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Fitz Henry Lane’s painting of the Annisquam
(or Squam) River at the Yale University Art
Gallery (fig. 1) depicts a small cove approxi-
mately five miles north of Gloucester Harbor,
in Massachusetts.” This location, where the
river curves, is inaccessible to large ships;
smaller vessels could be pulled ashore after
muddling through the marsh, and the spot
is referred to as Done Fudging.” In the nine-
teenth century, the land here, only half a mile
from Lane’s childhood home, was shaped
by small local farms. In the foreground of
the painting, a tree towers over a pasture
and marsh, backlit by soft light that filters
through its leaves. Three oxen graze and rest
on the shoreline, and a figure, identified as
the artist himself, sketches at the far left.
Bands of peach and lavender clouds reflect
on the water, illuminating veils of shifting
color on the horizon. In the background at
the left, a train speeds across a bridge.

As the art historian Margaretta M. Lovell
argues, “What emerges from a close look at
Lane’s New England is a picture not only of

Fig. 1. Fitz Henry Lane, New England Inlet with
Self-Portrait, 1848. Oil on canvas, 17% x 257 in.
(45.1 x 65.7 em). Yale University Are Gallery, Gift of
Kenneth A. Houscholder, 8.ARCH. 1947, in memory
of Royal A. Basich, and partially purchased with

the Stephen Carlton Clark, 5.a. 1903, and John Hill
Morgan, B.A. 1893, Funds, 1992.107.1

a land 7ot lacking human history (that is,
not a ‘'virgin wilderness') but of a land deeply
resonant of former uses and history.” Indeed,
the subject of Lane’s painting is the artist’s
unique connection to the Squam River cul-
tural landscape. While he incorporated spe-
cific details of Done Fudging, he also added
some elements to create a work that can be
read as self-referential. An examination of
Lane’s redesigning of the coastline, painterly
techniques, and strategies for engaging the
viewer, as well as an analysis of the location’s
ecological history, offers a new perspective
on Lane’s work and an understanding of

the changing landscape. Newly identified
environmental features within the painting
expand the discussion of the geopolitics of
the area in 1848 and link it to the current
climate crisis.

Lane was born Nathaniel Rogers Lane on
December 19, 1804, in Gloucester, a village
known for its fishing industry. His facher,
Jonathan Dennison Lane, was a sailmaker,
and the family lived among the town’s promi-
nent sea captains. Nathaniel struggled with
poor health as a child, experiencing neuro-
logical issues and loss of mobility. The histo-
rian John . Babson hypothesized that these
symptoms were caused by his eating the poi-
sonous “apple-peru” (apple of Peru, or jim-
sonweed) in the family’s garden when he was
cighteen months old.* Nathanicl explored his




Fig. 2. Fiz Henry Lanc, Westward View from Near East
End of Railroad Bridge, ca. 1848. Graphite on paper,

10 x 16 in. (25.4 x 40.6 cm). Cape Ann Muscum,
Gloucester, Mass., Gift of Samuel H. Mansfield, 1927,
485.61

environs through sketching—closely studying
flora, fauna, rocks, and sailing vessels in the
harbor—and even navigated the waters him-
self. Ara young age, he received drawing
instruction in his father’s sail loft.’ In 1831
Nathaniel petitioned the General Court of the
Commonwealth of Massachusetts to change
his name to Fitz Henry Lane, to begin his
career as a professional artist.® By 1832 he had
begun an apprenticeship with William S.
Pendleton at Pendleron’s Lithography, the
leading printshop in Boston, and his early
meticulous study of the nautical arts translated
to a mastery of lithography. In 1847 or 1848,
Lane returned ro Gloucester as a professional
painter and purchased property on Duncan’s
Point, overlooking Gloucester Harbor.”

The protected natural harbor known
today as Gloucester Harbor had been

inhabited by Indigenous peoples for over
ten thousand years. Under the Wampanoag
Confederacy, the ancestral ground, known
as Wopandank, was marked by footpaths
and religious sites.® European traders navi-
gated the surrounding tidal estuaries for
nearly two centuries prior to the establish-
ment of the Massachusetts Bay Colony in
1628. The natural granite and trade network
of the area became the bedrock of the
colony. Gloucester bore witness to some of
the most violent battles of the American
Revolution. After the Revolution, ambi-
tious American merchants, including Lane's
patrons Sydney Mason and Robert Bennet
Forbes, were no longer restricted by British
maritime law and began trading with mar-
kets around the world, amassing implausibly
large fortunes. Destruction from the War of
1812, followed by a decline of the shipping
industry, led to rapid expansion during the
Industrial Revolution in the mid-nineteenth
century, which transformed not only the
community of Gloucester but also the naru-

ral landscape.

‘Throughout his life, Lane assiduously
documented the Gloucester coastline in
graphite skerches, printed materials, and oil
paintings. The art historian John Wilmerding
has described Lane’s drawings as “the primary
source for telling us about Lane’s working
methods,” adding that “the detailed informa-
tion on many of them is critical in identify-
ing the subjects and dates of many of his
finished paintings.”? Westward View from
Near East End of Railroad Bridge (fig. 2) is
an expeditious sketch of Done Fudging that
captures an expansive salt marsh and the
rocky hills of Wolf Island. A gaff-rigged sail-
boat and the bow of a slab-sided skiff have
been pulled onshore in anticipation of the
tide. Stone markers commonly used by farm-
ers to distinguish ownership boundaries
appear in the upland field, where shrubs sug-
gest new seasonal growth. Later in the studio,
Lane used this sketch to complete two oil

paintings: Looking Up Squam River from
Done Fudging (fig. 3) replicates the details
of the drawing, while the Gallery’s painting,
New England Inlet with Self-Portrait (see

Fig. 3. Fitz Henry Lane, Looking Up Squam River
from Done Fudging, ca. 1848. Oil on canvas, 1242 x
20% in. (31.8 x §2.7 cm). Cape Ann Museum,
Gloucester, Mass., Gift of Mrs. Preston Disc
(Mrs. Jean Stanley Disc), 1964, 2019.01

fig. 1), includes alternate topographical
details as well as autobiographical references.
As Margaretta Lovell argues, “Lane’s paint-
ings also include nonverbal references to the
identities of his patrons, their ships, and
himself, deliberately triggering recognition
and ‘decoding’ in the well-informed contem-
poraneous viewer.” A close examination of
the myriad details in New England Inlet with
Self: Portrait elucidates both the history of
Done Fudging and Lan¢’s connection to it.
The painting dates to 1848, the year
that the famed landscape artist Thomas Cole
died." Having witnessed extreme environ-
mental degradation throughout his life, Cole
championed painting the American wilder-
ness to capture and preserve its sacred spaces.
In his 1836 “Essay on American Scenery,”
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Cole stated that water was the natural feature
that could transform an American location
into a picturesque landscape defined by

the sublime, declaring, “Like the eye in the
human countenance, it is a most expressive
feature.”"* Expressions of tranquility and peace
fill the background of Lane’s New England
Inlet with Self-Portrait, with the twilight sky
reflected on the river. Following in Cole’s
footsteps, Lane strove to caprure elements of
the sublime in what can be described as an
American cultural landscape—a site that
evolved and accrued meaning through land
management and exploitation.

Lane designed the composition in the
manner of his most successful lithographs:
he organized it into parallel planes with no
movement between foreground and back-
ground. The scene is an imagined arcadian
paradise with specific natural features of the
river, framed by a large granite boulder at the
left and a call tree ar the right. Lane painted
the boulder with an underlayer of textured
light gray impasto. After applying glazes of
various shades of brown, he reworked the
area with his brush to remove the ridges of
impasto on the rock to suggest a weathered,
possibly even glacial or centuries-old, history.
“This process of application and extraction
is repeared in a larricework of brushstrokes
across the canvas.

Lane transformed the marsh into a lush
pasture for the oxen to graze, and he widened
the shoreline of the river. Salt-marsh ecol-
ogy was highly debated in the nineteenth
century, as settler farmers sought ways to
profit from the marshes. While the rocky soil
in Gloucester was difficulr to cultivate, new
parcels of land could be sold and sown by
harnessing the oxen’s power, Marshes were

drained, and the marsh grass was harvested
to create a space for and to feed the animals.
The setdlers used violence ro take control of
the coastline, and draining the marsh led to
pooling water, causing the spread of mosqui-
tos.” The Wampanoag Nation connected the
marsh ecosystem to the divine and reacted
strongly against salt-marsh destruction. As

the hiscorian Ned Blackhawk explains, “Post-
contact settlement patterns diverged from
centuries of pre-contact residential practices
in which villages developed almost entirely
around coastline or warersheds.* Death and
disease devastated Wépanaank. In paintings
and lithographs of Gloucester in the 1840s
and 18505, oxen therefore represent not only
commercial development and land ownership
bur also the colonial project and devastation
of the Indigenous community.

The entwining branches and shimmering
leaves of the tree at the right form a canopy
that dominates the composition. Marlyse
Duguid, the Thomas ]. Siccama Senior
Lecturer in Field Ecology and Director of
Research, Yale Forests, recendy identified
this tree as a black cherry tree, native to
the area.s Growth at the base of the trunk
resembles naturally occurring water sprouts,
and the sun-drenched location along the
water would have been ideal for black cherry
trees. Indeed, the hardwood species has been
described as salt tolerant because it can thrive
along saltwater coastlines. The black cherry
tree produces leaves that can be poisonous
if ingested, similar to the “apple-peru” plant
that Lane encountered as a child. All of these
characteristics suggest the species could be
decoded as a metaphor for Lane. The artist

depicted himself nearby, with his drawing
pad on his left leg.

At the far left in the background, an
Eastern Railroad Company locomotive
train crosses the Annisquam River Bridge.
In 1846 the company constructed a branch
connecting Gloucester to Boston, transform-
ing how goods and people traveled to the
area as well as the economy of the region.
Lane depicted the train speeding over the
wooden bridge; the outline of the billowing
steam from the engine echoes the shape of
the clouds above, as if it, too, were part of
the natural world. Lane accentuated the
steam with faint highlights of white paint
in a technique that would become his signa-
ture style when panting natural effects on
the water.’

Lane also included three small vessels
navigating the river.” Rowing toward the
bridge is a man in a typical wherry yawl or
skiff, a lightweight boar that could maneuver
the shallow water to haul large quantities of
fish, shellfish, gear, or goods between larger
ships in the harbor. As the railroad estab-
lished new avenues of commerce, these ves-
sels were no longer needed, and within a few
decades they were no longer in use. To the
far right is a gaff-rigged sailboat, a new type
of pleasure vessel. Here, the sail is caught
with no wind, hanging motionless. Lane
intricately rendered the stitches of the canvas
with the acute precision of a sailmaker. At
the center, in the distance, a large sailboat is
shown under sail, in the middle of the river
as it approaches the horizon.

This landscape, including the rocky
granite coastline and emerald eelgrass, would
have teemed with wildlife in 1848. The

nutrient-rich sediment stabilized a barrier
while removing pollutants and sequester-
ing carbon, creating an environment that
fostered a unique ecosystem with a variety
of crearures, such as migrating shorebirds,
waterfowl, and shellfish. Today, this site—
now between the Gloucester Railroad
Drawbridge and the Gant Circle traffic
rotary on Massachusetts Route 128—is
almost unrecognizable. Duc to costal hous-
ing developments, the construction of a large
marina, and the placement of Route 128,
chemical contaminants enter the marsh daily.
Across the present-day boundarics of the city
of Gloucester, approximately 950 acres of
saltwater marsh survive—only a small por-
tion of the vast expanse Lane studied in 1848.
Gloucester recently collaborated with
the University of Massachusetts Amherst to
start the North Shore Blue Economy initia-
tive, with the goal to innovare maritime
industrics that foster the sustainable use of
oceanic resources in order to address the
livelihoods of the community and combat
water pollution.® A report published in 2020
by the Boston-based nonprofit conservation
group Trustees of Reservations concludes

that, by 2050, abour 394 acres (41 percent)
of Gloucester could be flooded and become
open water."” To combat this, the group
proposed strategies to expand current politi-
cal structures to help fortify habitars, restore
lost sediment or foliage, develop adaptive
regulations, and continue long-term moni-
toring, in hopes thar a more resilient sale
marsh will emerge.

The most difficult conditions for restor-
ing a salt-marsh ecosystem are in areas that
were previously cleared for agricultural fields
and pastures. The oxen in the foreground
of New England Inlet with Self-Portrait now
symbolize the centuries-old colonial project
that redefined the coastline. While Lanes
painting gives us an idea of the ways in which
he defined his own identity in relation ro the
natural world, it also reveals the violent colo-
nial effort to claim ownership of the coastline
and repurpose the marshland to serve the vil-
lage of Gloucester, without any consideration
of the ecosystem. Through his representation
of Done Fudging, a personally important
site on Gloucester Harbor, Lane developed a
new way of presenting a cultural landscape. A
reconsideration of Lanc’s conceptual, paint-
erly, and topographic strategies, as well as the
ecological history of Done Fudging, disrupts

the colonial framework through which his
art has often been viewed. New England Inlet
with Self-Portrait can offer insights into the
history of land management as well as tech-
niques for describing a lost ecosystem.
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