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George Caleb Binghaol's River 
PaitJtings Revisited: Music and 
Dance in TheJollyFlatboatmen 

AnnttRuht<r 

George Caleb Bingl1ain (1811-79), A111erican local genre painter 
of Missotrri 111en a11d 111.anners, wrote in 1871 tl1<.'lt rut is "tl1e 
1nost efficient hancl-111ai.cl of llistory'' becatJSe it possesses tl1e 
"po~ to perpett1ate a record of events vvitl1 a clearness second 
only to tlut Vvhicl1 springs fro111 acttlal ol::,servation." 1 

Tl:EjdfyFlctl:xa1rendepicts a moment of a 
period in Amei·ican llisto1y Vvi1en the presence of 
large flat rafts and keelboats marked a milestone in 
the development of transportation at the frontier. 
Bingl1am' s ]:)'dinting presents a lively portrayal of a 
group of rivermen on a flatboat moving along the 
Mississippi river. The 1846 vei·sion (see Plate 1) 
shoVvS eight men on a raft, tl1e central f igt1re engaged 
in a dance. Bingham captured a moment of relaxation 
in the life of Missouri boatmen - a rectu1·ing subject 
matter Vvi1ich he had the opporttmity to observe 
frequently in real life.2 

The artist, today best remembered as 

I wisl1 to tlumk Wolf Kinder111ann, KaraJ Ann Marling a11cl Peter 
Mercer-Taylor for tl1eir invaltiable co111111ents and suggestions on 
variot1s drafts of this article. 

1 Jolm Francis McDer111ott, Grog::Cdd?Birgxn11 Ri10'" Pat1r:dtist 
(N or111a11: University of Oklal10111a Press, 1959), 170. 
2 Bir,Jxo1'is M issa oi (Jefferson City: Missotrri State Cotmcil on 
tl1e Arts, 1975), unpaginated. 
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America's geru·e paintei· of tl1e state of Missouri, 
probably had his first contact vVith life on the shore of 
the Missouri river in the booming to-wn of Franklin, 
Missouri. We know from doctunents that Bingl1am' s 
family had moved there dtu·ing his childhood.j 
During the early years of his career, the artist traveled 
across Missotu·i by steamboat, making a living from 
po1trait business.1 Late·, he maintained various 
studios in St. Lotus that wei·e located near the 
Mississippi rivei·.5 Surroundecl by scenes of eveiyday 
life here, Bingllam was involved in a direct 
observation of the activities and traits of fur traders, 
fishei·men, and boatmen that seived as models for his 
rive· paintings. 

In the past, historians and art historians have 
discussed Bingl1am' s river scenes vVithin his ovei·all 
output and in social, historical, and political contexts.6 
These paintings have come to be read as the artist's 
personal expression of the spirit and the economic 
significance of Westei·n settlement and civilization in 
nineteenth-centtuy Amei·ica. While it has been 
valt1able to intei·pret them as Bingl1am's definition of 

5 BiY{jxu11's M issaoi. 
' Birlfx:01is M'issaoi. 
5 Tl1e painter rented studio S(XlCe .. in tl1e vicinity of Main and 
Market Streets," a µu-t of St. Lot1is tliat '\¼lS two IJlocks aw<.1y 
fro111 tl1e river (Ibid.). 
6 See.Jolm Den1os, "George Caleb Bing11a.1n: Tl1eArtist as a 
Social Historian," A rreriaoiQt~o1et(J117 (Stu11111er 1965): 218-28; 
Barbara S. Groseclose, "Painting, Politics, and George Caleb 
Bingl1a111," A rreia:o·zA 11.f a01d 10 (Nov 1978): 5-19; 
McDer111ott, Gf:D'WCdrhBi1yxon Ril.u Pa1mifist, 56-9; Alan 
Trachtenberg, ''Contesting tl1e West," A 11 i11A 11-a1a:t79 (Sept 
1991): 118-23, 152; and Williat11 H. Tn1ettner, "Reinterpreting 
l1ru1ges of Westward Expansion, 1820-1920," TleMqpzi,re 
A 1tiqlE5 l39 (1991): 542-55. 
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nationalism in the age of westward expansion, tl1e 
documenting of contem{X)raty folklore in hisjdly 
Flctlxarrendeserves more scholai·ly attention from a 
mt1Sicological {X)int of view. As tl1e only paintings 
sl10Vving music and dance, the three versions of Tm 
Jd(yF!ctlxarrm(l846, 1857, and 1877 / 78) stand out 
in the aitist's overall ot1tpt1t. By treating this theme 
repeatedly, Bingham conveys that these events were 
not just a pastime but tl1at they defined musical 
traditions in the West. Tllis paper examines l1ow 
Bingham's J d(v F lctb:arrm creates an at1tl1entic visual 
accotmt of music-making at America's frontier. 
DraVving ll{X)n iconographical analysis, this stt1dy 
explores what kind of music and dance may have 
been represented here and casts light on the socio­
et1lttu·al context for a musical practice tl1at 
contributed to the shaping of nineteenth-centu1y 
folklore in America. 

The close-tip presentation of the flatboat 
implies tl1e placement of the viewer on the water, 
conveying a strong immediacy of the lively scene that 
is {X)rtrayed in an extremely compressed space. This 
compression causes a flatness in the painting which is 
resolved into perspective by the two boatmen sitting 
at the rear end of tl1e raft. The movement of the boat 
{X)ints into the beholder's space. Four of the eight 
rivermen acknowledge otir gaze by looking out of the 
picttire directly at us: "We, the at1dience, as well as the 
ai·tist and the wl1ole 'town-life' that [Bingham] 
represents, ai·e almost as much an object of ClU·iosity 
to tl:enas they are to us. Thus they rettu·n our stare. 
[ original italics]" 7 

7 Jolm De111os, '' George Caleb Binghat11," 224. Dei.11os states 
tl1at t11e artist partiettlarly ei11pl1aSized tl1e facial expression of 11is 



10 Mu;uricgkd E Xj:icn:tiws 

The boat crew is presented in front of a 
clot1dless sky in Missouri where Bingham spent the 
first half of his life. It vvas in this region wl1ere the 
painter encountered his democratic heroes of the 
American West. In Tl:EjdlyFlalxarren, the dancer's 
red, white, and blue clothing encodes Bingham's 
statement of nationalism. These colors are 
ch·amatically set against the white sky in front of 
indistinct outlines of distant water and trees. 

Americans regarded flatboatmen as an 
ambiguous type of people. They were associated with 
western rivers during the decades preceding the Civil 
War.8 Eastern audiences mainly based their attitude 
tovvards rivermen on engravings with the same 

river111en in tl1e t11reeversions of Tbi!Jd(yFlctfxr:t1ra,iwl1icl1 gaze 
in an inqttiring manner "as if Bingl1a1n l1ad co111e t1p bellincl 
these people as tmobtrt1Sivelyas possible." (Ibid.) Even tl1ot1gl1 
the aitist cleeply fru11iliarizecl l1i11,self 'Wiili tl1e ct1Sto111S and traits 
of tll.is r-ruticttlar type of A111erican society, the portrayed 
characters live in a 'WOrld cuffere11t fro111 Bingl1ai11's, a v.,urld 
wl1icl1 cottlcl not be sliared betv.een tl1e tv.D. Contei11porary 
accolll1ts in Missotu·i newsJXIpers refei·red to tl1e Western 
boat111en as a " pecttliar class" 'Witl1 regard to their l1abits, 
111anners and clotlling. (McDer1nott, GruwCckhBi,-yxon Ri1.e~ 
Patmilist, 62.) 
8 Micliael EdwJrd Sliapiro, G«J'lf!CddJBirgxn11,(NewYork: 
H.M. Abrai11S, 1993), p. 51 clait11S tliat boat111en liacl often been 
described "as a boisterot1S, \Tt.tlgar lot." Tl1ey vvere yotmg ancl 
unattacl1ed people v.orking on rafts wllich transported raw 
111aterials dov.,nstreain to n1c'u:kets st1ch as St. Lotus ancl N e'iN 
Orleai1S. A rl.ineteentl1-centtuy travelei· v.rote tJ1at '• the 11ianners 
of tl1e boat111en are as strange as tl1eir langttage. Their pecttliar 
way of life l1as given origin not only to an appropriate cualect, 
bt1t to ne'iN 111odes of enjoyi11ent, riot, ancl figllting." Ona Faye 
Woestei11eyer, Tm W&ll£/JtlMae1'at· A Bak if Rm1l§ a tau~ 
Clxu'l4rg Fro t ies [New York: D. Appleton-Century Co., 1939], 
334.) 
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subject matter made from paintings.9 In their eyes, 
boatmen had tl1e reputation of having "removed 
thernselves from ordinaiy social str1.1ctures." 10 They 
wer·e believed to lead a life associated VJith 
"rot1ghhousing, carefree idleness on the job, and 
drunken revelry on shore." 11 Bingham, l1owever·, 
off er·ed a western p)int of view: "These young men .. 
. may be interested in fun, but they ai·e not 
disreputable." 12 He encotrraged Easter·ners to view 
them as clever· a11d progressive citizens who wer·e 
ready to push the frontier and W ester·n settlement 
for-ward "Bingham acknowledges tl1eir individtiality 
and tl1eir tot1glmess, bt1t he also elevates them to the 
p)Sition of ancirot river gods, gtiardians of 
comme:ce." 1 :$ For the attist, these flatboatmen stood 
for tl1e advancement of Amer·ica' s economy. Thus, 
Bingl1am -w-as deter·mined to depict their lifestyle in 
the West as one that -w-as typically Amer·ican His 
figtrres were patt of 11is definition of a national class. 
Ftu·thermore, the aitist -w-as an advocate for the 
westernei·'s view of the boatmat1 in a naturally relaxed 
p)Sition, placed in a safe and peacefttl environment. 

tJ Bingl1ru11 sLtlJ111ittecl Tf.e.f dfv Flctlxa11-e1, to tl1e A111erican Art 
Uruon in 1846 after wl1icl1 a black-and-wl1ite engravingVvaS 
niade tl1e following year by Tl101ros Doney in New York for 
clistrilJL1tion to tl1e Uruon's 1neinbersl1ip. More i1nportantly, it 
w.is Bingllrun's au11 with lus painting to introdt1ce tl1e reality of 
Western settleinent to at1diences in tl1e East. See McDern1ott, 
"George Caleb Bingh,-u11 and tl1e A1nerican Art-Union," Na-l) 

Yaf?. Histaud Sa:id_yQiatei_y42 Qan 1958): 61, 64; and Sl1apu·o, 
G<ngJCddJBir,lxon, 55. 
10 Elizabetl1Johns, _A rraimnGa11f!Pai:l'tirg Tl:EPditics g·E1ayi;!,y 
L t/e(New Haven: Yale Uruversity Press, 1991), 84. 
11 J olms, A 11121ia:o2 Ga ,e PaiJti1g Tm Pditics q"E 1.,0JU'[Y L ffe, 83. 
12 Johns, A J1'E!lian1,Ge,1f!Pcartirg TmPditus ifEW')lX!)JL tfe, 85. 
1~ Sl1:'lpiro, G<ntf Cdrh Birfix1n1 51-52. 
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Not only was Bingl1am familiar with everyday 
life scenes of rivermen bt1t also with how this type of 
citizeruy prese1ved music as patt of the cttlture at the 
frontier. Travel accounts of the time disclose tl1at 
dancing and fiddle playing were f reqt1ent activities in 
the life of flatooatmen. Americans vA10 visited tl1e 
West in the 1830s obseived the particular appearance 
of ooat crews on the Mississippi in vivid and 
pictw·esque terms. Revei·end Timothy Flint, for 
example, Vvho extensively jot1rneyed tl1rough tl1e 
Mississippi Valley, -wrote the following: 

All tl1e toil, ancl danger, and. exposLire, and 
1noving acciclents of tl1is long and periloLIS 
voyage, are 11.idden, ho~ever, fro1n t11e 
inhabitants, wl10 contei11plate tl1e boats 
tloating by tl1eir dwling.5 on beautift tl spring 
111orning.5, wl1et1 t)1e verckmt forest, tl1e 111ild 
and deliciotIS tei11peratw·e of tl1e air, the 
delightfttl azt.ire of tl1e sky of tlus count1y, ... 
tl1e broad and s111ooth streai11 roUing calt11ly 
down tl1e forest, and floating tJ1e boat gently 
forward, present delightfttl it11ages and 
associatiorIS to tl1e be11olders. At tllis tit11e, 
tl1ere is no visible danger, or call for labor. 
Tl1e boat takes care of itself; and little clo tl1e 
beholders imagine, how different a scene nmy 
be prese11ted in l1alf an l1our. Meantit11e, one 
of tl1e l1ancls scrapes a violin, and tl1e others 
dance ... TJ1ese scenes, and tl1ese notes, ... 
present tl1e h11age of a tei.11pting ancl cJ1ar111ing 
yot1tlifttl existence, tJ1at naturally inspires a 
wish to be a boat11um. 1 1 

In addition to mt1Sic-making on rafts and boats, it was 

11 Tit11otl1y Flint, TmHistoy aJtl G«gqi;y if tmM ississifpi V dley 
(Cincinnati: E. H. Flint, 1833), 1:157. 
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also at the shore of river to-wns where boatmen found 
time for talking, joking, dancing and fiddling, sto1y­
telling, card-playing, and wlusky-drinking while the 
boats waited for their freigl1t to be loaded onto larger 
steamboats. Flint reports: "Almost evety boat, wlille it 
lies in tl1e harbor, has one or more fiddles sa·aping 
continually on board, to which you often see the 
boatmen dancing." 15 

In the 1846 version of TmjdlyFlalxa~ 
originally entitled Darmmtl.EFla Bcr;t, tl1e liveliness 
of some rivermen and the seemingly relaxed poses of 
others enable tlS to hear the sound of tl1e yotmg man 
tapping on a tin pan or a skillet, the scratchy mt1Sic of 
a cotmtry fiddle, and tl1e finger snaps and heel-kicking 
of the dancer. The peaceful silence of the river seems 
to be st1ddenly broken by the musical scene in the 
painting. I ts lively rhythm is defined by the fiddler's 
foot-tapping, a gestw·e that reminds us of musicians 
performing at American sqt1are and count1y dances in 
the nineteenth-centUiy. Tl1e tempo of the mt1Sic 
provided for st1ch occasions was always set and 
maintained by the fiddler. 16 

Prior to Bingham, tl1e theme of music and 
dance had been treated by William Sidney Mount 
(1807-1868) in works depicting rustic scenes in the 
life of American farmers in the East. The MissoUI·i 
artist was familiar with Mount's enormoLISly popttlar 
genre paintings of niral Long Island from lithograpruc 
prints tl1at were distribt1ted among American and 

i'i Qt1oted in Demos, "George Caleb Bingl1a1n," 225. See also 
Flint, R«ril«tiao if tml C5t Te,z Ya,os (Boston: Cturu11ings, 
Hilliard, and Co., 1826), 14-18. 
i6 Lottie Attebeiy, "Tl1e Ficldle Ttme: An A111erican Artifact," 
Nathz£e;t Fdk/0132/ 2 (1967): 28. 
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European audiences.17 E. Maurice Bloch has 
suggested that "Mount's Darreif tmHq;mie0'S . . . , 
sometimes alternatively titled Mif>icis Ca-tqja-lS, 
comes closest to serving as a pendant to Trejd{y 
Flal:xarren The intimate glimpse of farmers enjoying 
a moment of relaxation after a day's toil - two of 
them dancing 'While another plays the fiddle - appears 
almost identical in mcxx:l and action to the 
flat boatmen." 18 

In their paintings, both artists draw upon 
members of marginal groups of nineteenth-century 

17 Michael Em¼ircl Sliapiro, ''George Caleb Bingl1a1T1," Tm 
Mqpzi1~A 1tiqle; l38 (Jttly 1990) 111entions on p. 146 tl1at 
Bingl1a111 encotmtered the "portraits of Tl101nas Sttlly and 
Gilbert Stt1a1t, tl1e genre paintings of Williat11 Siclney Motmt, and 
tl1e landscapes of Tl1onias Cole" during a visit to Plilladelpllia 
and NewYork in 1838. Motmt's DClnEAjfe,·aSkilf.JRid:!(1830), 
Danirgcntml3arnFlar(l831), Darreif tmHqyrr:kers (1845), and 
Tm Paw· if M zsic(l845) are exeinplifying v.orks of tl1e artist's 
treatment of 1nt1Sic and dance. An active ai1iatet1r fiddler ancl 
flat1tist as v.iell as a collector of violin ttmes l1ilnself, Mot1nt's 
111ost f reqt.1ently clepicted 1nt1Sical instrtu11ent becai11e tl1e fiddle, 
an instrument in increasing det11G1.nd for tl1e perfor111G1.nce of 
111t1Sic at country dances and sqt1a1·e dances on Long Island in tl1e 
nineteentl1-century. 
18 E. Matlfice Blocl1, Gmg3 Cdfb Biry:x;,m Tm EL dltioz if arz 
A 1t,st (Berkeley: Univei·sity of California Press, 1967), 1:91. 
Motmt's DC1nE<j'tmHq;,,1mers l1ad been exl1ibited at tl1e 
National Acadei11y of Design in 1845. Tl1e latter painting a11cl Tm 
PalEJ' if Mzsicv-;ere available as litl1ograpl1S in 1849 and 1848, 
respectively, and v-;ere distributecf in tl1e United States and 
intei·nationally by Williai11 SchatIS, an A1nei·ican agent of tl1e 
Parisian Got1pil, Vibert and Co1npany. See Martl1a V. Pike, 
"Catclling tl1e Ttme: MtISic and Williai11 Sidney Motmt," in 
Cctd:JirgtmTztre MtsicatrlWz1lianSidJ'f!>'Maot, ed. Janice Gray 
Ar111Strong (Stony Brook, NY: Tl1e Mt1Setu11S at Stony Brook, 
1984), 12. 
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American society. Bingham's choice of western 
rivermen indirectly corresponds to Mount's treatment 
of African Americans as character types that lack 
deeper roots in a society dominated by whites. Mount 
places people of color into scenes that idealize the 
peaceful coexistence between both commt1nities. 
Bingham similarly captures his river l1eroes at 
moments of ease in the hope to inspire at1diences in 
the East tov.;a.rds a more p::>sitive attitt1de to the class 
of western boatmen, to-wnspeople and settlers. After 
all, they, too, took part in forming tl1e cot1ntry's 
national identity. 

Micl1ael E dWeu:d Sl1apiro l1as claimed that 
"[Bingham's] drawings allowed him to build an 
invento1y of rural characters in stylized, often 
classical, p::>ses, 'Which became the building blocks of 
his finisl1ed paintings." 19 Bingl1am's sketched figures 
reveal a strong resemblance to the characters in his 
genre paintings. Among tl1em, several types of people 
can be identified in their comtnon p::>stures, clothing 
and facial expressions, representing different layers of 
American society. The happy dancing figure with his 
t1p-f11mg arms in Tmjd(yFlctlxarren, for example, 
can be fotmd in TmCaortyE la:ticn(1851/ 52) and Tm 

~ 

V erdia if tm Prrfie(1854/ 55). Up::>n comparison of 
the three versions of Tm J d{y Flal:xx;trren, it becomes 
apparent that the fiddler himself, despite slight 
changes in 11is p::>stl1r e, is also a rect1rring figure in 
Bingham's paintings. 

It is 1mfortunate that the dancing figt1re of tl1e 
1846 version is not included in the artist's 
sketchbook. Its origin may reside in William Sidney 

19 Slmpi.ro, "George Caleb Bingl1''lln," 146. 
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Mount's Farrres N Wli~(1836) from which Bingham 
borrowed the pose of the African American slave 
resting on a haystack Both figures have thei1· arms 
raised, yet tl1ey are engaged in completely different 
activities. Two characters from contrasting social 
backgrotmds take up the center of each 
composition. 20 If there is a similarity between . 
Bingham's and Mount's dancing figures, it is perhaps 
Tlx!Dcoreif tl:EH~ers (1845, see Plate 2) tl1at 
reflects the idea of " borrovVing" mo1·e convincingly, 
particularly so since here, Motmt also treats the theme 
of music and dance. 

Tl1e dancer of Bingham's jdlyFlalxarrmin 
Pat (1857, see Plate 3) is part of a composition that 
marks the artist 's t1·ansition from his earlier genre 
painting style to a later, more mature and developed 
style.21 The artist "reveals [his] continuing observation 

20 Barbara Novak, A 11B'imnPai.1-tirg cj'tl:E N irIJr:el't h Ce, t lO)! 

R<:dis111 Jchiis111 C111itl:EA 11ma:uzE.Ap,ww(Botuder, CO: 
Westview Press, 1979), p. 153 compares Binghat11's c~'lracters to 
Mount's and clait11S tliat the first constn1cts figt1res that are 
restricted in n1ovei11ent dt1e to a preclo111inant "geo111etric 
stn1cttrre." In contrast, Motmt's clwacters l1ave tl1e freedo111 "to 
111ove mtl1 tl1e organic ease of tl1e Dt1tcl1 seve11tee11tl1-ce11twy 
genre tradition." Binglu'll11' s '' concepttlaily conceivecl" river111en 
in Tm]dlyFlcthxtna,zcei-rainly appear to be less flexible in tl1eir 
individt-1a.l 1novei11ents even tl1ot1gl1 tl1e scene as st1cl1 portrays 
activities that involve n1otion. Tl1is is becatISe Bin~'ll11, in tl1e 
1846 version, t lSes a classical triangle in a relatively strict and 
traclitional co1nposition. In tl1e Di.isseldorf version of 1857, tl1is 
stn1cttu·a.l stiffness loosel1S tip and beco1nes 111t1cl1 n1ore co11lplex 
dt1e to a shift in angle and perspective. 
21 Tmjd£yFlcttxa11'E11 iriPat is off-ce11ter in con1position, i'k'lS 

111ore st1pporting figures than tl1e earliei· version, and opens t1p 
the view to tl1e clistance ratl1er tl1an blocking it . Out of all tlu·ee 
Jd(yFlaln:trraipaintings, it appears to be tl1e one painted in 
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and tlSe of [an] antique model, in this instance 
paralleling [the] pose and movement [of the] 
Hellenistic figw·e of a dancing satyr." 22 Blocl1 has 
pointed out that "this classical figtire was actt1ally well 
known in small-scale reprodt1ctions -which mllSt have 
ornamented many a parlor in Bingham's time."23 The 
Dani:rg S ct_v-- is half animal, and is the kind of figure 
that stands outside the bolmds of polite society. This 
scttlptllfe exhibits more similarities to Bingham's 
dancer tlu:111 to Mount's African American in Farrms 
N w1irgwl1ose arms seem to be merely raised in a 
pose of relaxation and rest. In addition, the Darrirg 
Say is actually involved in the same kind of activity 
as Bingham's central figure, a dance. 

Di.1.SSeldorf t11''ll: scl1olars t1Stlally describe as "large, overcrowded 
v.,itl1 figt1res, and dLill in coloring." (Fern RllSk Shapley, 
"Binghan1's 'Jolly Flatboatmen'," A 1t QLaJ1erly17 (1954): 355). 
Sliapiro interprets tlus work as a " grancl statei11ent ... [V✓.llicl1] 
t1pdatecl tl1e river paintings to n1ore acctrrately ciepict antebelltun 
Saint LOLiis" (Sl1apiro, Gt0g3Cd<:hBityxon, 120). McDer111ott, 
however, argt1es tJ1at, co1npared to tl1e 1846 version, "tl1e 
co111f>OSition and tl1e tone of the pictLrre [of 1857] l1ave been 
greatly altered, tl1ot1gl1 not for tl1e better." (McDer1nott, "Jolly 
Flatboat111en: Bingl1am and His I111itators," A rtiqle; 73 (March 
1958): 269.) Scholars l1ave voiced disagreeinent aboL1t tl1e 
geograpllical location of the river port in the 1857 version. See 
Marqt.1is W. Clillds, "George Caleb Bingl1an1," A mJia;n-zMqpzi,1"e 
if A 11 27 (1934): 598; McDermott, "J oily Flatboat111en: Bingl1a1n 
ancl His Imitators," 269; Sl1apiro, Gt0Y3Cd<:hBi1yxrm, 118-20; 
and May Silnoncls, "A Pioneer Painter," Tl.EA nT:Ju12J1Jllu;t1r:t«i 

Mdlxrlist Mqpire8/ 2 (Oct 1902): 76. Betv.,een tl1e MiSSOllfi and 
tl1e Mississippi as possibilities, the lattei· seei11S to be a reasoTh'llJle 
inference. Bingl1.:1111 rented several stl1clios near tl1e sl1ore of the 
Mississippi in St. Lotus dLrring llis career. 
11 Blocl1, GmwCd<:hBirgxon, 1:93-94. 
23 Blocl1, GmwCdd?Birf!xo1~ 94. For a reprodL1ction of tl1e 
Darr:irgSa_lJ~ see Blocl1, GmwCdfbBirgx,,n, 1: plate 57. 
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The dancing figure in Tf.EJdly Flctlxamn of 
1846 contribt1tes to the musical rhythm of the 
painting not only -with the movement of llis feet but 
also -with hls finger snaps. The river~ here seems 
to be much more involved in the activity of the dance 
itself. He is foctISed on hls oVvn feet and of tl1ose of 
the fiddler, moving hls legs to the rhythm of the pan. 
In comparison to the gracefttl and elegant steps of 
Mount's Hqym;kes, the motion of tl1e tall riverman's 
l:xx:ly "With up-flung and "Widely spread raised arms 
seems to make the loud stepping and jt1mping on the 
sl1allow ooat surf ace easily audible. In fact, the viewer 
is inspired to imagine the acttlal vibration and 
resonance the steps catISe on the wood. Tf:Ejdly 
Flctlxarrenof 1857 and 1877 / 78 (see Plate 4) 
dispense "With the idea of the dancer partaking in the 
mtISic-making "With finger snaps. Instead, Bingham 
equips hlm "With a red-colored handkerchlef in hls 
right and a broVvn hat in hls left hand. 21i Here, the 
artist lets 11is dancer return the viewer's gaze, as if to 
represent a pt1blic performance. The production of 
melody and rl1ythm is eritirely left to the fiddler and 
the skillet player. The stylized and elegant JX)Sture of 
the dancer's upper l:xx:ly and hls legs resembles 
Mot1nt's dancers and the Hellenistic settlpttire much 
more closely. The "borrowed" and conceptualized 
dancer in the 1857 and 1877 / 78 versions, however, 

2•1 Tl1e n1otif of the l1andl{erd1ief wllich releases tl1e tension of 
the pyrai11idal grot1p in Tl:Ejd~vF!a-lxanmcan be fot1nd inJean­
Louis Tl1eodore Gericault's Rqff g·tf.X!M«il.tSa(l818/ 19), "a 
painting Bingl1a1n could conceivably lmve known tlu·ot1gl1 
engraved reproc:iL1ction." (See Blocl1, Gf!U!J.? Cdtb Birl-fxon, 1: p. 
94, and plate 58.) Furtl1ermore, tl1e artist cottld lmve seen tllis 
painting dt1ring a two 111ontl1 stay in Pai·is in 1856 fron1 wl1ere 
tl1e artist a11d llis fa.truly 1noved to Di.isselclo1f, Ger111a11y. 
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appeai·s to be less convincing in his image as a 
flatboatman at the American frontier, but perhaps 
more E w·opean instead 

Bingham, s choice and the distribution of the 
color scheme of red, wllite, and blt1e ai·e brought to 
the fore much more distinctly in the last]dly 
Flalxxtrrm Particularly striking is the way in whlch 
the colors of the <lancet· balance VJitl1 and ai·e 
reflected in the attire of the rest of the boatme11. Each 
figt1re is an integrated pai·t of tl1e color scheme and 
f.Ydrt of the distinctively Amei-ican charactei- of the 
frontier· expressed in the clothing of the rivei·men, the 
geographical location, and, last bt1t not least, the 
musical activity. 

Scholai·s have identified tl1e dance in all tl1ree 
Jd(yFlctl:xarrenas a jig or hoe-down VJithout 
presenting justification. 25 What Bingham l1appened to 
capttu·e l1e1·e is only one single step, i.e. one particttlai· 
moment, of an entire dance. In all thi·ee works, the 
dancei- has raised one foot sevei·al inches above 
grotmd whei·eas tl1e othei- foot tOLtches the sw·f ace of 
the wood VJith the tip of the boot. This JX)Sition 
implies that he is pei-f orming some kind of stepping 
or hopping that involves an altei·nating movement 
between both the rigl1t and the left foot. The dancer 
in tl1e la.<,t two]dlyFlctlxxtrrenis placed in 
perspective, revealing a certain degree of gracefulness 
in his postt1re. Considei·ing that tl1is figtrre is 
inflL1enced by the Hellenistic Dan:irg Say, a figtu·e 
unlikely to dance a jig, the presentation of plat1Sible 
evidence toward a specific dance in the painting is 
difficttlt. 

2'> Sre Birgxon's Missaoi ; Clillcls, "George Caleb Bingtk1111/, 598; 
ancl Sliapiro, Gf!DW Cdd? Bi1flxn11i 118, caption. 
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As opposed to round and group dances tl1at 
wei·e part of life in Ireland in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries, the jig, like the reel and tl1e 
hornpipe, comprised solo or step qances 'Which 
charactei·ized the "height of pei·f ection" in Irish 
dancing. 26 During the eighteenth and nineteentl1 
centuries, itinei·ant dancing mastei·s were largely 
responsible for the cultivation and tea clung of tl1ese 
dances in Ireland. 27 

E acl1 dancing n1.:1Ster l1acl llis OVvn collection 
of parisl1es and toVvnlands wJ1icl1 he visited, 
and tl1e dancing masters respected eacl1 
other's territory ... The dancing 11k1Ster wottlcl 
pt-1t up in tl1e l1ot1Se of a local farn1er ... He 
took his pt1pils as l1e f otmd tl1ei11, tl1e ttStml 
11lixed bag of tl1e nattrrally gifted and tl1e ·two 
left feet variety' of dancer. Tl1e basic steps 
tat1gl1t to tl1e dancers [in Ireland] ·were tl1e jig 
and [tl1e] reel. Witl1i.n each ckmce, stan1ping, 
sl1uffling, grincling, and sl<ipping ancl l1opping 
steps v.ere [pei·for111ecl] _lH 

In contrast to Bingham's solo dancei· in all threejd{y 
Flctlxxtmm, tl1e jig was danced "ustially by one 
couple, but the numbei· was not restricted."29 The 
raised arms of Binghain' s dancers do not correspond 
to the authentic description of a jig, for I1ish step 
dancing in genei·al does not involve any moveinent of 
the body above the hips: 

2<, Breanclan BreatlmacJ1, Fdk Mlsiccorl.Dcous g·11dard(Dt1blin: 
Mercier Press, 1977), 43. 
27 Nttala O'Connor, Brirg,1glt All.Bak Herre Tl:eI~tlLer:eg·1,ish 
Mzsk(London: BBC Books, 1991), 64-5. 
18 O'Connor, Brirfef,rglt All Bak Ha1'F. .. , 64-5 
29 Breathnach, Fdk MzsiccorlDarra~ 43. 
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A rei.11arkable feature of step dancing was tl1e 
control or restraint wllich undei.·lay the vigow· 
ancl speed of tJ1e perf ortnmce. Tl1e good 
clancer kept tl1e lxx.ly rigid, 111oving only fro111 
tl1e llips doVvn and Vvith ar111S extended 
straigl1t at tl1e sicle. Tllis restrained type of 
ckmcing \¼IS apparently tl1e icleal of tl1e 
clancing 1msters wl10 cliscot1raged flinging tl1e 
hancls abot1t, or flotrrisJling tl1ei.11 at tl1e level 
of the l1ead_;~o 

It is tmknovVO to 'What extent the painter was familiar 
with dances from the British Isles. Breandan 
Breathnach informs us tl1at "the good dancer danced, 
as it wei:e, underneath himself, trapping each 11ote of 
the mtISic on the floor, and the tISe of tl1e half door 
and table for solo performances indicates the limited 
area in 'Which l1e -was expected to perform the 
elaborate and intricate steps." :31 Perhaps Bingham, 
then, intended the characteristics of the dance to be 
po1trayed merely in the figure's steps and footwork. 

Even thougl1 the bcxiy posture peitaining to a 
jig does not entirely coincide with the dance in Tf.XJ 
JdlyFlal:xa~ inst1uctions for it yield some 
similarities between the painting and the steps 
desa·ibed in the rt1les. The jig exists in various forms, 
depending on the rhytlun of the mtISic per meastu·e: 
tl1e common or double jig, the single jig, and the hop 
or slip jig. The double jig -was to be performed as 
follows: :32 

:'i(, Breatl1rnd1, Fdk MLsicarrlDarus, 53. 
:'>1 Breatlu1ach, Fdk Mt,sica,rlDan:E, 53-54. 
32 Tl1e jig, tl1e oldest f or1n of extant lrisl1 clance music, is 
generally a lively dance in a triple 1neter which holds tn1e for the 
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It co1111nences Vvith tl1e 'rising step,' the first 
step the learner is taL1gl1t. One for111 of tl1is 
step is 1Je1f or1ned by throVving tl1e rigl1t foot 
f orvVarcl abot1t twelve ind1es above tl1e t1oor, 
hopping on the left, wllile tl1e rigl1t is 
Vvitl1clraVvn to tap tl1e floor, ancl then tapping 
Vvith the left, right, and left foot. Tllis action, 
occt1pying one bar of tl1e tLme, is repeated 
tl1ree ti111es. To tl1e fotrrth or last bar of tl1e 
pl1rase tl1e boy perfor111ed the l]inlirg strp on 
l1is left foot, the girl the sh~(fle. [original italics] 
Grinding is perfor1ned by striking tl1e floor 
Vvitl1 tl1e toes of each foot alternately in tu11e 
to tl1e six notes in the bar, sl1ttffling by gi,ring 
eacl1 foot alternately a ligl1t sl1ttff1ing 111otion 
in front of tl1e other. :1:1 

Bingham is 1mlikely to have portrayed a slip jig since 
this form involves light hopping, tripping and sliding. 
Furthermore, it V1aS usually danced by two cot1ples.Yi 
The double and the single jig, however, could 
conceivably have been dance steps the attist had in 
mind here. The alternating movement between the 
right and left foot can cleat·ly be recognized in the 
painting. Given the process of assimilation tlu·ough 
v.;llich Irish dancing went after its introduction to the 
United States, it is possible that the raised arms of 
Bingham's dancers represent an American adaptation 

dot1ble jig (in 6/ 8 tit11e Vvitl1 six eig}ltl1 notes per 111eastrre), tl1e 
single jig (in 6/ 8 and occasioru1lly in 12/ 8 ti111e witl1 every 
qt1arter note folloVved by an eigl1th note), and tl1e l1op or slip jig 
(in 9/8 tit11e Vvitl1 variotIS grot1pings of triplets of eigl1tl1 notes, 
qt.Jaiter notes ancl eig}lth notes, and clotted qtiarter notes). (Ibicl, 
57-59.) 
J:S Breathnad1, Fdk MtsicarilDcom, 43. 
1, Breatlinacl1, Fdk Mtt>'ican/Darm, 45. 
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of a single or dot1ble jig. 
In Bingl1am's world, women did not belong to 

the part of society that -was adventurotlS enougl1 to 
explore the unsettled areas of the American West on 
boats and rafts. It would tl1erefore have been unusual 
to paint a dancing couple that included a female 
figure. After all, Tl:EjdlyFlctlxam:nwere intended to 
depict moments in the life of a male world in wl1ich 
dancing was most likely not considered a tISeful social 
skill but ratl1er a castial activity that distracted from 
the daily roL1tine of transporting and unloading 
commodities. 

The mLISical content of the painting is 
embedded in mid-nineteenth-centwy America whose 
CLtlture absorbed folk music traditions transmitted by 
emigrants from the Britisl1 Isles. Immigrants -who 
came to the United States in increasing nt1mbers in 
the 1830s and 1840s due to the Famine and depriving 
economic conditions in their homeland were mostly 
peasants from rural areas of Irelancl.55 Arriving in a 
country vVitl1 an expanded range of economic 
opportt1nities, Irish immigrants adapted theit· cttltw·al 
and mt1Sical heritage to an urban environment.36 In 

.1,; Lawrence McCullot1gl1, "A Historical Sketcl1 of Traclitioru.tl 
Irisl1 Mt1Sic in tl1e U.S.," Fdk/a-eFa101i7/ 3 (Jttly 1974): 179. 
Yi According to McCttllot1gl1, "A Historical Sketch," tl1e first 
traditional Irish 1nt1Sic in the United States 111ay l1ave been playecl 
on tl1e fiddle, tl1e instnu11ent of I risl1 peasant1y. It liad beco1ne a 
111ore ackno~eclgecl instnunent as n1t1Sica.l practices of the Irish 
aristocracy and tl1eir instnunent, the lk'lrp, began to varlisl1 (p. 
179). For further diset1SSion of tJ1e significance of tl1e fiddle, see 
also Micl1aeJ Broyles, "I1111nigrant , Folk, ancl Regional Mt1Sics in 
tl1e Nineteentl1 Centtuy," in Tb?Ca,1hi4/!Hi.g0J'gA 1rei.a:ni 
Mzsic., ed. Davicl Nicl1olls (New York: Cainbridge University 
Press, 1998), 136-41. 
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addition, the fiddle, compared to instruments such as 
the ttllleann pipes, was light in weight and easy to 
transpo1t from overseas. It opened the door for music 
from the British Isles to find its v,.iay into American 

' 

culture. Tl1is assimilation process affected Irish mtISic 
and dance in that it offered lucrative performance 
venues for amateurs and professionals: "Traditional 
Irish musicians and dancers moved smoothly into tl1e 
popular American enteitainment miliet1 of tl1e time 
and were frequently employed as performers on 
riverboats and on pleastu·e c1uises, in hotels, saloons, 
dance halls, and theaters." :,7 To itinei·ant musicians in 
Ireland who wei·e associated-with a lower-class social 
statLIS, America undot1btedly 1·epresented an 
economic attraction. 

Not only did professional Irish-Amei·ican 
musicians showcase Irish music in performance, but 
they also played 1nusic for a variety of dances - among 
othei·s qtiadrilles, cotillions, strathspeys, and 
schottisches - some of vA1icl1 came to be ancestors of 
the Amei·ican square dance.:58 The fiddle was the 
most popular instnunent for tl1e performer of dances. 

37 McCt11lot1gh, '' Historical Sketcl1," 180. Dt1e to tl1e lack of 
doct1111ents and. sources, scl1ok1rs of Irish folk 111tisic l1ave fotmcl 
it cl1allenging to define tl1e 111llSical traclitions of Irisl1 u11111igrants 
that arrived in A111erica before tl1e nineteentl1-centtuy. W11at is 
presently coflSidered as "traclitional Irish 1ntisic" is tl1e 1ntisical 
l1eritage tl1at originated in Ireland in tl1e late eigl1teentl1 and early 
nineteentl1 cenn1ries. 
-~ Attebeiy, "Tl1e Fiddle Ttme," 24. Tl1e attthor clain1S on p. 22 
that tl1e A1nerican fiddle ttme ancl tl1e sqtiare dance flourishec:1 in 
partictilar at t11e A111erican frontier. Tllis enviroru11ent provided 
an ideal setting for these for1ns of entertaintnerit to tl1rive and to 
ttlfn into ingrained parts of A111erican cttlttrre. Botl1 artifacts 
played an it11portant role in fostering eriteitainn1erit in tl1e 111icl­
nineteentl1 centtuy, especially since they were" l10111e 111.ade." 
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According to Michael Broyles, "in rural ai.-eas a single 
fiddler freqt1ently provided mtISic for [tl1ese events] .59 

Depending on availability, the fiddle's melodyVJaS 
accompanied by other fiddles, a drum, a banjo, a 
guitar, a mandolin and an accordion, or any 
combinations thereof:10 It was ctIStomary to repeat 
fiddle tunes as often as desired since the last phrase of 
eacl1 one led nattrrally to the beginning of another. 
Traditional fiddlers learned to play the style and tl1e 
inst1ument' s repeitoire by ear while playing tunes 
"mostly for enjoyment of dancers and listene1:s in 
their o-wn region, community, and family." ,f i 

An in.<;cription in Mount's o-wn hand on the 
1849 litl1ograph of theDcnwiftl.EHcynkesoffers a 
glimpse of the kind of fiddle music tl1at was popular 
in mid-nineteenth-centtuy America:12 The artist 
transcribed the music for a "Hornpipe" by Shepard S. 
Jones, a popular contemporary fiddler, on tl1e back of 
the print.Ii:$ Tl1is would st1ggest that Motmt VJaS very 
familiar with both the stylistic traits of this mtISic and 
the dance steps for a hornpipe. If the painter implies a 
connection l1ere between Jones' s fiddle tw1e and tl1e 
barn dance portrayed in Dcnw if tl.E H qyrn;kes, it 
wottld indeed depict hornpipe dance steps, and not a 
jig as st1ggestecl elsevvhere.tfli Moreover, Motmt's 

.'>9 Broyles, '·11ru11.igrant, Folk, and Regional Mt1Sics," 141. 
10 Howarcl Wigl1t Marsl1all, "Tl1e Place of Traditional Ficldling in 
Midwestern Ctiltt1re," Tlx!De.iLr;'s Ba-c 22/ 3 (Fall 1988): 43. 
11 Marsl1all, '' Tl1e Place of Traclitio11L'll Fidclling in MidvVeStern 
Cttlttu·e," 42. 
11 T11is }Xlftiettlar litl1ograpl1 is o'Wt1ecl by Tl1e Mt1Setu11S of Stony 
Brook at Stony Brool<, New York. 
1.1 Pike, "Catching tl1e Ttme," 12. 
11 Alan C. Buechner, "Willia1n Sidney Motmt's 'Cradle of 
Har1nony': A Uniqt1e 19th Century A1nerican Violin," Jao1-d <j' 
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dance steps sl1ow some similai·ities to tl1e dancer's 
f ootwo1·k and the position of their legs in Bingham's 
JdlyFlctlxarrenof 1857 and 1877/ 78. 

Hornpipes, polkas, jigs, reels, and other dance 
tunes from tl1e British Isles comprised a large pait of 
the fiddle repettoire at this time. Broyles has pointed 
out that "the three most common dances in America 
at the beginning of the nineteenth-centu1y were tl1e 
reel, tl1e jig, and the hornpipe."li5 They were 
performed at social dances and for entertainment on 
riverboats. The dissemination of fiddle mt1Sic 
frequently occw·red throt1gl1 obseivation of otl1er 
fiddlers playing and the imitation of their tunes. In 
addition, -with the beginning ot· the eighteenth 
centtuy, Irish songs and dances were available in 
printed anthologies of instn1mental and vocal mtlSic.'16 

tl:x? VidinSaiayif A 1rerim3/2 (1977) clain1S on p. 41 tJ1at tl1e 
two far111ers in tl1e Darreif'tl:x?Hqy,1-r:kes are perfor11ling a jig. 
Unforttmately, it re111,,'tins unsaid l1ow tJ1e author arrived at tllis 
conclLISion. 
i5 Broyles, "I111111igrant, Folk, ancl Regional MtISics," 141. 

'16 Broyles, '' I111111igrant, Folk, ancl Regional MtISics," 138. Otl1er 
exai11ples of nineteentl1-centtiry dance ttme collections for fiddle 
include Elias Howe's Tl:x?MttSiciaJz's Ca1~w1(l840) and Sydney 
Ryan's Ma1nrrth Cdletiaig·1050Ji19 arr/Rais (1883). For n1ore 
nineteenth and twentietl1-centtiry pt1blication titles, see Alan 
L o 1Tk'lX, A 111:Ji<:anFdk SoganiFdk L ae A Rqjari Billkl}q:i:Jy 
(New York: P. E. A. SeiviceCenter, 1942), 43-46. In acldition, 
Motmt's OVvn ot1tpt1t in collecting, transcribing and co111posing 
appro:x.it11ately 450 ficlclle ttmes, inclt1cling waltzes, po~1S, jig>, 
and reels, lu1S been catalogL1ed by Tl1e M l1SeLU11S of Stony Brook, 
N ewYork (Pike, ''Catching tJ1e Ttme," p. 21, n. 2). AnotJ1er 
collection of 111anuscript fiddle n1tisic exists by Isaac Ho111an, a 
contei11poraiy of Mot1nt. It contains a silrularly -wicle variety of 
t\.mes and is l1eld at tl1e BellJX)rt -Brookl1aven Historical Society 
in Bellport, New York. 



Music and Dance in Tm]dlyF/atxarm1 27 

Ira Ford's TralitiadMi5icif A rraica, a "Wide-ranging 
collection of fiddle tLmes pt1blished in 1940, gives LIS 
an idea of wl1at we migl1t have "heard" in a painting 
like Bingham's J d{y Flatxamn 

Jigs, reels, hornpipes, and otl1er dances from 
the British Isles are melodically simple, lighthearted, 
and rhythmically driving. They ai·e usually in major 
keys and in bin:ruy form in wl1icl1 each l1alf is 
repeated. Botl1 sections can be melodically related to 
each other. Each pait consists of an eight-meastrre 
strain in Vvl1icl1 the do-wnbeats ft1nction as a 
coordinator between the meter of the mtISic and the 
order of the dance steps. Wl1ereas jigs are LISually in 
fast compound meter (6/ 8) and have a comparatively 
bouncy rhytl1m d.erived from a quarter note fallowed 
by an eighth-note (see Plate 5, A or:ss tlx3RiU:i), reels 
are in duple time (2/ 4, 4/ 4, or 2/ 2) and exl1ibit 
"relatively even accents in [each] measure."17 Brief 
cadences in reels (see Plate 5, Md exls Rm) and the 
subdivision of tl1e eighth-note beat (see Plate 5, 
Tmfl:SStERm) imbt1e the dance "With an " effect of 
relatively continuollS nmning motion." ltR These 
cl1ai·acteristics made the mtISic ideal for repetition 
before tl1e fiddler moved on to a different dance tune 
altogether. Hornpipes (2/ 4 0 1· 4/ 4 meter) feature a 
somewhat sloweJ: tempo than reels, and "have a more 
pronounced accent on the first and third beats." 1i9 

Arpeggiation and triadic motion are central to the 
melody l1e1:e. Cadences in l1ornpipes often fall on tl1e 
do'Wrlbeat of a section's last measure "With three eigl1th 
or quatter notes (see Plate 5, Sailer's Hcnpipi), thllS 

1- Broyles, "I1ru11igrant, Folk, and Regional M tJSics," 143. 
18 Broyles, "I1111nigrant, Folk, and Regi.olli'll MtJSics," 143. 
1'> Broyles, "I111111igrant, Folk, and Regional MtJSics," 143. 
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investing the music vVith more final closure than the 
last cadence in a reel. 

Typically, two or more dance tunes of the 
same or different type were stn1ng togethei· and 
played in succession. Their repetition provided 
opportunities for the fiddlei· to ornament the music 
differently each time throt1gh. In order to be l1eard 
across tl1e dance floor or the wooden sw·face on a 
flatboat ovei· the shuffling of feet and kicking heels, 
fiddlei·s l1ad to play these dance ttmes at an aggressive 
volume. The physical enei·gy and the rhythmical drive 
involved in this activity are t1ndot1btedly present in 
tl1e music-making Bingham portrayed in Tl:Ejd{y 
Flalxamn 

The ft1Sion of two cultw·es exemplified in the 
introduction and assimilation of Irish mt1Sic and 
dance in the United States offei·s a better 
t1ndei·standing of how Bingham and Mot1nt came to 
obseive the ingredients of a folkloric tradition that 
unfolded in Amei·ica during the first half of tl1e 
nineteenth-century. Irish musicians settled in different 
areas throughout tl1e United States, and spread and 
preseived their musical heritage under different 
conditions. Their mllSic thus came to incorporate a 
divei·sity of stylistic traits reflecting the variety of 
provincial, regional, and local styles that wei·e in the 
process of evolving in diff ei·ent pei·f ormance venues. 

A close examination of the position of the 
fiddler and his instrument in the three Jd~y F la!:xarrf!Yl 
shows that Bingham, as he intensively studied tl1e 
1·e3Jization of l1uman figt.ires in his sketches, became a 
more experienced paintei· of the postures and 
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positions relevant to the models in his ru1:work.50 The 
1846 version shows a fiddler using a relatively long 
bow tl1at is placed on the strings in an untlSual angle 
as well as a fiddle that rests on his shoulder neither 
naturally nor too secw·ely (see Plate 6). It becomes 
clear l1ow eagerly Bingham worked on acl1ieving a 
correct position of the fiddle and the bow in 
perspective. In contrast, the sketches for the later two 
versions of Tm]d(yFlabxtrrrn(see, Plate 7) speak for 
the a11ist' s increased. tmderstanding of l1ow a fiddle is 
held and bowed. 

E tlmographic at1thenticity underlies 
Bingham's dravVings of both the fiddler and the figw·e 
playing tl1e skillet. In contrast to tl1e borrowed image 
of tl1e central dancing figw·e, the sketches attest to the 
artist's serious stt1dy in a11 eff 01t to depict the 
musicians' playing positions as convincingly as 
possible. It is tl1e fiddler and the skillet player that 
doctunent performance traditions of nineteenth­
centwy folk music in the American West. Depending 
on the availability of percussion instruments, the 
rhytlun cottld be provided by a variety of instruments, 
sucl1 as a round Bodhran drtun made of dried animal 
skin and played -with a wooden stick, or simply by a 
pair of animal bones that were held between two 

50 Birgxnn's Missaoi and 111ore so McDer111ott, GmwCd<:h 
Birgxnrireproclt1ce a nLu11ber of tl1e artist's clra'Wings tl1at ·v..ere 
presei~ecl and pLdJlisl1ed by tl1e St. LoLtis Merchantile Library 
Association. A 111ong otl1ers, tl1e collection contains strrviving 
sketcl1es for six of the eight figtu·es that Binghat11 JX)rtrayed in 
TmjdlyFlalxa11'E1ZOf 1846 and i::mtly reLlSed in 1857 and 
1877 / 78. Today, tl1e Binghai11 Sketchbool< is owned by the 
People of Missotrri and tl1e Bingl1at11 Tnist. Half of tl1e clrawings 
are located in the Nelson-Atkins Mtisetun of Art in Kansas City 
ancl J-ialf in tl1e Saint L Ottis Art M t.isetun. 
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adjoining fingers in either one or both hands. Mot1nt's 
DanEif tl.:eHq;m;kestells us tl1at percussive sounds 
cottld also be produced by two thin drumsticks being 
played against each other. 

Tl1e fiddler in Tf.:e]dfyFlalxarrwia Pat 
(1857) shows a playing position and technique that 
strongly deviate from classical violin playing. Holding 
the bow adjacent to tl1e frog instead of rigl1t on it was 
typical for country music fiddlers, and a tradition that 
has been presetved to this day. In fact, reels and jigs 
are commonly played Vii.th only a few inches of the 
bow. In both Tf.E]dlyFlalxarraiof 1857 and 
especially 1877 / 78, the mtISician's passion for fiddling 
is conveyed in a loose and more relaxed body postl1re. 
His rigl1t arm raised to lead the bow"Witl1 ease, the 
fiddler is leaning to his left whei·e the pl1ysical tone 
prodt1ction takes place and to whei·e the mtISician' s 
mental focus has st1bsequently shifted. The brim of 
his hat has moved into the fiddlet·'s face such tl1at we 
ai·e tmable to see 11is eyes. Tl1e finge:boai·d of the 
fiddle is securely a·adled in the palm of the player's 
left hand, a customaty playing technique among 
fiddlei·s at the time.51 Fiddle tunes comprised triads or 
larger intervals that cottld easily be played in the lower 
positions of the neck dt1e to the tuning of the 
instrument.52 If pitches of higl1ei· registers were 

'> 1 Motmt's JXlintings 'Wi.tl11nt1Sical st1bject 111atters provide ai11ple 
eviclence for tl1is techniqt1e. See tl1e ficlcllers in Rlt£ticDcomA.fte,~ 
a Skt.g.,R~e(l B30)1 Darri1gaztm.Ban2Flw~(183l), A.fie,~ Dirou 
(1834), DarmiftmHq)Jnkes(l845), a11cl in Rig;( arrlL<jt(lB50). 
52 Tl1ere are always alternative v.rays to finger a ttme on a fiddle. 
If pref erred, tl1e player CaI1 cI-1ange fingerings that are 1nostly 
centered arotmd tl1e lov.er posiriorIS a11d, depe11cling on tl1e 
piece, n1ove certain passages to l1igl1er positiorIS in orcler to 
acco11u11odate tone qualities st1d1 as vibrato for a 111ore beat1tifttl 
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needed, tl1e foUtth finger of tl1e left hand was still 
flexible enougl1 to reacl1 t1p to a higl1er position in 
contrast to vi1tuosic violin playing tl1at requires the 
entire left hand to be positioned loosely and flexible 
such that a fast control over all positions cot1ld 
st1ccessfttlly be executed at all times. The fiddler and 
the pan player, tl1en, represent convincing figures in 
Bingli.am's]d(vF!al:xr;trren They embody the spirit of 
tl1e mt1Sic provided by tl1e two instruments. The 
relative stiffness and frontal presentation of the 
dancer in tl1e 1846 version is set apcu·t from the 
natural and relaxed posttu·es of the two musicians. As 
McDermott has remarked '' Bingl1am seems to have 
studied their charactet· vety closely, with tl1e eye and 
genitlS of an aitist a11d the mind of a philosophei·. He 
l1as seized the cl1ai·actei·istic points, and gathered up 
tl1eir expressive feattu·es, a11d trat1Sferred them to his 
canvas with a t1uthf ttlness that strikes evety 
obseivei·." 5.? Tl1e fiddler and the skillet playei· best 
convey authentic views of nineteenth-centUty 
Amei·ican boatmen on weste:n rivet·s and imbue tl1e 
painting witl1 documentary status. 

Scl1olars seeking to resct1e Bingl1am from 
oblivion have ref ei·red to him as the "Missotu·i 
aitist." 51 His river portraits accot1nt for tl1e fact tl1at 

tone. However, keeping t1p with the rl1yt:l1111ic drive of faster 
tt1nes for sqt1are dances, tl1e tei11p::> cloes not allow 1nt1cl1 tin1e 
and clpes not intend for the 1nt1Sic to be played in a virtl1osic 
111£mnei·: "Tl1e ttltit11.ate test here is not expertise in playing 
elegant grace notes or fancy ttmes, but in provicling a solid 
'c-tanceable' 111t1Sical frai11~ork for tl1e people ot1t front." 
(Marslu'lll, '·Place of t raclitional Field.ling," 44.) 
'>j McDer111ott , George Caleb Binglu'll11," 62. 
5 1 See Cl1ilds, "George Caleb Bingl1t'll11," 595-98; Helen R. 
Parsons, " Missotu·i's Greatest Painter: George Caleb Bingl1ai11,' 



32 M itMiq!),cd E Xflcmicn 

Missouri was the plc:lce Vvhere Bingl1alll created a 
record of tl1e histo1y of a region in wl1ich traditional 
music playing was an activity tightly inteiwoven into 
the concept of frontier life. William H. Trt1ettner has 
argued that even tho11gl1 these paintings "may la:k 
like f actLial transa·iptions of people, events, and 
landscapes that aitists sometimes encountei·ed on 
western travels, ... they wei·e acttlally designed to 
make viewei·s believe in the concepts of national 
exp-ansionism and the frontiei· hei·itage of Amei·ica. 
[original italics]"55 It is certainly t1ue that Bingham's 
river scenes stand for the artist's advocacy for 
civilization and commei·ce in the West. The paintei· 
has inscribed these ideas TlEJdlyFlalxanwby 
depicting scenes on rivei·s that f L1nctioned as 
important political and economic connections 
between America's East and West. Howevei·, we must 
not underestimate l1ow Bingham througl1 real-life 
obseivation and deep f amiliai·ization Vvith the 
activities of his subject mattei·s has come to document 
music and dance on the frontier as a cttltt1ral 
phenomenon Vvhich shaped a folklore in the 
ninet eenth-centtrry that was just as truly and typically 
Amei·ican. 

KC1Y5C6 CityPLtiicL ibrz:oyQtatmyl (JLtly 1901): 65-68; Sliapiro, 
"George Caleb Binghat11," 143-50; and Si111onds, "A Pioneer 
Painter," 71 . 
55 Tn1ettne.r, .. Re.interpreting I11iages," 542. 
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Plate 1 
George Caleb Bingl1a111, TIX!_fd£vFlctbxt1w,-~ 1846. Oil on 
cmvas, 38½ by 48½ inches. Tl1e Manoogian Collection, on loan 
to the National Gallery of Art, Wasl1ington, D .C. linage© 2004 
Boarcl of TrtJStees, National Galle1y of A1t, Waslili1gton. 
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Plate 2 
Williain Sidney Motmt, DaJmif tmHqJ,11nke,s, 1845. Oil on 
canvas, 24½ by 29 7 / 8 incl1es. The Long Islancl M LJSet.un of 
A111erican Art, History & Carriages, Stony Brook, New York. 
Gjft of Mr. and Mrs. Warcl Melville, 1950. P l1otograpl1y coLutesy 
of Tl1e Long Island Mt1Setu11. 
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PJate 3 
George Caleb Binghc1111, Tf.E.fd{vF!ctl:xx:trn21z i11Pa1, 1857. Oil on 
canvas, 47 1/ 16 by 69 5/ 8 incl1es. Tl1e Saint Lotus Art M1.1Sei.1111. 
MtJSet.1111 Ptrrcl1ase. Pl1otograpJ1y cot1rtesy of tl1e Saint Lot1is A1t 
Musew11. 
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P1ate4 
George Caleb Bingl1a111, Tm_fd~yF/alxa,11.?1~ 1877/ 78. Oil on 
canvas, 26 1/ 16 by 36 3/ 8 inches. Terra Fotmdation for the 
Arts, Daniel]. Terra Collection, Cl1icago, 1992.15. Pl1otograpl1y 
cotutesy of Terra F otmdation for tl1e Arts. 
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PJate 5 
A aas tl::eRi,a; 1l1d exts Rei, Ter!YeSS(£Rffi, and Sail,cr~r:; Hmpi/£. 
Ira W. Forci, T1ulitiazi MifSicg'A 11via1(NewYorl<: E. P. Dt1tton 
ancl Co111pany, 1940), pp. 49, 31, 90, ancl 46, respectively. 
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Plate6 
George Caleb Binglu'll11, Fidler(re:to). Blacl< Inclia Ink, Wasl1, 
Pencil on Rag Paper, 20 3/ 4 by 16 incl1es. Lent by tl1e People of 
Missot1ri. Acqttired Throt1gl1 tl1e Generosity of tl1e L Ollis D. 
Beatu11ont Foundation. 8-1977/ 3. Tl1e Nelson-Atkins ML1Setu11 
of Art, Kansas City, Missot1ri. 
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P1ate7 
George Caleb Bingl1ain, Fi£Uer (2), 1857. Brt.1Sl1, lnl( and Wasl1 
over Pencil, l1eightenecl witl1 got.1:'1d1e, 15 1/ 8 by 11 ¾ inches. 
Lent by tl1e People of Missot.1ri. Gift of tl1e Arts and Edt.1cation 
Cotmcil of Greater St. Louis. Pl1otograpl1y cotirtesy of the Saint 
Lot.tis Art Mt.1Seum, Saint Lottis, Missot.iri. 
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Abstract 

At first sigl1t, the painting TbJ]dly FlctbxtmJn 
appears to depict life on tl1e river in the An1eri~an West. 
Upon closer reading, Bingl1an1 (1811-79) presents a record 
of tl1e history of a region l1ere in 'Which n1t1Sic-n1al<lng w-as 
an activity tightly woven into the concept of frontier life - a 
rectrrring st1bject 111atter whicl1 the aitist obse1-ved 
freqt1ently in reality. The 1846 version shows eigl1t 
boatn1en on a t1at raft, two of 'Which are playing n1t1Sic and 
the central figt1re engaged in a dai1ce. A1t llistorians l1ave 
placed trus work in llistorical and political contexts. While 
it has been valt1able to interpret it as Binghan1's personal 
expressio.n of nationalisn1 in tl1e age of westward 
expansion, tl1e doct1n1enting of nineteenth-centt11y 
An1erican folklore in Tl:Ejd{yFlatxanmdesei-ves 111ore 
attention from a n1t1Sicological point of view. As the only 
paintings sl1owing n1L1Sic and dance, the three versions of 
TbJJd{yFlct/:xarrm,(1846, 1857, 1877/ 78) stand ot1t in the 
artist's overall ot1tpt1t. By treating this tl1en1e repeateclly, 
Bingl1am conveys that these events were not jt1St a pastime 
bt1t tl1at tl1ey defined 1nt1sical folklore in the West. 

Trus article examines l1owBinghai11'sjd{y 
Flctlxrtrtencreates an at1tl1entic vist1al accot1nt of n1t1Sic­
making in America's frontier. Drawing tipon 
iconograpl1ical analysis, tl1is stt1dy explores w11at kine) of 
mt1Sic and dance 111ay l1ave been represented here and casts 
ligl1t on the socio-ct1ltural context for a n1usical practice 
tl1at contribt1tecl to tl1e sl1aping of mt1sical traditions in 
nineteentl1-centt1ry A1nerica 


	Annett_Richter_MusEx_2004_COVER.pdf
	Annett_Richter_MusEx_2004.pdf

