 

same period.  A few native-born painters such as Benjamin West, John Singleton 

Copley, Gilbert Stuart, members of the Peale family, and Washington Allston had 

found professional success, but only after leaving America to obtain their training 

abroad.  No American, however, had yet attained eminence in sculpture. 

 Along with the calls from some quarters for progress in American sculpture 

were suggestions for a new, “democratic” type of art, yet to be formulated, that did not 

rely on the models of Ancient Greece that Western European sculptors still slavishly 

                                                
 
135 John Adams to “Portia,” (Abigail Adams). The letter is undated, however the 
editor (Adams’ grandson) dates it as “early 1780.” Charles Francis Adams, ed., Letters 
of John Adams, Addressed to His Wife, vol. I (Boston: Charles C. Little and James 
Brown, 1841), 68. 
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clung to. Even Sir Joshua Reynolds (1723-1792), the influential British eighteenth 

century painter and first president of the Royal Academy, of which he was a founding 

member, gave sculpture a secondary place in the arts.  He commented in his 

Discourses that “Sculpture is an art of much simplicity and uniformity than painting,” 

and that the sculptor “will be forced, however loth, to acknowledge that the boundaries 

of his art have long been fixed, and that all endeavors will be vain that hope to pass 

beyond the best works which remains of ancient sculpture.”136  Reynolds spoke from 

an English vantage point, but the voices of Americans who had experienced European 

travel and art dominated public opinion.  European Renaissance and ancient Greek 

sculpture remained the standard that American artists looked to. 

 Part of the problem for aspiring American artists was the lack of training.  In 

an era before public art museums, there were no schools, academies, teachers, 

museums, or local collections to study.  European examples of art, such as paintings 

and engravings, were of prime importance to American artists.  For aspiring sculptors, 

these difficulties were even greater.  Practice in drawing and sketching—a typical 

precursor to learning to carve complex objects in the round, particularly the human 

figure—were not easily available to aspiring artists in America, and the study of 

                                                
 
136 John Burnet, ed., The Discourses of Sir Joshua Reynolds (London, James 
Carpenter, Old Bond Street, 1842), 168 and 171. Art historian Kirk Savage has also 
discussed America’s historical attitude towards sculpture, particularly figural, as 
having always suffered from a deep ambivalence towards capturing a largely 
ephemeral subject—usually a man—in a material perceived to be permanent, 
particularly marble and bronze. See, for example, “The Obsolescence of Art,” in 
American Art 24, no. 1 (Spring 2010): 9-14.  
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human anatomy was nearly impossible.  The majority of Americans had few 

opportunities to see real three-dimensional carving, other than a very few statues in 

public view.  Sourcing the actual material—marble of the quality suited to sculpture—

was an additional problem.  Although American stonecutting shops were clearly 

receiving imports of fine Carrara marble as well as domestic shipments of Marble 

Border white marbles, there is little evidence that any of this was destined for aspiring 

sculptors.  The emphasis was on utilitarian goods in which carving was restricted to 

the men working in the stonecutting trades who produced saleable commodities rather 

than art.  Marble, both foreign and domestic, was expensive to quarry, ship and store. 

As a raw material, marble yielded little profit until it was converted into something 

worth buying—commodities such as architectural embellishments, household 

furnishings, and especially, gravestones and tombs.  

By the time Frazee, the Struthers, and the first generation of professional 

sculptors began their careers in the 1810s and 1820s, a few attempts had been made to 

create repositories of art for members’ enjoyment and edification, and academies for 

training aspiring American artists.  Most of these attempts, however, were short-lived 

and quickly foundered.  Even so, these academies focused on developing painters 

rather than sculptors, and American sculptural talent seemed non-existent.  In 1814, 

the Boston Spectator had reasons to lament: “It is probably a fact, and not one very 

flattering to us as a refined people, that not a single attempt has ever been made, in this 
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country, to give to marble the ‘human form divine’.”137  The distinction between 

artisan and artist was important; while wood carvers such as William Rush and others 

had carved the human figure, no American had yet carved the human figure in marble 

in the round.  It was under these conditions that the young and ambitious stonecutter 

John Frazee first discovered his skill at carving stone.    

  Frazee was born in 1790 in Rahway, New Jersey, the youngest of 10 children 

in an extremely poor family.  In 1804 he was apprenticed to local builder William 

Lawrence and formally indentured for seven years.  Although Frazee would later 

recall with disdain that he had to learn the “dirty, helterskelter occupation of a country 

bricklayer and plasterer,” these were good skills to have for a young man with little 

formal education.138  It was during his apprenticeship that Frazee first discovered his 

skill at stonecutting.  Upon the completion of a stone bridge in 1808, Lawrence 

wanted a plaque commemorating the building date.  Professional stonecutters being 

scarce in that region, Frazee volunteered to cut the plaque.  The resulting effort—

Frazee’s first attempt at such work—was a surprisingly well-conceived and deftly 

carved piece, bearing simply the words “Built 1808/By Wm Laurence” (Figure 3.3).139  

                                                
 
137 “Ancient Sculpture,” The Boston Spectator 1.10 (March 5, 1814): 38. 

138 Frazee, “Autobiography,” part 2: 1-4. 

139 The name that Frazee carved is “Laurence,” although Frazee himself claims in his 
autobiography that he carved “Lawrence” as his boss instructed him to. Frazee does 
not address this seeming discrepancy.  An additional line, “Cut by John Frazee” 
appears at the top of the plaque; this is in a different hand. The line was added 
sometime after 1870, when Frazee’s son Orion first saw the stone. Voss speculates 
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The eighteen-year old had managed to incise a legible and even elegant set of letters 

and numbers, producing a respectable product worthy of a country stonecutter.  The 

youth’s newfound skill was a profitable asset to his master, who thenceforth charged 

“the highest journeyman’s wages” for Frazee’s work fully three years before the end 

of his apprenticeship.140  During these years Frazee also improved his education in 

other ways.  He developed a good singing voice, and learned to compose poetry and 

song lyrics.  These skills polished his knowledge of well-chosen words, which would 

be useful to compose epitaphs in coming years. 

  In 1810, a year before completing his apprenticeship, Frazee was contracted 

out as an assistant by Lawrence to another builder, John Sanford, who was at work on 

the First Bank of New Brunswick (Figure 3.4).  Sanford had already hired a 

professional stonecutter for the work, Ward Baldwin.  Frazee thought Baldwin “an 

excellent workman in every branch of stonecutting, as applied to exterior building.  He 

possessed more talent than genius; still, for architectural sculpture and all kinds of 

ornamental carving, and monumental work, his abilities were good.”141  Frazee’s use 

of the terms “talent” and “genius” to judge Baldwin’s skills are typical of the mid-

nineteenth century.  “Talent” described simply the innate skill that made one 

                                                                                                                                       
 
that Orion, himself a sculptor of minor reputation, may have added the extra line. 
(Voss et al, Frazee, 20-21.) The tablet is in the collection of the Boston Athenæum.  

140 Frazee, “Autobiography,” part 2: 2. 

141 Frazee, “Autobiography,” part 2: 2-3. 
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competent at his trade, competencies Baldwin clearly had.  “Genius” was a completely 

different level of aptitude; genius transcended mere talent and denoted true creativity, 

the mark of the artist.  Despite Baldwin’s perceived artistic limitations, the young 

Frazee eagerly learned all that Baldwin could teach him, and by the end of the project 

was contributing some of the decorative stonework.  The following year—the final 

one of his apprenticeship—Lawrence named Frazee chief stonecutter for the 

construction of a rusticated stone house near Haverstraw, New York.  Frazee 

completed his apprenticeship on a high note at the age of twenty-one, with plans to 

become an independent stonecutter.142 

  Those hopes had to wait a little longer.  The looming War of 1812 and a 

decline in building meant that Frazee would not be able to support himself with full-

time stonecutting right away.  Frazee’s first years of professional independence were 

spent cobbling together a living from various sources, including working for his 

brother William in his cloth business, opening a singing school with a local 

schoolmaster, and odd building jobs.  Anxious to find work during the winter months 

in 1812, Frazee also decided to ornament and letter gravestones.  Lacking capital, he 

approached his former employer William Lawrence, who agreed to purchase the stone 

and provide room and board while Frazee crafted gravestones in exchange for half of 

Frazee’s profits.  Almost immediately work was underway on the “two wagonloads of 

                                                
 
142 Ibid, 2-4.   
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unwrought gravestones” Lawrence provided.143  Acquiring “unwrought” stock meant 

that Frazee would be free to exercise his artistic talents with original and unique 

designs.  

  From the start, Frazee was attuned to the artistic possibilities of the gravestone 

form, and sought to distinguish his work.  Of the work of other local stonecutters he 

was not impressed, and offered his assessment of their work, emphasizing his humble 

origins in the process:  

I had, from time to time, examined the work of other workers in marble, and 
noticed particularly their respective styles and manner of execution. But none 
possessed anything like genius, or the powers of invention, as applied to fine art. 
The ornaments, with which they enriched the borders of the tomb-tablets and 
headstones, had neither germ nor root in nature….in such veneration were beads 
and diamonds held for sculptural ornaments! I did not think such kinds of 
enrichment were altogether appropriate upon monuments for the dead; nor was I 
in any way inclined to imitate their style or taste….I knew nothing, strictly 
speaking, of emblematic ornaments, and I had no means whatever afforded me 
for obtaining a knowledge of such things. I began my career among the 
tombstones, utterly ignorant of every rule of art, and of those symbols, images 
and attributes that had their origin in the classic ages, and that lived and breathed 
in the beautiful sculptures upon the tombs and sarcophagi of Egypt and 
Greece.144 

                                                
 
143 Ibid, 5-7.   

144 Frazee, “Autobiography,” part 2: 7.  In this section Frazee also states: “There was 
not, nor had there ever been any stonecutter in Rahway.  The headstones in our 
burying ground were purchased in Woodbridge, Elizbethtown, and Newark.”  
Contrary to the claim that there was no other stonecutter in Rahway, Aaron Ross was 
active and advertising his work.  Later, Ross would also advertise his services in 
Rahway as well as through John Sillcock in New Brunswick, New Jersey.  See Veit 
and Nonestied, New Jersey Cemeteries and Tombstones: History in the Landscape 
(New Brunswick, NJ: Rivergate Books/Rutgers University Press, 2008), 53-54.  In his 
unpublished paper on Frazee, “A re-examination of the gravestone work of American 
sculptor John Frazee, 1811-1821,” Mark Nonestied notes that among the stonecutters 
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While Frazee probably lacked direct knowledge of classical sculpture, he was of 

course not entirely ignorant of either classical design or of ornament.  He had, after all, 

worked with Baldwin, who himself had worked in New York City, already a bustling, 

rapidly growing town with connections to the Atlantic World.  Frazee had 

acknowledged Baldwin’s skill in ornamental and monumental work that would have 

included a variety of moldings in classical profiles, and had provided some of the 

decorative carving to the First Bank building.  While Frazee would have had few 

opportunities to view sculpture (or plaster casts) produced by academically trained 

artists at this stage in his career, or even to visit any of the few academies of art in 

existence, other forms of information were available to him.  He could hardly have 

missed seeing pattern books for builders and architects that circulated in the building 

trades and that served as repositories of design and ornament.  He could also study 

buildings and designs from the street or on the job without having to pay for books.  

Given the material evidence, Frazee’s use of classical elements and motifs on his 

gravestones suggest more than a passing acquaintance with neoclassical art and 

themes that were in current use by other stonecutters and designers. 

 If not wholly accurate, the passage above does provide a neat summation not just 

of the work of his local competition, but also of his peers in urban areas such as 

Joseph Fenner and the Tingley brothers.  Frazee was determined to move well beyond 

                                                                                                                                       
 
Frazee alluded to in other towns were Noah Norris of Elizabethtown, Henry Osborn of 
Woodridge, and the Grant family of Newark. (6) 
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just lettering slabs of stone.  His gravestones of this period were often of sandstone, a 

material that was plentiful in that area, but Frazee also worked in “American marble” 

which he purchased at Norris & Kain, a well-known stone yard in New York City.
145  

The white marble slab-style gravestones by Frazee that have been identified are too 

eroded for study, but on the sandstone examples, many of which have survived in 

better condition, Frazee’s graceful and fluid style at this early stage is evident, for 

example on the Nafies headstone in Figure 3.5.  Scholars have also noted the fine 

finished quality of Frazee’s stones.  Instead of leaving off after incising letters and 

decoration, as his competitors were wont to do—time was money, and such fine 

touches were usually deemed unnecessary—Frazee carefully smoothed out edges and 

surfaces to eliminate any roughness.  This extra step gave his stones a subtle, smooth 

surface, an effect that is still apparent two hundred years later.
146  

 Frazee also developed his lettering technique, since he “did not like [his 

competitors’] style of letters better than [he] did their ‘diamonds.’ ”
147  Lettering styles 

such as those Joseph Fenner and his contemporaries used were traditional, but largely 

staid and unvarying (the Tingleys’ later innovative fonts excepted).  Frazee described 

these as “lean, sickly-looking letters” and distinguished his products by introducing a 

variety of typefaces, which he probably learned about from studying engraved sources 
                                                
 
145

 Ibid, 14-15. 

146 Montagna, John Frazee, 63. 

147 Frazee, “Autobiography,” part 2: 7. 
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and contemporary manuals on handwriting, to his stones.
148

  He reworked the popular, 

but traditional, “sickly” lettering styles by bulking them up, but could also provide 

Gothic lettering and cursive script in his gravestones, as he did on the Nafies stone 

(see Figure 3.5).
149   Whether excellence in lettering helped influence a potential 

consumer to choose one competent stonecutting shop over another is a matter of 

conjecture—primary sources are silent thus far on this matter—but it is very possible 

this was an important competitive advantage.  To the bereaved, the words stood in for 

the departed, distinguishing the deceased’s monument from others nearby that carried 

many of the same decorative motifs.  Well-carved lettering and visually pleasing 

layouts on marble monuments and gravestones increased significantly in this period, 

suggesting a higher level of competition among stone carvers as well as growing 

aesthetic discrimination on the part of consumers.150   

                                                
 
148 Ibid. 

149 Dennis Montagna and Jean Henry have surmised that Frazee may have studied The 
Art of Writing by John Jenkins, published in Boston in 1791. The book was a primer 
on graceful handwriting, as broken down into a number of “Principal Strokes.” Voss et 
al, John Frazee, 62. 

150 The issue of skill in lettering and consumer agency is an interesting one, but 
difficult to parse. Slate stones of the eighteenth century often display mistakes, 
corrections (sometimes using carets—the symbol ∧ or ∨—to insert missing 
information), and sometimes “carve overs,” in which a new, correct piece of 
information is literally carved in the same place as the old one. Marble monuments 
rarely exhibit such mistakes, or corrections, possibly a combination of better-educated 
stonecutters as well as more literate and discerning consumers. 
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   Eager for larger, more lucrative markets, a newly married Frazee and a new 

business partner (a former fellow apprentice) moved to Brunswick, New Jersey in 

1814 and set up shop with three apprentices.  The partnership was short-lived.151  

Slow work and debts plagued Frazee and his family during these years but he 

produced anything consumers desired: “Headstones, mileposts, curbstones for the 

sidewalks, and some building stone—all of these I furnished, as they were wanted,—

rough and tumble.”152  Sculpture was still a world away. 

  The death of Frazee’s first-born infant son Cromeline in 1815 provided an 

early opportunity in his funerary sculpture attempts.153  To decorate his son’s 

monument, Frazee carved a “figure of Grief leaning upon an Urn.”  The allegorical 

figure of Grief was an image derived from ancient Greece that had enjoyed 

considerable popularity since the Renaissance and had made its way into paintings, 

engravings, and ceramics.  The figure of Grief was usually depicted in a pastoral 

landscape, and was used alongside other classical elements such as urns and 

architecture.  This image was typically an enhanced version of the popular willow and 

urn gravestone motif incised into slate, that was increasingly finding favor in high-

                                                
 
151 Frazee, “Autobiography,” part 2: 10-11. 

152 Frazee, “Autobiography,” part 2: 13.  Although he does not mention this in his 
autobiography (for obvious reasons) during this period Frazee was even briefly sent to 
the Middlesex poorhouse for non-payment of debts, while his apprentices carried on 
his business.  Voss et al, 23.  

153 John and Jane Frazee would have ten children together; five of them predeceased 
Jane, who died in 1832.  
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relief carving on marble.  In America, both professionals and amateurs draped the 

figure of “Grief” and mourners over urns, monuments, and under willow trees in 

countless engravings, paintings, and schoolgirl embroideries.  Implicit in these scenes 

was the marble monument to the dearly departed, usually an urn on a pedestal, often 

with willow trees nearby, as the schoolgirl watercolor in Figure 3.6 demonstrates.  

These classical references found favor in the young Republic, eager to associate itself 

with the classical civilizations of Greece and Rome.  The monument to Cromeline 

does not survive, but another early example depicting the figure of Grief, the marble 

monument for Benjamin Bangs, who died in 1814 in Massachusetts, shows an early 

version of a carved marble “Grief” by an unknown and relatively untrained hand 

(Figure 3.7).  The unknown stonecutter who carved the Bangs stone, while likely quite 

skilled in slate work, shows his lack of training in carving marble and the difficulties 

in carving a convincingly professional piece of high relief sculpture.  The monument 

to Cromeline was Frazee’s first attempt at sculpting a human figure, and he was 

dismissive of his own attempt at the piece of carving: “…a more sorry-looking object I 

think I never beheld! In fact, there was more grief about it than I intended…”.154  

Regardless of any awkwardness in this early effort, this monument is significant to 

Frazee’s development as an artist.  

  It was also around this time that Frazee first began creating or receiving 

commissions for more substantial, four-sided marble monuments such as the one for 

                                                
 
154 Frazee, “Autobiography,” part 2: 12. 
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Rivine and Catherine Neilson in Van Liew Cemetery in North Brunswick (Figure 3.8). 

These three-dimensional works were becoming more popular and would largely 

supplant the two-dimensional slab marble forms by the mid-nineteenth century, 

particularly for ambitious monuments in fashionable urban garden cemeteries.155  

Four-sided “pedestal” monuments such as these were relatively easy to create by 

assembling components together in a pleasing whole, and adding flourishes to the 

lettering.  Numerous other gravestones not only exhibit varying levels of competence 

(indicating the presence of apprentices) but also motifs favored by Frazee, evidence 

these probably came from his workshop.156 

  Frazee’s transition to white marble as his material of choice was solidified in 

1817.  Visiting the Norris & Kain marble yard in New York City where Frazee 

regularly purchased his “American” marble, Frazee was taken with “some specimens 

of carving in fine Italian marble,” and purchased a piece of the Carrara marble from 

the refuse pile.  He took the piece home and fashioned it into a small sculpture of a 

basket of fruit resting on a base, framed by pilasters.157  The piece was was eventually 

                                                
 
155 Nonestied, “Frazee, 1811-1821,” 42.  Nonestied notes the monument was 
originally erected in the Presbyterian cemetery in New Brunswick; the remains in this 
cemetery along with the monuments were moved to Van Liew Cemetery in 1921. 

156 Efforts to assemble a comprehensive catalog of Frazee’s gravestones is still in the 
early stages.  Most of the known and documented gravestones carved and/or signed by 
Frazee were identified by Montagna and Henry in their 1986 publication; Mark 
Nonestied has added several more as his work on Frazee continues. 

157 Norris & Kain was a well-known marble stoneyard and supplied many smaller 
shops with marble.  The firm is mentioned in the Joseph J. Fenner correspondence.  
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given to a local doctor and art collector who admired it and requested it as payment for 

past debts.158  

 In 1818, not long after this episode—and perhaps emboldened by it—Frazee 

moved to New York City with his family to go into a partnership with his brother 

William, as “W. & J. Frazee, marblecutters.”  He was convinced that his talents would 

receive wider patronage and acclaim there than in either New Brunswick or Rahway.  

The firm set itself up on Greenwich Street, just a few doors away from Norris & 

Kain’s marble yard.159  Greenwich Street began at the southern tip of Manhattan at the 

Battery, and followed the western side of the island’s shore in a northerly direction.  It 

                                                                                                                                       
 
Francis Kain was himself an accomplished carver and titled himself a “sculptor,” 
although no commissioned works other than funerary monuments with his or his 
firm’s name (several of which are impressive) are known. 

158 Frazee, “Autobiography,” part 2: 14-15. The current location of this piece, if still 
extant, is unknown. 

159 The move to New York City was not as complete as has seemed to previous 
historians. Mark Nonestied’s extensive research uncovered evidence that Frazee 
continued to mentor or partner with a possible former apprentice, Hugh Webster, after 
his move to New York City in 1818.  Webster carried on a stonecutting business in the 
same location in New Brunswick, and a few stones signed by Frazee in New York 
continued to be shipped to the area and erected in local cemeteries.  After Webster’s 
untimely death by drowning in 1820, a William Brookfield took over the business; and 
in December 1821, a notice announced the formal dissolution of the co-partnership 
between Brookfield and “Wm. & J. Frazee & Co.”.  Nonestied, 54-64. No gravestones 
carved and signed by Frazee past this period are known to exist in the New Brunswick 
area. 
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was a prime location for a stonecutter, since it was just two short blocks from the 

wharfs on the Hudson River.160 

 New York City in the 1810s was a teeming, bustling city of nearly 100,000 

souls.  From the first recorded population of 33,100 in the 1790 United States Census, 

the city’s population nearly doubled (and sometimes more) its population every 20 

years.  That pattern would hold steady throughout most of the nineteenth century.161  

It was an opportune time for a entrepreneurial and ambitious skilled craftsman to make 

his mark and find fortune and fame. 

  Although little is known about the early years of Frazee’s New York firm it is 

likely that, as Voss has surmised, the brothers divided the work according to their 

respective skills and interests.  John, the skilled carver and artist, executed 

commissions and oversaw apprentices, while William mainly handled the 

administrative and business affairs.  He may also have acted as the firm’s agent or 

marketer.  From its inception the firm was in the “monument and mantelpiece 

business,” and seems to have been successful relatively quickly, due in large part to 

                                                
 
160 Historical maps of Manhattan are plentiful through on-line sources. I have referred 
to the on-line David Rumsey Map Collection, accessible at www.davidrumsey.com. 
Particularly helpful maps include the 1831 “Plan of the City of New York” by 
cartographer William Chapin.  

161 Population figures jumped with every census after 1790: 60,500 in 1800, 96,400 in 
1810, 124,000 in 1820, 202,600 in 1830, and 312,700 in 1840. Population figures 
available on-line at: http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/pdf/census/1790-
2000_nyc_total_foreign_birth.pdf. These figures also include—where possible—the 
number of “foreign-born” residents, beginning in 1820 when that figure was 5,400. 
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Frazee’s confidence and skill.162  He boasted: “I knew [from prior visits] that it would 

require no mighty struggle with me to compete with the tombstone cutters of New 

York, although the chief artists among them, at that time, vaunted themselves as 

unrivalled champions from the celebrated workshops of Europe.”  Frazee alluded to 

the academically trained, foreign sculptors who were being awarded prestigious 

commissions, including commissions from the American government, such as the 

ones awarded to a celebrated Italian Luigi Persico, whose work in Baltimore, 

Philadelphia and later, Washington, D.C. the newspapers regularly reported on.  

Despite the competition for patronage, however, Frazee believed his “style of lettering 

put them all to shame.  The very first epitaph I cut, brought them staring from every 

shop in the city. . . . They had abundant cause for alarm; for it was not many months 

before my work in this department attracted general notice, and a marked attention 

among artists, connoisseurs, and gentlemen of taste. . . ”.163  

 One of those gentlemen of taste, merchant Alexander Telfair, provided Frazee 

with his first documented commission, a pair of marble mantels in the Federal style for 

Telfair’s mansion in Savannah, Georgia.164  The Telfair family was Southern 

aristocracy, and was well known in East Coast society.  In 1818 Telfair was building 

                                                
 
162 Voss, 27. 

163 Frazee, “Autobiography,” part 2: 16. 

164 The mansion was donated to the Georgia Historical Society by the last surviving 
Telfair sibling, Mary Telfair, at her death in 1875. The mansion is now the Telfair 
Museum of Art.  
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his mansion, designed by noted architect William Jay, whose main work was for 

wealthy residents of Savannah in the Greek Revival style.165  Although nothing is 

known about the circumstances of the commission for the mantels, anonymous notes 

in the Telfair Museum’s accession files surmise that Telfair himself probably extended 

the commission, since William Jay apparently only ordered “English appointments 

and decorations” for his other projects in Savannah.166  

This prestigious commission positioned Frazee among the best artisans in the 

city.  Telfair had an eye for premium workmanship and employed some of New 

York’s finest craftsmen including Duncan Phyfe to furnish his new Regency-style 

house.  The mantels Frazee produced are similar but not identical to each other 

(Figures 3.9a, 3.9b, 3.10a, and 3.10b.).  Both are of Carrara marble and have Ionic 

capitals on either side topped by decorative carving and a mantelshelf.  Frazee carved 

both center plaques in high relief and visibly signed them  “W. & J. Frazee, Sculpt.”  

One of the plaques depicts a scene titled “The Shepherd Boy,” probably taken from a 

                                                
 
165 William Jay (ca. 1792-1837) was born in Bath, England to family of stone masons. 
He received his architectural training in England, arrived in Savannah in 1817, and 
subsequently designed a number of high-style mansions in the neoclassical style for 
wealthy Savannah residents, including the Richardson-Owens-Thomas House (1819) 
and the William Scarbrough House (1819), in addition to the Telfair House. Jay’s last 
commission in Savannah was the Bank of the United States (1821). Jay later worked 
in South Carolina and returned to England in 1822. He spent the final years of his life 
working on the Island of Mauritius, where he died. 

166 “Mantles by W. and J. Frazee, Alexander Telfair House, Savannah, Georgia,” 1. 
Typescript in Telfair Museum of Art Accession File No. X-34.1 and X-34.2. No 
author listed. 
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print source; the decorative motifs on either side appear to show delicately carved 

flowers.  The other mantel plaque is titled after a verse taken from Isaiah 11:6, “And a 

little Child shall lead them,” and shows a lion, a lamb, and a child, probably from 

another popular printed source.167  The decorative devices flanking the central panel 

on this mantel depict baskets holding grapes and fruit. These mantels reflect the great 

advances in skill that Frazee had achieved by this time.  

 Little more is known about what commissions Frazee received over the next 

few years, but the firm prospered.  The Frazee brothers were doing well enough that in 

1820 they paid $4,500 for two contiguous lots on Broadway between Grand and Canal 

Streets, and soon after moved their marble business to that location.168  Although just 

a few blocks inland from Greenwich Street—and therefore still convenient to the 

water—Broadway was a much larger thoroughfare and provided much greater 

visibility for marketing and retail purposes.  

Meanwhile, urban stonecutters in America who focused on working in marble 

also multiplied.  No city in the early nineteenth century was more associated with 

marble than Philadelphia.  Nearly coinciding with Frazee’s move to a large urban area 

                                                
 
167 Another typescript in the Museum’s files states Frazee composed the scene by 
copying that of a print source, a “billhead of the Red Lion Hotel” in Philadelphia. 
While it is doubtful that Frazee patterned his carving after the Red Lion’s billhead—
the example in the Museum’s files used as evidence is dated 1825, long after the 
mantels had been  installed—this document and others in the file also note that 
Edward Hicks’ “Peacable Kingdom” theme paintings were executed nearly 
contemporaneously to Frazee’s mantel carvings. 

168 Voss, 25. 
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where his skills could be more remunerative, Scotsman John Struthers moved to 

Philadelphia seeking similar opportunities.  Born in 1786 in Irvine, Scotland, about 26 

miles south of Glasgow, Struthers was from a well-known family of stonecutters.  

According to one source Struthers encountered legal and political problems in 

Scotland because of his Reform activities, and was forced to leave his homeland.  

Upon his arrival in Philadelphia in 1817 he almost immediately took over the Traquair 

marble yard that had been in existence since 1798 at the corner of Market and Tenth 

streets, about 2/3 of a mile from the steam boat landing docks and wharfs of the 

Delaware River.  James Traquair, a “spirited and progressive stone-cutter,” had 

himself emigrated from the same general area of Scotland in 1784; he had built his 

house with a “lower marble front” and was noted for having erected a “marble pigeon 

box” at his home.  In America, Struthers’ political sympathies, if he had any, were 

never revealed, or at least never interfered with his business.169   

  As New York City’s population jumped dramatically in the first decades of the 

nineteenth century, Philadelphia also grew.170  These expanding, booming, and 

bustling cities concentrated capital and luxury markets, and provided ever-increasing 

                                                
 
169 Abraham Ritter, Philadelphia and her Merchants, as constituted 50 and 70 years 
ago (Self-published, Philadelphia,1860), 199-200; “The Tomb of Washington: noble 
conduct of a Scotchman,” Trumpet and Universalist Magazine, vol. 13, no. 41, April 
3, 1841: 164. 

170 According to the federal census the total population in Philadelphia in 1830 was 
139,888. Philadelphia As It Is, and Citizen’s Advertising Directory (Philadelphia:  P.J. 
Gray, 1834), 21.  
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opportunities for sustaining the increasingly sophisticated marble and stone cutting of 

skilled carvers.  Philadelphia’s banks and commercial architecture provided a critical 

mass of potential projects, and Struthers’ association with Traquair provided him with 

the necessary connections.  Almost immediately he partnered with architect William 

Strickland (1788-1854) to provide the marble for one of Strickland’s most celebrated 

works, the Second Bank of the United States in Philadelphia (built 1818-1824).  

Strickland had won the commission over his former teacher Benjamin Latrobe.  The 

Greek Revival architecture required massive amounts of marble for the columns and 

façades modeled on the Parthenon. 

  Unlike Frazee, whose work has been studied and who left a written version of 

his life story, little scholarly attention has focused on the Struthers firm, and even less 

about the Struthers men specifically.  Beyond brief biographical notes, we do not 

know much about John Struthers, his personality, his working methods or his 

diplomatic skills.  We do know that Struthers was descended from a long line of 

Scottish stonecutters.  Struthers was probably also very strategic in his pursuit of 

career opportunity and financial success.  He likely carefully planned his move to 

America and Philadelphia by being in contact with Traquair well before his departure, 

and by gathering information on possible architects and builders to whom he could 

offer his services.   

  Once established in America, Struthers’ work quickly became synonymous 

with marble architecture in Philadelphia.  One compiler of Philadelphia industries in 

the mid-nineteenth century noted that the Struthers firm supplied the “Marble work of 
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nearly all the elegant and costly public buildings for which Philadelphia is 

distinguished . . . [including] the U.S. Bank, now Custom House, U.S. Naval Asylum, 

U.S. Mint, Chestnut-street Theatre, Philadelphia and Western Banks, Philadelphia 

Exchange, Mechanics’ Bank…,” as well as for buildings elsewhere, including the 

State Capitols of North Carolina and Ohio, and the Commercial Bank in Natchez, 

Mississippi.171  The firm also provided other kinds of building stone, including 

sandstone and freestone, but it was as marble masons that they advertised themselves. 

Their fancy sign—of marble, of course—cleverly laid out the firm’s name, address 

and products (every kind of “Plain and Ornamental MARBLE WORK,” as well as the 

ever-present monuments and mantels), cleverly using a different font or carving 

technique for each line (Figure 3.11).  The Struthers’ business model was 

straightforward and pragmatic, and Struthers was never hung up on insecurities about 

art versus commerce, or about his status as an elite craftsman versus an artist.  His 

work was in furnishing marble for buildings, and in making high quality monuments 

and mantels.  Struthers ran a business; Frazee wanted to be an artist.  Their differing 

motivations made a difference in how their histories played out. 

The move to New York and the firm’s success opened up another avenue of 

endeavor for Frazee: the serious pursuit of academic sculpture.  Frazee knew of the 

existence of the New York Academy of Fine Art, but until he actually lived in New 

York he had not had the opportunity—or the required social connections—to visit.  

                                                
 
171 Freedley, Philadelphia and its Manufactures, 366. 
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The Academy and similar institutions, still in a state of infancy in America, were part 

of the response to the intellectual debates over the nurturing of American art.  By the 

time Frazee moved to New York, Governor DeWitt Clinton had only recently given 

the Academy’s opening address, in 1816, as part of the third attempt to revive the 

institution, originally founded in 1802.  Support and encouragement of the arts in 

America were uneven during the first decades of the nineteenth century, and the 

Academy was a prime example.  The New York Academy (later known as the 

American Academy of Fine Arts) focused on encouraging young painters to paint in 

the classical styles that all of the important eighteenth and nineteenth century painters 

worked in.172  American examples for young aspiring artists included Benjamin West 

(who would become the head of the Royal Academy in England, a singular honor) and 

Washington Allston.  The president of the Academy was John Trumbull, himself an 

influential painter, celebrated for his historical paintings including The Death of 

General Warren at the Battle of Bunker Hill and the Declaration of Independence.173  

  Frazee’s first opportunity to visit the Academy was prompted by his modeling 

of a clay head of his three-year-old son Monroe, which came to the attention John 

                                                
 
172 Thomas S. Cummings, Historic Annals of the National Academy of Design 
(Philadelphia: George W. Childs, Publisher, 1865), 8-17.  

173 The Death of General Warren at the Battle of Bunker Hill is in the Museum of 
Fine Arts, Boston; The Declaration of Independence is in the United States Capital 
Rotunda. 
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Trumbull.174  Trumbull personally visited Frazee’s business, but his opinion on the 

future of American sculpture was not inspiring:  

 [Trumbull] thought it a game of chance, for me or any other artist, to think of 
accomplishing anything in sculpture in this country, for a century yet to come! – 
that, in his sincere opinion, “there would be little or nothing wanted in this 
branch of art, and no encouragement given to it in this country, for yet a hundred 
years!” These are his very words, uttered during the first interview I had with 
him.175 
 

Frazee, however, was not discouraged by Trumbull’s gloomy prediction.  Over the 

next few years Frazee received commissions for, and executed, a number of 

increasingly complex, large and significant works. 

  The cenotaph for Sarah Haynes (d. November 1820) erected in Trinity Church 

in April 1821 demonstrates Frazee’s maturing skills.176  The Haynes cenotaph clearly 

shows why Frazee was quickly becoming New York City’s most sought after marble 

cutter.  Probably commissioned by Mrs. Haynes’ husband Edmund, the tablet is a 

work of virtuosic complexity: two Ionic pilasters topped by a foliated and dentilled 

cornice surmounted by two funerary urns and eternal flames frame an oval plaque.  An 

                                                
 
174 When Monroe died in November 1823, Frazee designed, carved and lettered 
Monroe’s monument, according to several letters Frazee wrote his brother Noah in 
1823 and 1825. Both the clay head and the monument are unlocated today. 

175 Frazee, “Autobiography,” part 2: 17-18. 

176 The Sarah Haynes cenotaph is situated high on an interior wall in New York City’s 
Trinity Church. The Trinity Church archives do not have a photograph of the 
cenotaph; despite willingness on the part of staff to provide me with an image, doing 
so was not possible during this project. The only known photograph of the cenotaph 
can be found in Voss et al, Frazee, 25. 
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illusionistic swag, carved with Haynes’ name spelled out in fancy relief, drapes across 

the plaque, while abstracted and elongated oak leaves appear to grow from its base.  

Black marble provides the background and contrast to the plaque, as well as an extra 

decorative flourish at the base, which is signed “Designed and executed by W. & J. 

Frazee.”  The cenotaph would have been a tour de force of carving for a formally 

trained sculptor.  For a self-taught native artist, the accomplishment was extraordinary.  

W. & J. Frazee’s reputation spread quickly, and the firm garnered other prestigious 

commissions for cenotaphs.  Frazee also received the commission for a major funerary 

monument: that of patriot Elbridge Gerry, placed in Congressional Cemetery in 

Washington, D.C. in 1823.  This project turned out to be Frazee’s largest known 

funerary monument. 

 Statesman and diplomat Elbridge Gerry, born into a wealthy merchant family 

in 1744 in Marblehead, Massachusetts, spent most of his professional life in politics as 

a statesman and diplomat.  Gerry was one of the signers of the Declaration of 

Independence and the Articles of Confederation.  He spent years working on 

diplomatic issues, including the XYZ Affair with France, for whose failed negotiations 

Gerry was blamed.  Elected Governor of Massachusetts in 1810, the redistricting 

efforts that took place gave Gerry his most enduring legacy—the term 

“Gerrymandering.”  Gerry was elected Vice-President under James Madison in 1812, 
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but died in Washington, D.C. in 1814, less than two years into his term.  Gerry was 

laid to rest in Washington, D.C.’s Congressional Cemetery soon after.177  

  Congressional Cemetery was founded in 1807 as the Washington Parish Burial 

Ground.  The Cemetery, quickly becoming the primary burial ground for members of 

Congress as well as Washington politicians, legislators and officials, was quickly 

renamed.178  Over the many years of its existence, the Cemetery has buried, 

temporarily or permanently, numerous politicians, artists, authors, musicians, 

celebrated persons as well as ordinary citizens.179  Architect Benjamin Latrobe—

during his work on the U.S. Capitol building— designed a square memorial with a 

cone “finial,” arranged in long, close-set rows, intended for politicians and legislators 

whose remains spent time in the Cemetery before removal elsewhere or who were 

actually buried at the Cemetery (Figure 3.12).  Latrobe’s conception was that these 

solemn rows of sandstone blocks would represent not only classical design (the 

specific inspiration for which has always been unclear) but also a democratization of 

                                                
 
177 Information on Elbridge Gerry is available from numerous sources; the 
information cited here was drawn primarily from Congressional Cemetery’s own 
archives and materials. 

178 Although the Cemetery received significant funding from Congress during the 
nineteenth century, Congressional Cemetery itself has never been a federal institution.  

179 Nineteenth-century notables interred at the Cemetery include Robert Mills, 
architect of the Washington Monument; Henry Clay; Matthew Brady, Civil War 
photographer; and John Calhoun. John Quincy Adams, George Clinton and Dolley 
Madison all spent time in the Public Vault before being moved to their final resting 
places. Twentieth-century notables include John Philip Sousa, J. Edgar Hoover, “Tip” 
O’Neill, and Hale Boggs. 
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memorialization.  In designing these, Latrobe may have been responding to comments 

such as those from North Carolina congressman Nathaniel Macon, who declared in 

1800 on the House floor that “since the invention of [printing,] monuments are good 

for nothing.”180  Macon was arguing against the creation of a monument to George 

Washington, as art historian Kirk Savage explains in his book Monument Wars: 

“Words, not stones or statues, preserved the history of great men, he [Macon] said.  A 

modern enlightened nation, with democratic institutions and a literate citizenry, had no 

use for such ‘pernicious acts of ostentation.’ ”181  Whatever the influence of Macon’s 

criticisms might have been in the short term, Washington D.C. gradually filled with 

monuments of varying sizes, expense, and aesthetic quality.  Rows of these memorials 

and cenotaphs are Congressional Cemetery’s best-known visual feature from an era 

when memorials were still eyed with skepticism.182 

  Although a Congressional committee was appointed to review the matter of 

erecting a monument over Gerry’s grave, the committee experienced opposition, 

                                                
 
180 As quoted in Kirk Savage, Monument Wars: Washington, D.C., the National Mall, 
and the Transformation of the Memorial Landscape (Berkeley and Los Angeles: 
University of California Press, 2009), 1. 

181 Ibid. 

182 Despite their attempt at democratizing memory, they have also long been the 
Cemetery’s least-admired feature. Erection of the cenotaphs would eventually be 
discontinued in 1876, when Senator George Frisbie Hoar of Massachusetts exclaimed 
that “the thought of being buried beneath one of those atrocities brought new terror to 
death.” Senator Hoar’s remark is oft-quoted in Congressional Cemetery materials; see, 
for example, the section regarding the Latrobe cenotaphs at: 
http://www.congressionalcemetery.org/about-us. 
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largely because Gerry was a controversial figure and not widely popular.  The decision 

was delayed until January 1823, when Senator James Lloyd of Massachusetts 

proposed a bill for the erection of a monument.  Both the Senate and the House passed 

the bill, setting the maximum expenditure at one thousand dollars.  For reasons that 

remain unclear, the monument was commissioned from the firm of William and John 

Frazee of New York; the completed work was erected later that year (Figure 3.13).183  

  The monument that was erected is large, twelve feet tall, and of white marble. 

The sheer size and whiteness of the marble is in complete contrast to the more somber 

Latrobe cenotaphs nearby.  Surprisingly, Frazee did not mention this monument in his 

“Autobiography”; yet, it represented a prestigious and significant commission for the 

Frazees.  Most importantly, the commission was one of the earliest from the 

government to a native American artist.  This, after all of the controversies and 

discussions regarding commissions from foreign sculptors for works depicting 

American subjects—most notably Houdon’s George Washington—must have been a 

singular point of pride for the Frazee firm.  In addition, the sum to be paid would have 

been considered enormous, and the publicity over its execution would have been 

desirable.  

  It is hard to imagine that the enterprising Frazee brothers did not make the 

most of this opportunity by pointing to this work in their advertisements or other 

                                                
 
183 Egon Verheyen, “William and John Frazee’s Gerry Monument in the 
Congressional Cemetery in Washington,” Records of the Columbia Historical Society, 
Washington, DC, vol. 52 (1989), 92-103. 



 160 

promotional materials, but whether they did is unknown.  The information that does 

survive regarding the commission is mostly contained in the letters exchanged 

between the Frazees and Joseph Elgar, the Commissioner of Public Buildings in 

Washington, DC.  The earliest letter to Elgar from the Frazees expressed the brothers’ 

delight at being approached for the commission, and described at length the monument 

they had begun to design: 

The Monument is chiefly in the antique Style.  The pedestal is pyramidal 
after the manner of Egyptian tombs...[detailed description of each 
decorative device]…the Urn resembles in form such of the Grecian 
Vases….a towering and animated flame and crowns the whole…The 
whole monument is of pure white marble from the State of 
Massachusetts....  
 

In the letter the brothers also indicated that the price to inscribe and complete the 

monument in New York would actually be closer to $1,500.00; but for the “sake of 

having a specimen of our work set up where its merits would be duly appreciated,” 

they would include transportation of the monument to Washington in the price.184  

  Negotiations went on for months about the size, design details of the 

monument—including the addition of a portrait medallion of Gerry to one side, a 

feature that was not ultimately executed—and the lengthy inscription.  Senator Lloyd 

inspected the monument during his travels, reporting favorably on it and opining that 

$2,000.00 would be a more appropriate fee.  Charles Bulfinch, who had succeeded 

Benjamin Latrobe and was working on the Capitol building, also approved of the 

                                                
 
184 Verheyen, “The Frazees’ Gerry Monument,” 97-98.   
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design, though expressing some reservations: “I would observe, that all the other 

monuments erected to the memory of public officers, who had died while at the seat of 

government are of stone, and of a studied massing and simplicity,” evidently referring 

to his predecessor’s cenotaphs.  Bulfinch was also concerned that Gerry’s monument 

“in richness of material as well as ornament” not exceed the monument at Vice 

President George Clinton’s grave in Congressional Cemetery, which was of marble 

and had been paid for by the family.185 That monument was a large white marble 

obelisk on a base, with a carved wreath ornament.  Despite Bulfinch’s concerns, 

President Monroe approved the final design, and the Frazees officially accepted the 

commission and fee of $1,000.00 in April 1823.  The commission would be under the 

supervision of New York Representative Cadwallader Colden and Colonel John 

Trumbull—the very same Trumbull from whom Frazee had received such pessimistic 

predictions about the future of American sculpture.  

  The monument was erected in July 1823.  The ornamentation was elaborate, 

original, and beautifully executed.  As Frazee had originally described the design: 

Upon each of the four corners is a fillet, or strip of linen, tied at equal 
distances, forming a row of puffs….A rich and massy leaf covers each 
extremity of the fillet, and a second leaf falls off at the bottom….The 
fillet and leaves are in high cutting, and form an interesting and beautiful 
ornament.  
 

                                                
 
185 Clinton and the monument were eventually moved to a cemetery in his native 
Kingston, New York, in 1908. Latrobe had also designed a very ornate white marble 
monument, the design for which still exists in the Library of Congress archives, 
however this scheme was never carried out. 
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The ornaments upon the frize [sic] under the cornice are made up of 
foliage, and were all modelled from nature—They differ on each side 
[and include parsley leaves, tulips, amaranthus leaves, and curled and 
yellow dock leaves].  
 

But regardless of “puffs” and “parsley leaves,” the hoped-for attention to the “merits” 

of the monument was slim and must have disappointed the firm.  The newspapers that 

did include an announcement mainly copied the short item in the July 28 issue of the 

National Intelligencer that perfunctorily described the monument in Frazee’s (heavily 

edited) own words, and included the inscription that was finally cut.  While the Frazee 

firm was identified as the designer and maker of the monument, no mention was made 

of the quality of the carving or of Frazee’s elaborate design.  Almost all of the 

newspapers also mentioned that “The Monument is of pure white marble, from 

Massachusetts—the native State of the distinguished patriot whose ashes it protects.”  

Whether the marble really was from Massachusetts is impossible to corroborate, but 

clearly the fact that the marble was “pure white” and appropriate for an important 

gravesite was considered significant.186  At least one contemporary scholar has picked 

up on the fact that the marble must have made the monument appear special, when he 

wrote: “Size and elegance—as well as material—distinguish this tomb from the 

modest yet impressive cenotaphs designed by Latrobe.”187  

                                                
 
186 As quoted in Verheyen, 97. 

187 Verheyen, 96. 
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  Trumbull’s opinion of John Frazee’s work on the Gerry monument is not 

recorded, but soon after completing the monument Frazee received the validation he 

sought as a full-fledged sculptor, when in June 1824 he was formally admitted to the 

Academy of Fine Arts.  Frazee’s acceptance letter indicated his delight: “I have done 

nothing save to grasp the chissel [sic] & approach the block & thus I stand waiting the 

will of Heaven & the voice of my Country to direct the stroke.  If it be true that I am 

the first American that has lifted the tool, then it is not less true that I have before me 

an arduous task—Nevertheless I am not disheartened nor shall I shrink from the 

undertaking.”188  Whether the letter was a genuine expression of gratefulness or a coy 

attempt to solidify his place in the young Republic’s artistic world, Frazee almost 

immediately exploited his new status by urging the Academy to persuade the Marquis 

de Lafayette, then travelling through the United States, to sit for a plaster portrait 

bust.189   

 It was in 1825 that Frazee finally succeeded in producing a work that attracted 

the national recognition and praise he so ardently sought.  When the New York Bar 

commissioned a marble monument to lawyer John Wells (1770-1823), Frazee 

produced the first portrait bust sculpted in marble by an American artist (Figure 3.14).  

                                                
 
188 As quoted in Catherine Hoover Voorsanger and John K. Howat, eds., Art and the 
Empire City: New York, 1825-1861 (New Haven: Yale University Press and the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2000), 138.  

189 Voss, 28-29.  The resulting work was well-regarded and Frazee hoped to garner 
some additional proceeds by replicating the bust for profit, but the plan did not 
materialize. 
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The resulting work, placed in Grace Church, is a portrait of Wells on a column base, 

which rests on a large monument pedestal covered in foliate decorative carving, with 

an incised inscription.  Wells’ expression is lively and suggestive of a robust, energetic 

man; his hair is carved with great care to show texture and tight curls.  Wells’ bare 

shoulders are visible beneath the classical garb.  On either side of Wells’ bust are the 

accoutrements of his profession, including a stack of (presumably law) books and an 

oil lamp.  Frazee’s success was considered a “watershed moment” in his rise to 

prominence as an artist, and signified his acceptance into the rarefied circles of the 

fine arts world.190  Frazee’s success with the Wells monument led to his involvement 

as a founding member of the National Academy of the Arts of Design. 

 Frazee’s ebullient hopes of celebrity and recognition, however, were short-

lived.  The year 1825—just as Frazee was gaining a national reputation and admiration 

as a native-born American sculptor, and consistent elite patronage was within reach—

was also the year that twenty-year old Horatio Greenough left his native Boston for 

Italy to pursue his dream of becoming a sculptor.  Greenough had already caught the 

attention of several notable Boston citizens with his precocious attempts at sculpture.  

His rapid ascendance to the status of “America’s First Sculptor” would quickly 

overshadow Frazee. 

 Greenough, born into a well-to-do and well-connected Boston family in 1805, 

gravitated towards sculpture early.  Although neither of his parents was particularly 

                                                
 
190 Voss, 29-30.   
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interested in art, Greenough’s father’s involvement with the construction of numerous 

architecturally significant buildings in Boston may have provided the young Horatio 

with some early exposure to the language of architecture and ornament.  As a young 

boy he attempted carving small items in different media, including beeswax, chalk, 

butter and plaster.191  The boy’s obvious passion for carving caught the attention of 

Thomas Handasyd Perkins, Boston’s “Merchant Prince” and a major collector and 

admirer of art.  Traditional lore has it that Perkins was so impressed with the boy’s 

chalk copy of a bust of John Adams by the French sculptor J. B. Binon that Perkins 

arranged for young Greenough to be introduced to William S. Shaw, the librarian of 

the Boston Athenæum.192  Greenough was given access to the library’s collection of 

plaster casts of antique sculpture to study, which would have been a unique privilege 

for anyone, and was certainly unusual for such a young person.  As an adolescent 

Greenough also received lessons in carving from two prominent Boston carvers, as 

well as some instruction from the aforementioned Binon, who spent several 

professionally disappointing years in Boston between 1818 and 1820. 

                                                
 
191 Wayne Craven, Sculpture in America (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell Company, 
1968), 101. 

192 Greenough’s primary biographer, Nathalia Wright, does not specify who facilitated 
the meeting between Greenough and Shaw, however historians Carl Seaburg and 
Stanley Paterson note that this is how the story has “come down,” using an uncited 
quote.  Scholars have generally relied on this version of events.  Carl Seaburg and 
Stanley Paterson, Merchant Prince of Boston: Colonel T.H. Perkins, 1764-1854 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1971), 398. 
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Patronized by Boston’s cultural and intellectual elite, the Boston Athenæum 

was the most stable of the various academies and cultural institutions of the American 

Early Republic.  Founded as the Anthology Club in 1805, an exclusive society devoted 

to the “Improvement of Taste and the Encouragement of Genius,” the Anthology 

Club’s reading room and library became the basis for the Athenæum, founded in 1807. 

Initially the Athenæum focused on building up its library devoted to literature, science 

and theology.  The Athenæum received its first gift of sculpture in 1812, a marble bas-

relief of a horse from Herculaneum, and its first painting in 1818, and almost 

continually added to its collections of sculpture and paintings.  An inventory of the 

Athenæum’s sculpture collections in July 1825 appeared as two marble busts, 40 

plaster busts, and eleven “whole length” figures in plaster.193  

As Frazee’s artistic reputation continued to grow, the firm was busy filling 

orders for monuments and mantels.  The Frazee brothers had become so successful 

that in 1826 they purchased their own white marble quarry in Eastchester, New York, 

enabling them to control their domestic stock of marble.  John Frazee was considered 

a legitimate member of the small world of recognized American artists.  He was the 

only sculptor to become a founding member of the prestigious National Academy of 

the Arts of Design in 1825. 

                                                
 
193 Mabel Munson Swan, The Athenæum Gallery, 1827-1873: The Boston Athenæum 
as an Early Patron of Art (Boston: The Boston Athenæum, 1940) 135-137.  
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 Despite this gratifying recognition, the decade of the 1830s brought major 

shifts for Frazee specifically and the marble industry in general.  The market for 

stonework was increasingly segmented into specialized units of production, while the 

field of sculpture was becoming more competitive.  After a severe illness in 1829, 

John Frazee parted ways with his brother to pursue sculpture full-time.  He partnered 

with Robert Launitz, a Russian émigré who had studied in Rome under the great 

European master of neoclassical sculpture, the Danish artist Bertel Thorvaldsen.194  A 

skilled sculptor in his own right, Launitz had arrived in America in 1828 and had 

begun working for the Frazees soon after as a journeyman.  

 Partnering with a foreign, European-trained sculptor such as Launitz was 

clearly a strategy on Frazee’s part to bring in talent that could compete with the 

increasing reputation of Horatio Greenough.  Greenough had settled in Florence, 

where he had become a leading figure in the English-speaking expatriate society.  His 

charm and erudition put him at the center of a large circle of expatriate American and 

British admirers and friends as well as prominent Florentines, many of them members 

of Italian nobility.195  His earliest important work, The Chanting Cherubs, a 

                                                
 
194 Thorvaldsen’s only serious competition was the other great master, Antonio 
Canova, who had died in 1822. Thorwaldsen and Canova both worked in Rome, the 
center of European sculpture at the time, and both worked in the neoclassical style, 
based on Greek and Roman antecedents, artistic principles of which had also been 
revived during the Renaissance, also based in Italy. 

195 See my article about Horatio Greenough’s circle of friends in Italy, in which I 
discuss his American, English and Italian social circle in Florence, Italy. Elise 
Madeleine Ciregna, “An Intellectual Life: Horatio Greenough and his Florentine 
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commission from Greenough’s friend and admirer James Fenimore Cooper, arrived in 

America in 1831 from Italy to be exhibited first in Boston, then in New York, an event 

that was greeted with both fanfare and controversy—both of which put Greenough 

firmly in an artistic spotlight.196  Commissions from wealthy admirers followed, 

including the full-length, recumbent Medora (1832), a commission from wealthy 

Baltimore art collector Robert Gilmor.  The National Academy of Design quickly 

admitted Greenough to its rarefied membership, and offered Greenough an 

appointment as the Academy’s professor of sculpture, a position he held from 1829 to 

1836, although he was rarely in New York.197  Adding to Greenough’s cachet and 

reputation as an intellectual were the numerous essays he published over the years on 

art and aesthetics, and form and function—what his biographer Nathalia Wright called 

                                                                                                                                       
 
Circle,” Open Inquiry Archive, vol. 3, no. 1 (2014): Special Issue:  Cosmopolitan 
Florence: The Legacy of Nineteenth-Century Travelers (on-line journal: 
http://openinquiryarchive.net).  

196 The sculpture received an enthusiastic response from artists such as Washington 
Allton and Robert Weir (both friends of Greenough), and inspired a flurry of flattering 
articles about Greenough.  The public response was more muted.  Some viewers 
objected to the nudity of the little boys; in Boston the cherubs were finally outfitted 
with small aprons. Other viewers were apparently disappointed to find out that the 
sculptures didn’t actually sing. Greenough was dismayed to hear of these episodes, 
particularly the nudity—he “had thought the country beyond that,” he wrote Allston.  
Nathalia, ed., Letters of Horatio Greenough, American Sculptor (Madison: The 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1972), 92. The planned third venue for the Cherubs, 
Washington, D.C., was cancelled.  

197 Nathalia Wright, Letters of Horatio Greenough, American Sculptor (Madison: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1972), 11. 
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“the first full and coherent public statement of the functional theory of architecture to 

be made by an American."198 

 Besides Greenough’s ever widening appeal and popularity, Frazee faced 

competition from both foreign sculptors as well as fellow native sculptors.  Among the 

former was most notably the young London-trained English sculptor Robert Ball 

Hughes (1806-1868), who at the age of seventeen had received a gold medal from the 

Royal Academy of Art.  Upon arriving in New York in 1829—the year Frazee was 

seriously ill—Hughes was warmly welcomed and fêted by numerous supporters, 

including John Trumbull, and easily gained at least three plum commissions that 

Frazee might otherwise have won himself.199  Of Frazee’s native-born competition, 

another self-taught sculptor, Hezekiah Augur (1791-1858) of New Haven, Connecticut 

was also gaining fame for his work in marble sculpture.  

 The presence of Launitz may also have inspired a young and ambitious carver 

named Thomas Crawford to work in the Frazee/Launitz shop.  Crawford, from a 

humble background like Frazee, also had great aspirations.  Crawford spent two years 

                                                
 
198 Nathalia Wright, Horatio Greenough: The First American Sculptor (Philadelphia: 
University of Philadelphia Press, 1963), 183.  Greenough’s essays on “Form and 
Function” would later be taken up by architects and artists such as Louis Sullivan. 

199 The three commissions were: a statue of DeWitt Clinton (recently deceased) for 
New York City’s Clinton Hall; a memorial to Bishop John Hobart for Trinity Church; 
and a full-length statue of Alexander Hamilton for the Merchant’s Exchange on Wall 
Street. Voss, 31-32. (Note: although the Trinity Church memorial was an allegorical 
bas-relief that Frazee could certainly have accomplished, his skill at full-length 
portraiture was an unknown quantity, since he had not yet attempted it—almost 
certainly a major factor for  not having been awarded the two statue commissions.)  
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in the Frazee/Launitz shop before embarking for his career in Europe, where he would 

later find fortune and fame as one of America’s most prominent sculptors.  Crawford’s 

humble beginnings were not an obstacle to his success; in Italy all such class 

distinctions among American expatriates seems to have largely fallen away.200  

Frazee’s resentment at being overlooked for enviable commissions may have 

been responsible for his brief foray into labor politics during this period.  Frazee 

became active in the early 1830s in the New York Working Men’s party, which was 

formed in late 1829 to advocate on behalf of craftsmen and journeyman for better 

social status and wages.201  Led by the radical Thomas Skidmore, a self-taught 

“tinkering” artisan with a mechanical and scientific bent, the party demanded 

improvements in labor conditions such as the 10-hour day, education, and the 

abolition of imprisonment for debts (under which authorities could seize a craftsman’s 

                                                
 
200 It is interesting to note that while Frazee characteristically criticized Greenough’s 
Chanting Cherubs, Crawford found it near perfect both in conception and execution, 
revealing he did not consider Greenough with any bitterness or envy.  Greenough 
himself, although known as an erudite man and a Boston-bred elite, was not known as 
a snob.  Indeed, in Italy he proved to be a kind mentor and supporter of a number of 
American sculptors, many of whom were from the humbler classes back home.  In 
particular, Hiram Powers, who started his career as a grocer in Ohio but later became 
America’s most popular sculptor while living in Florence, became an intimate of 
Greenough’s.  In one instance Powers relied on Greenough for help with finding a 
doctor in the middle of the night in Florence when his child was desperately ill, a 
request that Greenough responded to with alacrity.  When the child died, Greenough 
wrote Powers a moving note of heartfelt and deep sympathy.   

201 Philadelphia was the first city to establish a Working Men’s party, in 1828; over 
the next couple of years similar parties were established in Boston and other urban 
areas. 
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tools, thereby also crippling the artisan’s ability to pay off those debts).202  While 

these demands were certainly important and reasonable for said craftsmen and 

journeymen, at that point in his career Frazee was no longer either; he was an artist 

and a sculptor, and should have been more concerned with attracting patrons than 

potentially alienating them.  Frazee remained active in the party for several years and 

ran for several offices, one for the United States Congress, the other for the state 

assembly.  Both times he was defeated.  The New York Working Men’s party 

dissolved in 1834, and so, apparently, did Frazee’s political activism.203  

 Whether on his own merits as a sculptor or due to higher visibility because of 

the presence of Launitz—who officially became a partner in 1833— Frazee 

accumulated several important sculptural commissions during the 1830s.  In 1831, he 

won the first commission from the government to an American-born sculptor, for a 

marble bust of John Jay (1745-1829), the first chief justice of the U.S. Supreme Court 

and popular New York state governor.  Boston—which still did not have any resident 

sculptors—also became an important source of patronage for Frazee.  The Boston 

Athenæum directly commissioned a number of pieces from Frazee in 1833 and 1834, 

notably busts of Nathaniel Bowditch, Daniel Webster, Supreme Court Justice Joseph 

                                                
 
202 Sean Wilentz, Chants Democratic: New York City & the Rise of the American 
Working Class, 1788-1850, paperback ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1984). See especially Chapter 5: “The Rise and Fall of the Working Men,” 172-216.  

203 Voss, 31. 
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Story, and Thomas Handasyd Perkins, works that are still in the Athenæum’s 

collection.204  

 Nonetheless, sculpture commissions were inconsistent, and Frazee and Launitz 

still found it necessary to keep producing monuments, mantels, and furnishings.  

Household factors and life events also shaped the firm’s work.  In 1832, Frazee’s 

longtime wife Jane died suddenly.  Five surviving children (the couple had had ten 

children over the course of their marriage) remained at home.  After a period of 

intense bereavement, Frazee married again in 1833, to a seventeen-year-old woman 

named Lydia Place, who would bear him ten more children.  

  This period was also the beginning of the tipping point for Frazee’s self-

assessment of his place in the fine arts world.  In 1833 the artist and historian William 

Dunlap was collecting biographies of American artists with the purpose of producing a 

history of the fine arts in America, and requested of Frazee a few notes on his life and 

sculpture.  The voluminous amount of “notes” Frazee eventually gave Dunlap, 

reportedly twenty thousand words (roughly the equivalent of 100 typed, double-spaced 

                                                
 
204 Jonathan P. Harding, The Boston Athenæum Collection: Pre-Twentieth Century 
American and European Painting and Sculpture (Boston: The Boston Athenæum, 
1984) 28-29. Frederick S. Voss, John Frazee, 1790-1852, Sculptor (Boston and 
Washington D.C.: The Boston Athenæum and the National Portrait Gallery, 1986) 40. 
Frazee discusses his sittings with several of these subjects, particularly Dr. Bowditch.  
Frazee claims that Dr. Bowditch, initially under the impression that Frazee was a 
foreign-born and trained sculptor from Italy, had misgivings upon finding out Frazee 
was “a native and self-taught artists, who had never trod a foreign soil.” However, 
Frazee’s resulting bust was more than satisfactory to Dr. Bowditch and the Athenæum, 
where it is still displayed today along with the others in the Members’ Reading Room. 
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pages), were edited down to three printed pages in the two-volume History of the Rise 

and Progress of the Arts of Design in the United States that was published in 1833.  

The biography of Horatio Greenough in the same volume ran to seventeen pages, 

much of it written by admirers and friends of Greenough, who was still a young man 

in his twenties, and whose sculptural career was still in its infancy.  Undaunted, Frazee 

turned to his relative Sumner Lincoln, a nephew by marriage, and the editor of the 

North American Quarterly Magazine.  Those notes formed the basis for the 

publication of Frazee’s “Autobiography” in 1835.205   

  It was in his “Autobiography” that Frazee first referred to himself as a 

“statuary.”  Increasingly frustrated that his “genius” was being thwarted by both 

expatriate sculptors (such as Greenough) and foreign ones, Frazee emphasized his 

pathetic humble beginnings and his relentless hard work to attain his carving skills.  

Noting that in his youth “[he] did not entertain the most distant idea that [he] should 

ever become a statuary…,” Frazee’s use of the term can be read in two ways.206  The 

obvious meaning is that his skills were indeed well beyond that of a talented 

stonecutter.  The second, more pointed meaning, is that Frazee’s talents and skills 

were being overlooked in favor of expatriate American and foreign sculptors whose 

European training and experience were more valuable.   

                                                
 
205 Ibid, 17-18. 

206 Frazee, “Autobiography,” part 2: 13. 
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 Frazee made the latter point over and over in both his personal correspondence 

and his public opinion pieces.  He privately lamented to his brother Noah about his 

unfair treatment: “You have no idea what a current of mean and bitter prejudice I have 

had to make my way against.  Such has been the strong partiality in favor of foreign 

artists. . .  .“207  Publicly, Frazee used his family connections at the North American 

Quarterly to criticize his competition, both local and abroad.  Almost any topic was 

fodder for Frazee’s self-serving pen.  When Ball Hughes received New York City’s 

commission for a monument to George Washington and revealed the large sculpture 

would be of bronze, Frazee took the sculptor to task in print in the Quarterly.  Noting 

that the ancient Roman author and philosopher Pliny the Elder had opined that marble 

was “the best and most beautiful material for statues,” Frazee concluded: “What is 

there on earth so appropriate for a statue of George Washington—what so consonant 

with the purity and sublimity of his character—as the beautiful and snow white 

marble?”208 Fairfield followed a few weeks later with a similar critique.   

Frazee’s steady stream of critical articles, letters, and opinion pieces about 

others’ work continued, especially when he was bypassed in favor of those with 

greater political connections.  On one such occasion Sumner Fairfield published an 

editorial entitled “American Statuaries” (the title undoubtedly suggested by Frazee) in 

                                                
 
207 Voss 41. 

208 “The Statue and Monument to George Washington,” North American Quarterly 
Magazine 5 (March 1835): 350-52. 
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which he argued—lengthily—in Frazee’s favor for a particular commission, closing 

with the statement: “If we are Americans, let us cherish and caress our own and leave 

all foreigners and residents in foreign countries to the enjoyment of their transatlantic 

fame!”209  But instead of garnering sympathy—or more commissions—few were 

fooled.  Frazee’s tactless approach revealed more than anything his own insecurities 

and the fault lines of artistic and craft reputations.  As one art historian eloquently 

summed up the situation, Frazee, an artist “born and raised in the craft tradition, 

though [he became a respected member] of the art fraternity, could [not] forgive 

Greenough for being what [he was] not—an educated man who chose deliberately to 

be an artist and never thought of himself as an upgraded craftsman, and who was, 

moreover, a philosopher of design.”210  Frazee, the “statuary” was an “upgraded 

craftsman” without the gentility or intellectual gravitas of the artist, even if his 

technical skills were comparable.  

 All these articles, opinions and published critiques, as well as others, did little 

to sway Frazee’s fortunes in 1835, and may well have earned him the reputation of 

being a bit of a crank.  Commissions were few and far between.  In July, however, 

Frazee secured a new position that would guarantee close to full-time employment and 

a steady salary for the next few years when he was named Architect and 

                                                
 
209 “American Statuaries,” North American Quarterly Magazine, 5, no. 27 (January 
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Superintendent for New York City’s Custom House.  This new development largely 

closed the door on Frazee’s sculptural ambitions, which he thereafter only devoted 

time to sporadically.  

 Excavation for the Custom House had begun in 1833, to the designs of Ithiel 

Town and Alexander Jackson Davis.  Almost immediately the building plans were 

substantially modified by Architect and Superintendent Samuel Thomson. Two years 

into the work, due to tensions with the building commissioners, Thomson abruptly 

resigned in April 1835, taking his plans with him. Construction was suspended until 

Thomson’s replacement could be named—which occurred in July when Frazee took 

the position.211 

 It is unclear how Frazee came to be named to this position, but a few factors 

were in his favor.  Chief among them were his extensive experience in building as a 

young man, and even more importantly, his extensive knowledge of working with 

marble, and his connections within that industry—including ownership of his own 

quarry in Eastchester.  The exterior of the building, as well as a good deal of the 

interior, was to be constructed almost entirely of marble.  Work on New York’s 

Custom House would largely occupy Frazee for the rest of his active career. 

Simultaneously, the 1830s were also a particularly busy time in the marble 

industry in Philadelphia.  In the Picture of Philadelphia of 1824, a book detailing the 

                                                
 
211 Louis Torres, “John Frazee and the New York Custom House,” The Journal of the 
Society of Architectural Historians, vol. 23, no. 3 (October 1964): 143.  
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status of Philadelphia’s manufacturing during the first part of the nineteenth century, 

marble and stoneworks were not listed.  Philadelphia’s manufacturing in the first 

decades of the nineteenth century was dominated by textiles; sources identified 33 

cotton and wool factories at that time, consisting of “28,750 spindles.” Other 

significant industries during the first quarter of the nineteenth century included glass 

and ink making.212  

Although no mention was made in the Picture of Philadelphia of marble or 

stone yards, Struthers’ firm would soon have competition in the form of new marble 

yards, known as marble steam works.  Taking advantage of rapid improvements in 

steam power technology, marble and stone works developed new types of equipment 

that eliminated much of the onerous manual labor of cutting and sawing blocks of 

marble.  Steam marble works were small factories producing white marble products 

largely using machinery.  With specific processes and functions divided into specific 

departments—including sawing, rubbing, polishing, and carving—elements and 

products could be replicated quickly and uniformly, maximizing production and 

minimizing the need for manual carving.213    

                                                
 
212 Thomas Wilson, Picture of Philadelphia for 1824 containing the “Picture of 
Philadephia for 1811 by James Mease, M.D.,” and all its improvements since that 
period (Philadelphia: 1823), 9. 

213 The organization and production of steam-powered marble works is discussed in 
greater detail in Chapter Four. See “The Spring Garden Marble Works of J. & M. 
Baird,” Godey’s Lady’s Book, Volume XLVI, January 1853: 3-10; and Edwin Troxell 
Freedley, Leading Pursuits, Leading Men: a treatise of the principal trades and 
manufactures of the United States, Philadephia, 1856, 360-367. 
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 Another breakthrough in the development of mechanized marble yards was the 

development of railways designed to handle bulk shipments.  In The Texture of 

Industry: An Archaeological View of the Industrialization of North America, historians 

Robert B. Gordon and Patrick M. Malone examined the development of canals and 

railroads in the Northeast, where most industrial activity in the first half of the 

nineteenth was concentrated.214  Development of canals, and subsequently railroads, 

was concentrated in the Northeast, spurred particularly by industries such as coal, 

which required more efficient means of transportation to reach a wider net of 

consumers.  Although America in general had a large and efficient canal network by 

1830, there were significant drawbacks to the use of canals, as discussed briefly in the 

previous chapter: ice made waterways impassable during the winter months (about a 

third of the year in the north), while periods of drought and floods also negatively 

affected carrying capacity.  Railroads had the significant advantage of operating year-

round in all kinds of weather and were less impacted by flooding.  Another major 

advantage of railroads was the gradual adoption of standardized railroad track sizes, 

freight cars, and associated components, which meant that loaded freight cars could 

easily be moved without loading or unloading the freight over increasing distances as 

                                                
 
214 The Texture of Industry: An Archaeological View of the Industrialization of North 
America, Robert B. Gordon and Patrick M. Malone. New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1994. All of the information in this paragraph comes from Chapter 4: Coal, 
Canals, Railways, and Industrial Cities, particularly the discussion under the heading 
“Bulk Transportation,” 132-154.  See also George Rogers Taylor, The Transportation 
Revolution (New York: Rhinehard, 1951). 



 179 

the rail network developed.  In well-developed urban areas freight cars could penetrate 

the city much more deeply than most waterways were able to.  In essence, the market 

for all kinds of non-perishable goods expanded spatially along with the nation’s 

population. 

 One of the earliest of the new, progressive marble yards was that of Edwin 

Greble.  Established on Willow Street in Philadelphia in 1829, Greble’s marble yard 

eventually moved to Chestnut Street (Figure 3.15).  Greble also maintained a separate 

stone yard nearby, primarily for furnishing builders with brown stone.  Other East 

Coast cities also saw the development of steam marble works and marble yards that 

began to consolidate and centralize on-site much of the work that once had been 

accomplished by hand at the quarries, especially sawing and shaping.  Stonecutters 

were still needed for the carving, sculpting, lettering and finishing processes such as 

polishing, but this system allowed for greater flexibility within the shop itself to 

respond to specific customer demand and to increasingly specialize in retailing and 

marketing their products.  

Although these developments were most pronounced in Philadelphia, they 

happened to some degree in many, if not most, urban areas during the mid-nineteenth 

century.  Sylvanus Tingley, having split from his business partner brother in 1830, 

soon after opened his own steam marble works in Providence, the first in New 
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England.215  In New York City, the firm of Fisher and Bird opened its doors on 

Broome Street in 1832 (Figure 3.16).  Its owners were three brothers-in-law, Irish 

immigrant John Thomas Fisher, who had arrived in New York in 1829, and his wife’s 

two brothers, Clinton G. Bird and Michael Bird.  Little is known of any of these 

owners’ previous connections to marble work, but the firm they started was almost 

immediately successful; their exclusive specialty was white marble.216  Many of their 

products were imported from Italy, in particular mantels, but their advertising also 

showed uncut blocks of marble, suggesting that at least some of their work was done 

on the premises.  

 In terms of home furnishings, white (and some black) marble mantels could be 

seen in nearly every prosperous middle- and upper-class parlor from the late 1820s on, 

largely replacing wooden or composition mantels.217  The most affordable mantels, 

available from any marble yard, were simple and spare, consisting either of white 

marble panels and a rectangular opening, or, slightly fancier, with an arched opening.  

Workers could prepare all the elements that could be machine-sawed, pieced and 

polished right on a steam marble works’ premises.  Carpenter’s guide books, such as 
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those by Asher Benjamin, reflected these changes.  Benjamin recommended the use of 

combinations of flat panels and classically inspired decorative motifs to easily achieve 

elegant fireplace surrounds and mantels.  His 1833 publication included examples of 

fireplace surrounds made up of combinations of panels and fluted pilasters and lintels 

for “common-sized and plainly-finished rooms.”  A surviving mantel from the Henry 

Tallman House in Bath, Maine, built in 1840, shows one such marble mantel (Figure 

3.17).  Most, possibly all, of the pieces were likely machined as separate components 

and later assembled into the whole, depending on the customer’s (in this example, Mr. 

Tallman’s) choice of the individual elements.  Only twenty years earlier, Alexander 

Telfair had seen fit to hire a carver/sculptor like Frazee to hand carve a mantel and 

chimney surround that in most aspects, other than the bas-relief elements, would be 

remarkably simple and relatively cheap to produce en masse just two decades later.  A 

similarly popular marble fireplace surround style of the 1840s can be seen in the 

Doolittle-Demarest House in New Brunswick, New Jersey (Figure 3.18), built in 1850, 

in which a rounded opening, decoration and edges softened the rectilinear appearance 

of the mantel and surround.  For chimney pieces of a “richer character” Benjamin 

recommended tasteful classical elements such as carved anthemion corner pieces or 

Greek key patterns.218  Marble yards such as Greble’s and Fisher and Bird imported 

and retailed high-style, sculptural mantels imported from Italy.  A particularly popular 

type was a version of the “Caryatid” mantel, a sculpted piece consisting of two 

                                                
 
218 Asher Benjamin, Practice of Architecture, 91-92, Plates 47 and 48. 
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caryatid figures or heads, upon which rested the mantel shelf.219  Although Benjamin 

had also included several fancier examples of side decoration for fireplace surrounds, 

one of columns and another with a caryatid figure—European examples which he 

clearly was familiar with—these would not be produced by American firms until after 

the mid-nineteenth century.  When President James Monroe sought such pieces for the 

White House in 1819 to create sumptuous and impressive interiors, he ordered a pair 

of caryatid mantels from Italy for the State Dining room (Figure 3.19).220 Such high-

style mantels could also be found in luxury urban interiors, for example in the Daniel 

Pinckney Parker house on Beacon Street in Boston, designed and built in 1821 by 

                                                
 
219 A caryatid is a classically draped female figure that acts as a column or 
architectural support. The best-known are the caryatids that support the roof of the 
Erecththeion in Athens, near the Parthenon.   

220 Betty C. Monkman, The White House: It’s Historic Furnishings & First Families. 
(White House Historical Association/Washington, D.C./Abbeville Press, NY/London, 
2000) 60. The pair of White House caryatid mantels were originally installed in the 
State Dining Room but were split up in 1902 during a Roosevelt-era renovation; one 
was moved to the Red Room, and the other was moved to the Green Room, where 
they remain. Monkman’s discussion inadvertently exemplifies the difficulties of 
tracing interior furnishings of marble, especially for less renowned interiors. 
Monkman only briefly mentions the existence of these mantels, their original location 
and subsequent moves to other rooms, despite exhaustive research of furniture, silver 
and other decorative furnishings associated with the White House during this period 
and before, much of which has little or fragmentary surviving documentation.  Monroe 
almost exclusively purchased sumptuous French furnishings, so the fact that he 
purchased Italian mantels seems an interesting counterpoint.  Surviving documentation 
of this purchase might shed more information on who might have been the agent of 
purchase in America and in Italy, for example. Other marble mantels must also have 
played “musical chairs,” since it appears in examining early engravings and 
photographs of these rooms over time that other types of grand nineteenth century 
white marble mantels took the former places of the caryatid mantels in the State 
Dining Room.   



 183 

architect Alexander Parris (Fig. 3.20).221  The Struthers firm, along with several 

others, were well-known for their beautifully carved mantels.  In one journal 

abstracting the results of an annual exhibit of manufacturer’s products, its reporter 

commented: 

Of the marble mantels, although all were meritorious, and some of those from 
Messrs. Findley Highlands, Vanderbilt & Wildes, T.W. Burchell, Henry C. 
Webb, and J. Struthers, were especially remarkable for the goodness of the 
workmanship; the committee did not feel itself called on to recommend any 
one for the premium proposed.  They were in fact specimens of the beautiful 
mantels usually made by those gentlemen, and for sale at their establishments; 
not more excellent, either in design or execution, than the committee have 
often found there.222 

 
In other words, these men were craftsmen who were in commerce and interested in 

customers, not in artistic distinction.  Marble mantels had become commodities rather 

than works of art. 

Despite the enormous popularity of white marble mantels, some potential 

customers were put off by the mass quantities and ready availability of popular mantel 

styles.  In November 1839, Dr. Patrick Macaulay of Baltimore wrote Thomas 

Appleton, the American consul at Leghorn, requesting prices for “Marble Mantles 

                                                
 
221 The Parker House was one of a pair of two houses built side-by-side, often referred 
to as “39-40 Beacon Street,” for businessmen and partners Daniel Pinckney Parker and 
Nathan Appleton by Parris in 1821. The party wall was taken down in the early 
twentieth century and the houses were joined into one building to create the Women’s 
City Club of Boston, which ceased operations in the 1990s. The building was 
designated a National Historic Landmark in 1977 and has since been turned into 
condominiums. The fate of the marble mantel and others in the homes is unknown. 

222 “Report on Marble Work,” Journal of the American Institute, vol. IV, no. 10, July 
1839: 521. 
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[sic] for a principal story—say for Library, Drawing Room, Dining room, Parlor & 

Hall, also six for Chambers in the same house.  I do not wish them too highly 

ornamented, but of very neat and well carved patterns…”.  In a postscript he added: 

“Marble Mantles are now very cheap in this Country owing to the introduction of 

Machinery in cutting Marble, but the patterns are not so recherché as I could wish—if 

not too dear I should prefer on this account to import.”223  

The Struthers firm prominently advertised marble mantels among its offerings, 

but its main focus—at least the most visible—was outdoor work, in the form of 

cemetery markers and monuments.224  The opening of Mount Auburn Cemetery in 

Cambridge, Massachusetts in 1831 ushered in a new type of burial landscape and 

inspired what came to be known as the rural cemetery movement.  Rural cemeteries—

initially located in or near urban areas, but later the model for most planned cemeteries 

throughout the nineteenth century—offered picturesque, park-like settings, with 

ornamentation in the form of tasteful obelisks and other classically-inspired marble 

monuments (Figure 3.21).  Winding avenues, plantings of trees and shrubs that 

mimicked naturally-occurring forest groves, and areas of formal floral plantings all 

                                                
 
223 Philipp Fehl, “The Account Book of Thomas Appleton of Livorno: A Document in 
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combined to provide the visitor with a peaceful and pleasurable sensory experience; 

monuments of white marble further added to the aesthetic experience, the whiteness 

emphasized against the seasonal greenery.  Rural cemeteries created expanding 

opportunities for larger and more varied types of monuments for skilled stonecutters 

like Struthers, and for steam marble works, an aspect of the industry that will be 

discussed in more detail in Chapter 4. 

  One very specific type of monument commission brought Struthers a touch of 

celebrity in 1837: that of an ornamented white marble sarcophagus into which would 

be transferred the remains of George Washington.225  George Washington had been 

buried in haste in December 1799 in an old brick vault on the grounds of Mount 

Vernon that was deteriorating.  Before his death, Washington himself, who was 

cognizant that this structure would be unsatisfactory, had told a nephew of his plans to 

build a new, stable structure where he hoped to be buried, and showed him the 

location.  Just a month later, Washington died and was laid to rest in the old brick 

vault.  Although Washington had detailed plans for the location and construction of 

the new vault in his will, including the removal of all of the other family members’ 

remains from the old to the new vault, construction was put off for years, then 

decades.  Finally, in 1831, possibly prompted by an attempt at vandalizing 

                                                
 
225 See Frances Henderson Ford, “With Feelings of Reverence for Departed 
Greatness,” Change Over Time, vol. 3, no. 2 (Fall 2013): 202-221, for a detailed 
examination of the story of Struthers and Washington’s tomb.  The commission 
included a plainer, second sarcophagus for Martha Washington’s remains. 
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Washington’s tomb and remains, plans were put into place to build the new vault.  

Washington Custis contacted Struthers who was probably recommended by William 

Strickland, the architect hired to design and construct the vault.  Discussions over 

designs and other matters took several years, but in February 1837, Washington’s 

nephew Lawrence Lewis accepted Struthers’ offer to carve the sarcophagus free of 

charge, as a patriotic act of respect and honor.  The quid pro quo was an agreed-upon 

inscription that read:  

BY THE PERMISSION OF LAWRENCE LEWIS, ESQ., 
THIS SARCOPHAGUS OF GEORGE WASHINGTON 

WAS PRESENTED BY 
JOHN STRUTHERS OF PHILADELPHIA, 

MARBLE MASON 226 
 
The inscription was not commented on publicly, nor was Struthers’ signature seen as 

inappropriate; rather, Struthers was hailed for having donated his labor and the 

valuable piece of marble.  

  Although Struthers was not directly remunerated, he did manage to achieve a 

bit of “unsolicited” publicity.  Informing the family of the completion of 

Washington’s sarcophagus, Struthers related he “took the liberty of inviting a few 

[friends] to see the carving”—and before he knew it, word had spread and “thousands 

flocked to see it.” Somehow the newspapers also published the information, which 

                                                
 
226 William Strickland, Tomb of Washington at Mount Vernon (Philadelphia: Carey & 
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Struthers “exceedingly regret[ted], but of course could not prevent.”227  After 

numerous revisions in the design of the vault itself, Struthers himself supervised the 

removal of the wood and lead coffins of George and Martha Washington from the old 

brick vault and into the new white marble sarcophagi in the new location.  

  The sarcophagus for Washington is of white Italian Carrara marble.  As 

Strickland described in his pamphlet: the sarcophagus is “of the modern form, and 

consists of an excavation from a solid block of marble, eight feet in length, three in 

width, and two feet in height, resting on a plinth….The lid or covering stone is a 

ponderous block of Italian marble, emblazoned with the arms and insignia of the 

United States, beautifully sculptured in the boldest relief.”228  The design covers most 

of the lid, and includes a shield, an eagle, and a tasselated spear (Figure 3.22).  Martha 

Washington’s sarcophagus is presumably of the same marble, although with no 

embellishments.  The sarcophagi, where visitors may pay their respects to Washington 

and his wife, remain in place to this day. 

  The publicity surrounding Struthers’ involvement with the carving of 

Washington’s new white marble sarcophagus conferred prestige on Struthers’s marble 

business, but he hardly needed the additional boost.  His work was so remunerative by 

this time that in 1837 Struthers himself purchased a prominent family lot in the new 

and highly fashionable Laurel Hill Cemetery, recently opened in 1836 as 
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Philadelphia’s answer to the rural cemetery movement.  By this time a wealthy man, 

Struthers paid $535.00—an enormous sum for the period—for a 642-square-foot lot in 

an area of the Cemetery designed as a formal garden called “The Shrubbery” (Figure 

3.23).229  Struthers family members were interred there for several generations, under 

marble monuments made by the family firm (Figure 3.24).230  

  In contrast with Struthers’ success, 1837 was also the year Frazee and Launitz 

broke up their partnership in New York City.  The break was amicable, and Launitz 

might have been relieved to be on his own.  Frazee’s “aggressive competiveness and 

self-promotion” had angered members of the National Academy of Design, which 

distanced itself from him by first reducing his membership status and then finally 

dropping him altogether.    

 By then, Frazee was largely pre-occupied with the Custom House (Figures 

3.24 and 3.25).  From the time he had taken over the project in 1835 he had been faced 

with a seemingly endless array of technical and practical challenges that needed 

immediate resolution to accomplish the project.  Putting his considerable problem-

solving skills to use, Frazee improved on the original plans based on the construction 

already in place, and the large amounts of already-cut and shaped marble blocks on-

                                                
 
229 The section is now known as “Medallions,” and has been the award-winning object 
of restoration in recent years. 

230 According to a recent image of the Struthers family lot card on-line, interments in 
the lot ceased in the 1940s; there are eighteen interments in the lot, according to 
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site, waiting to be used.  Frazee made major changes to the building—adding an extra 

story, for example—and incorporated a number of improvements, such as a 

progressive hot water heating system from England instead of the originally planned 

hot air system.  Frazee also insisted on incorporating exterior ornamentation such as a 

carved anthemion band around the roof cornice.  For the Corinthian entablature of the 

rotunda, Frazee decided to use marble instead of the brick and stucco that had been 

originally planned.  Frazee’s expertise in using marble was lauded, as one scholar has 

noted:   

Frazee knew his marble well and how best to use it, having been in the marble 
business himself for many years. The blocks of marble which formed the 
columns of the porticos were so closely joined, it was said, that the joints could 
scarcely be seen.  The idea of grinding one block upon another until the stones 
made perfect contact at the joint was stated to be an invention of Frazee.231 

 

As much as Frazee’s considerable engineering, building, and problem-solving skills 

were on view, his difficult personality was also visible.  Frazee brooked no opposition 

to his opinions or building decisions, causing expensive delays.  Ultimately his 

“fanatical attachment to the Custom House and an unwillingness to compromise any 

of his artistic principles” caused one of his superiors to dismiss Frazee abruptly in 

December 1840, before the building was complete.232  Frazee was reinstated in March 

1841 and remained until he finished the project in 1842, when the building was finally 
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ready to be occupied.  Although the Custom House was a crowning personal 

achievement for Frazee, it was a financial disaster.  His claim to wages that had been 

withheld during the time he had been withdrawn from the project, as well as other 

claims having to do with the endless differences of opinion during the project, were 

not immediately honored—in fact, it took years for payment to be made—and Frazee 

again fell into deep debt.  Suffering from rheumatism and other ailments common to 

old age, Frazee’s physical capacity for work was largely diminished, and his career as 

a carver, stonecutter, sculpture, architect and engineer was largely over by the mid-

1840s.  

  Although there is no evidence that Frazee closely followed the careers of his 

former rivals once he left sculpture behind for architecture, it is difficult to imagine he 

was not aware of at least one rival’s struggles.  Frazee might have felt somewhat 

mollified as he observed Horatio Greenough’s bright star gradually dimming, 

especially upon the unveiling of his colossal statue of George Washington in 1840 

(Figures 3.26 and 3.27).  The American government had commissioned the sculpture 

from Greenough in 1832 for placement in the Rotunda of the Capitol in 

Washington.233  Greenough spent nearly ten years working on the project, anticipating 

it would be his masterpiece.  His intense intellectualism, adherence to classical artistic 

principles and desire to produce an important work worthy of “America’s first 
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sculptor,” an epithet he took seriously, inspired him to pattern his Washington after 

one of the great sculptures of Antiquity, the sculpture of Zeus by Phidias, created in 

the fifth century B.C.  The sculpture was no longer extant but was known through 

ancient coinage.  In keeping with the figure of Zeus, Greenough depicted Washington 

as a Greek god, giving the seated figure a nude torso, Greek robe and sandals. 

Sophisticated American visitors and friends to Greenough’s Florence studio during the 

1830s who saw the work in progress praised it, as did Italian aristocrats and friends.234 

Greenough took this work very seriously; he “saw himself as heir to a tradition 

established by such illustrious sculptors as Michelangelo, Phidias and Praxiteles . . . .it 

was his intention to beautify and refine the American cityscape with his sculpture. 

Through his patriotism he would contribute to the establishment of the grandeur and 

high moral purpose of the new Republic just as Phidias had done for ancient 

Greece.”235  Greenough’s ideals were high, but his hopes of elevating American tastes 

were dashed.  Unlike the reception of The Chanting Cherubs, which had only 

represented a minor professional disappointment, the reception of Greenough’s 

George Washington was a disaster for the high-minded, erudite sculptor.  Observers 
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were appalled at the nude torso exhibiting a well-formed muscular chest, the Greek 

robe, the sandals, and the perceived pompous pose of the outstretched arm.  The noble 

inspiration for the sculpture was too obscure for most viewers, who ridiculed the 

sculpture so relentlessly it was finally moved to a less prominent location.  Greenough 

had completely misjudged the American public.  Ironically, Greenough had followed 

the very same classical principles that Frazee had so passionately advocated for in his 

work. 

      *        *        * 

  Frazee’s career as a sculptor never flourished independently from his trade as a 

marble-cutter, maker of gravestones and memorials, architect and builder.  Self-taught, 

ambitious, and intense, his work ethic and single-minded devotion to his craft should 

have rewarded him with a brilliant career as a sculptor.  His large family, eventually 

numbering twenty children (produced over nearly forty years and two marriages) 

presented an ever-present, pressing need for gainful employment.  The stakes were 

high, and one suspects that Frazee’s difficult personality and perfectionist tendencies 

alienated potential patrons.  This suspicion is confirmed in a telling comment, written 

years after Frazee’s death.  Thomas S. Cummings’ Historic Annals of the National 

Academy of Design, published in 1865, remarked of Frazee, a founding member, and 

its first sculptor: “He was entirely self-educated, and therefore, perhaps, wanting in 

that exterior refinement which would have rendered him popular.”236  It was a 

                                                
 
236 Cummings, Historic Annals of the National Academy of Design, 230. 
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judgment that reeked of elitism, but one that helps reveal the reasons for Frazee’s 

resentment.  Cummings’ statement was also a case of dissembling; by the 1860s many 

of America’s most celebrated sculptors of humble beginnings, including Hiram 

Powers and Erastus Dow Palmer, had long since garnered the admiration of critics and 

a massive popular audience.  Their “levels of refinement” or lack thereof were never 

topics of discussion.  

  Yet Frazee himself must take some of the responsibility for the disappointing 

trajectory of his career.  Even without the very real problems of providing for spouses 

and twenty children over the course of his life, he pursued sculpture knowing it would 

be a gamble.  He broke away from his successful marble trade of mantels and 

monuments and from a sibling who had a good head for the administrative and 

business side of things.  At the height of his success, faced with real competition from 

both American and foreign sculptors, he vehemently lashed out at his rivals with 

vitriolic diatribes, and allied himself with a political group that represented manual 

laborers.  In the end, Frazee’s own unwillingness to conform to standard norms of 

gentility and diplomacy alienated other sculptors as well as potential important patrons 

for whom artistic sculpture was a form of sophisticated luxury. 

Greenough never wrote his own autobiography.  Indeed, he never needed to, 

since scores of admirers and, later, scholars were happy to produce laudatory 

memorials, edited collections of letters, and biographies.  A socially well-connected, 

charming and intellectual man who won the attention of the nation by declaring his 

intention to become America’s first sculptor, and then went to Italy to do just that, 



 194 

Greenough was everything Frazee was not: educated, literate, thoughtful, and 

sophisticated.  Ironically, Frazee and Greenough were similar in many ways: they 

were both highly skilled sculptors who shared a passion for sculpting marble and who 

believed in a strict adherence to classical aesthetic principles in sculpture and 

architecture.  Frazee and Greenough were metonyms for the contradictions of 

Jacksonian democracy in which the sculptor, without the benefit of formal, foreign 

training, remained a “statuary,” especially if he was of humble origins. 

 By contrast, John Struthers was a shrewd Philadelphia businessman who 

clearly knew the value of diplomacy.  He allied himself and his stonecutting skills 

with architects and builders.  He made his expertise invaluable, and became a wealthy 

and successful businessman by doing so.  He knew that his value as a marble mason 

was only as good as his next client.  It was a lesson any good stonecutter lived by, and 

one that Alpheus Cary of Boston knew better than almost any other stonecutter in 

America, especially in 1840, a year that represented a significant turning point in the 

world of American sculpture.   
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Figure 3.1.  Elbridge Gerry monument, Congressional Cemetery, Washington,        
D.C.  Carved by John Frazee in 1823.  Photograph by author. 
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Figure 3.2.  “The Statuary.”  English Book of Trades, 1818. 
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Figure 3.3.  John Frazee’s first formal attempt at stonecutting, 1808.  Courtesy of the 
Boston Athenæum. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 198 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

IMAGE REMOVED DUE TO COPYRIGHT 
 

 
Figure 3.4. First Bank of New Brunswick, New Jersy, built 1810.  Courtesy, Special 
Collections and University Archives, Rutgers University Libraries. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 199 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

IMAGE REMOVED DUE TO COPYRIGHT 
 

 
Figure 3.5.  John Nafies, died 1811, Rahway Presbyterian Cemetery, Rahway, 
New Jersey.  Sandstone.  An example of John Frazee’s early gravestone work. 
Photograph courtesy of Dennis Montagna. 
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Figure 3.6.  Watercolor on paper. “Sacred/ TO THE MEMORY OF/ FIVE 
INFANTS,” by Fanny Whitney, 1822, Hebron, Maine, United States.  Courtesy, 
Winterthur Museum, Museum purchase with funds provided by Henry Francis du 
Pont, 1960.327.4. 
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Figure 3.7.  Benjamin Bangs (d. 1814) marble monument, Brewster, MA. Carver 
unknown.  An early example of the use of Grief imagery on a funerary monument. 
Courtesy of The Farber Gravestone Collection, American Antiquarian Society. 
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Figure 3.8.  Rivine and Catherine Neilson monument, c. 1816, Van Liew 
Cemetery, North Brunswick, New Jersey.  Marble.  Signed by John Frazee.  
The monument was originally erected in the Presbyterian Cemetery on George 
Street in downtown Brunswick, until all remains and monuments in that 
cemetery were moved to Van Liew Cemetery in 1921.   
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Figure 3.9a.  W. & J. Frazee mantel for Telfair mansion, 1818, Savannah, Georgia.  
“The Shepherd Boy.”  Accession # X-34.1, Bequest of Estate of Mary Telfair.  
Photograph courtesy of Telfair Museum of Art. 
 
 
 
Figure 3.9b.  Detail, “The Shepherd Boy” Telfair mantel.  Photograph courtesy of 
Telfair Museum of Art. 
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 Figure 3.10a.  W. & J. Frazee mantel for Telfair mansion, 1818, Savannah, Georgia.             
“And A Little Child Shall Lead Them.”  Accession # X-34.2, Bequest of Estate of 
Mary Telfair.  Photograph courtesy of Telfair Museum of Art. 
 
 
 
Figure 3.10b.  Telfair mantel and detail, 1818.  Savannah.  Photograph courtesy of 
Telfair Museum of Art. 
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Figure 3.11.  Sign of Struthers & Son, Philadelphia.  Courtesy, The Winterthur 
Library: Decorative Arts Photographic Collection.  
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3.12.  Cenotaphs designed by Benjamin Henry Latrobe at Congressional Cemetery. 
Courtesy, Library of Congress. 
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Figure 3.13.  Elbridge Gerry Monument by Frazee, 1823.  Congressional Cemetery, 
Washington, DC.  Photograph by author. 
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Figure 3.14.  John Wells by John Frazee, 1825.  First marble bust carved by an 
American artist.  Grace Church, NY.  Photograph courtesy of Dennis Montagna. 

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 209 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

IMAGE REMOVED DUE TO COPYRIGHT 
 
 
Figure 3.15.  Edwin Greble’s Marble Works, founded 1829.  Image circa 1840.  
Courtesy Library Company of Philadelphia. 
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Figure 3.16.  Fisher & Bird advertisement, circa 1836. 
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Figure 3.17.  Marble mantel in the first floor double parlor of the Henry Tallman 
House, Bath, Maine.  Built 1840.  Photograph taken in 1971.  Historic American 
Buildings Survey No.: HABS ME, 12-BATH, 9—7.  Courtesy Library of Congress. 
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Figure 3.18.  Marble mantel in the first floor “living room” (formerly parlor) of the 
Doolitle-Demarest House, New Brunswick, New Jersey.  Built 1850. The house is 
now the property of Rutgers University. Photograph taken in 1960. Historic American 
Buildings Survey No.: HABS NJ, 12-NEBRU, 15—6.  Courtesy Library of Congress. 
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Figure 3.19. Contemporary image from the Clinton administration of one of 
two “Caryatid” mantels purchased by President James Monroe for the State 
Dining Room in the White House in 1819; this mantel was moved to the Red 
Room some time in the late nineteenth century. 
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Figure 3.20.  Parlor or drawing room in Daniel Pinckney Parker House, 39 Beacon 
Street, Boston.  Built 1821.  The image shows the high-style “Caryatid” white marble 
mantel while 39-40 Beason Street was undergoing renovations circa 1940. HABS 
MASS, 13-BOST, 115—3.  Courtesy of Library of Congress. 
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Figure 3.21.  Popular print of Laurel Hill Cemetery, Philadelphia.  A.W. Graham, 
engraver.  Originally published in the March 1844 issue of Godey’s Lady’s Book.  
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Figure 3.22.  Photograph of the George Washington sarcophagus carved by John 
Struthers in 1837.  (The ghost of Struthers’ original inscription, removed in the late 
nineteenth century, is still visible.) 
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Figure 3.23.  “The Shrubbery” (originally known as “Medallions”) formal garden in 
Laurel Hill Cemetery, Philadelphia, as it appears today. 
 

 
 
 

Figure 3.24.  The Struthers family lot at Laurel Hill Cemetery as it appears today.  All 
of the monuments in the lot are of marble, made by the Struthers firm. 
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Figure 3.25.  Late nineteenth or early twentieth century view of the New York City 
Custom House (now Federal Hall).  John Frazee, architect. 
 
 
Figure 3.26.  The New York City Custom House (now Federal Hall) today.  John 
Frazee, architect. 
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Figure 3.27.  Widely reproduced photograph of Horatio Greenough’s colossal George 
Washington (1840) on the east lawn of the Capitol, c. 1899.  Author’s collection. 
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Figure 3.28.  Horatio Greenough’s George Washington (1840) in its current location 
in the Smithsonian Institution.  Online photo source: 
http://www.flickr.com/photos/alex_ackerman/4128834310/sizes/l/in/photostream/ 
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Chapter 4 
 

“A STONE-CUTTER, OF MORE THAN ORDINARY TASTE”: 
ALPHEUS CARY OF BOSTON 

 

  Throughout the spring and summer of 1840, the visitors came silently, 

respectfully—mournfully.  In life, Emily Binney had been a vibrant little girl, known 

only to her close family and friends.  In death, however, Emily became a celebrity, a 

symbolic representation of the death of a child in mid-nineteenth century America.  

The Binney Child, as her memorial at Mount Auburn Cemetery was known, was a full-

length figural portrait of Emily peacefully asleep on her bed, her little feet bare, her 

hands clasped.  

  Showing Emily as if asleep was a way to soften the harsh reality her family 

and friends, and now visitors to her grave, experienced (Figure 4.1).  Visitors 

understood the pathos that Emily’s childish, vulnerable figure embodied, as they knew 

that the death of a child was an unavoidable reality that most families would 

experience at some point.  The white marble sculpture of Emily’s peaceful expression 

and childish features resting on comfortable pillows and upholstery of the bed, 

covered by a canopy supported by four pillars, abstracted the mournful reality of loss 

within a context of nature and culture; all of these elements worked together, 

telegraphing a subtly comforting aesthetic dimension to the poignancy of the death of 
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the young innocent.237  While most of the credit for the creation of the memorial was 

given to its sculptor, Henry Dexter, the execution and success of the monument was 

due to another carver: Alpheus Cary of Boston.  

  This chapter examines the career of Alpheus Cary, the decades of the 1840s 

and 1850s in the American marble industry, and marble in popular and sentimental 

culture during this period.  Beginning in the 1840s, American sculpture, stonecutting, 

sentiment and white marble became synonymous, as carved and sculpted works 

proliferated across cemeteries and in parlors with “ideal” works that appealed to a 

large middle class with purchasing power and a taste for the consumption of 

decorative, expressive goods.  As a new critical mass of relationships developed in 

cities—populations and the number of customers had grown, transportation continued 

to improve and white marble supplies were increasingly available year-round—urban 

workshops could provide a living for skilled workers who depended on concentrations 

of demand.  Marble gravestones had been dotting burial grounds for decades; white 

marble mantels were popular in middle- and upper-class parlors and dining rooms; and 

the use of marble was often the architectural mark of a building of importance or 

significance for both the exterior and interior.  The year 1840 signaled a new 

awareness of white marble to urban Americans that would have a profound impact on 

                                                
 
237 An expanded discussion about the Emily Binney memorial can be found in my 
Master’s Thesis, entitled Museum in the Garden: Mount Auburn Cemetery and the 
Development of American Sculpture, 1825-1875 (Harvard University, 2002) in which 
the monument is the subject of Chapter 4, “The Blacksmith Sculptor: Henry Dexter 
and The Binney Child.”  The chapter discusses in detail the careers of Henry Dexter, 
and very briefly, that of Alpheus Cary. 
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the visual landscapes of both outdoor environments and domestic surroundings: the 

commercialization and democratization of white marble in popular culture and 

everyday life.  

  Informing and paralleling this development, the 1840s was also the decade that 

ideal sculpture in America first blossomed, bringing a new culture of sentimentality 

and, as some scholars have called it, a “cult of sentiment” or of mourning.238  Ideal 

                                                
 
238 The scholarship on sentimental culture in nineteenth century America is broad and 
focused primarily in literary studies and cultural studies. Among the most relevant to 
my discussion here are the following:  Karen Halttunen, Confidence Men and Women: 
A Study of Middle Class Culture in America, 1830-1870 (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1982), particularly Chapter 5: “Mourning the Dead: A Study in Sentimental 
Ritual,” 124-152; June Howard, “What is Sentimentality?” American Literary History 
11 (1999): 63-81; Ann Douglas, The Feminization of American Culture (New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf, 1977); and Blanche M.G. Linden, Silent City on a Hill: Picturesque 
Landscapes of Memory and Boston’s Mount Auburn Cemetery, 2nd ed. (Amherst, MA: 
University of Massachusetts Press, 2007), an updated version of Linden’s seminal 
1989 work in which discussions of sentiment and sentimental culture appear 
throughout the book. American ideal sculpture has been the subject of an increasing 
number of works in recent decades, as this very specific type of sculpture, long 
dismissed and ignored, has undergone a reassessment in studies of nineteenth century 
American art and domestic culture.  The most relevant works to my discussion here 
are: Joy S. Kasson, Marble Queens & Captives: Women in Nineteenth-Century 
American Sculpture (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1990), and Lauren 
Keach Lessing, who explored ideal sculpture in American homes between 1840 and 
1880 in “Presiding Divinities: Ideal Sculpture in Nineteenth-Century American 
Domestic Interiors,” Ph.D. dissertation, Indiana University, 2006. While 
acknowledging Kasson’s seminal work on reclaiming the importance of [female] ideal 
sculpture in nineteenth-century American culture, Lessing’s work emphasized ideal 
sculpture in domestic interiors, in which they played their most important functions, as 
she explains: “Kasson consistently privileged their public display and reception. While 
she acknowledged that private homes were the ultimate destination of most ideal 
statues, she argued that their role within these settings was essentially decorative and 
that their important cultural work was done elsewhere….Despite Kasson’s contention 
that benefactors were more important than buyers, the latter group far outnumbered 
the former.” (10) 
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sculpture, as historian Joy Kasson defined it in her work entitled Marble Queens and 

Captives, a study of American nineteenth-century marble female sculptures, 

“consisted of three-dimensional figurative works, usually marble, life-sized or slightly 

smaller, portraying subjects drawn from literature, history, the Bible, or 

mythology.”239  Distinct from portraits, public monuments, and later in the century, 

genre pieces, ideal sculptures, according to scholar Lauren Lessing, “led a double life. 

They were displayed, often to large audiences, at exhibitions and in sculptor’s 

studios…however, the vast majority of ideal sculptures produced during the nineteenth 

century were destined for the domestic sphere.”240 

  The popularization of white marble ideal sculpture was simultaneous with the 

rise of the culture of sentiment that took place in the cemetery.  By the 1840s slate had 

almost completely disappeared on the American burial landscape, while white marble 

was nearly the only choice for cemetery monuments, sculpture, and interior and 

exterior decoration.  High-end retail “emporiums” of white marble—similar to the 

new-fashioned department stores—allowed middle-class consumers the opportunity to 

browse in different departments, and to choose between a dizzying array of products.  

The use of highly decorative, sculpted white marble became a popular expressive 

                                                
 
239 Joy S. Kasson, Marble Queens & Captives: Women in Nineteenth-Century 
American Sculpture (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1990), 1. 
240 Lauren Keach Lessing explored ideal sculpture in American homes between 1840 
and 1880 in “Presiding Divinities: Ideal Sculpture in Nineteenth-Century American 
Domestic Interiors,” Ph.D. dissertation, Indiana University, 2006. 
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signifier of culture, gentility, and respectability for its middle-class consumers as well 

as its observers.  

 The creation of Emily Binney’s memorial was a watershed moment in this 

development, and to some degree anticipated it.  The death of four-year-old Emily 

Binney in 1839 of diphtheria—a common childhood disease—gave her family 

occasion to seek out a more elaborate memorial than the traditional small-sized plain 

marker that was often a miniaturized version of an adult’s.  The family may have 

hoped to commission an important, well-known sculptor such as Horatio Greenough 

or Thomas Crawford, both working in Italy at the time, but settled instead for more 

local talent, sculptor Henry Dexter and marble cutter Alpheus Cary.   

Henry Dexter (1806-1876) was then one of the very few working sculptors in 

Boston.  His life story, that of an artisan who turned to sculpting in mid-career, would 

parallel that of numerous other ambitious artisans in the coming years; some found 

success, most did not.  Against his family’s wishes, Dexter had left his native 

Connecticut and blacksmithing career only a few years before in order to pursue his 

artistic aspirations, which he had delayed for many years.241  Moving to Boston in 

1837, he was mentored by Boston painter Francis Alexander, a relative by marriage, 

                                                
 
241 Hannah Farnham Lee, Familiar Sketches of Sculpture and Sculptors (Boston: 
Crosby, Nichols, and Co., 1854), chapter on Henry Dexter, 154-166.  Lee’s chapter on 
Dexter largely consisted of an autobiographical letter Dexter had sent her for her book; 
in it he described being discouraged repeatedly by his family to leave his successful 
blacksmithing shop and pursue an artistic career.  He wrote of one particularly 
discouraging period: “[I] continued my labors at the anvil, for seven years.  It is a 
Bible period of time, and I thought I had fulfilled my promise.” (160) 
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Dexter’s wife being one of Alexander’s nieces.  After proving unsuccessful at 

painting, Dexter fortuitously met Greenough, who was visiting home in Boston before 

returning to Italy.  He offered Dexter a gift of unused clay.  Dexter quickly found he 

was skilled in the art of modeling, and then carving, skills he later attributed to his 

years of working as a blacksmith, and changed his focus to sculpture.  The novelty of 

a sculptor resident in Boston quickly spread, and Dexter began receiving commissions 

for portrait busts, both in plaster and in marble, typically small works.  By the time he 

received the commission for Emily Binney’s memorial, Dexter was still a relatively 

inexperienced sculptor, having only actually carved two or three marble busts.242  He 

therefore sought help from Boston’s premier marble carver: Alpheus Cary. 

  As Boston’s best-known stonecutter during his lifetime, Cary (1788-1869) was 

one of the busiest stonecutters working in the Boston area during the first half of the 

nineteenth century, and enjoyed the respect and patronage of some of Boston’s and 

America’s most prominent citizens.  Cary’s long life and career have largely escaped 

scrutiny and remain somewhat obscure, but he was one of the most influential 

promoters of the use of white marble for funerary or memorial monuments on the 

Eastern seaboard, and helped shape the nineteenth century burial landscape.  Cary was 

also influential through his encouragement and development of artistic talent.  As a 

businessman, one of his greatest strengths was his ability to adapt his products to his 

                                                
 
242 John Albee’s catalogue of Dexter’s works lists fifteen busts in plaster or clay 
between 1835 and 1839; of those, three were completed in marble versions.  John 
Albee, Henry Dexter, Sculptor: A Memorial (Privately printed, 1898), 111. 
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consumers and what they wanted, and even to anticipate their wishes.  As with any 

trade, stonecutters and carvers could only stay in business if buyers bought their 

products, even as the products themselves continued to proliferate.  Shaping demand 

required networking, adapting to consumer tastes, and being able to reliably provide 

services and products of sensitivity and quality.  In large urban areas with many 

capable stonecutters, relationships formed as the result of a death were important for 

business in the long term.  In the case of the deceased, who rarely chose or planned 

their own monuments, the choice of the type of monument or funerary sculpture was 

usually made by someone else—parent, adult child, sibling, relative or friend—who 

would visit the grave and who could communicate satisfaction or displeasure to family 

and friends.  A stonecutter who specialized in cemetery monuments could expect 

repeat orders—sometimes over decades—from a satisfied customer or family, so 

remaining responsive and flexible to customers’ needs was key.  Cary emerges in this 

study almost as a “Zelig”-like figure—acquainted with many of America’s most 

prominent citizens and leading politicians, yet never in the spotlight and always 

blending seamlessly into the event of the moment.  His example reminds scholars that 

much of the country’s material culture depended on the work of ordinary and 

extraordinary people who rarely appear in historical narratives. 

In the case of Dexter, the “event of the moment” was this very important 

commission for the fledgling sculptor.  Having little competition from other, more 

experienced sculptors—Greenough was in Italy, and most other sculptors vied for the 

very little patronage available in other cities such as Washington, D.C. and New 
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York—Alpheus Cary was the obvious choice for a collaboration on such an important 

commission.  He may have already been well acquainted with Dexter as the marble 

dealer who regularly supplied him with the marble for his portrait bust work.  By the 

time of the Binney commission, Cary was already an important figure in the Boston 

marble industry.  Just a few years prior, in 1835, Cary—the stonecutter who as a much 

younger man had lettered the white marble epitaph for Abigail Dudley in 1812 (see 

Figure 1.1)—had looked back on his decades of success.  Designed to appeal to clients 

who would be impressed by the weight of experience and respectability, Cary’s 

advertisement informed he had “been the first to introduce this branch of manufacture 

into the city of Boston, and having been constantly engaged in it, for twenty-five 

years, he flatters himself that he will be able to [assist new customers as well as 

longstanding ones].”243  His involvement with the creation of The Binney Child was 

important and influential, since the memorial signaled a turning point in American 

monumental art.  Cary’s journey to marble prominence had taken nearly thirty years, 

but with the Binney Child, Cary also became instrumental in ushering onto the 

cemetery landscape a new era of sentiment and popular culture, as expressed in 

marble.  

Born in Quincy, Massachusetts in 1788, Alpheus Cary Junior was the second-

born child of Alpheus Cary Sr. and Ruby Perkins, the oldest of five males who 

                                                
 
243 “Marble Chimney Pieces,” Boston Courier, September 28, 1835, v. X, issue 755: 
4. 



 229 

survived infancy, and one of twelve children.244  The Carys had a long Massachusetts 

lineage, being descended from John Cary, who joined the Plymouth colony sometime 

around 1634.245  

After serving in the American Revolutionary War, Alpheus Sr. and his wife Ruby 

moved from Bridgewater to Quincy, the rural farming community outside Boston 

known today mainly as the birthplace of John Adams and other notables including 

various Quincys.246  There Alpheus Sr. settled into a quiet life of farming as a tenant 

                                                
 
244 Ten of twelve of the Cary children (except for a set of twins) survived infancy into 
adulthood. According to Samuel F. Cary’s Cary Memorials, the children of Alpheus 
Cary Sr. and Ruby Perkins were:  Nancy, b. 1787; Alpheus Jr., b. 1788; Lucy, b. 1790; 
Charles, b. 1794; twins George and Ruby, b. 1795, died as infants; George, b. 1796; 
Lewis, b. 1798; Ruby, b. 1800; twins Isaac and Ziba, b. 1802; and Abigail, b. 1806.   

245 Cary, Samuel Fentra, Cary Memorials, Cincinnati, 1874.  The author, a Cary 
descendant, explains that 1634 is a close guess, and that John Cary did not arrive on 
either the “Mayflower,” the “Fortune,” or the “Ann” ships.  John Cary immigrated 
from Somersetshire near Bristol, England.  He first settled in Duxbury, then moved to 
Bridgewater.  Alpheus Cary’s great-grandfather, Deacon Recompense Cary (1688-
1759), was listed as a “man of influence and character” in the town of Bridgewater; 
Cary’s grandfather, Deacon Jonathan Cary, a carpenter by trade, was was “remarkable 
for his probity and exalted Christian character.” 

246 Kingman, Bradford.  History of North Bridgewater, from its First Settlement to the 
Present Time, with family registers. Boston: published by the author, 1866.  Page 467, 
of Alpheus Cary Sr.: “Mr. Cary was in the army, under Col. Simeon Cary, one and 
half years.”  Col. Simeon was a son of Deacon Recompense, and therefore uncle to 
Alpheus Cary Sr. Page 465:  Simeon Cary “was a carpenter by trade; became a captain 
in the French war, 1758 and 1759, and was a colonel in the Revolutionary War in 
1776.  He was the master builder of the second meetinghouse in the North Parish, 
erected in 1763.  He held many offices in the gift of the town, often officiating as 
moderator in the town meetings; was selectman of the ancient town of Bridgewater for 
several years.” Pages 239-240: Alpheus Sr. is listed as having served at various times 
in different regiments, usually with other Carys present.   Between July 23 and August 
9, 1780, Alpheus Cary Sr., along with his father Jonathan (Corporal), and another 
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farmer, with Josiah Quincy as his employer.247  Quincy and nearby Braintree were 

towns known for heavy industries, especially in quarrying and shipbuilding.  They 

were towns with skilled labor, good transportation, and visionary enterprise, giving 

rise to a significant number of ambitious entrepreneurs.  The younger Alpheus’s love 

of learning, of reading and of education would become apparent in later years and in 

public life as well, but that interest first led him to become a schoolteacher.248  That 

                                                                                                                                       
 
Cary relation, Luther Cary (Corporal and fife player), were all members of Eliphalet 
Cary’s (yet another relative) regiment that “marched on the alarm to Rhode Island.”  
Alpheus Cary’s military service is also noted as “Served as a private for duty in Rhode 
Island” on page 230, Lineage Book, National Society of the Daughters of the 
American Revolution, Volume XXVIII, 1899 (Washington, D.C., 1909). 
 
247 Josiah Quincy, “On the American Hedge Thorn,” The Massachusetts Agricultural 
Repository and Journal (1801-1832): November 1, 1813; 3, 1; APS Online 27.  The 
original document is dated June 25, 1813, and is a reprinted letter from Quincy to John 
Lowell, the Corresponding Secretary to the Massachusetts Society for Promoting 
Agriculture.  Quincy describes the number of hedge thorn seedlings imported from 
Georgetown (near D.C.) and his method of planting them.  The fourth paragraph is 
part of that explanation:  “As I intended this as an experiment, to test the utmost cost 
of a hedge destined, not for ornament, but for farm use, I directed the tenant of my 
farm, (Alpheus Cary of this town,) a very faithful and intelligent farmer, to make a 
separate charge for all the labour bestowed upon it in his account with me….”  Costs 
of labor are given over five years, from 1808 on; the elder Cary probably worked 
Quincy’s farm for at least that long. 

248 Cary’s biography in the “Family Register” section of the History of North 
Bridgewater is short and succinct:  “Mr. Cary was a school-teacher in his early days, 
also a member of the Common Council of Boston; was a marble-worker on Harrison 
Avenue, Boston.” (468)  A book in the collections of the American Antiquarian 
Society in Worcester, Massachusetts, gives a clue to the young Cary’s purposeful 
nature.  The book, Gurney’s Easy and Compendious system of short hand, was printed 
in Philadelphia in 1799 by Matthew Cary, the noted Philadelphia printer (no known 
relation to the Massachusetts Carys), when Cary was 10 or 11 years old.  Cary’s 
youthful, but already elegant signature appears on one of the first blank pages as the 
book’s first owner, along with several “practice” flourishes—clues to the erudite man 
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career was at best intermittent or part-time since around 1802 or 1803, at around 14 

years of age, Cary entered into an apprenticeship in the stonecutting shop of Jonathan 

Rawson Sr. of Quincy (who conducted business with the Fenner and Manchester 

families, as discussed in Chapter Two).249 

The presence of Jonathan Rawson’s slate quarry and busy stonecutting shop in 

Quincy, the place of Alpheus Cary’s birth and childhood, is almost certainly the key to 

Cary’s interest in, and exposure to, the stonecutting trade.250  The work of this very 

                                                                                                                                       
 
Cary would become.  The book’s migration can be traced to some degree.  It was a gift 
from donor Herbert R. Cummings in 1894.  Cummings was listed as a “reporter” in 
the 1884 Worcester city directory.  Cummings donated at least 15 books to the 
American Antiquarian Society, many of which have bookplates identifying them as 
from the “Stenography & Phonography Library of Herbert R. Cummings.”  (One of 
the books is on “tachygraphy,” a type of shorthand.)  The Society’s records note that 
most of the books have the inscriptions names of previous owners, and that at least 
one book had been acquired by a previous owner auction.  Four copies of a book by 
Cummings also reside in the Society’s collection, a work entitled “Illustrated 
Worcester: containing 25 mezzotypes from negatives taken expressly for this book,” 
printed by Cummings around 1887.  Of Cummings’ donations, the Gurney is the 
earliest work. 
 
249 James Blachowicz, From Slate to Marble: Carving Traditions in Eastern 
Massachusetts, 1770-1870 (Evanston, IL: Graver Press, 2006), 46-47. 

250 The Rawson and Cary families remained well-connected through the years.  In 
addition to farming, Alpheus Cary Sr. was involved in the occasional real estate 
transaction.  Between 1806 and 1808, Rawson experienced financial difficulties and 
mortgaged several properties, including his house, to Alpheus Cary Sr.  Rawson 
defaulted on these mortgages in 1811, and Cary Sr. bought out the equity.  In 1813 a 
ten-acre salt marsh in Dorchester—possibly containing a slate quarry—was sold at a 
sheriff’s auction.  Both the defaulted properties and the salt marsh were repurchased 
by Rawson’s sons in 1814; Alpheus Cary Jr. was a witness on one of these 
transactions, when he was twenty-six years old and had already established his own 
stonecutting establishment in Boston.  Blachowicz 66. 
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prolific shop would have been well known to Cary from his earliest years.  While 

training at Rawson’s, Cary learned to carve slate gravestones in the traditional styles 

and motifs.  (See Figures 4.2a-e for examples of early Cary slate gravestones.) After 

serving at least a short apprenticeship, Cary worked for a couple of years in Portland, 

Maine, for former Rawson shop apprentice and journeyman Bartlett Adams.251  

Cary returned to the Boston area to teach in 1807 or 1808.  That decision was 

likely prompted by the economic effects of the 1807 Embargo Act.  New England 

ports such as Portland and Boston were almost completely shut down by spring 1808, 

making any kind of commerce—especially one that relied as heavily on commercial 

shipping as the stonecutting industry did—nearly impossible.  Teaching occupied Cary 

for another few years, until the time seemed right to return to stonecutting full-time, 

                                                
 
251 On two separate occasions, in August and November of 1805, when Cary was just 
sixteen, the Eastern Argus newspaper in Portland, Maine printed the “List of Letters 
Remaining in the Post-Office,” two of which waited for Cary. Eastern Argus, 
Portland, Maine, August 9, 1805: page 4, vol. II, iss. 101;  Eastern Argus, Portland, 
Maine, November 8, 1805: page 4, vol. III, iss. 114.  Bartlett Adams (1776-1828) is 
discussed in James Blachowicz’s book, From Slate to Marble: Carving Traditions in 
Eastern Massachusetts, 1770-1870 (Evanston, IL: Graver Press, 2006) 237-238.  
Blachowicz primarily focused on the carvers of Plymouth and Kingston, Cape Cod, 
and the islands of Nantucket and Martha’s Vineyard, although the many intersections 
of stonecutters’ careers and acquaintances led him to Boston and other towns as well.  
A talented carver, Adams’ career would prove to be a peripatetic one, taking him up 
and down the East Coast.  After his Rawson apprenticeship, Adams continued to work 
as a journeyman for Rawson, although he may have spent some time in Providence, 
Rhode Island.  In 1800 he moved to Portsmouth, New Hampshire, but then moved on 
to Portland, Maine.  He left Portland in 1812 “in the company of architect Alexander 
Parris” for Richmond, Virginia, where he spent two years, and in 1814 returned to 
Portland.  
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following the repeal of the Embargo Act.252  Cary’s carefully worded “Valedictory 

Address, delivered to the Pupils of the Free-School in Quincy, March 31st, 1810,” 

explained the time “…had become expedient for me to relinquish my situation as your 

instructor…,” and urged his pupils to further their educations, explaining that 

“intelligence is the very life of liberty.”  Cary also stressed that by constant study, 

personal improvement, and industry, a “man of cultivated parts is capable of more 

refined and exalted pleasure than one who has not…”.253  It was a message that Cary 

himself would follow closely throughout his life.  

With large towns and cities such as Quincy to the South and Cambridge to the 

North, Boston was an obvious place for a young man to make his mark.  It was the 

largest metropolis in New England, and in the nineteenth century, its largest port.  

Although smaller than New York and Philadelphia (in the 1790 census, 33,131 and 

42,520 souls, respectively), the city grew quickly throughout Cary’s lifetime.  From 

1790, when Boston’s population numbered 18,320, through the early twentieth 

                                                
 
252 Alpheus Cary Jr. does not appear independently in the 1810 census; he was 
probably among the seven males indicated in his father’s household in Quincy, which 
also included six females.   

253 I am indebted to Mr. William H. Pear, III, for loaning me this notebook, which 
descended to Mr. Pear through his ancestor Lucy Cary Morse, Cary’s sister.  The 
notebook or commonplace book seems to have been part copybook, into which Cary 
copied essays written by himself or from another source (for example, essays “On 
Pride,” “On Procrastination” and “Observations of Genius”), or worked out short 
pieces of prose.  Each heading also provided an opportunity for Cary to practice 
shaded lettering styles in ink, which he must have benefitted from in his similarly 
elegantly styled carved lettering. 
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century, every census saw large percentage increases of between at least 28% and up 

to 52%.  Between 1800 and 1850 the number of Bostonians increased from 24,937 to 

136,881; and increases continued throughout the rest of the century.254 

Within several months Cary had set himself up in his own shop in Boston, on 

Front Street.255  His early professional life followed many of the same contours as that 

of Fenner—setting up in a strategic location near the waterfront, initiating contacts 

with quarry owners and operators, and advertising his services.  Cary’s earliest known 

Boston newspaper advertisement dates from August 1810 (Figure 4.3).  In it he 

“respectfully informs the inhabitants of Boston and its vicinity, that he has 

commenced the STONE-CUTTING Business on Bridge’s wharf, Front Street, South-

End, nearly opposite Mr. Ellis’s distillery—where he will keep constantly for sale, 

marble and slate Grave-stones and Tomb-stones….”.256  He also offered for sale 

various painters’ and druggists’ stones, used for grinding pigments and medical 

remedies.    

Front Street was an ideal location for a new business in 1810.  The street was a 

recent addition to Boston’s landscape, the result of a long, controversial and 

                                                
 
254 Population figures available on-line at www.census.gov and www.iboston.org 
(under Boston Historic Population Trends). 

255 Perhaps not coincidentally, in 1810 Cary had recently turned twenty-one, the age at 
which young men apprenticed in a trade typically completed their apprenticeships and 
gained their freedom as journeymen, as Frazee would do the following year. 
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contentious project that culminated in the filling in of an area known as the South 

Cove.  Until the early nineteenth century the area that would later become Front Street 

was still under water, but by the time Cary established his new shop, the street was 

right on the water—literally at the “front,” adjacent to numerous wharves, ideal for 

shipping and receiving.257  Cary’s shop would remain in the same neighborhood for 

the rest of his professional life, mostly on Front Street (renamed Harrison Avenue in 

1841 in tribute to the deceased President), even as the street itself became distanced 

from the wharves as landfilling projects continued throughout the nineteenth 

century.258  

In 1811 Cary entered into partnership with stonecutter David Dickinson (1786-

1858), originally from Glastonbury, Connecticut.  For the next two decades the firm 

would be known as Cary & Dickinson.  Dickinson’s wife Jerusha Stanclift was a 

member of the stonecutting Stanclift family, also based in Connecticut, which seems 

the most plausible connection to Dickinson’s work, but beyond his association with 

Cary, little is known about David Dickinson.  No stones have been identified with his 

                                                
 
257  For an extended discussion of the decade-long controversies and major 
landmaking project that culminated in the filling of areas previously under water, 
including the creation of Front Street, see Nancy S. Seasholes, Gaining Ground: A 
History of Landmaking in Boston (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2003).  
Chapter Nine, “South Cove.”  

258 Front Street was renamed “Harrison Avenue” in 1841 in tribute to the recently 
deceased President William Henry Harrison.  During the years 1810 to 1868, Cary’s 
shop appears in various locations on Front Street/Harrison Avenue, as well as nearby 
High Street and Rainsford Lane, the latter an extension of Front Street that also 
became part of Harrison Avenue.  
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individual signature, and known correspondence to and from the firm was always 

addressed to Cary, or written by Cary.  Possibly Dickinson brought some capital to the 

firm, but this is speculative. 

The period directly following the War of 1812 seems to have been a time of 

very productive activity in the Front Street establishment, and a time when the 

partners likely employed several apprentices.  A review of census records has not 

yielded evidence of the possible number of apprentices and journeymen who might 

have been working for Cary & Dickinson, but at least one young apprentice, James 

Johnston, was happy with his situation at the shop, as revealed through Joseph 

Fenner’s correspondence.  The short exchange between Fenner and Johnston made 

clear that even early in the firm’s existence its reputation was that of a respectable and 

prosperous establishment.   

Despite his training in carving slate, Cary’s correspondence almost from the 

beginning of his career makes very clear the importance of white marble to his work.  

The epitaph on Abigail Dudley’s 1812 stone was very likely wordsmithed by Cary 

himself.  His love of education, of learning, and of writing are apparent from books he 

owned and his jottings in his commonplace book.  There is no reason to speculate that 

Cary was not either the author of the epitaph, or at the very least a great influence on 

the final iteration committed to stone.  Cary was already seeking the whitest marbles 

available from other stonecutters, as the correspondence between him and Fenner 

quoted in Chapter 2 confirms.   
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Throughout the period between 1810 and 1830 Cary actively promoted marble, 

but his shop responded to whatever customers ordered, which was often slate.  Signed 

Cary slate gravestones are found throughout Boston and New England burying 

grounds, and well beyond, including New Brunswick and Nova Scotia, Canada, areas 

that were on the downeast shipping lanes of merchants and fishermen.259  Still, marble 

markers and monuments by Cary increasingly dotted burial grounds around Boston.  

Just a few years after cutting the Abigail Dudley stone, the first marble in the Concord 

Old Hill Graveyard, Cary made his father’s monument for placement in Milton 

Cemetery (Figure 4.4).  Other marble markers and monuments from the firm included 

stones for Captain Joshua Woodbury in Gloucester (d. 1811), similar to Abigail 

Dudley’s stone and probably made around the same time (Figure 4.5). 

Despite embracing the fashionable use of white marble, Cary remained very 

much a traditional stonecutter.  Much like Fenner and the Tingleys in Providence, and 

stonecutters in other urban areas, at this early date in his career Cary did not exploit, or 

even explore, the possibilities of high-relief or in-the-round carving that the material 

of marble offered and that slate did not.  The skills required for high-relief works were 

closer to sculpture than to the incising and carving he was trained to do.  Occasionally 

he executed a small low-, or bas-relief carving of a motif, such as the urns on the 

                                                
 
259 Based on documentation of known signed stones Cary’s shop appears to have 
received many more orders for slate stones than for marble ones.  The problems of 
marble deterioration making stones and signatures illegible may also mean that many 
marble stones signed by Cary have been overlooked and remain unknown from this 
earlier period. 
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Woodbury, Dudley, and Cary Sr. stones, but such designs were low-relief and part of 

the expected repertoire of skilled stonecutters.  Other than larger monuments for which 

shaft and obelisk forms served the memorial purpose, during the 1810s and early 

1820s Cary’s known marble markers and gravestones were generally upright slabs 

with the same shoulder and tympanum configuration of slate stones.   

By 1818, the firm of Cary & Dickinson was clearly promoting marble over all 

other stone products.  In an advertisement from that year, Cary & Dickinson discussed 

the fine Italian Carrara marble that the firm had procured (Leghorn, Italy being the 

usual point of departure for these shipments), as well as the fact that the partners had 

between 10 and 15 elegant chimney-pieces of Italian and American marble, priced 

from 30 to 200 dollars each.  Several other different types of stones were mentioned 

towards the end of the advertisement—mainly freestone and soapstone for building 

purposes—but it is clear Cary & Dickinson were positioning themselves primarily as 

purveyors of white marble.  

The firm of Cary & Dickinson was also fortunate to outlast competition from 

other skilled stonecutters, as the numbers of these dwindled through death or other 

reasons.  Even in a city as relatively large as Boston, the competition consisted of 

stonecutters who were intricately connected with each other and with stonecutting 

shops in other towns.  Richard Adams (1784-1845)—one of Bartlett Adams’ brothers, 

who likely had also trained with Rawson, as had Bartlett and Cary—had set up shop in 

nearby Charlestown in 1805.  As is apparent from his dealings with Fenner in 

Providence, Adams was managing an active shop during much of the period between 
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1805 and his death in 1845, other than several years between 1812 and 1815, when the 

War of 1812 interrupted economic growth.260  George T. Hope and Robert Hope, 

possibly brothers or near relatives, were also in Boston.  George T. Hope (c. 1781-

1826) set up his shop on Eustis Wharf in January of 1810, but in 1817 left Boston 

permanently.  Robert Hope (c. 1771-1818) opened his first shop in Boston in October 

1810, and by 1816 was on Rainsford Lane.  Upon Robert’s death in 1818, Cary & 

Dickinson apparently purchased much of the remaining stock and took over the 

Rainsford Lane location for several years until 1823, when the firm moved 

permanently back to Front Street (later Harrison Avenue).  Horace Fox, formerly of 

Cooley & Fox of Providence, moved to Boston in 1818 and set up shop; he died 

suddenly in 1828, while still a relatively young man.  Bartlett Adams—Cary’s former 

master in Portland, Maine—joined his brother Richard in Charlestown in 1818, but 

lasted only three years, returning full-time to his Portland establishment.  All the 

aforementioned stonecutters are mentioned or cited in the Fenner correspondence 

discussed in Chapter Two, showing how tightly interwoven these connections were, 

and how interdependent stonecutters were on each other for information and for stock, 

even as they vied for work in the same market.261  By focusing their products on 

tastefully executed and elegantly lettered gravestones and monuments, the firm of 

                                                
 
260 Adams’ specific reasons for leaving Charlestown are unknown, but he may have 
served in the War itself. 

261 Blachowicz 38-39, 40,  44-47, 51-53, and 60-61.  
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Cary & Dickinson was well-positioned to become a leading tastemaker for Boston 

customers.  

Architectural commissions were important to the firm’s growth and profits.  At 

some point during these early years Cary made the acquaintance of Solomon Willard, 

the man who would later become famous as the builder of the Bunker Hill Monument 

in Charlestown, a colossal obelisk that commemorates the Battle of Bunker (and 

Breed’s) Hill during the American Revolutionary War.  It was an important 

relationship.  Even before Willard found widespread fame with the Bunker Hill 

Monument, he was already a well-respected artisan who moved in the well-connected 

circles Cary was also beginning to frequent.  Willard worked on several projects for 

noted architect Alexander Parris.  It was probably through this connection that Cary 

was also hired to carve exterior decorative marble elements for the Parris-designed 

granite David Sears House, completed in 1816.262  These connections to some of the 

country’s most important architects shaped Cary’s business by providing access to 

national markets. 

 Cary’s professional and personal relationships stretched well beyond Boston.  

A trip Cary made in 1818 suggests that he may have hoped to further his artistic skills 

                                                
 
262 The David Sears House at 42-43 Beacon Street in Boston is today part of the 
Beacon Hill Historic District, and was one of the first houses in the city built of granite 
(instead of brick).  According to P.P.F. DeGrand’s Boston Weekly Report for 
November 13, 1819 (Volume 1, Issue 29, page 3), David Sears was the consignee for a 
shipment from Leghorn, Italy of 21 cases of marble, some of it likely destined for 
decoration in his mansion’s interiors.   
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or ambitions, or at least broaden his experience.  Cary accompanied Willard on a trip 

to Richmond to assist him in taking measurements and in making a miniature wax 

model of a planned statue of George Washington.263  During the same trip Willard and 

Cary also traveled to Baltimore, where they met the architect Robert Mills, and then to 

Philadelphia, where, with letters of introduction furnished by Mills, they met with the 

prominent Philadelphia woodcarver William Rush.  

Cary’s connections and role as a contractor allowed him to broker artistic and 

cultural relationships.  He was the “tombstone carver” who gave young Horatio 

Greenough his first lessons in carving around 1820.  This relationship signals the first 

meaningful—and well-documented—connection between American stonecutting and 

sculpture.  Even before Frazee struggled for recognition as a sculptor, the teenage 

Greenough was already honing his carving skills in carving marble, with Cary as his 

mentor and teacher, a role Cary no doubt relished.  In his “Memorial Of Horatio 

Greenough,” Henry Tuckerman discussed Greenough’s precocious ambition, the 

difficulty of finding suitable instruction, and the “mechanics and professional men” 

who taught the teenager the rudiments: “One kind artisan [Willard] taught him the use 

of fine tools; a stone-cutter [Cary], of more than ordinary taste, instructed him to wield 

                                                
 
263 William W. Wheildon, Memoir of Solomon Willard, Architect and Superintendent 
of the Bunker Hill Monument (Boston: Bunker Hill Monument Association, 1865) 34-
35.  Willard eventually gave up on his attempt at executing a statue of Washington.  
The commission, from the Boston Washington Monument Association, was awarded 
to English sculptor Francis Chantrey, who completed the sculpture in 1828.  The 
sculpture was prominently displayed for years in the Doric Hall of the Massachusetts 
State House, and remains in its collections.  
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a chisel…”.  Tuckerman then reverted to descriptive vignettes of the young 

Greenough:  “…now he eagerly watches Alpheus Cary as he puts the finishing touch 

to a cherub’s head on a tombstone…”.264  The skill of “wielding a chisel” was an 

important one for a youth with ambitions of becoming a professional sculptor.  As 

Cary taught Greenough what he could, so Greenough also clearly admired Cary; their 

shared love for, and work in, marble helped cement a lasting relationship. 

The volume of business reflected the firm’s size and significance.  Cary & 

Dickinson purchased large quantities of marble and stone directly from domestic 

quarries and stone yards on a seasonal basis.  From May 1819 when P.P.F. DeGrand’s 

Boston Weekly Report began publication, through 1828 when it ceased publication, the 

weekly listed all ship arrivals, detailed their contents, and identified the consignees of 

these contents, in addition to providing other useful information such as current stock 

and auction prices.  During the first year of the weekly’s publication, from May 1819 

through May 1820, shipments destined for Cary & Dickinson occurred once or twice a 

month during the months of May through October, then ceased until the following 

early spring.  This pattern—reflecting the annual seasonal slowdown of quarry 

activities as well as substantially decreased ship arrivals—continued yearly.  The firm 

was the only stonecutting firm in Boston regularly listed as receiving shipments.  Cary 

& Dickinson’s shipments were all from domestic destinations, marble primarily from 

                                                
 
264 Henry T. Tuckerman, A Memorial to Horatio Greenough (New York, NY: G.P. 
Putnam & Co., 1853) 12.  
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New York (i.e. Marble Border quarries), and free stone primarily from the 

Connecticut.  While other stonecutters occasionally received shipments, these were 

listed much less frequently than Cary’s firm.   

Cary & Dickinson also advertised Italian marble and “Chimney Pieces,” and 

because the firm is never shown as receiving marble on foreign shipments, tracing the 

origin of these goods requires a bit of speculation.  Cary would have had limited 

ability to become an independent importer of foreign goods because he lacked 

international credit.  Shipments coming into Boston—again, as listed in DeGrand’s 

weekly reports—show significant amounts of Italian marble arriving from Leghorn, 

Italy.  Consignees of boxes of marble, marble slabs, and cases of “Marble Chimney 

Pieces” were invariably successful and well-connected merchants, such as the firm of 

James and Thomas Perkins, Jr.  Marble was typically only one item among many in 

these shipments, which included all manner of exotic foods, spices, fabrics and other 

goods.  Since Perkins was in the import business all over the world, and not in the 

business of contracting, it is likely that shipments of marble were actually meant for 

higher-end stonecutting shops such as Cary’s, with Perkins as the wholesaler, agent or 

intermediary.  Such an arrangement would account for Cary being able to advertise 

Italian marble stock.   

Elite artisans, including Cary’s brothers Lewis and Isaac, were men of capital 

who managed expensive inventory or controlled esoteric knowledge.  Their success 

required education and artistic skill.  Lewis Cary (1798-1834) became a respected 

silversmith.  He apprenticed with the firm of Churchill and Treadwell, alongside 
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Hazen and Moses Morse, two other silversmiths of note.  When Treadwell left to 

become Rumford Professor at Harvard College, Hazen Morse took over the firm; 

Lewis Cary then took over the firm from Morse in 1820, but died relatively young, in 

1834.265  Isaac Cary (1802-1867) was a prominent bank note engraver and 

“copperplate printer.”  He may have trained or worked with Hazen Morse, who 

became one of Boston’s foremost engravers of maps and especially paper currency.  

He married Julia Willard, the daughter of celebrated clockmaker Simon Willard (a 

distant relation to Solomon).  Hazen Morse was an important figure to all the Cary 

brothers.  Morse was not only intimately involved with the brothers’ trades, but he was 

also kin, having married the Cary brothers’ sister Lucy in 1814.  Lucy and Hazen 

Morse would become parents to 10 children, including their second oldest son, 

Alpheus Cary’s namesake Alpheus Carey Morse.266  Thus, family connections, artistic 

                                                
 
265 Lewis Cary’s silver has been documented in several museum collections; examples 
of his work are in the DAPC photograph collection at The Winterthur Museum.   

266 Morse and Cary also collaborated on various projects, including the design of 
Cary’s bookplate.  A book entitled Sketches in Verse, authored by one Robert 
Hutchinson Rose and printed in 1810 in Philadelphia, resides in the collections of the 
University of Michigan.  How the book came to the University is unknown, but one 
unmistakable clue ties it directly to Alpheus Cary, declaring him the owner of the 
book at some point: his personal bookplate, a representation of the Cary family crest.  
The bookplate, designed by Cary himself and engraved by his brother-in-law Hazen 
Morse, is an amalgam of elements, including an armorial shield and a swan, and is a 
simplified version of the family crest descended from Cary’s ancestor John Cary 
(“The Plymouth Pilgrim”).  An armorial shield is divided down the middle; from the 
upper left to the lower right of the shield, a “sash” or band depicting three flowers 
overlays the two halves.  In small letters around the underside of the shield the 
creators of the design signed their names:  “A. Cary del [delineator]” on the left and 
“H. Morse Sc. [Engraver]” on the right.  Above the arms is the family crest: a feathery 



 245 

skill, aesthetic taste, business acumen, and moral character, not just income, situated 

artisans in class hierarchies. 

Cary’s reputation as an erudite as well as a skilled marble cutter was well 

established by 1826.  In The Boston News-letter, and City Record of June 10, 1826, an 

article about Lexington and the minutemen who died there included an engraving of 

the monument, an obelisk, which had recently replaced the original eroded inscription 

tablet with a new marble one.  Beneath the engraving the artist recorded the original 

inscription.  Because an important line in the original inscription was omitted in the 

new one, a footnote suggested the following: “If it is a blunder of the engraver [i.e. the 

carver], we would recommend to our Lexington friends, when they procure a new 

tablet, to employ Mr. Cary, stone-cutter, of this city, who, to the skill and taste of the 

artist, adds the correctness of the scholar.”267  The article might actually have been a 

bit of sly promotion by Cary, whose monument to recently deceased Governor 

William Eustis, another marble obelisk, had recently been, or was about to be, erected 

at Eustis’ grave in Lexington’s Old Burying Ground nearby (Figure 4.6). 

                                                                                                                                       
 
swan with its long neck curled stands on the ground directly above the shield.  The 
whole design is surrounded by an oval frame of rays.  Beneath the design, in place of a 
motto, is the name “Alpheus Cary, Jr.” in an ornamental script.  Cary’s bookplate is 
also listed in Charles Dexter Allen, American Book-Plates: A guide to their study, 
(NY: Hacker Art Books, 1968 reprint).  See also John Cary, The Plymouth Pilgrim 
(Boston, Dorchester Center, MA: Seth C. Cary, 1911); and Ottfried Neubecker, 
Heraldry: Sources, Symbols and Meaning (NY: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1976), 
76-77. 

267 The Boston News-letter, and City Record, vol. 1, June 10, 1826, 292.  Volume 1.  
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 The year 1826 was also important to Cary on a personal level.  On June 29, 

1826, Cary married Deborah Thayer in Hollis Church in Boston.  Thayer’s extended 

family included several stonecutters, whose acquaintance with Cary was likely the 

reason for the couple’s introduction.  The couple married late by nineteenth century 

standards; Alpheus was already nearly 37 years of age, while Deborah was just a few 

years younger, 33 years old.  It was a first marriage for both.  The marriage at a 

comparatively advanced age—in a period when the average age for urban American 

women at their first marriage was 21.9 years—may have been a case of finally finding 

an appropriate marriage partner, or it could have been more strategic on the couple’s 

part, a way to control the size of their future family.  According to historian Susan E. 

Klepp in her work on women, fertility and family planning in America during the 

period between 1760 and 1820, the early nineteenth century brought new attitudes 

towards longtime assumptions about the necessity of producing large families.  

Klepp’s work reconstructs women’s agency in family planning and their attempts to 

limit the number of children they bore.  Recognizing the economic as well as familial 

burdens that large broods of children posed for future economic prosperity—a major 

contributing factor to Frazee’s continual insolvency—and the dangers of repetitive 

pregnancies and childbirths for women, many couples increasingly managed to limit 

family size in the first decades of the nineteenth century.  One of these strategies was 

to delay marriage, which in turn limited a woman’s childbearing years.  New England 

urban couples in particular effectuated a drastic drop in fertility rates during the late 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.  If that was indeed the gamble that Alpheus 
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and Deborah Cary took, it did not ultimately succeed.268  The marriage produced at 

least four children.  Only one child survived infancy, but all of the Cary offspring 

predeceased their parents.269   

Although he had left full-time teaching behind, Cary maintained his interest in 

education as a means of social and self-improvement.  As one of the most active 

members of the Massachusetts Charitable Mechanics Association, Cary exhorted its 

younger members to take full advantage of the organization’s library.  In speeches 

delivered to the Association, Cary conjured up the names of famous men of science 

and literature, from Galileo to Alexander Pope, demonstrating his familiarity with the 

classical education he felt a professional artisan should attain.  During these years 

Cary was also a Boston City Ward Officer, and served on various boards and 

committees, including the building committee of the Tremont Theater designed by 

architect Isaiah Rogers (built 1827).   

                                                
 
268 Susan E. Klepp, Revolutionary Conceptions: Women, Fertility, and Family 
Limitation in America, 1760-1820 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
2009), 29, 44, 46-48. 

269 The record here is slightly muddled.  The genealogy Cary Memorials lists three 
children—Alpheus Jr. (born 1827, died 1836), George Washington (born 1830, died 
October 1850), and Charles William (born 1833, died 1840).  The records of the 
Mount Auburn Cemetery—where Cary’s immediate family is buried in the family 
lot—show three children: Alpheus Cary Jr. (9 years old, interred September 30, 1836); 
Charles William Cary (7 years old, interred May 19, 1840); and “infant of Alpheus 
Cary,” also interred May 19, 1840.  The Cary family monument at Mount Auburn 
Cemetery also lists George Washington Cary, who died in 1850 at the age of 20, but 
there is no record of his interment there.  It appears the “infant’s” life was too short to 
have been noted in the genealogical record. 
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Cary’s friendship with Greenough, forged while Greenough was still an 

aspiring sculptor, would remain a strong bond throughout Greenough’s life.  Although 

little evidence survives to document the relationship, the two men remained connected 

through the years through their shared work.270  After Greenough’s collapse during his 

first sojourn in Italy and subsequent return to America, Greenough and Cary 

collaborated on a memorial to John Quincy Adams in 1829, which is affixed to the 

wall in Quincy Church—the same church in which Alpheus Cary Sr.’s funeral was 

held, and possibly where Cary Jr. was baptized.  Greenough sculpted the bust, and 

Cary provided the surrounding elements, including the shelf on which the busts rests 

(Figure 4.7).  The local Boston Patriot newspaper noted approvingly: “The material of 

which it is made, is Italian marble, and the whole is surmounted by a bust of fine 

Carrara marble, from the chisel of our promising artist, Mr. Greenough, now at Rome.  

The design of the monument was furnished by Alpheus Carey [sic] of this city, and the 

work executed by Messrs. Carey & Dickinson, in a manner which does them 

credit.”271  Cary’s ability to delegate responsibility and share credit surfaced during 

his earliest days as an independent stonecutter.  He forged connections with 

individuals who formed a network of well-heeled clients, patrons, and acquaintances.  

                                                
 
270 Despite the publication of two collections of Horatio Greenough’s surviving 
letters, none addressed to Cary are known.  

271 The Boston Patriot, Monday, October 26,1829. Unpaginated.  Other newspapers, 
including the Baltimore Patriot and the New-York Spectator picked up the item and 
printed it in the following weeks. 
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For example, Greenough’s sponsorship by his much older friend and admirer (and 

leading merchant) Thomas Handasyd Perkins probably provided Cary with the 

financial credit he needed to import Italian marble.  Cary’s actual carving skills were 

average.  Observers who knew him commented instead on Cary’s role as a “scholar” 

and a stonecutter of “more than ordinary taste.”  He built his career on his vision, 

management and diplomatic skills.  His firm’s work was in demand, and Boston’s 

elites respected him as an erudite tastemaker and citizen. 

The opening of Mount Auburn Cemetery, the country’s first “rural” cemetery, 

in 1831, catalyzed the second phase of Cary’s career, the one that would dominate the 

production of white marble monuments.  It was at Mount Auburn that he exerted his 

influence in promoting white marble as the defining characteristic of the nineteenth-

century urban cemetery landscape. 

Mount Auburn was as much a sculpture garden as a cemetery, reflecting a 

romantic turn in the cultural and religious history of the country.272  Mount Auburn 

                                                
 
272 The rural cemetery movement in America has been studied by scholars from 
different disciplines, including (but not limited to) cultural, landscape, horticultural, 
social, art, architecture and religious studies. Blanche Linden-Ward’s seminal work, 
based on her doctoral dissertation at Harvard University in the 1970s and 1980s, 
virtually launched the movement of rural cemetery studies with the publication of the 
first edition of Silent City on a Hill: Landscapes of Memory and Boston’s Mount 
Auburn Cemetery (Columbus, OH: Ohio State University Press, 1989).  A 
substantially revised and updated edition was published in 2006 by the University of 
Massachusetts Press (Amherst).  Other important works in the field include: Stanley 
French, “The Cemetery as Cultural Institution: The Establishment of Mount Auburn 
Cemetery and the ‘Rural Cemetery’ Movement.”  American Quarterly 26:1 (March 
1974): 37-59; David Charles Sloane, The Last Great Necessity: Cemeteries in 
American History (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1991); and 
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was meant to solve not only the public health hazards of Boston’s badly overcrowded 

burying grounds, but also to provide a park-like landscape conducive to reflection.  

Rural cemeteries were also a new type of burial space since they were not affiliated 

with a particular parish or church.  Rural cemeteries were typically non-

denominational institutions that offered lot and grave space to patrons regardless of 

their religious affiliation, but that were most identified with American Protestants.  

While not exactly secular burial landscapes, rural cemeteries allowed a greater 

freedom of expression free from religious iconography, which has led to significantly 

different interpretations among historians of the role of religion and the American 

rural cemetery movement.  As religious scholar Colleen McDannell explains, “the role 

of the [nineteenth century rural] cemetery as a repository for Christian sentiments and 

values has yet to be adequately explored.  The prevailing assumption is that as 

cemeteries moved out of the control of the clergy they lost their religious character.  

Since cemeteries were not connected to a church or denominational body, death had 

                                                                                                                                       
 
Richard E. Meyer, ed., Cemeteries & Gravemarkers: Voices of American Culture 
(Logan, Utah: Utah State University Press, 1992), including an essay by Dr. Linden.  
My Master’s thesis, entitled “Museum in the Garden: Mount Auburn Cemetery and 
the Development of American Sculpture, 1825-1875,” (Harvard University, 2002) 
added a new perspective to the existing scholarship.  I argued that because Mount 
Auburn’s founders and lot owners were also some of America’s earliest patrons of 
American sculpture and founders of early art institutions such as the Boston 
Athenaeum, these men (and a few women) were instrumental in fostering the 
development of an American school of sculpture by commissioning sculptures for 
their lots at Mount Auburn.  In an age before a public system of parks and public art 
museums, the cemetery functioned as an accessible green space and outdoor 
“museum,” and introduced a generation of Americans to viewing professionally made, 
in-the-round sculpture. 
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been secularized…”.  Scholarly agreement on the topic of religion and the rural 

cemetery movement has been at best, uneven.  McDannell also notes: “While 

acknowledging that crosses (once only used in Catholic cemeteries) were increasingly 

becoming popular at Mount Auburn Cemetery, Boston, Stanley French concludes that 

‘symbols of Christianity were infrequently used’ there.”  For yet another scholar, 

according to McDannell, “the popularity of Victorian cemeteries could be attributed to 

‘the way they intensified and reflected back the emerging fashion-conscious, status-

oriented, property-owning culture of the time.’ ”  McDannell, however, disagrees with 

these overarching statements and argues:  

What these scholars of the rural cemetery movement overlook among the 
obelisks and funeral urns is the persistent use of traditionally Christian themes 
and symbols.  For the Victorians, Christianity was antithetical to ostentatious 
display.  In the rush to define the cemetery as a secularized space free from 
Protestant denominational control, historians neglect to take into account the 
fundamentally religious outlook of middle-class Americans during the 
nineteenth century.  Christianity was not a minor theme in the rural cemetery 
movement; it was the reason Victorians could assert their right to 
immortality.”273 
 

Mount Auburn provided a place where families could erect permanent memorials and 

grave markers to their loved ones—something that had been impossible in most of 

Boston’s burial grounds for decades.  Themes of hopeful and spiritual uplift, such as 

the anticipation of an eventual heavenly reunion of family members and loved ones, 

                                                
 
273 Colleen McDannell, Material Christianity: Religion and Popular Culture in 
America (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995), Chapter 4, “The Religious 
Symbolism of Laurel Hill Cemetery,” 104. 
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became common at rural cemeteries during the nineteenth century.274  These ideas and 

others expressing love, loss, memory, admiration and respect would be articulated in a 

seemingly endless array of motifs and monument types.  The need for monuments, and 

the types of monuments placed there, would increasingly define the park-like aesthetic 

of rural cemeteries, and would provide stonecutters with an abundance of 

opportunities.   

As one of the signers of Mount Auburn’s incorporation act and one of its 

earliest lot owners, Alpheus Cary must have seen a prime opportunity to expand his 

business “in the monumental line.”275  With his professional, political and 

organizational connections already tying him to many of the founders and lot owners 

of the Cemetery, Cary anticipated the future importance of Mount Auburn Cemetery 

and invested personally in a family lot.  Affluent Bostonians as well as the middle 

                                                
 
274 Ann Douglas, “Heaven Our Home: Consolation Literature in the Northern United 
States, 1830-1880,” American Quarterly Special Issue: Death in America 26.5 
(December 1974): 496-515.  For an expanded discussion on the concept of Heaven 
throughout history, see Colleen McDannell and Bernard Lang, Heaven: A History, 
paperback ed. (New Haven: Yale Nota Bene/Yale University Press, 2001). 

275 Mount Auburn was founded in 1831 as a partnership with the Massachusetts 
Horticultural Society, which planned to use part of the land for its own purposes.  
When those plans did not materialize, the founders and lot proprietors of the Cemetery 
opted to organize as a separate, non-profit corporation.  The act of incorporation was 
signed on March 31, 1835 by approximately 250 men representing the middle and 
upper social classes of Boston, including Cary.  See Ciregna 56. 
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classes all purchased space at Mount Auburn, giving credence to the Cemetery’s claim 

that it provided a new form of “democratic” burial, available to most.276 

The consecration address on September 24, 1831 was given by Supreme Court 

Justice Joseph Story, a citizen of Cambridge and one of America’s most celebrated 

jurists; Edward Everett also spoke.  Story’s speech focused on the unpleasant reality of 

burial in American urban areas: 

Why should we measure out a narrow portion of earth for our graveyards in the 
midst of our cities, and heap the dead upon each other with a cold, calculating 
parsimony, disturbing their ashes, and wounding the sensibilities of the living?  
Why should we expose our burying-grounds to the broad glare of day, to the 
unfeeling gaze of the idler, to the noisy press of business, to the discordant 
shouts of merriment, or to the baleful visitations of the dissolute?...[These 
attitudes] are not worthy of us.277 
 

Judge Story conceived of monuments and commemorative elements as having a 

didactic purpose:  “It should not be for the poor purpose of gratifying our vanity or 

                                                
 
276 In reality, although the price structure of lots—single-grave areas did not yet 
exist—provided reasonably priced lots as well as more expensive ones, members of 
the laboring and working classes are not represented in nineteenth-century lot 
ownership; nor are African-Americans, immigrant classes (Irish, Eastern European), 
or non-Protestant denominations or religions.  Today, the diversity which Mount 
Auburn early on claimed does exist, but still on a very small scale. 

277 Jacob Bigelow, A History of the Cemetery of Mount Auburn, 1860 (Facsimile 
reprint, Cambridge: Applewood Books, 1988) 154-156.  In this passage, Story also 
noted the ancient Greek model that had inspired the creation of Mount Auburn, that of 
Athens’ Kerameikos Cemetery outside the city limits.  As a number of scholars have 
also noted, the founding of Mount Auburn also ushered in the popular use of the word 
“cemetery” in America, derived from the Greek “koemeterium,” meaning “sleeping 
place,” sometimes translated as “resting place.”  Gary Wills, Lincoln at Gettysburg: 
The Words that Remade America, paper ed. (New York: Touchstone-Simon and 
Schuster, 1992) 63. 
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pride, that we should erect columns, and obelisks, and monuments to the dead; but that 

we may read thereon much of our duty and destiny.”278  Story further noted that the 

“deeds of the great attract but a cold and listless admiration,” and that “it is the trophy 

and the monument, which invest them with a substance of local reality.”  These were 

certainly sentiments Cary could agree with and even promote.  His own production 

continued to focus on the classically-styled monuments such as the obelisks Story 

discussed, and with other monument designs that were in line with the contemporary 

interest in Greek and Roman antiquity, most obviously reflected in architectural styles 

of the period.279  

The first few months of the Cemetery’s existence were slow, especially going 

into the winter months, when the frozen ground made it difficult or impossible to dig 

graves.280  Although records are spotty, the first burial was the interment of an infant, 

                                                
 
278 The Picturesque Pocket Companion and Visitor’s Guide, through Mount Auburn 
(Otis, Broaders and Company: Boston, 1839) 75.  

279 For an elaborated discussion of Mount Auburn and sculpture, see my published 
article, drawn from my Master’s thesis, which discussed Mt. Auburn’s contribution to 
the emerging field of American sculpture.  Elise Madeleine Ciregna, “Museum in the 
Garden, Mount Auburn Cemetery and American Sculpture, 1840-1860,” Markers XXI 
(2004): 100-147. 

280 The inability to dig graves manually to the preferred depths in the winter months 
led to another feature of rural cemeteries, especially in the Northeast: the Receiving 
Tomb, sometimes known as the “Hill Tomb,” because these were usually built into a 
hillside.  Here caskets and their contents were wintered over until the spring, when a 
proper burial ceremony could take place.  Receiving Tombs today are largely unused 
but are often still an impressive architectural feature, for example the one at Forest 
Hills Cemetery in Boston, MA. 



 255 

followed by a few others.  In December, the eminent historian Hannah Adams 

(America’s first female historian) died at her home in Medfield, Massachusetts.  

Initially interred in Boston, friends arranged that her remains be moved to Mount 

Auburn in the spring.281  It is unclear whether the removal of remains was an attempt 

on Mount Auburn’s part to help drum up business, a strategy that other cemeteries, 

most notably Père Lachaise in Paris, had used successfully.282  Once the decision to 

move Adams was made, the next move was to plan a memorial.  A friend’s note in 

Adams’ memoir, published posthumously in 1832, stated: “Subscriptions for a 

monument to her memory have been raised, and it will be erected in the spring.”283  

The Boston Courier of July 4, 1832, reported the placement of the classically-style 

memorial, “A white marble of singular beauty and simplicity,” carved by the firm of 

Cary & Dickinson.  James Smillie, who worked with author Cornelia Walter, 

                                                
 
281 Adams was first buried in a tomb in King’s Chapel Burying Ground in Boston 
before her remains were moved to Mount Auburn Cemetery in 1832.  The Dedham 
Historical Register (Dedham, MA: Dedham Historical Society, 1896), Volume VII, 
99. 

282 Finding business slow after its founding in 1804, the managers of the Père 
Lachaise Cemetery—which was still some distance outside the city walls, much like 
Mount Auburn originally—obtained the rights to move the remains of French icons 
Jean de la Fontaine, and playwright Molière to the cemetery, an event that added 
considerably to Père Lachaise’s popularity.  In later years other removals would help 
to bolster that popularity, especially in 1817 when the cemetery transferred the 
remains of the legendary, and ill-fated, medieval couple of Abélard and Heloïse, still 
one of the cemetery’s main attractions. 

283 A Memoir of Miss Hannah Adams, Written by Herself.  With Additional Notices by 
a Friend (Boston: Gray and Bowen, 1832), 109. 
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produced a series of engravings of scenic sites of Mount Auburn in 1847, included an 

image of the monument, emphasizing its “singular beauty”284 (Figures 4.8 a and b).  

Commenting on the light graffiti in the form of pencil marks on the monument, the 

author chastised such actions, voicing the popular conception of Mount Auburn as a 

picturesque and fashionable landscape, “intended as a repository for specimens of 

taste and the fine arts as well as for sacred abodes of the dead…”.285   

Cary had a significant influence on Mount Auburn as such a “repository” of 

tasteful white marble monuments.  In spring of 1832, less than a year into the 

cemetery’s existence, its founders placed an article in the Boston Courier responded to 

the “frequent inquiries”—presumably from new lots owners as well as potential 

ones—detailing the progress of the great “undertaking” of Mount Auburn itself.  

Explaining the “present condition of the works” after a rainy April, the article went 

into great detail about what being done to improve the landscape, and noted: “A 

number of appropriate monuments to designate the lots of individuals, are now 

making, and some will be placed on the ground within the space of a few weeks.”286  

                                                
 
284 Cornelia W. Walter and James Smillie, Mount Auburn Illustrated (New York: R. 
Martin, 1847). 
 
285 “Mount Auburn,” Boston Courier, July 4, 1832, vol. VII, iss. 680: 1. 

286 Some of the improvement work included: leveling the ground where appropriate to 
the design, ploughing, and getting rid of tree stumps and other “obstacles” to the vistas 
and views being created.  New avenues and paths were being laid out to take 
advantage of these views in what would become one of the signal characteristics of the 
rural cemetery type.  Shrubs and flowers were also being planted in lush abundance, 
partly the work of the Horticultural Society).   
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Lot owners were then pointed in Cary’s direction: “It is hoped that proprietors will 

[help the general design] by erecting throughout the ground, such monumental 

emblems, or simple enclosures, as a correct taste may suggest.  Marble, granite, 

bronze and cast iron, afford the requisite variety of materials for monuments, and of 

these a variety of plans may be seen at Mr. Cary’s stone cutter’s yard in Front Street.”  

Of these “materials for monuments” only marble was actually used for monuments.287  

At Mount Auburn’s aesthetic landscape of reflection the marble monument would 

become the primary design element.  All other elements of the lot could be designed 

around this—with Cary as the counsel and primary arbiter on taste.288   

Cary further solidified his role in the development of Mount Auburn’s 

landscape the following year, when Mount Auburn’s founders issued a letter to lot 

proprietors in 1833 prohibiting the use of both two-dimensional slab gravestones and 

particularly of slate.  Insisting on the highest standards in taste and refinement, Henry 

Dearborn, one of the original founders and the main designer of the influential 

landscape, explained that the “stiff and ungainly” slate headstones “would not 

harmonize with the natural and artificial beauties of a rural cemetery, but give a 

gloomy aspect to the scenery which is intended to banish the cheerless associations 

                                                
 
287 Granite was used primarily for lot curbing or for steps, bronze for accessories such 
as veteran’s markers or medallions affixed to the marble monument, and cast iron was 
used for decorative lot enclosures.  Also, while slate was not mentioned in the context 
of Mount Auburn, Cary’s shop still produced slate markers when it received orders for 
such, which it still did occasionally, based on known slates placed in the 1830s and 
1840s. 

288 Boston Courier, page 2, vol. VII, iss. 674.  June 14, 1832. 
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connected with the burial-places of our cities and country towns.”289  Besides their 

“stiff and ungainly” (i.e. slab and upright, often leaning after years) appearance, slate 

gravestones in various shades of grays, harmonized a bit too closely with the “natural” 

beauties of the cemetery.  Slate stones were reminders of the grim emphasis on death 

over the more appealing possibilities of Redemption and reunion in the heavenly 

home.  Artifice demanded drama and heightened aesthetic pleasure, which could be 

achieved through high visual contrasts especially during the spring and summer 

months, when new white marble would provide a reflective glow among lush green 

spaces and dark tree trunks.  Mount Auburn was above all a designed landscape, a 

“natural” landscape made so through carefully planned undulating drives and walks, 

and artificial valleys and copses.  Visitors could experience a full range of emotions, 

from melancholy and grief to awe and wonder—in no small measure due to the white 

marble monuments that drew so many admiring observers.  Professional architects 

such as Henry Russell Cleveland applauded this effort; in 1836 he noted that Mount 

Auburn was the first cemetery in America to display “fine sepulchral” monuments.290 

 If Cary was not directly involved with formulating Mount Auburn’s monument 

policy, he certainly benefited from it.  His classically inspired memorials of white 

marble increasingly dominated the landscape at Mount Auburn.  Joseph Story not only 

                                                
 
289 Blanche Linden-Ward, Silent City on a Hill: Landscapes of Memory and Boston’s 
Mount Auburn Cemetery (Columbus, Ohio: Ohio State University Press, 1989), 219. 

290 As quoted in Linden-Ward, 219.  
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relied on Cary to provide his own family monument at Mount Auburn, a simple, 

modestly-sized white obelisk, but also worked through Cary on behalf of other 

eminent statesmen, friends and colleagues.291  When the Honorable Nathan Dane, 

lawyer, statesman, and representative from Massachusetts in the Continental 

Congress, died at his home in Beverly, Massachusetts in February 1835, he was buried 

in that town’s Central Cemetery.  Story, Dane’s close friend and colleague, again 

turned to Cary, requesting a marble obelisk.  Cary responded with four possible 

obelisk designs, explaining that all but one would “average as high, as the one made 

for your lot at Mt. Auburn.”  Cary’s accompanying sketch shows three slightly 

different obelisk designs, out of which “No. 3” was selected.  For each design Cary 

provided Story with the price in Italian marble (between $237.00 and $310.00), $50.00 

more than the same designs in American marble (between $187.00 and $269.00).  In 

accepting the commission Cary indicated he “should be happy to commence it the 

present winter, as it is a season of more leisure than it probably will be in the spring or 

summer.”  The final product was of Italian marble, since the total bill, including the 

                                                
 
291 The Story obelisk was erected in the family lot in 1833 following the reinterment 
of Story’s five deceased children. The reinterment of family remains was a 
phenomenon that seems to have developed with the rural cemetery movement: when a 
new, beautiful rural cemetery opened in a city, families often moved the remains of 
loved ones to the new family lot from older, scattered burial grounds elsewhere, in 
effect “gathering” them together in the spacious lots that could also accommodate new 
monuments (of marble) to replace the old, often damaged, slates.   
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cost of the inscription of roughly 300 letters and “Mr. Dickinson’s time [and] stage 

fare,” was $339.77 ½.292  

Boston and Massachusetts connections also helped to provide commissions 

from other states, such as the memorial for Sylvia Hathaway in Charlestown, South 

Carolina  (Figure 4.9).  Hathaway was originally from New Bedford, the daughter of 

Dr. Samuel Perry of that town.  Hathaway’s commission may have led to another 

Charleston monument, the one to George Hayne (Figure 4.10).  One of the more 

elaborate monuments commission from Cary’s shop was the one for Alpheus Hyatt 

and his wife Harriet, in Washington, D.C.’s Congressional Cemetery (Figures 4.11a 

and b).293  Whether the urn was carved by Cary or a journeyman in his shop, or was 

ordered from a supplier, is unknown.  The urn-on-pedestal monument—surrounded by 

the Benjamin Latrobe cenotaphs—although handsome and what a nineteenth-century 

observer would have termed “neatly done,” is stiff.  The evidence that ties it to Cary’s 

shop, however, is an especially fancy version of Cary’s signature in an elegant script. 

Perhaps the abundance of a particular type of stone from a supplier sometimes dictated 

the final product, such as the nearly identical “stele” monuments in Medfield, 

Massachusetts, and Liverpool, Canada, both erected in 1837 (Figures 4.12a and b).  

                                                
 
292 Harvard University School of Law Library collections.  From AC to Story, 
December 29, 1835.  Although Cary and Dickinson had formally dissolved their 
partnership around 1832, Dickinson still occasionally worked for Cary on odd jobs. 

293 The Hyatts were parents to Alpheus Hyatt Jr. (1838-1902), who studied under 
Louis Agassiz and became a celebrated zoologist and paleontologist.  Hyatt Jr. and his 
wife would become parents to celebrated sculptor Anna Hyatt Huntington.  
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Cary also began another important association with an artist, this time 

Washington Allston, the celebrated painter who was also one of Horatio Greenough’s 

most important mentors.  The first collaboration occurred in 1837, when noted 

physician George Cheyne Shattuck Sr. commissioned Allston to design a monument 

for the Shattuck-Cheever lot at Mount Auburn.  Shattuck’s daughter Ellen reported on 

progress on the monument in a letter sent to her brother while he was in Paris, writing 

on March 4, 1837: “This afternoon I have been to Mr. Cary’s workshop to see the 

inscription he is making on our monument for Mount Auburn.  The monument is very 

beautiful; it was designed by Mr. Allston but the inscription I do not altogether fancy 

for I think the least said the better I did not want any but the names put but father has 

put rather more & I will copy some of it for you.”  Ellen Shattuck then described the 

very long inscription—a genealogical narrative beginning with the Cheever Pilgrim 

ancestors—that would appear on each side, and ended by commenting that “Father 

wrote a great deal more that he thought of having inscribed but but Mr. Dana looked it 

over corrected it & [edited] out some parts,” apparently much to her relief.294  

A second collaboration with Allston occurred in 1842, upon the death of 

William Ellery Channing.  Channing’s monument is different but also classically 

                                                
 
294 Letter from Ellen Shattuck to George C. Shattuck Jr., Paris, March 4, 1837.  
Collection of the MHS.  Ms N-909; Box 6, Vol. 14, Folder “1837, Mar. 1-21.”  I was 
alerted to this letter by a mention in Appendix 1, the biographical notes, Washington 
Allston correspondence book, page 574 under “George Cheyne Shattuck.”  The 
information is erroneous here, giving the letter writer as “Eleanor Shattuck” and the 
date of the letter as April 4, 1837, however a search at the MHS turned up the correct 
letter. 



 262 

styled.  Commissioned by Jacob Bigelow and other members of a committee to erect a 

monument to Channing, Washington Allston was likely selected because he was 

married to Channing’s sister Ann, making Channing his brother-in-law.  Cary 

translated the drawings into the Italian marble sarcophagus with anthemion-inspired 

corners.295  Originally surrounded by a decorative iron enclosure, it was one of the 

featured images in Walter and Smillie’s book (Figure 4.13).  Cary erected his own 

family lot monument probably sometime in 1833, on the occasion of his first-born’s 

death.  The monument was a typical Cary design, similar to the Hannah Adams and 

other monuments, with the “CARY” family name in large, high-relief block letters296 

(Figure 4.14).  These classically-inspired monuments dominated burial landscapes 

until the appearance of The Binney Child in 1840.  

          *         *         * 

  The Binney family was certainly not alone in its loss.  By today’s standards, 

child mortality rates in nineteenth century American urban areas were staggering.  

Lemuel Shattuck’s voluminous public health reports of Boston in the nineteenth 

century, an invaluable resource containing statistics on every imaginable public health 

topic including births and deaths, provides us with solid local data on child mortality.  

                                                
 
295 Nathalia Wright, ed., The Correspondence of Washington Allston (Lexington, KY: 
The University Press of Kentucky, 1993): undated letter c. early 1843, 520.   

296 Cary also provided at least one other family member’s marker, that of his brother 
Isaac’s in Newton Cemetery, Newton, Massachusetts.  The Isaac Cary family 
monument, erected at an unknown date, is very similar to Alpheus Cary’s, with a few 
minor stylistic differences.   
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Throughout the 1830s, 1840s and 1850s, Shattuck estimated that the deaths of children 

under the age of five represented at least 30% of Boston’s total annual mortality, a 

figure that seems to have been fairly consistent in other urban areas as well.297  Four-

year old Emily Binney was part of that mortality, a statistically expected death.  Her 

memorial, however, was anything but expected.  

The Binney family may have requested that Dexter look to famous European 

examples of children’s memorials, such as the celebrated English Monument to 

Penelope Boothby by Thomas Banks (1793, Figure 4.15), in which the young girl was 

shown as if sleeping, and Francis Chantrey’s The Sleeping Children (1817).298  Each 

of these sculptures had caused a “sensation” when first exhibited in England, and both 

                                                
 
297 Lemuel Shattuck (1793-1859) was a merchant, bookseller and publisher before 
becoming interested in genealogical and statistical data.  He was one of the founders 
of the New England Historic Genealogical Society in Boston, which today is one of 
America’s most comprehensive genealogical organization, and a founder of the 
American Statistical Association. Seeing a need for systematic documentation of vital 
statistics, he advocated for legislation to ensure such record-keeping, and himself 
compiled all available data on Boston vital records as available from 1639 on.  This 
work is contained in his work The Vital Statistics of Boston, containing an Abstract of 
the Bills of Mortality for the last twenty-nine years (Philadelphia: Lea & Blanchard, 
1841).  Tables throughout the report break down mortality by various age ranges, but 
pages 9 through 21 contain particularly relevant charts and tables on Boston child 
mortality for the time period 1820 through 1830, such as Table IX on page 21, 
“Showing the influence of the different months of the year on the number of deaths, in 
the different ages, 1821-1830, inclusive.”  Shattuck was a consultant on the Boston 
and United States Census and published his most influential work, A Report on the 
Sanitary Condition of Boston, in 1850, in addition to several other works.    

298 The Penelope Boothby monument  is in St. Oswald’s Parish Church, Ashbourne, 
Derbyshire.  The Sleeping Children, a monument to two young sisters who died 
together, is in Litchfield Cathedral, Staffordshire.  
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had been extensively described in both British and American journals.  Possibly the 

Binneys had actually visited these sculptures while abroad (although it is unknown if 

the family had ever travelled to England).299 

Dexter was ultimately credited with sculpting the actual figure, while Cary 

carved the columns and canopy, but Cary’s involvement was likely much more crucial 

than was acknowledged.  Dexter probably relied on Cary’s expertise to procure a 

block of white marble of the proper quality, and may have received instruction from 

Cary on how to work a piece of stone of that size.  At this point in his career, Dexter 

had only carved small-scale works—portrait busts—and Cary, having experience in 

working larger blocks of the stone, could have provided much-needed tips and help 

with planning the work and gradually cutting the marble away to create a high-relief 

work. 

In addition, Cary and his wife were intimately familiar with the grief 

associated with the death of a child.  By 1840 they had already buried two children.  

As Cary thought about memorializing his own children he may have familiarized 

himself with the well-known English monuments and helped to procure images or 

                                                
 
299 Nicholas Penny, Church Monuments in Romantic England (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1977) 116-117. Joy S. Kasson, Marble Queens & Captives: Women 
in Nineteenth-Century American Sculpture (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 
1990), 261-262, n. 31.  The availability of the new transfer printed ceramics, produced 
in countless English manufactories (primarily in Staffordshire, where Chantrey’s 
Sleeping Children is located) and exported to America in large quantities, may have 
also helped to spread this particular image, although to date I have found no such 
examples. 
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engravings of them.  There was another possible source Dexter and Cary could have 

considered as well: Lorenzo Bartolini’s Innocence of 1825 (Figure 4.16).  The 

sculpture did not mark a grave, and was not as celebrated as the more famous 

examples, but it nevertheless exerted its pull on its observers, as art historian Douglas 

Hyland has noted:  

The statue of a sleeping child on a small bed anticipates the vogue for such 
anecdotal depictions which increased as the [nineteenth] century progressed.  
…Bartolini’s moving portrayal of a young girl on her deathbed [and] the 
tragedy implicit in the death of a child elicited a sympathetic response that was 
a milestone in the development of sentiment as a major subcurrent of popular 
taste.”300 

 
Lorenzo Bartolini was the celebrated Italian sculptor in whose Florentine studio 

Horatio Greenough had ultimately received his sculptural training.  It is possible that 

Cary and Greenough exchanged news as well as ideas and artistic advice, or that 

Greenough had told Cary about this sculpture during one of his visits home.   

 When completed, The Binney Child was the first full-length figural marble 

sculpture made in America by an American sculptor, a distinction that was significant 

at the time, when Greenough and others executed all of their important commissions 

in Italy.  Installed with little fanfare in spring 1840, the sculpture soon attracted 

attention.  Dexter’s biographer John Albee recalled The Binney Child’s celebrity:  

This pathetic figure in full length and recumbent—its little hands folded over 
the bosom, sleeping, nevermore to awaken, nor would one wish to disturb so 
reposeful and sweet a sleep—drew throngs to Mount Auburn.  It was the 

                                                
 
300 Douglas K.S. Hyland, Lorenzo Bartolini and Italian Influences on American 
Sculptors in Florence, 1825-1850 (New York: Garland Publishing, 1985) 54. 
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principal attraction of that celebrated cemetery, and largely helped to make its 
early fame.  I can myself recall the time when it was a common excursion, if 
one wished to take a walk or entertain a friendly stranger, to go out to Mount 
Auburn to see The Binney Child.  With some truth it may be said visitors went 
there for that single purpose.301 

  
An inscription on a small marble tablet—presumably lettered by Cary—added to the 

pathos:  

Shed not for her the bitter tear 
Nor give the heart to vain regret 
‘Tis but the casket that lies here— 
The gem that filled it sparkles yet.  

 

Public reaction to Emily Binney’s memorial was visceral and widespread.  Mrs. Lydia 

Sigourney wrote poetry about the monument, as did scores of lesser-known writers.  

Ellen Marie Snyder has posited that the “cult of childhood” that developed in America 

during the nineteenth century was a reaction to the anxieties created by an increasingly 

urbanized, industrialized and commercial society; the innocence of the child 

contrasted with the older Calvinist view that children were born in sin.302  She notes: 

“By the late 1830s, the concept of childhood innocence was beginning to be highly 

valued…[children were] perceived as untamed blossoms…pure, unblemished, and 

lacking in artifice.”303   

                                                
 
301 John Albee, Henry Dexter, Sculptor: A Memorial (Privately printed, 1898), 59-60. 

302 Snyder 13. 

303 Snyder, 11. 
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  A crucial aspect of children’s memorials in nineteenth century America, 

beginning with The Binney Child, was the presentation of the child asleep, and most 

emphatically not deceased.  The child was sleeping for eternity, to be sure, but this 

metaphor was one that was a very comforting and reassuring one for loved ones to 

contemplate.  The liminal nature of sleep, a state “betwixt and between” life and death, 

or night and day, allowed a child, and by extension the memory of the child, to exist in 

a more or less suspended state.  As anthropologist Victor Turner noted in the 1970s 

during his studies of the nature of ritual in Central African tribes, the concept of 

“liminality” or the “limen” as a threshold or transition is common in tribal 

communities as well as “complex, large-scale civilizations,” particularly in reference 

to mourning and death rituals.304  British archaeologist Sarah Tarlow further expands 

on this concept by observing specifically that the idea of sleep, or suspension of life, 

presented one of most comforting metaphors in the nineteenth century.  She has also 

argued that little scholarly study has explored the expressive qualities of nineteenth 

mourning culture:  “What is often neglected in the study of the Victorian rite of death 

was its ability to make an impression, to express something personal . . . . ‘Traditional’ 

Victorian mourning was marked by constant innovations in the material culture.”305  

Although Tarlow’s focus was on English mourning rituals, British and American 

                                                
 
304 Victor Turner.  Blazing the Trail: Way Marks in the Exploration of Symbols.  
(Tucson: The University of Arizona Press, 1992) 48-49. 
 
305 Sarah Tarlow, Bereavement and Commemoration: An Archaeology of Mortality 
(Malden, Massachusetts: Blackwell Publishers, Inc., 1999) 133-136, and 151. 
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Victorian culture shared similar conventions and metaphors, particularly concerning 

the death of children.  

  James Smillie’s image of The Binney Child, the only known engraving of the 

monument (which is no longer extant), visually interpreted this conception by using 

only black and white, with no color tinting or gray tones (Figure 4.17).  His moody 

engraving bathed the sculpture in a ghostly white light, surrounded by trees.  It is 

impossible to tell whether it is daylight or nighttime.  On the right, two adults—a man 

and a woman, possibly parents themselves—dressed in somber, dark hues, take in the 

scene of the glowing white monument, a visual allusion to the innocence of the dead 

child.306  

  Nathaniel Hawthorne—who may well have known or met Cary, given the 

men’s close ties to the same circles in Boston—was among those moved by the 

memorial.  Purity, whiteness, and marble all combined in his 1843 short story entitled 

“The New Adam and Eve,” an allegory of life and death.  The story followed the 

wanderings of a husband and wife—wide-eyed innocents—for a day through Boston 

and its environs.  At the very end of the day, the couple arrived at Mount Auburn 

Cemetery: 

The idea of Death is in them, or not far off.  But, were they to choose a 
symbol for him, it would be the butterfly soaring upward, or the bright 

                                                
 
306 Elise Madeleine Ciregna, “Museum in the Garden: Mount Auburn Cemetery and 
the Development of American Sculpture, 1825-1875,” unpublished Master’s Thesis, 
Harvard University, 2002.  Chapter four, “The Blacksmith Sculptor: Henry Dexter and 
The Binney Child,” 53-72. 
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angel beckoning them aloft, or the child asleep, with soft dreams visible 
through her transparent purity. 
 
Such a Child, in whitest marble, they have found among the monuments of 
Mount Auburn.307 

 
The “whiteness” of the marble, its qualities of “transparency” (or lustre) and its links 

to purity and to moral uplift certainly struck Hawthorne.  Cary and Dexter, along with 

input from the Binney family, consciously or unintentionally anticipated a newly 

emerging vein of popular sentiment that would reverberate over the next fifty years, as 

memorials of sleeping children blossomed into a full complement of “elaborate 

material manifestations of a standard urban, middle-class…Victorian vocabulary.”308   

The fame of The Binney Child opened the floodgates to a new conception of 

the cemetery as a landscape now appropriate for sculpted or ornamented monuments 

and memorials in marble.  Slumbering children became a fixture on the cemetery 

landscape throughout the nineteenth century.  Just months after The Binney Child was 

erected, the death of 7-month-old Alfred Theodore Miller in Philadelphia prompted 

his parents to erect a near-copy in Laurel Hill Cemetery (Figure 4.18).  Similar to the 

division of labor between Cary and Dexter, William Struthers produced the canopy, 

                                                
 
307 Nathaniel Hawthorne, “The New Adam and Eve,” Mosses from an Old Manse 
(New York, NY: Books for Libraries Press, Arno Press, 1970) 301.  

308 Ellen Marie Snyder, “Innocents in a Wordly World: Victorian Children’s 
Gravemarkers,” in Richard E. Meyer, ed., Cemeteries and Gravemarkers: Voices of 
American Culture (Logan, Utah: Utah State University Press, 1992), 11.  Snyder’s 
essay  discusses children’s markers generally as the “antithesis of the [Victorian] 
marketplace.” She does not mention The Binney Child.    



 270 

while German sculptor Ferdinand Pettrich carved the figure of the sleeping baby.  

Laurel Hill’s 1844 guidebook claimed that Struthers had created the work from a 

design by architect William Strickland, but the original source of inspiration could 

hardly have been in doubt.  Over the next several decades sleeping babies proliferated 

across cemeteries, some with explicit references to sleep.  One such memorial is the 

1850 Hannah Lovering monument at Forest Hills Cemetery in Boston, Massachusetts, 

whose inscription can still be read: “She is not dead but sleepeth” (Figure 4.19).  

The Binney Child was a harbinger of a new, ritualized and sentimentalized 

mourning culture in America.309  For the next twenty years, mourning customs 

ritualized sentimentality as expressions of gentility and refinement.  In historian Karen 

Halttunen’s words:  

By the mid-nineteenth century, death had come to pre-occupy sentimentalists, 
who cherished it as the occasion for two of the deepest “right feelings” in 
human experience: bereavement, or direct mourning for the dead, and 
sympathy, or mournful condolence for the bereaved….Mourning, the natural 
human response to the greatest human affliction, was held sacred by 
sentimentalists as the purest, the most transparent, and thus the most genteel of 
all sentiments. 
 

                                                
 
309 The Binney memorial proved to be the high point of Dexter’s sculpting career.  
Although he was able to support himself and his family with commissions for the rest 
of his life, none ever garnered the kind of attention that The Binney Child had, and 
Dexter is almost non-existent in the art historical record. Barely a quarter century after 
Dexter’s death in 1875, Lorado Taft, the author of the first comprehensive history of 
American sculpture (1903), relegated his discussion of Henry Dexter to his chapter 
entitled “Some Minor Sculptors of the Early Days” and summed up Dexter’s influence 
in one sentence: “Dexter, although an enthusiastic devotee of his profession, can 
scarcely be considered an important factor in American art.”  Lorado Taft, The History 
of American Sculpture, 2nd ed. (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1924) 92. 



 271 

This sentimental culture produced a dramatic increase in texts on mourning and 

consolation literature such as books on bereavement.  In popular material culture, 

however, nowhere would the “most genteel of sentiments” become more embodied 

and encoded than in an increasingly variety of white marble sculpture forms on the 

landscape.  Cemetery sculpture had the power to express, comfort, and smooth away 

the rough edges of life and loss. 

Perhaps buoyed by the popularity of The Binney Child and his role in Mount 

Auburn’s success, Cary commissioned an elaborate trade card from David Claypoole 

Johnston (1799-1865) around 1841.  A noted American humorist and cartoonist who 

was based in Boston for much of his career, Johnston is best remembered for his 

satirical political cartoons, but he was also an artist, producing engravings, trade cards 

and the like on commission, and a publisher who printed his own newspaper for a 

time.  Given the fact that Cary’s brothers Lewis and Isaac, and his brother-in-law 

Hazen Morse, were all part of an elite class of well-respected Boston engravers, Cary 

may well have known Johnson through them, or have been introduced to him. 

Although fancy engraved trade cards were not unusual in a competitive trade, this card 

was unusually clever, by subtly introducing Cary’s work instead of lining up images 

of products (Figure 4.20).  On the left-hand side, mid-distance, are several of Cary’s 

recognizable works: the Eustis monument, the recently- or soon-to-be erected 
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Channing monument, and a large obelisk or stele-shaped monument.310  In the far-off, 

gauzy distance, there is a cityscape—a “city on a hill,” i.e. Boston, but indistinct 

enough that the image could also be “read” as a European city.  Taking up most of the 

card, however, is the image in the foreground of a pile of stones and marbles 

artistically jumbled together, with a few ornaments nearby.  These include pieces 

recognizable as gravestones or tombs, a section of a fluted column, a funerary urn with 

flame finial, and a keystone-shaped stone with a (strangely) grimacing bas-relief 

portrait.  Against several of the stones are “carved” Cary’s business (“Marble and 

Stone Cutter”), his address, and, on a stone that is represented as a piece of marble 

with veining, Cary’s name in block letters, almost identical to his surname as it was 

inscribed it on his own monument at Mount Auburn Cemetery (see Figure 4.14).  It 

was a bold statement, a handsome card for a stonecutter of importance.311 

  The new trade card coincided with improving conditions following the Panic 

of 1837 and the development of American ideal sculpture.  Similar to cemetery 

sculpture that was in public view where it had the power to affect deep emotion, the 

“public display of ideal sculpture in nineteenth-century America emphasized the 

                                                
 
310 The dating of the card is problematic, based on two disparate aspects: 1) the Front 
Street address was only in use until 1841, when Front Street was renamed Harrison 
Avenue; and 2) as far as is known the Channing monument design dates from 1842 

311 The card also shares some aesthetic qualities with the “visiting card” of celebrated 
Italian sculptor Antonio Canova. Canova’s card featured a large block of stone 
(presumably marble), on the face of which were large “carved” block letters reading 
“A. CANOVA.”  Whether either Cary or Johnston were familiar with this card or 
others is unknown.   
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narrative content of the works or art.”312  While Horatio Greenough had already 

produced several popular works in the late 1820s and during the 1830s, the market for 

ideal sculpture in America blossomed in the 1840s, when wealthy Americans began to 

travel to Europe regularly, where they visited the studios of their expatriate 

countrymen and purchased sculptures for display in their homes.313  A new generation 

of young, ambitious sculptors, including Hiram Powers, Thomas Crawford, Randolph 

Rogers and Joseph Mozier, had little interest in the high-minded classical ideals of 

Greenough.  They were interested in success, both artistic and financial.  A 

“successful” work of sculpture was one that would become popular, and which could 

be sold to an American customer.  Since not all American sculptors were skilled 

carvers—they reserved their talents for the clay or plaster models—they often relied 

on Italian carvers to cut the final version of a sculpture in marble.  All ambitious and 

successful American sculptors employed teams of highly skilled Italian workmen 

capable of replicating a popular sculpture in as many sizes as there was demand for. 

    These Italian workmen were not statuaries, but rather technicians who used the 

ancient “pointing” system to mechanically make copies of sculptures in its original 

size, or smaller sizes such as three-quarter size or half-size.  Nathaniel Hawthorne 

described this system in a passage in The Marble Faun, in which he described the 

activities of a professional American sculptor’s studio in Rome: 

                                                
 
312 Kasson 32. 

313 Lessing 8. 
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Here might be witnessed the process of actually chiselling the marble, with 
which…a sculptor in these days has very little to do.  In Italy, there is a class of 
men whose merely mechanical skill is perhaps more exquisite than was 
possessed by the ancient artificers who wrought out the designs of 
Praxiteles….Whatever of illusive representation can be effected in marble, 
they are capable of achieving, if the object be before their eyes.  The sculptor 
has but to present these men with a plaster cast of his design, and a sufficient 
block of marble, and tell them that the figure is imbedded in the stone, and 
must be freed from its encumbering superfluities; and in due time, without the 
necessity of his touching the work with his own finger, he will see before him 
the statue that is to make him renowned.  His creative power has wrought it 
with a word.314   

 
The ideal works these sculptors produced were meant to elicit an emotional response. 

Hiram Powers’ Greek Slave (1844, first exhibited in 1845) became the most celebrated 

sculpture of the nineteenth century.  Showing a Christian, nude woman in chains and 

about to be sold into slavery, the nudity was scandalous but pardonable because of the 

woman’s pathetic plight.  The sculpture was a sensation wherever it was exhibited, 

and assured Powers’ leading place as one of America’s most popular sculptor of the 

mid-nineteenth century (Figures 4.21a and b).  Powers’ fame and success was largely 

due to the sentimental culture that embraced the drama and pathos of the Greek Slave 

and other similar sculptures.  His busts of mythical female goddesses—for example, 

his very popular Proserpine— were also notable for their refined elegance and 

sensuous beauty, qualities that were enhanced by the translucent white Carrara marble 

(Figure 4.22).  Copies of various versions of Proserpine and other popular sculptures 

could be found in many late-nineteenth century high-style American interiors.  Figure 

                                                
 
314 Nathaniel Hawthorne, The Marble Faun (New York: Signet Classic-The New 
American Library of World Literature, 1961) 89. 
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4.23 shows one of the best-known photographs of such an interior: that of Mrs. 

Bloomfield Moore’s “hall” in the late nineteenth century.  The hall is lavishly 

decorated with various “objets d’art,” an eclectic mix of architecture, wallpaper and 

furniture styles, and a piece of white marble sculpture that stands in stark contrast to 

the rest of the presumably darker jewel tones: a copy of Randolph Rogers’ Nydia, the 

Blind Girl of Pompeii.315  The sculpture of Nydia was based on the heroine of a 

popular novel by Edward Bulwer-Lytton entitled The Last Days of Pompeii, first 

published in 1834.  In the novel the pathetic, blind flower girl groped her way to safety 

as Mount Vesuvius erupted.  The pathos of her situation and her disability were 

embodied in the sculpture of the girl as she strained forward to make sense of the 

tragedy unfolding around her.316 

  Thomas Crawford, who had honed his carving skills in Frazee and Launitz’ 

New York shop, also labored to produce an ideal sculpture that would elicit an 

admiring audience.  Crawford’s first major ideal work, entitled Orpheus and 

Cerberus, drew the attention of a young lawyer, Charles Sumner, who visited 

Crawford’s studio and saw the work in its early plaster iteration.  Impressed with the 

                                                
 
315 Numerous copies of sculptures produced by Powers’ workshop still exist in various 
museum collections today.  Smaller tabletop versions in Parianware, often by 
unauthorized companies in Britain and America were also produced in the thousands 
and can be found in museum and personal collections.  
 
316 Craven 312-314.  Craven notes that at least a hundred replicas of different sizes of 
Nydia were sold during the nineteenth century: “A visitor to Rogers’ studio once saw 
seven Nydias ‘all in a row, all listening, all groping, and seven [Italian] marble-cutters 
at work, cutting them out.’ ” 
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young sculptor’s obvious talent, upon his return to Boston Sumner raised a 

subscription from the members of the Boston Athenæum to have the work carved in 

marble and purchase it to add to its art collections.  The narrative of the sculpture was 

well-known from mythology.  Crawford chose the moment when Orpheus had 

succeeded in putting the vicious three-headed guard dog Cerberus to sleep, and was 

rushing through the gates of hell to retrieve his beloved dead wife Eurydice (Figure 

4.24).  Educated Bostonians knew well that the story ended badly when Eurydice was 

forced to return to the underworld for eternity.  Anticipating the arrival of the 

sculpture in Boston, Sumner supervised the construction of a special exhibit room that 

would highlight the aesthetic qualities of the white marble.  With walls painted a “rich 

mahogany brown,” red carpeted floors, and windows “veiled…with thin curtains of 

pink and crimson gauze,” the overall effect was intended to heighten the contrast 

between the whiteness of the marble and the rich reds and browns of the surroundings, 

in keeping with the dramatic moment depicted and the story’s ultimately tragic 

ending.317  When the sculpture arrived in Boston in 1843, it was an immediate triumph 

and helped to launch Crawford’s career as one of America’s most successful 

sculptors.318   

                                                
 
317 Greenthal 62.  A more detailed recounting of this episode can be found in Ciregna, 
Museum in the Garden, Chapter 6. 

318 There is a dramatic backstory worthy of the sculpture’s narrative.  When it arrived 
in Boston it was badly damaged after the sea voyage, with parts of it shattered and in 
pieces.  The talents of Henry Dexter as a former blacksmith were called on to help 
repair the sculpture, which Dexter was able to do by inserting iron rods to hold pieces 
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Powers and other sculptors capitalized on their most popular sculptures by 

having them replicated in full and half sizes and selling them to American customers.  

These sculptures performed an important role in private parlors, similar to the public 

one of the cemetery: “Ideal sculptures were also sentimental objects…. they 

communicated through a system of signs designed to convey strong emotions and 

evoke a sympathetic response in the viewer.  Although sentimentalism was by no 

means confined to the domestic sphere, it played a crucial role in the construction of 

nineteenth-century domesticity.”319 

Sculptors also increasingly looked to the new rural cemeteries in urban 

environments as a source of commissions.  In an age before public art museums, rural 

or garden cemeteries acted as America’s first public museums, accessible to the 

general public and offering prime exhibit space as well as excellent publicity for 

sculptors.  At one time or another most major American sculptors of the mid and late 

nineteenth century vied for commissions at cemeteries, including Crawford.  His Amos 

Binney Monument at Mount Auburn Cemetery is one of the most celebrated funerary 

monuments in America.  Although now badly deteriorated, a daguerreotype shows the 

monument soon after its installation; the marble of the ascending figure seems to be 

imbued with ethereal qualities (Figure 4.25).  The plethora of sculptor-produced works 

                                                                                                                                       
 
together and then plastering over the repairs.  The repairs are visible in old 
photographs but today, with new conservation methods, they are invisible.   

319 Lessing 7-8. 
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erected in cemeteries during the nineteenth century would later prompt art historian 

Lorado Taft to comment that “in so many cases [for nineteenth century sculptors], the 

way to immortality seemed to lay through the graveyard.”320 

  Imagery also had a profound influence on audience perception of white 

marble.  In the cemetery white marble stood out against the greens and browns of its 

“natural” setting.  In photographs and engravings the contrast was even starker.  The 

lens of the daguerreotype camera “read” white marble as almost ghostly apparitions, 

as in the image of the Amos Binney monument above, and in the image of the 

Lawrence family lot, also at Mount Auburn Cemetery (Figure 4.26).  Anna Cabot 

Lowell, a lot owner and frequent visitor at Forest Hills Cemetery in Boston for its 

beauties of nature, provides a contemporary example of a similar reaction.  Enjoying a 

ride through the cemetery with her friend Carrie Putnam, Lowell recorded the visit in 

her diary:   

We went to Forest Hills where the trees [and everything] looked beautifully.  
Carrie enjoyed it all—the soft mist at a distance, the bright coloring of the 
leaves, the Blue Hills afar off which looked particularly blue.  She said she 
always delighted to look at them, the yellow leaves that fluttered in the air like 
butterflies—the white monuments gleaming ‘thru the trees.  She has no sad 
associations with the place.321   
 

                                                
 
320 Lorado Taft, The History of American Sculpture, 2nd ed. (New York: The 
MacMillan Company, 1924) 104. 
 
321 Anna Cabot Lowell, October 5, 1859, Anna Cabot Lowell Diaries, Ms. N-1512, 
Massachusetts Historical Society. 
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Engravings such as those by Smillie manipulated the visual experience by controlling 

the light and dark areas of an image and therefore its “mood” by centralizing or 

foregrounding the white marble monuments in his views (see Figures 4.13 and 4.17). 

These images, reproduced in books and particularly in hundreds of series of 

photographic stereoviews (or stereographs), were widely distributed.  Viewed at home 

in one’s parlor, these were evocative images, both illuminating, affective, and 

entertaining.    

The effect of daguerreotypes and engravings may also have influenced the 

popularity of a new kind of artwork practiced mainly by young girls, similar to 

needlework, painting, or music.  Known in the nineteenth century as “Grecian 

Painting,” the art typically consisted of using marble dust and charcoal or paints to 

create scenic images involving high contrasts (Figures 4.27a and 4.27b).  The first 

primer for amateur artists on the new art of creating “marble dust” drawings first 

appeared in 1835 in an English work entitled The Kingstonian System of Painting in 

Dry Colours after the Ancient Greek Method, by William Kingston.  That book gained 

little traction in the United States but was quickly followed the same year by another 

publication that received a much wider following: B.F. Gandee’s The Artist, or Young 

Ladies’ Instructor.322  Although no hard data exists to assess the financial success of 

the book for its publisher or of its general popularity, Gandee’s book nevertheless 

                                                
 
322 B.F. Gandee’s The Artist, or Young Ladies’ Instructor in Ornamental Painting, 
Drawing, Etc. (London: Chapman and Hall, 1835).  
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reached a wide swath of young women between the 1830s and 1850s, when Grecian 

painting was at its height.  Instead of laying out his “lessons” in a straightforward 

manner, like Kingston—whose prose was as “dry” as the powder colors he suggested 

using—Gandee instead used the device of a young girl, “Charlotte,” teaching her 

cousin “Ellen” how to create “very fashionable” Grecian paintings the girls could sell 

for at an upcoming “fancy works” sale to benefit a local charity.  Charlotte explained 

her newfound skill: 

This beautiful art is called “Grecian Painting,” from the near resemblance to 
the effect of several paintings discovered on the walls of ancient Grecian 
palaces.  It is quite a recent invention….The advantages of painting in this 
style are many, the effect produced is that of so high a finish, and such 
exquisite softness, that any one unacquainted with the method, must suppose 
many days of close application to have been given to a picture which really 
occupied not more than two or three hours.323 
 

Charlotte then proceeded to show a few examples of her own work, occasioning 

Ellen’s response:  “Dear me, what makes it sparkle so?  It glitters all over, if you hold 

it a little on one side to the light.”  The response, of course, was that the marble dust 

was what gave the painting its “sparkle.”324 In the evening, by the light of argand and 

sinumbra (center table) lamps and later (1850s and beyond) by gaslight, marble dust 

drawings provided a glittering, lively addition to middle- and upper-class domestic 

                                                
 
323 Gandee 6, 14. 

324 Ibid 9. 
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parlors walls.325  The ideal “Grecian painting” provided high contrast between dark 

and white shades, and also had a “softening” effect on atmospheric elements such as 

clouds, mists and water.326  The marble dust, as Charlotte explained, could be easily 

procured from the local stonecutter, ground very fine.327  Many Grecian paintings 

were copies of, or inspired by, popular prints.  As Charlotte explains to Ellen some of 

her pieces were based on “studies already published.”328  Currier and Ives proved to 

be a popular source imagery to copy and instructors advertised their services, as J.E. 

Tilton of Salem (MA) did in the July 1856 edition of Godey’s Lady’s Book and 

Magazine. 

The numbers of young women’s Grecian paintings are difficult to estimate; 

created on fragile paper boards largely by amateur artists, the paintings were not 

typically saved over time as they deteriorated.  A few exist in museum collections, but 

none have been the focus of a concerted collections effort; most of these reside in 

                                                
 
325 On lighting in nineteenth-century American interiors, see particularly “Chapter 
Six: Lighting Devices and Practices” in At Home: The American Family 1750-1870, 
by Elizabeth Donaghy Garrett (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1990), 140-162.  Other 
useful sources on lighting in English and American nineteenth-century interiors 
include: Artificial Sunshine: A Social History of Domestic Lighting by Maureen Dillon 
(London: National Trust Enterprises Ltd., 2002); A Style and Source Book: American 
Victorian, by Lawrence Grow and Dina Von Zweck (New York: Harper & Row, 
1984); and Victorian Interior Design by Joanna Banham, Sally Macdonald, and Julia 
Porter (New York: Crescent Books, 1991). 

326 Ibid 10-11. 

327 Gandee 58. 

328 Ibid 9. 
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personal or private collections.  The American Folk Art Museum in New York City 

used marble dust drawings as one component of its 2006 exhibit entitled “White on 

White (and a little Gray),” which, according to the Museum’s website “highlight[ed] 

the female response to neoclassicism through three artforms from the Federal era 

through the nineteenth century”: white bedcovers, schoolgirl needleworks, and 

marble-dust drawings.  The “gray” in the exhibit title alluded to the charcoal in marble 

dust drawings.  The exhibit, while illuminating, was brief and did not produce any 

publication or scholarship on the topics covered; all of the marble dust drawings 

exhibited were from private collections.329  Most “sandpaper drawings,” as they are 

now typically called by antiques dealers—referring obviously to the texture instead of 

to the delicate balance between light and shade artists strove to create—end up as the 

occasional curiosity in antiques auctions or shops and are primarily purchased by 

specialized collectors.  

Besides numerous patrons at Mount Auburn Cemetery and Forest Hills 

Cemetery, customers at other major rural cemeteries in Massachusetts and well 

beyond ordered stones from Cary.  Among Cary’s important works in marble outside 

the Boston area is the first monument erected at the Rural Cemetery in Worcester 

(MA), memorializing local wealthy merchant Daniel Waldo, a founder of the city of 

                                                
 
329 http://www.folkartmuseum.org/white.  The exhibit dates were March 28 to 
September 17, 2006.  The Museum’s description of this part of the exhibit: “Marble-
dust drawings evoked romantic associations with classical themes in sooty lampblack 
pigment on boards prepared with crushed, glittering marble dust.” 
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Worcester as well as the man who donated the original land for the cemetery, founded 

in 1838.  One observer commented on the monument in a letter around 1845:  “Our 

new Cemetery contains one monument of an elegant and tasteful character.  It is large, 

of white marble, perfectly snowy, surmounted by an urn and is made in good taste.”330  

The letter writer did not mention the “snowy white,” “tasteful” monument’s maker, 

but he could hardly have missed Cary’s incised signature across the front of the base, 

block letters visible even in a photograph:  “ALPHEUS CARY, BOSTON.”  Another 

Worcester-area patron, wealthy merchant Stephen Salisbury, commissioned at least 

one chimneypiece from Cary for the Salisbury Mansion, now a historic museum.331   

Cary’s shop produced a wide variety of monument and gravestone styles, as 

customers demanded it.  Notable commissions in white marble include three 

prominent monuments in the Phillips Academy Cemetery in Andover (MA) for 

eminent theologians and faculty at the nearby Theological Seminary, Osgood Johnson, 

Bela Bates Edwards, and Moses Stuart.  The three monuments are different from each 

                                                
 
330 Rural Retrospect: A Parallel History of Worcester and Its Rural Cemetery.  
Mildred McClary Tymeson (Worcester, Massachusetts, 1956), 63-65.  The letter 
writer is identified as local young lawyer Frederick W. Gale, writing to his sister, 
however the letter itself is uncited and the date is not given. 

331 William Wallace, Executive Director of the Worcester Historical Museum, first 
alerted me to the existence of this chimneypiece.  Subsequently, e-mail 
communications with Curator of Collections Holly Izzard confirmed this information.  
Dr. Izzard also sent me a transcription of the bill dated July 20, 1823 from Cary & 
Dickinson to Stephen Salisbury for the piece.  The bill totals $172.42: $120 for the 
marble chimneypiece; $13.66 for a marble hearth; $11.05 for a soapstone back and 
hearth; as well as travel charges and incidental charges for plaster, boxes, and 
hardware. E-mail communications on November 1 and 15, 2013.   
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other in form (Figures 28a through 28c), but show the wide range of styles that were 

available from Cary’s shop through the years.  Johnson’s gravestone, made around 

1837 is an upright, rounded-top slab with an old-fashioned hourglass motif, a relic of 

traditional slate stones (i.e. the sands of time).  The monuments for Edwards and 

Stuart, both done around 1852, are more impressive.  They reflect the progression in 

cemetery monument styles visible in nineteenth century rural cemeteries.  Edwards’s 

monument is a sarcophagus with a book (presumably a Bible) lying on top; Stuart’s 

monument is a simple urn on a marble pedestal, which rests on a raised granite base.  

There is also evidence that families retained Cary as their preferred monument 

provider even as styles, medium and burial places changed. One instance of this is 

evident in the stones in the Chardbourne family lot at Forest Hills Cemetery (Figures 

4.29a and b.)  The slate gravestone of Paul Chadbourne, lettered and signed by Cary 

sometime around 1830 when Paul Chadbourne died, is placed among later marble slab 

headstones for other Chardbourne family members, all of which are signed by Cary.  

Forest Hills was consecrated and opened to the public in 1848.  Records of the 

Cemetery in its early years indicate very active efforts by new lot owners to move 

family remains from other burying grounds and graveyards, in effect “gathering” 

families together in the spacious new and fashionable rural cemetery lot.  Paul 

Chadbourne’s stone and remains were almost certainly part of a similar migration.  

Several of the marble Chadbourne headstones exhibit “bud” motifs—i.e. graves for 

children who, like buds, had not had the chance to blossom.  Another Chadbourne 

headstone for a child (the larger one in the middle of the photograph) exhibits a 
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contemporary version of an older motif, that of the winged cherub’s head, in this case 

with the cherub’s head in high relief.  Another child’s marble headstone at Forest Hills 

signed by Cary, for Caroline Tufts, or “Carrie,” exhibits a similar winged cherub, this 

time with the poignant addition of a lamb and a reference to faith, “the Lord is my 

Shepherd” (Figure 4.30a).  On Judith Swift’s (d. 1851) marble headstone in Milton, 

Massachusetts (Figure 4.30b), the symbolic emergence of a butterfly from a chrysalis 

is both a classical motif and a reference to Resurrection—or possibly the transience of 

life itself, something Cary was in a good position to consider and suggest to a 

customer.  Another large monument signed by Cary, the Whitmore monument at 

Forest Hills Cemetery, combined popular motifs in an impressively large display, in 

this case a broken column atop a pedestal upon which is carved a lyre with broken 

strings (see Figure 4.31).  This mingling of motifs, some sentimental, some classical, 

some religious, is one of the salient characteristics of white marble monuments at rural 

cemeteries across America.  The Victorian American rural cemetery was an elegiac 

landscape rich with a wide variety of motifs related to grief, mourning, loss, 

remembrance, and love.  Cary’s signed monuments and gravestones exhibit a wide 

range of these motifs.  Some monuments were large and expensive, but Cary’s shop 

clearly also lettered hundreds of smaller, plainer gravestones.  Most, if not all, of these 

monuments and headstones were likely purchased by Cary pre-decorated, to save time 

and increase efficient production, as discussed in Chapter Two.  It is less likely that 

monuments were ornamented at the shop by a journeyman or Cary himself.  The 
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distinguishing characteristic in all of these monuments and gravestones, beyond 

Cary’s signature, is the lettering style, which to the trained eye is highly distinctive.332 

 Cary also worked for clients abroad.  The British island of St. Helena is best 

known for its most famous resident, Napoleon Bonaparte, who spent his final years in 

exile on the island, and who died there.  Inside the local Anglican St. James’ Church 

hang two white memorial tablets carved and signed by Cary hang (Figures 4.32 and 

4.33).  While he was executing one of them, Alpheus Cary invited the public to come 

visit his workshop as an advertisement.  The Boston Evening Transcript of November 

14, 1846, carried the following notice: 

 
TABLET To THE MEMORY OF MAJ THOREAU 

 
The officers of the St Helena Regiment having sent an order to this city, for a 
marble tablet, intended to be placed in the church at that Island, to the memory 
of Major Thoreau of said regiment.  Mr Alpheus Cary, 72 Harrison Avenue, 
was entrusted with the work, and has executed the same in a style well worthy 
of his reputation.  The high finish of the carving, the beautiful polish of the 
marble, and the neat manner in which it has been put together, reflect great 
credit on Mr C.  The tablet was designed by Lieut Stack of the above corps.  It 
will remain at Mr C’s establishment for the inspection of the public, for about a 
week.333  

 

                                                
 
332 Lettering styles, although initially they may appear indistinguishable from each 
other, are one of the elements most unique to each stonecutter.  In the occasional (but 
rare) absence of a visible signature, it is still possible to identify a stone lettered by 
Cary, based on particular unique characteristics, especially his number “2,” which is 
unusually fancy.  

333 “Tablet to the Memory of Maj Thoreau,” Boston Evening Transcript, published as 
Daily Evening Transcript, November 11, 1846, vol. XVII, no. 5003, page 2, Boston, 
Massachusetts. 
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Another tablet, memorializing Agnes Matilda Parker, formerly of Boston, also made 

by Cary in 1846 for the same church, is a clue to the possible local source of the 

commissions.334  Whoever wrote the laudatory notice—possibly Cary himself—was 

clearly gaining some free advertising for Cary’s business.  

During these years Cary also made good use of his connections to help 

advance the artistic career of his nephew and namesake, Alpheus Carey Morse (1818-

1893).335  Cary’s influence on his nephew’s career is apparent: Alpheus Morse trained 

in the office of Alexander Parris during the 1830s, and later was offered a position in 

Richard Upjohn’s office.336  In 1842 Morse traveled to Italy, where his mail was 

forwarded in care of “H. [Horatio] Greenough, sculptor, Florence;” he also studied 

painting under Washington Allston.337  Cary’s skills as a mediator and promoter of 

artistic talent, and his status as a respected businessman and well-connected artisan, 

                                                
 
334 The Church records thus far have been silent on the commissions; the staff of St. 
James does not believe they have records about the memorials. 

335 Alpheus Carey Morse always spelled “Carey” with the “e.” 

336 Judith S. Hull, “The School of Upjohn: Richard Upjohn’s Office,” The Journal of 
the Society of Architectural Historians, vol. 52, no. 3, September 1993: 283, fn 18.  
Morse applied for a position as a draftsman in Upjohn’s office in 1840; upon being 
offered such a position in 1842, Morse decided instead to travel to Italy. 

337 Morse was clearly influenced by Greenough and Allston, as his works from this 
period reflect both men’s passion for the evocative and romantic scenery of Italy, and 
especially Florence.  Several of Morse’s paintings from this period are in the 
collection of the New-York Historical Society, including “Italian Landscape on the 
Arno River, Florence,” and “Florentine Landscape with Mountains and Tower,” both 
dated 1842. 



 288 

were responsible for the career of one of New England’s most accomplished 

nineteenth century architects.338  

  Even as he continued to provide tasteful marble monuments as well as more 

plain variations, by the 1840s Cary had significant competition for monuments and 

marble products from large-scale firms, particularly in other large cities such as New 

York and Philadelphia.  When John Fanning Watson visited a cemetery with 

ancestors’ stones in New Jersey during his 1843 sojourn, he was perplexed by the 

number of marble gravestones from the late eighteenth century, writing: “I have felt at 

a loss to conceive where they got marble stones – as they are but of modern use, at 

Philada.”339 Watson’s bafflement at seeing these early marbles, common to the 

Northeast from the late eighteenth century, speaks to the relatively recent development 

                                                
 
338 Morse subsequently moved to Providence around 1855, and spent the rest of his 
prolific career in that city executing commissions from important clients.  Among his 
major works are the Merchants’ National Bank (1857); the Rhode Island Hospital 
(1865-68, demolished c. 1955); and Sayles Hall at Brown University (1881).  He also 
designed a number of important mortuary monuments, including the mausoleum for 
Mrs. Nicholas Brown, daughter-in-law of the original founder of Brown University.  
Morse was later instrumental in the founding of the Rhode Island chapter of the 
American Institute of Architects, acting as its first president. In an ironic twist, one of 
Morse’s buildings that survives today is his Mercantile Bank building, erected just feet 
away from the former location of Fenner’s shop near the Great Bridge.   
 
339 John Fanning Watson, “Journal of JFW to Greenwich, NJ, July 1843,” Winterthur 
Library: The Joseph Downs Collection of Manuscripts and Printed Ephemera, Watson 
Family Papers, Col. 189, 83x174.5, 5.  In the same passage Watson mentions Rhode 
Island and an apparent genealogical connection to Connecticut ancestors—it is unclear 
if he is referring to these burials or other kin—but the marble gravestones he mused on 
were most likely put up by a stonecutter with access to Marble Border quarries such as 
Joseph Fenner.   
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of large, highly capitalized firms specializing in marble, especially white marble, that 

had begun to appear in large urban areas in the 1830s.   

Edwin Greble in Philadelphia in 1829 and Fisher and Bird in New York City in 

1832 had been the earliest of these, but increasingly, firms had taken advantage of 

improvements in steam power technology in other industries, notably railroads, to 

develop new types of equipment that could mechanize much of the initial manual 

labor of cutting and sawing blocks of marble, and other steps along production.  The 

prevalence of large marble concerns was most evident in Philadelphia; these firms 

were especially known for their progressiveness in acquiring and developing modern 

machinery.  Edwin Freedley, the author of a report on Philadelphia and Its 

Manufactures highlighted this point in 1857: “The trade in Marble, as an important 

pursuit, is of comparatively recent origin; but probably in no other has the adoption of 

improved facilities been more rapid and general.  Less than twenty-five years ago [i.e. 

1832], all Marble was sawed by the friction of a saw without teeth, aided by sharp 

sand, pushed backward and forward by manual force.  Now, Marble is sawed, rubbed, 

and polished by steam power; and a block of Italian Marble has been converted into 

four hundred superficial feet of slabs in twelve hours.”340   

The most important factor for Philadelphia’s mid-nineteenth-century 

dominance in this industry was the sheer number of rural cemeteries in the area. 

Writing in his magazine The Horticulturist in July 1849, landscape designer Andrew 

                                                
 
340 Freedley 362. 
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Jackson Downing discussed the fairly recent history of the rural cemetery movement, 

and commented on Philadelphia’s precipitous rise: “One of the most remarkable 

illustrations of the popular taste, in this country, is to be found in the rise and progress 

of our rural cemeteries….Philadelphia has, we learn, nearly twenty rural cemeteries at 

the present moment…”.  According to architectural historian Aaron Wunsch, 

“Philadelphia had become the capital of cemetery production.”341   

Freedley’s report discussed the largest firms that had made these impressive 

improvements:  “There are now six steam mills in Philadelphia for sawing and 

preparing marble….The proprietors of these mills are EDWIN GREBLE, JOHN 

BAIRD, LEWIS THOMPSON & Co., S. F. JACOBY & CO., J. & E. B. SCHELL, 

AND ELI HESS.”  The largest of these marble yards produced colorful broadsides and 

promotional materials, designed to impress potential customers with the architectural 

sophistication of their retail showrooms, or with the expansive size of their operations.  

S.F. Jacoby’s ornate broadside did both, showing highly detailed views of both the 

retail areas of its marble works as well as the manufacturing side (Figure 4.34).  The 

construction of the imagery was deliberate and designed to impress.  The topmost 

view showed both the retail “façade” with a decorative roof and statue as well as the 

rest of the L-shaped building that comprised both the showrooms and the operations 

building, indicated by a smoking chimneystack emitting black smoke.  Busy and 

                                                
 
341 Aaron Wunsch, “Emporia of Eternity: ‘Rural’ Cemeteries and Urban Goods in 
Antebellum Philadelphia,” Nineteenth Century, Fall 2008, vol. 28, no. 2: 15. 
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prosperous Philadelphians walked by, looked into the marble yard, or rode by in 

carriages and on horseback.  Other views showed the various manufacturing spaces of 

the business.  According to Wunsch, the layout of these marble works followed 

contemporary ideas about factory planning: 

Big marble works of the 1840s and 1850s employed a semi-standardized 
design.  Closest to the street stood a generic loft building, often the starter 
structure around which the enterprise had grown over time.  The first floor 
housed the sales office in front and workshops to the rear; upper stories 
contained warerooms, packing rooms, and storage space.  Mantels received 
indoor protection on account of their highly polished surfaces.  Most 
monuments and garden statuary were removed to a side yard, screened off 
from the street by a fence and, sometimes, by an ornate arcade.  At the rear lay 
the steam-powered sawmill, marked by simpler architectural treatment and 
sizeable chimneys.342 

 

Freedley noted there were about 60 marble yards in the city that employed about 840 

marble workers.  Almost all of the Philadelphia firms owned a quarry or partnered 

with one, providing a partial level of vertical integration between the quarry and the 

retail end, and allowing for some control over supplies of marble, labor, and costs—

for example, only ordering as much marble as needed at a given time, or expanding or 

reducing the labor force depending on the season and levels of productivity.  Other 

costs, such as transportation, were not as easily controlled but as railroads increasingly 

pushed right-of-way through urban areas, marble shipments were less dependent on 

waterways.   

                                                
 
342 Wunsch 18.  
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  The Struthers firm’s dominance in marble work was also represented in 

Freedley’s report.  Noting the firm’s work on the Washington sarcophagus, Freedley 

commented William Struthers was currently working on “Sarcophagi” for the remains 

of Henry Clay and John M. Clayton, and commented that both pieces would be of 

“American Marble.” Freedley further elaborated: “The branch of his general and 

extensive business which entitles Mr. Struthers to special distinction, because 

excellence in it is more rare, is Marble Monumental work.  To enumerate all the 

important Monuments which have been executed in the yard of J. Struthers & Son, 

would require far more space than our limits can afford.  Art-objects, of the highest 

character in point of taste and workmanship, have been sent by this firm not only to all 

parts of the United States but to England, the West Indies, China, and Syria.”343  

Among the important local commissions the firm executed were the monuments of 

Joseph Lewis (1778-1836) and Commodore Isaac Hull (1773-1843), both at Laurel 

Hill Cemetery.   

As advanced as the marble trade in Philadelphia was, however, Freedley had to 

acknowledge there was comparatively little demand for the “clouded” marble 

available nearby.  Imported white marble, whether from domestic or foreign quarries, 

by far dominated the market:  

The products of the Pennsylvania quarries…constitute but a small proportion 
of the Marble consumed by the Marble-workers in Philadelphia.  Large 
importations of different varieties, but principally veined Italian [i.e. Carrara], 

                                                
 
343 Freedley, Philadelphia and its Manufactures, 366. 
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are annually made from Leghorn [Livorno], and sold on arrival at public 
auction, at prices varying from $2 to $4 per cubic foot.  One establishment, that 
of Mr. JOHN BAIRD, consumes annually over 15,000 cubic feet of Italian 
Marble. 
 

Freedley went on to list the main domestic sources of white marble, listing quarries in 

West Stockbridge (MA), Vermont, and elsewhere in New England, adding:  “It is not 

[unusual] for quarry operators in New England to consign a cargo of Marble to this 

city on a venture…,” confident that venture would be financially profitable.344  

As competition between large Philadelphia firms intensified during the mid-

nineteenth century, each sought ways to entice consumers on a large scale.  They all 

published colorful broadsides or stereoviews showing their impressive products (see 

Figures 4.35 through 4.37).  Edwin Greble’s firm, founded in 1829, had been “among 

the first in Philadelphia to promote Marble in monumental work.”345  Baird’s claim to 

superiority was the fact that the firm had been the first to invest in steam power 

equipment.  Baird was adept at promoting his marble works to the public, particularly 

to the white middle- and upper-class women who were in large part responsible for the 

decoration of their homes.  In 1853 Godey’s Lady’s Book published an article about 

“The Spring Garden Marble Works of J. & M. Baird.”  Half of the article was actually 

a long introduction explaining the geology and mineral qualities of marble, the history 

                                                
 
344 Edwin T. Freedley, Philadelphia and its Manufactures: A Hand-Book exhibiting 
the Development, Variety, and Statistics of the Manufacturing Industry of 
Philadelphia in 1857 (Philadelphia: Edward Young, 333 Walnut Street, 1859): 363-
367.  

345 Freedley, Philadelphia and its Manufactures, 363. 



 294 

of the uses of marble, and particularly focusing on white marble.  The piece was 

primarily an advertisement masquerading as an article, published to draw in 

consumers, particularly women.  The largest image on the very first page showed the 

showrooms in which white marble mantels of various designs as well as decorative 

garden pieces and parlor statuary were arranged for browsing.  Various prospective, 

well-dressed customers were clearly doing just that (Figure 4.38).  The article detailed 

all of the processes that took place on its premises—sawing, rubbing, stonecutting, and 

polishing, with accompanying (suspiciously clean and sanitized) images of these 

processes.346   

Philadelphia firms like Baird’s and others promoted their wares in showrooms 

designed much like “emporiums” that echoed the new department stores.347  In room 

after room goods separated by type (home décor, monuments, and statuary being the 

main departments) were displayed for maximum visual effect, and removed from the 

dusty marble yards and workrooms where all of the work to bring marble pieces to life 

happened.  Although the work areas of marble works were patterned after 

contemporary factory planning, those areas were well out of public view, and it was 

                                                
 
346 C.T. Hinckley, “The Spring Garden Marble Works of J. & M. Baird,” Godey’s 
Lady’s Book, Volume XLVI, January 1853: 3-10. 

347 The first of these “marble palaces” as observer called them, was the A.T. Stewart 
store in New York, completed in 1846. See Winston Weisman, “Commercial Palaces 
of New York: 1845-1875,” The Art Bulletin, vol. 36, no. 4 (December 1954): 285-302. 
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the enticing marble products on display that gave the marble works its “visual 

liveliness” designed to draw in customers.348   

Carefully crafted letterhead imagery also conveyed information about the 

sophistication and superiority of a large, impressive marble works.  John Baird’s 

letterhead of about 1850, the stationary the firm used for correspondence with clients, 

clearly links classical elements and Italian white marble with Baird’s own output, 

stringing two vignettes connected in the middle by an image of Baird’s Marble Works 

(Figure 4.39).  The left-hand side vignette elements—ancient white marble fluted 

columns and other architectural elements, now in ruins, and several modern-day 

Italians—referred to Greece, classical architecture and sculpture, and Carrara marble.  

The right-hand vignette showed a fashionable Gothic Revival style monument of 

white marble.  The monument is not identifiable, but its prominent placement on the 

letterhead assured clients the firm could produce impressive work in this style in 

addition to specifically classical work.  Linking the two vignettes was the oft-used 

front view of the firm, in this case enlivened by young men galloping by on their 

horses and playful dogs, in addition to the carriages and clients stopped at the marble 

yard. 

Unlike Philadelphia, New York and Boston did not develop an industry of 

local steam-powered marble works.  In Boston, Richard Barry opened the doors to his 

Monument Marble Works in 1850, on Washington Street, just a block behind Cary’s 

                                                
 
348 Wunsch 18. 
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shop on Harrison Avenue (Figure 4.40).  Little has been written about Barry, but what 

is known is that his firm often worked for Boston architect Hammat Billings by 

producing the works he designed; several signed works by Barry’s firm are 

documented at Mount Auburn.  Barry’s only known advertisement or surviving image 

of his business was the view of his imposing entrance gate; it is the same image that 

was included on an enormous map of Boston in 1852 as one of the fifty-four 

decorative vignettes of important businesses that surrounded the map.  In New York, 

Fisher and Bird continued to provide highly sculpted mantels as well as high-end 

luxury marble products to wealthy customer.  David Dickinson, Cary’s former 

business partner, may also have acted as Fisher and Bird’s Boston agent, based on an 

intriguing piece of Fisher and Bird stationary in the Winterthur Library’s collections 

that bears the embossed words “Dickinson” and “Boston” (Figure 4.41). 

The year 1852 was bookended by the deaths of two major figures in American 

stonecutting and sculpture:  John Frazee in February, and Horatio Greenough in 

December.  Frazee died at the age of 62, in poor health and weakened by repeated 

illnesses.  Greenough and his family had returned to America in October 1851 to avoid 

political unrest in Italy.  Greenough had suffered periodic bouts of an unnamed mental 

illness throughout his life—scholars have posited that he had some form of bipolar 

disorder—and in America, he again fell ill.  Becoming incoherent in December 1852, 

he was admitted to McClean’s Asylum in Somerville, Massachusetts, where he died.  

Frazee’s passing was noted in the newspapers, but Greenough’s death at the age of 47 

and still at the height of his fame was front-page news, both nationally and 
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internationally.  Greenough’s eulogies were not exclusively laudatory; one obituary 

noted that his sculpture was “in execution unequal to [its] conception….We cannot 

point out any masterpiece, as showing an entirely satisfactory fulfillment of his own 

desires, but his whole career was an example in the right direction.”  Greenough’s 

friend Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote to a friend that Greenough’s “tongue was far 

cunninger in talk than his chisel to carve.”349  It was a sentiment that might have 

applied in reverse to Frazee.   

But the worlds of stonecutting and sculpture had already moved well beyond 

either man’s experience.  Even as aspiring sculptors with means or financial support 

still followed Greenough’s example and went abroad for their training, with the right 

skills and ambition a self-taught artisan could also make a successful transition to full-

time sculpture while remaining in America.  This new type of native artisan sculptor 

was embodied by Erastus Dow Palmer, a carpenter from Albany who stayed in New 

York for his entire professional life as America’s “premier native sculptor.”350  

Tompkins Matteson’s 1857 painting of Palmer entitled A Sculptors Studio (Figure 

4.42) celebrated the manual aspects of marble sculpture by showing the artist dressed 

in his smock at work on a clay model, surrounded by apprentices and the tools of his 

trade.  The painting may also have functioned as an advertisement of sorts of Dow’s 

                                                
 
349 Wright, Greenough 300-01. 

350 Elizabeth Roark, “Crafting the Artist’s Identity: Tompkins Matteson’s Erastus Dow 
Palmer in his Studio, 1857.”  I am grateful to Dr. Roark for sharing the text of this lecture, 
which she has given at various conferences.  
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work, since a number of his celebrated works were visible in the background.  The 

best known, and most prominently displayed in an otherwordly light, was his Grace 

Williams Memorial of 1856, a monument to a young girl.  Showing Williams asleep, 

the monument was a direct descendant of The Binney Child.  Palmer later extended his 

success with the Grace Williams Memorial.  Hardly bothered by blurring the lines 

between art and commerce, Palmer produced a modified version of the memorial as a 

tabletop plaster, of a young girl with angel wings (Figure 4.43).  The piece was titled 

simply Sleep.  This, along with other sentimental pieces—and a robust business in 

selling stereoviews of his work—added to Palmer’s considerable financial as well as 

artistic success. 

Several artifacts pertaining to Cary attest to his self-fashioning as a 

businessman, scholar, and solid and prosperous member of the American urban middle 

classes.  Two images of Cary, one a daguerreotype, the other a cabinet card, show an 

older man with in the last decades of his life (Figures 4.44 and 4.45).  The images are 

interesting not only as visual evidence of Cary, but also in the fact that he evidently 

made the effort to seek out a professional photographic portrait at least twice in his 

life.  The advent of commercial photography beginning in 1839 made portraiture 

available to a wide swath of American society.  In her book, Dressed for the 

Photographer: Ordinary Americans and Fashion, 1840-1900, costume historian Joan 

Severa notes “the perception of culture in the United States in the nineteenth century 

was in very large part based on appearances [and there] was a powerful drive toward a 

“proper” façade.  It was of tremendous, almost moral, significance during the 
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nineteenth century that one appear cultured.”351  Severa’s focus was on women’s 

fashions, since these were much more changeable than the more stable men’s fashions.  

However, a close reading of the photographs of men she does discuss reveals that 

Cary’s stand-up collar, horizontally knotted necktie (likely of silk), long dark coat and 

shoes would have marked him as a fashionably and properly dressed middle-class 

older man around 1845 to 1850.352 

Towards the end of his life Cary, the wordsmith of so many epitaphs in stone, 

became a published author.  He considered himself an authority on epitaph etiquette 

and self-published a book entitled A Collection of Epitaphs, Suitable for Monumental 

Inscriptions.353  With an elaborately engraved title page and selections from the Bible, 

poetry and literature, the slim volume may have been printed as part of the trend of 

exchanging “gift books” in the nineteenth century, although Cary’s effort seems to 

have been somewhat more commercially oriented.354  Nevertheless, the book did 

receive limited circulation, at least among Bostonians, and helped reinforce the 

                                                
 
351 Joan L. Severa, Dressed for the Photographer: Ordinary Americans and Fashion, 
1840-1900 (Kent, Ohio: Kent State University Press, 1995), xv. (The italics are 
Severa’s.) 

352 Severa 18-22.   

353 Alpheus Cary, A Collection of Epitaphs, Suitable for Monumental Inscriptions, 
From Approved Authors (Boston: A. Cary, 1865). 

354 See Cindy Dickinson, “Creating a World of Books, Friends and Flowers: Gift 
Books and Inscriptions, 1825-1860,” Winterthur Portfolio, vol. 31, no. 1 (Spring 
1996): 53-66. 
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perception of Cary as an erudite businessman, and a leader in the Boston ornamental 

marble trade.355 

Alpheus Cary’s long life ended in Boston on January 2, 1869, at the age of 

eighty years.  Cary’s lifespan took him from the first decades of the American 

Republic, through the Civil War.  The Boston Daily Advertiser noted under the 

headline “Death of an Esteemed Citizen” that Cary had been a “prominent worker in 

marble,” and that “almost every burial place in New England contains some articles of 

his workmanship.”  The Advertiser further noted that Cary’s “good taste and good 

judgment aided much in the adorning of cemeteries, which began in his day.”356  

During his long and prolific career, Cary had produced monuments for well-known 

and eminent Bostonians, catering to both the Brahmin class as well as a larger 

                                                
 
355 I have located at least eighteen copies of Cary’s book in various libraries and 
archives in the United States, as well as a copy in my possession. Based on the 
evidence, it seems that these books were indeed offered as gifts.  The copy in my 
possession was presented to Walter Channing, the eminent Harvard physician.  
Inscribed by hand, the gift giver, identified only by his initials, wrote:  “May you have 
the patients to use this.”  The inscription was a bit of lugubrious humor in questionable 
taste. Walter Channing, younger brother of William Ellery Channing, was one of 
Boston’s leading physicians, the first Professor of Midwifery at Harvard, and the first 
American doctor to advocate for the use of anesthesia in childbirth when this was still 
a dangerous event.  The book continued to have a life as a gift after Cary’s death, 
possibly in the wake of it.  A copy in the collections of the American Antiquarian 
Society in Worcester, Massachusetts was presented to “C.D. Bradlee” on January 6, 
1869, inscribed in (apparently hastily written) pencil by “Mifs Coolidge / 1869, Jan. 
6th.”  The gift, from Cary’s niece  to the Reverend Caleb Davis Bradlee, may have 
served as a token at Cary’s funeral service since Cary had died on January 3, just three 
days prior.  Nearly thirty years later Bradlee’s family donated to the book to the 
Society after his death, where it has remained since. 
 
356 Boston Daily Advertiser, vol. 113, no. 3, January 4, 1869. 
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clientele of the middle classes.  He had worked for some of the most prominent 

Americans in history, and with some of the most celebrated architects and artists of his 

time.  As a Bostonian of the working middle classes, Alpheus Cary was a unifying 

link across time between the small independent urban slate workshops of the early 

nineteenth century and the large capitalized marble steam works of the mid- and late 

nineteenth century.  His marble cutting career paralleled the nascent field of American 

neoclassical sculpture during the early part of the nineteenth century.  Cary epitomized 

the successful professional artisan, whose education and familiarity with literature and 

elegant taste put him a “cut above.”  Cary was buried next to the handsome white 

marble marker he had erected over thirty years earlier, in the cemetery from which he 

had exerted his greatest influence in the use of white marble.  But the fashion for 

outdoor white marble monuments, no matter how tasteful or well-made, would not 

survive Cary much longer.  
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Figure 4.1.  The Binney Child, 1840, Mount Auburn Cemetery, Cambridge, MA. 
Sculpted and carved by Henry Dexter and Alpheus Cary.  Pictured in Nathaniel 
Dearborn’s Guide Through Mount Auburn (1843). 
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Figures 4.2a-e. Sampling of early Cary slate gravestones – 
 
4.2a: Barstow Cook, d. 1809, Central Burying Ground, Boston, MA. 
4.2b: Huldah Whitmore, d. 1812, First Parish Cemetery, Bath, ME. 
4.2c: Jeremy Hixon, d. 1809, Dry Pond Burying Ground, Stoughton, MA. 
4.2d: Mary Ellis, d. 1804, Old Cemetery, Blue Hill, ME (probably backdated). 
4.2e: David Brown, d. 1809, Village Cemetery, Hallowell, ME. 
Photographs courtesy of James Blachowicz. 
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Figure 4.3. Advertisement for Cary’s first shop. Columbian Centinel,  
Boston, Massachusetts, August 14, 1810.   
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Figure 4.4.  Marble slab marker of Alpheus Cary Sr., died 1816, Milton 
Cemetery, Milton, MA.  Carved by Alpheus Cary Jr. 
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Figure 4.5.  Marble slab marker for Captain Joshua Woodbury, died 
1811, First Parish Burial Ground, Gloucester, MA. 
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Figure 4.6.  Obelisk monument to Governor William Eustis, d. 1825, in Old Burying 
Ground, Lexington, Massachusetts.  Carved by Alpheus Cary. 
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Figure 4.7.  Memorial to John Quincy Adams and his wife Louisa Catherine Adams, 
Quincy Church, Quincy, Massachusetts, 1829.  The portrait bust atop the memorial 
was sculpted by Horatio Greenough; the memorial was carved and lettered by Alpheus 
Cary. 
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Figure 4.8a.  Hannah Adams monument as depicted in James Smillie’s  
View from Mount Auburn, 1847.   

 

 

Figure 4.8b. The Hannah Adams monument today. 
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Figure 4.9.  Sylvia C. Hathaway monument, died 1834. Unitarian Church 
Cemetery, Charleston, South Carolina.  Carved and signed by Alpheus Cary. 
Photographcourtesy of James Blachowicz. 
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Figure 4.10.  Charles Y. Hayne monument, d. 1839.  St. Michael’s Episcopal 
Cemetery, Charleston, South Carolina. Carved and signed by Alpheus Cary.  
Photograph courtesy of James Blachowicz. 
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Figures 4.11a and b.  Alpheus and Harriet Hyatt (d. 1836) monument, Congressional 
Cemetery, Washington, D.C.; and detail of Cary’s script signature.  Photographs by 
author. 
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Figure 4.12a (Left): Marble stele for Benjamin Chenery, d. 1837.  Vine Lake 
Cemetery, Medfield, Massachusetts.  Photograph by author. 
 
Figure 4.12b (Right): Marble stele for Joseph Freeman, Jr., d. 1837.  
Congregational Burying Ground, Liverpool, Nova Scotia, Canada.  
Photograph courtesy of Deborah Trask. 
 
Both stones carved and signed by Alpheus Cary, Boston. 
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Figure 4.13.  James Smilley engraving of Channing monument at Mount  
Auburn Cemetery, 1847. 
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Figure 4.14.  Cary family monument, Mount Auburn Cemetery, Cambridge, 
Massachusetts.  Carved by Alpheus Cary c. 1833.  Later generations of family 
members used the remaining available space in the lot, adding their names to the 
monument. 
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Figure 4.15.  Monument to Penelope Boothby, 1793, by Thomas Banks.  
St. Oswald’s Parish Church, Ashbourne, Derbyshire, England.  White marble. 

 

 

Figure 4.16.  Innocence, 1825, by Lorenzo Bartolini, Florence, Italy.  Marble 
version unlocated or no longer extant; this is the surviving plaster version. 
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 Figure 4.17.  James Smillie engraving of The Binney Child, Mount Auburn Cemetery, 
 1847. 
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Figure 4.18.  Alfred Theodore Miller monument, d. 1840.  Laurel Hill 
Cemetery, Philadelphia.  Monument carved by the Struthers firm. 
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Figure 4.19.  Hannah Lovering monument, 1850.  Forest Hills Cemetery, 
Boston.  Photograph by author. 
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 Figure 4.20.  A. Cary trade card designed by David Claypoole Johnston. 
 Courtesy, American Antiquarian Society. 
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Figures 4.21a and b.  4.21a. (Left): Hiram Powers’ The Greek Slave exhibited at 
the Dusseldorf Gallery in New York City, 1841. 4.21b. (Right): The Greek Slave, 
1846 version. Corcoran Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.  Gift of William Wilson 
Corcoran, 73.4. 
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Figure 4.22.  Hiram Powers, Proserpine (first version), 1843. Philadelphia Museum 
of Art. 
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Figure 4.23. Mrs. Bloomfield Moore’s Hall, with a copy of Randolph Rogers’ popular 
sculpture of Nydia.  Published in Artistic Houses: Being a Series of Interior Views of a 
Number of the Most Beautiful and Celebrated Homes in the United States with a 
Description of the Art Treasures Contained Therein (New York: D. Appleton, 1883), 
153. 
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Figure 4.24. Thomas Crawford’s Orpheus and Cerberus, 1843.  Photographed 
against a rich red background, similar to its first exhibition.  Museum of Fine 
Arts, Boston. 
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Figure 4.25.  Amos Binney Monument, 1849, Mount Auburn Cemetery.  
Daguerreotype by Southworth and Hawes, Boston.  Courtesy, Mount Auburn 
Cemetery. 
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Figure 4.26.  Lawrence Lot, Mount Auburn Cemetery, c. 1853.  Daguerreotype by 
Southworh & Hawes.  Courtesy, George Eastman House Photography Collection, 
Accession # 1974:0193:0096. 
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 Figures 4.27a and 4.27b.  Examples of “Grecian” paintings, circa 1845. 
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Figures 4.28a-c.  Marble monuments signed by Cary in Chapel Cemetery, Andover, 
Massachusetts.  Upper left: Osgood Johnson, d. 1837.  Upper right: Moses Stuart, d. 
1852.  Below: Bela Bates Edwards, d. 1852.  Photographs by author. 
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Figures 4.29a-b.  The Chadbourne lot at Forest Hills Cemetery, Boston, 
Massachusetts.  Top: Slate gravestone of Paul Chadbourne, d. 1830.  Bottom: Marble 
slab headstones for Chadbourne children, 1850s.  Photographs by author. 
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Figures 4.30a-b.  Left: marble gravestone of Caroline Tufts (d. 1853). Photograph by 
author.  Right: marble gravestone of Judith Swift (d. 1851), Milton Cemetery, Milton, 
Massachusetts.  Photograph courtesy of James Blachowicz. 
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Figure 4.31. Whitmore family monument, c. 1850, Forest Hills Cemetery, Boston.  
Base signed by Cary.  Photograph by author. 
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Figure 4.32.  Major Thoreau’s memorial, St. Jame’s Church, island of St. Helena. 
Carved by Alpheus Cary of Boston. 
 

 

Figure 4.33.  Memorial of Agnes Matilda Parker, St. Jame’s Church, island of St. 
Helena. Carved by Alpheus Cary of Boston. 
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Figure 4.34.  S.F. Jacoby’s Marble Works, c. 1850.  Courtesy, Library 
Company of Philadelphia. 
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Figure 4.35.  View of John Baird’s Steam Marble Works, c. 1848.  Courtesy, Library 
Company of Philadelphia. 
 
 
Figure 4.36.  Stereoview of Baird’s Steam Marble Works, c. 1850.  Courtesy, Library 
Company of Philadelphia. 
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Figure 4.37.  View of Henry Tarr’s Marble Yard, c. 1850.  Courtesy, Library 
Company of Philadelphia. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 336 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

IMAGE REMOVED DUE TO COPYRIGHT 
 

Figure 4.38.  Title page image, “The Spring Garden Marble Works of J. & M. Baird,” 
Godey’s Lady’s Book, January 1853. 
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Figure 4.39.  John Baird Marbleworks letterhead, c. 1850.  Courtesy, The Winterthur 
Library: Joseph Downs Collection of Manuscripts and Printed Ephemera.   
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Figure 4.40.  Advertisement for Richard Barry’s monumental marble works,  
c. 1850. 
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Figure 4.41.  Stationary of Fisher & Bird, New York, NY, c. 1854.  The elaborately 
embossed design evoked the caryatid mantels and high-end luxury decorative and 
sculpted products the firm was known for.  The words “Dickinson” and “Boston” are 
visible at the bottom, perhaps signifying that David Dickinson acted as an agent for 
the firm.  Courtesy, The Winterthur Library: Joseph Downs Collection of Manuscripts 
and Printed Ephemera.   
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Figure 4.42.  Tompkins H. Matteson (1813-1884), A Sculptor’s Studio, 1857.  
Courtesy, Albany Institute of History and Art. 
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Figure 4.43.  Stereoview of tabletop plaster entitled Sleep, c. 1860, by Erastus Dow 
Palmer.  Author’s Collection. 
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Figure 4.44.  Daguerreotype of Alpheus Cary, Jr. c. 1850.  Courtesy, William H. Pear, 
II. 
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Figure 4.45.  Cabinet card of Alpheus Cary, Jr. c. 1855.  Courtesy, William H. Pear, 
II. 
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Chapter 5 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

Edwin Greble was dispirited.  At the age of seventy, Greble was dismantling 

his marble business.  Writing his son who was traveling abroad for his health in 

September 1877, he complained:  “Business has been fearfully dull, I have had plenty 

of time to myself, have all the books pasted up, bills made out, made drawings, 

estimates and offers to sell at very reasonable prices, but made little success until 

within the last week.”357  The marble and stone dealer of the first steam marble works 

in Philadelphia found little to whet his appetite for business, other than a few orders 

for granite coping and several granite tombs.    

There was one bright spot to report to his son, however.  It concerned the sale 

of Greble’s granite yard, upon which six townhouses were to be developed.  Greble 

would provide all the marble and “green” stone work for the project.  The prospect of 

working with his favorite material, marble, brought a sparkle to his letter as he 

described the “astonishing quantity of good Marble” in his marble yard that had sat 

unused for years, and that would now find a purpose: “This operation has quite 

                                                
 
357 Edwin Greble, Philadelphia, PA, to Edwin Greble, Jr., Zurich, Switzerland, 
September 23, 1877.  Edwin Greble Letters, Collection 196, The Joseph Downs 
Collection, Winterthur Museum and Library. 
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brightened me up, it begins to look like old times when the [marble] saws and the 

mallets were music more grateful to ears than our Modern brass bands,” underlining 

the phrase twice for emphasis.   

Those “old times” were the 1840s, 1850s and 1860s, when white marble had 

dominated outdoor ornamental carving and sculpture, and when Greble’s and other 

marble yards had been at their busiest and most competitive.  By the 1870s, while not 

quite a thing of the past, the urban white marble yard was quickly becoming 

subordinate to a newer material: granite.  

A number of factors were responsible for the rapid decline of the ornamental 

marble market in the 1860s and 1870s.  The most immediate and serious problem was 

the visible and unsightly deterioration of marble in the outdoor environment, 

especially in the Northeast.  The qualities so prized in white marble—its luste and 

translucency—proved to be significant disadvantages to its long term use as outdoor 

funerary material, particularly in the Northeast of America.  Marble’s unsuitability as 

an outdoor material was well-known, but largely ignored during most of the nineteenth 

century.  As early as 1844 the guidebook of Laurel Hill Cemetery in Philadelphia 

warned readers about the inherent fragility of marble while giving helpful suggestions 

about the types of marble monuments that would suffer the least outdoors.  Even 

famous little Emily Binney’s memorial became badly deteriorated.  One late 

nineteenth-century commentator, noting the continued popularity of The Binney Child, 

described the sculpture’s poor condition: “Time and storms have made sad records on 

the delicately chiselled features; and it became necessary, in order to save it from 
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complete destruction, to enclose it in glass.”  Within a few more decades the 

monument was removed and disappeared from the landscape—and from public 

memory—permanently.358  Slab-style marble gravestones in burying grounds and 

graveyards broke into pieces; monuments fell apart; and sculptures “sugared,” a 

common cemetery term used to describe the erosion of white marble as the white 

crystals break apart and flake off. 

Another factor for the disappearance of marble on the burial landscape was the 

creation of public art museums in which sculpture could now be experienced and 

enjoyed by anyone.  These museums’ early collections were formed from the 

donations of art collectors and private institutions.  In 1876, the new Museum of Fine 

Arts in Boston opened its doors in a new and handsome building in Copley Square.  

Many of the initial sculptures in the collections of the new “Art Museum” had come 

directly from the Boston Athenæum.  Visitors to the museum were greeted in the 

entrance hall by Thomas Crawford’s Orpheus and Cerberus and Horatio Greenough’s 

Love Prisoner to Wisdom (1836), an early ideal work of Greenough’s.  As they passed 

through rooms of art works, white marble sculptures and busts lined the galleries.  

Here “ideal” works could be seen in ideal indoor conditions, similar to the private 

                                                
 
358 Albee, 60. Even the glass protection could not stop the sculpture’s deterioration.  
By 1934 the sculpture was so far deteriorated that it was removed; its’ fate is 
unknown, and no photographs of the monument are known. There are no known 
records documenting the removal and disposition of the sculpture. Meg Winslow, 
Curator of Historical Collections at Mount Auburn Cemetery, speculates the sculpture 
may have been buried nearby, a common practice for eroding gravestones. 
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parlors of wealthy Bostonians.  Away from buffeting winds, rains, snows, and falling 

tree limbs, indoor white marble sculpture did not lose its power to evoke powerful 

emotions, even as it was not associated with death, loss, and grief.   

The depletion of many white marble quarries, the inherent problems with 

outdoor marble, and the development of new power tools to quarry granite and to 

carve fine detail into it, forced many urban marble yard owners to either change over 

to granite, or to retire and close their businesses, as Greble was doing.  Cemetery 

superintendents noted the alarming deterioration of hundreds of marble monuments in 

their care; some no longer allowed marble stones, and began requiring granite ones.  

The transition to granite was an uneven process at best, and lasted well into the 

twentieth century, but was most pronounced in the period right after the Civil War. 

The psychological toll of the Civil War and its aftermath was another, more 

subtle factor in the decline of the use of outdoor marble.  Drew Gilpin Faust’s study 

entitled This Republic of Suffering examined the drastic changes in American attitudes 

towards death as a result of the conflict.  While Americans were familiar with death in 

daily life—especially of children, ailing loved ones, and elderly family members and 

friends—and were experienced with the processes of grief and mourning, the carnage 

of the Civil War introduced a “harvest of death” on an unprecedented scale: 

Death’s significance for the Civil War generation arose as well from its 
violation of prevailing assumptions about life’s proper end—about who should 
die, when and where, and under what circumstances.  Death was hardly 
unfamiliar to mid-nineteenth century Americans....The Civil War represented a 
dramatic shift in both incidence and experience. Mid-nineteenth-century 
Americans endured a high rate of infant mortality but expected that most 
individuals who reached young adulthood would survive at least into middle 
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age.  The war took young, healthy men and rapidly, often instantly, destroyed 
them with disease or injury. This marked a sharp and alarming departure from 
existing preconceptions about who should die.359   

 
Arlington National Cemetery, founded in 1864 in response to the need for mass 

military burial space, erected white marble crosses from its founding, a practice it 

maintains to this day.  And while many young men’s graves in private family lots 

were marked with white marble monuments, public monuments in cities tended 

towards other, more durable materials, which would become increasingly popular in 

the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.360  Granite and bronze were materials 

whose condition outdoors would not perceptibly change within a human life span.  

Greble’s letters between 1877 and 1882 described the experience of hundreds 

of marble steam works and urban marble yards in the Northeast.  He commented 

repeatedly on the encroaching granite trade as he tried to sell off his old, unused 

marble stock.  In January 1882 he noted “Granite is taking the place of 

marble…within the month I have had orders for one large Richmond granite 

tomb…two Quincy tombs with beveled tops, two tombs with head stones, [and 

another] to go to Erie PA.  Also several headstones to be sure there is not much profit 

on this work as I have it done by others and can put but little profit on it…”.  In March 

                                                
 
359 Drew Gilpin Faust, This Republic of Suffering: Death and the American Civil War 
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2008), xxi. 

360 Two of the country’s most famous Civil War monuments are by the same Boston 
sculptor, Martin Milmore, in these two different materials: the bronze Citizen Soldier 
in Forest Hills Cemetery, Boston, and the granite Sphinx in Mount Auburn Cemetery, 
Cambridge. 
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of 1882 he had “more orders for granite Cemetery work than for Marble,” including an 

order from a customer in South America.  Greble was not alone in his feelings of loss:  

“The universal complaint among the [marble] trade is that there ‘is nothing in it,’ 

which means no profit.”361  In yet another letter in spring 1882, he complained to his 

son: “The marble business is getting worse every year, competition is shameful 

especially in the Monumental line, a very large stock is now on hand and as it 

deteriorates rapidly, the holders are anxious to get rid of it, even visiting the relatives 

of the deceased before they have buried, [offering to] furnish same Monumental 

Marble for the deceased.”  Questionable and distasteful sales practices aside, Greble 

was also vexed by the poor condition of the marbles he still held: “I am making up no 

new stock, have sold considerably of the old which I found to be rapidly going to 

decay especially the Kelly and Italian marble.  Granite is rapidly taking the place of 

marble, and the most of the monument work I am now furnishing is of that 

material.”362  The development of powerful pneumatic tools—diamond drills and 

saws, and rock drills—beginning in the 1860s extended the possibilities of carving 

elegant typefaces and decorative details into granite.  Greble and other stonecutters did 

not have the diamond drills and the heavy pneumatic tools that made granite work 

cost-effective.   

                                                
 
361 Edwin Greble, Philadelphia, January 21, 1882 and March 17, 1882 to Edwin 
Greble, Jr., Dresden, Germany. 

362 Edwin Greble, Philadelphia, May 14, 1882, to Edwin Greble Jr., Florence, Italy. 
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 In Providence, Tingley descendants continued the marble business successfully 

through the 1860s.  The Dun reports in the collections of the Harvard Business School 

recorded the waxing and waning of the Tingley marble business from the 1850s 

through the 1870s.363  But by the 1870s the Tingley marble company was clearly in 

trouble.  In 1877, the very same year Greble complained of the downturn in his own 

marble business, a whiff of irritation crept into the Dun reporter’s entry: “They are 

going on in their usual old fogy style. do not think they are mkg any money.”  Finally, 

one year later, the Tingley Marble Co. was “out of business,” although other Tingley 

family members had successfully made the switch to granite work.364  

The decoration of homes had also changed, as fashionable interior styles 

changed rapidly.  Furniture was more easily replaced than mantels, but eventually 

many marble mantels were replaced with newer ones of different materials and 

aesthetics.  One of the most outspoken critics of marble mantels was Edith Wharton, 

the novelist and early home decoration expert.  Wharton’s The Decoration of Houses, 

published in 1901 with architect and interior designer—and fellow Francophile—

                                                
 
363 The R.G. Dun reports recorded information about business owners based on first- 
and second-hand opinions and testimony (and sometimes gossip) of customers and 
other businesses, beginning in 1841 through 1933, when the company merged with 
J.M. Bradstreet & Co. The nineteenth century handwritten reports are part of the R.G. 
Dun Co./Dun & Bradstreet Collections in the Baker Library at the Harvard Business 
School.  

364 Dun report: July 18, 1877.  R.G. Dun Providence, Rhode Island Reports: Volume 9 
(1), 39; Volume 11 (3), 143; the R.G. Dun Collection, Baker Library, Harvard 
Business School.    
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Ogden Codman, Jr., was particularly venomous about the “ugliness” of “marble 

mantel-pieces of 1840-1860”:  

After 1800, all the best American houses contained imported marble mantel-
pieces. These usually consisted of an entablature resting on columns or 
caryatides [sic], with a frieze in low relief…or simply ornamented with 
bucranes and garlands. In the general decline of taste which marked the middle 
of the [nineteenth] century, these dignified and well-designed mantel-pieces 
were replaced by marble arches….The hideousness of this arched opening 
soon produced a distaste for marble mantels in the minds of a generation 
unacquainted with the early designs.365 
 

Greble’s own experience confirmed the change in mantel styles.  In December 1882, 

amid the usual complaints, he added a new tidbit: “As to mantels there is no sale, the 

style is entirely changed, they are made of sand stone and wood interlayed with fancy 

tile, some extending the height of the room and elaborately carved.  These are for 

larger costly houses, the smaller and less costly use the slate mantels.”366  

The situation was not as dire as it seemed to Greble, however.  Many small 

towns and rural areas still proudly featured their local marble works in handsome 

advertisements.  The Thornton Brothers Marble Works of Frankford, Pennsylvania, as 

late as 1878, was still advertising its prominent and fashionable marble works with a 

beautiful full-color lithograph in the local atlas (Figure 5.1).  In fact, the white marble 

industry was booming, at least in Vermont, but on an industrial scale having little to 

                                                
 
365 Edith Wharton and Ogden Codman Jr., The Decoration of Houses (New York: 
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1901), 82. 

366 Edwin Greble, Philadelphia, December 18, 1882, to Edwin Greble Jr., [Florence or 
Dresden].  Slate mantels were often decoratively painted to represent more costly 
materials.   
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do with the urban marble shops and steam marble works that had dotted large cities 

such as Philadelphia and New York in the 1850s and 1860s.  The success was largely 

due to the newer, more powerful equipment.  In an 1884 report from the Middlebury 

Historical Society entitled The Marble Border of Western New England, 

correspondent Henry Seely also referenced the musical tones of the “old ways” when 

he noted: “The introduction of power has changed the aspect of the quarry….The 

champ of channeling machines and the noise of steam engines driving the diamond 

drills are harmonious only in the distance.  What, however, has been lost in music, by 

the passing away of the old method is more than made up in the efficiency and 

economy of the new.”367  Now, huge blocks of marble were cut at a time, moved and 

placed whole.  The quantities for a large structure could be staggering.  The Struthers 

firm of Philadelphia, one of the few older marble firms still in existence, survived 

mainly because of its expertise in large-scale building in marble, particularly for 

buildings in that city.  John Struthers (William’s son) noted in a letter written for 

inclusion in Seely’s report that “Lee marble from Massachusetts, Berkshire County 

has furnished all the marble in our new [Philadelphia] City Hall, our largest marble 

building; in the work 702,000 cubic or 60,000 tons.  Blocks weighing thirty tons have 

been quarried and twenty-four tons set in one block in the building.”  Struthers also 

estimated that “of Vermont [white] marbles upwards of 30,000 cubic feet have been 

used [in building projects] in the past three years.” Most smaller marble quarries along 

                                                
 
367 The Marble Border, 42.   
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the Marble Border had been exhausted during the nineteenth century, but by the early 

1880s massive white marble quarries in Vermont produced an estimated 1,200,000 

cubic feet of marble annually, or more than half the country’s marble, primarily for 

building purposes.368   

Even Abigail Dudley’s gravestone became a symbol of the passing of the 

fashion for outdoor white marble.  As America moved closer to the Philadelphia 

Centennial of 1876, the stone and its epitaph became part of a long list of “quaint” 

relics of a bygone era, as newspapers occasionally reprinted the epitaph in their 

miscellany columns, as amusing, instead of edifying.369  Finally, in 1895, an article in 

the Omaha World Herald reprinted an earlier article from the Boston Globe discussing 

the revival of the use of slate in burying grounds, and called out the Abigail Dudley 

stone as a prime example of the futility of using marble at all.  Explaining that “many 

tourists” to Concord, Massachusetts “read on a grimy stone, the first of marble erected 

in the yard,” the epitaph of Abigail Dudley, the paper sneered: “After only eighty-two 

years the most disinterested would hesitate to accept this crumbling stone for what it 

was intended while those of a century earlier [i.e., slate gravestones] are in a better 

                                                
 
368 Seely, Marble Border, 52. The other roughly 1,000,000 cubic feet of marble was of 
different colors (including white) and still quarried in the marble border states of 
Massachusetts, Connecticut, and New York, but also Pennsylvania, Maryland, and 
Tennessee. 

369  For example, see The Cincinnati Commercial Tribune, published as The 
Cincinnati Commercial, vol. XXX, no. 2, 2 September 1869 (Ohio); Times-Picayune, 
published as The Daily Picayune, 17 September 1869 (New Orleans, Louisiana).  
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state of preservation.”370  Despite a brief revival of interest in slate during the Colonial 

Revival period, granite had taken over as the dominant material for outdoor 

monuments. 

White marble still had its admirers, to be sure.  In 1907 a mother sent her son a 

postcard from the Ashley Falls Marble Company in Ashley, Massachusetts, which she 

had recently toured.  “It is a pretty sight,” she wrote, “the marble is so white” (Figure 

5.2).  Over the coming century, marble would become a popular material for indoor 

use and decoration—for kitchen countertops and bathrooms especially, its main use in 

America up to the present century—but never with the same emotional reach as those 

lustrous monuments and sleeping babies in the nineteenth century cemetery.  

 During most of the nineteenth century, white marble dominated the burial 

landscape in America.  Displacing the sober slate gravestones of the Colonial era, 

white marble materialized and encoded popular notions of virtue, innocence, and 

purity, common themes until the Civil War.  Quarries extracted, shaped, wrought, sold 

and transported their best quality marbles, while stonecutters sought out the whitest 

marbles to satisfy a customer demand that already existed in the early nineteenth 

century, long before the existence of an American school of neoclassical sculpture. 

The rural cemetery movement ushered in a new type of picturesque landscape setting.  

The translucence of pristine white marbles on these landscapes turned the luminous 

stones into beacons of spiritual uplift in popular, visual, and literary culture.  

                                                
 
370 Omaha World Herald, vol. XXX, no. 99, 7 January 1895 (Nebraska). 
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Stonecutters with the right combination of sensitivity and taste, business acumen and 

education, could become highly successful even without impressive carving skills.  

Nathaniel Hawthorne was only one of the many authors and poets who were 

captivated by the emotional and romantic resonances of white marble and of sculpture, 

and who referenced these frequently in his writings.  Marble retained its allure 

throughout most of the nineteenth century, even as it proliferated through production 

work at steam-powered factories.  In home parlors and interiors, marble mantels, 

chimney surrounds, and tabletops provided the proper notes of gentility, refinement, 

and taste.  Although marble was better protected in indoor settings, the vagaries of 

interior design fashions have caused the disappearance of a significant amount of 

marble furnishings.  Rather, it is the thousands of nineteenth century white marbles 

that remain on the elegiac landscapes of America as reminders of de Certau’s 

“fascinating presence of absences.”  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 356 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

IMAGE REMOVED DUE TO COPYRIGHT 
 
 
Figure 5.1.  Thornton Brothers Marble Works, Frankford, Pennsylvania, c. 1878.  
Author’s collection. 
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Figure 5.2.  Postcard postmarked July 20, 1907 to Alfred B. Jenkins, Windsor Locks, 
Connecticut. Albert’s mother had toured the Ashley Falls marble works and noted 
that—despite the emphasis on the industrial aspects of the quarry in these images—the 
“works” were a “pretty sight” because “the marble is so white.” Author’s collection. 
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Appendix A 

SELECTED FENNER CORRESPONDENTS AND/OR BUSINESS 
ASSOCIATES 

This list was culled from the approximately 200 letters and other documents used 
during research for the Joseph J. Fenner chapter.  Most were direct correspondents; 
some are mentioned in letters. 
 
Family members/agents     Location 
William Manchester, father-in-law    Roxbury & Newton, MA 
Alex Manchester, brother-in-law    Roxbury & Newton, MA
  
Marble quarry owners/operators/agents/dealers     
Oliver Ruggles      Stockbridge, MA 
John Griffith       West Stockbridge, MA 
Gamalial Edwards      West Stockbridge, MA 
William Leavenworth      Great Barrington, MA 
J. Havel (location of quarry unknown)   Chatham, MA 
Charles Darling (location of quarry unknown)  Hudson, MA 
Increase Meyer [Meyr, Mehr]  (unknown quarry)  New York, NY  
Alex Anderson (unknown quarry)    New York state 
Relopps & Miller (unknown quarry)    New York state 
Smith & Jenkins (unknown quarry)    New York state 
 
Slate quarry owners/operators 
Caleb Faxon       Quincy, MA 
Jonathan Rawson      Quincy, MA   
 
Freestone/brownstone quarry owners/operators 
Shaler & Hall       Chatham, MA 
Daniel Thayer       Middletown, CT 
 
List of Stonecutters 
Daniel Bolles       Providence, RI 
[Franklin] Cooley & [Horace] Fox    Providence, RI 
Sylvanus & Samuel Tingley     Providence, RI 
James Stevens       Newport, RI 
William Bennett      Boston, MA 
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Alpheus Cary       Boston, MA 
Andrew Dexter      Boston, MA 
Horace Fox (as of 1817)     Boston, MA 
George & Robert Hope     Boston, MA 
James and Hugh Nelson     Boston, MA 
Richard Adams      Charlestown, MA 
Charles Sampson      Charlestown, MA 
Benjamin Day       Salem, MA 
David Ritter       New Haven, CT 
Alexander Anderson      New York, NY 
Bennett & Tenant      Philadelphia, PA 
 
Ship Captains       Shipping Base 
Capt. Peirce       Bristol, RI 
James Tucker       Pawtucket, RI 
Thomas Longiardo (Sloop Lord Wellington)   Chatham, MA 
Capt. Sheldon       Hudson, MA 
Capt. Miller       Boston, MA 
Capt. Door       Boston, MA  
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Appendix B 

SAMUEL PARK’S ESTATE INVENTORY, AUGUST 19, 1856  

Transcribed from the Chester County Archives, Pennsylvania. 
  
Samuel Parke's Estate 
Inventory 
Filed Aug 19, 1856 
 
"Chester County ss 
"Townsend Eachus & Abraham M. Garrett being affirmed, declare and say, that they 
will well and truly, and without prejudice or partiality, value and appraise, and make a 
true inventory thereof, the goods, chattels and credits, which were of James Park, late 
of the Borough of WestChester in the County aforesaid, deceased, and in all respects 
perform their duty as appraisers with their best skill and judgement.  Affirmed & 
subscribed before me the 8th day of August A.D. 1856 H. James, Regr. 
(signatures) Townsend Eachus    Abram M. Garrett 
 
Inventory and appraisement taken and made in pursuance of the above affidavit. 
In Work Shop 
 
116 large Chissels and 93 Carving tools     $5.00 
5 Hammers         $2.00 
2 pair Compasses        $  .50 
3 Iron Squares        $1.12 1/2 
3 wooden do         $  .37 
1 fly Drill $.30 
1 Small drill $.75 
7 Wooden Mallets $.25 
1 large trowel $.20 
1 Jack Screw $1.00 
2 Stone Hammers $1.00 
2 Shovels $.75 
2 polishing Blocks $.10 
2 Crow Bars $1.25 
2 Bankers $2.00 
4 Trussels $.25 Spirit lead $.50   $.75 
1 Vice $1.00 
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In Work Shop & Shed 
 
4 Wooden Buckets $.50 
1 pair Wooden Screws & handles $.50 
1 Wrench $.12 1/2  truck & Rope $2.00 
Shop Stove $1.00 
1 Cillom marble clouded $6.00 
1 Roman do unfinished $15.00 
lot of Sundry marble $5.00 
lot of Saw Blades $1.50 
3 flour barrels & sieve $.12 1/2 
1 Black & Gold mantle $20.00 
1 Blue mantle $2.50 
1 White mantle no 4 $30.00 
1 White do no 5  $25.00 
1 ditto do no 6 $20.00 
 
Not complete 
1 do   do  no 7 $2.00 
1 do   do  no 8  $2.00 
1 do   do  no 9 $1.00 
 
carried forward $152.70 (turn page over) 
amount brought forward $152.70 
 
East Shop front} Lot of Marble Slabs, Wall plates &c $30.00 
                         3 Barrels with Sand in $3.00 
                         3 Empty Barrels  $.10 
 
East yard Back Shed}  4 Saws  $2.00 
          Lot of Stone Embracing all in East Yard $50.00 
          1 Marble Slab in Darlington Street $7.00 
          4 pieces of Marble in Darlington Street $.75 
          lot of Stone in Marble yard Back of the Shoemakers Shop in Darlington Street 
$2.00 
 
No. 2 A lot back of Butcher Shop in Marble yard $4.00 
No 3 Lot of marble  "  "     $2.00 
No 4  Lot "  "  "  "  "  $1.00 
on North End of Lot 24 Eastern Marble tomb Stones $96.00 
"  "  "   "    16 ditto small "  $24.00 
                14  Small " & 23 pieces of Stone $26.75 
Row No 1  11 tomb Stones $34.10 
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Row No. 2  3 Italian tomb Stones $30.80 
Row No. 4  10 tomb Stones  $34.00 
Row No. 5   30 tomb Stones $25.50 
Row No. 1   3 head Stones & Bases $30.00 
Row No. 2   5 Monuments $175.00 
Row No. 3   7 ditto   "   "   $56.00 
                      1 tomb  "  "  $13.00 
Row No. 4   Monument & tomb Stones $84.00 
Row No. 5  5 Head Stones $50.00 
Row No. 6   6 Head Stones $42.0 
       Monument No. 1   $50.00 
       ditto No. 2            $25.00 
       ditto No. 3            $18.00 
       3 Head Stones No. 7   $20.00 
       8 Marble lambs at yard & 2 at house $30.00 
       Lot tombs & c No 8 "  "  "  $25.00 
       9 Window Heads & 8 Cills $16.00 
No. 9  1 large marble Stone  $16.00 
No 10  1 Head Stone      $3.50 
No. 11  1 "  "  $4.80 
No. 12  1 "  "  $1.80 
No 13   1 Monument $5.00 
    Hitching Stones & Sundry Stone outside of fence in Market Street front of yard 
$7.00 
Frame Work Shed $5.00 
lot of tomb Stones (17 pieces) Back of Shed $4.25 
Base, Monuments & c (part unfinished) $215.00 
2 Marble Steps & 1 platform $22.00 
2 Black & Gold Mantles $20.00 
2 White mantles  $40.00 
2 Steps & 1 platform $49.50 
                           ________________ 
                              $1596.25 
 
Taken and appraised 
August 15, 1856 
 
Townsend Eachus 
A. M. Garrett" 
   

 


