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Deacon Robert Peckham's Recently Attributed Hobby
Horse is Celebrated with Focus Exhibition of Children's
Portraits at the National Gallery of Art, May 27–October
28, 2012

Robert Peckham, The Hobby Horse, c. 1840
oil on canv as
National Gallery of Art, Washington, Gif t of Edgar William and Bernice Chry sler Garbisch

Washington, DC—One of the most intriguing and often-reproduced American paintings
in the collection of the National Gallery of Art is the inspiration for Deacon Peckham's
"Hobby Horse"—a focus exhibition on view on the Ground Floor of the East Building
from May 27 through October 28, 2012.
"Peckham's Hobby Horse is one of the most beloved works in the Gallery's renowned
American collection," said Earl A. Powell III, director, National Gallery of Art. "We are
grateful to the American Folk Art Museum, the Colonial Williamsburg Foundation, the
Fruitlands Museum, Historic New England, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, and the
private collectors whose works help us to shed new light on the artist."

The exhibition is organized by the National Gallery of Art, Washington.
The Exhibition
When The Hobby Horse (c. 1840) was given to the Gallery in 1955 by Colonel Edgar
William and Bernice Chrysler Garbisch, the artist's identity was unknown, but decades
of research led to a formal attribution to Robert Peckham (1785–1877) in 2009. Along
with this important painting, the exhibition brings together for the first time eight of the
most vibrant and arresting of Peckham's portraits of children from four museums and
several private collections. The subjects are from the families of Peckham's neighbors
and community, a newly thriving class of Massachusetts merchants and manufacturers
in the mid-1800s. A hide-covered, Boston-made rocking horse from the 1850s, similar
to the one in the painting and lent by Historic New England, will also be included in the
exhibition.
The portraits of children that Peckham made in the 1830s and 1840s are fewest in
number, but certainly the most compelling of his works. Depicted sympathetically, with a
striking sense of immediacy and no hint of Victorian sentimentality, his young subjects
engage the viewer directly and intently. In works such as Rosa Heywood (c. 1840, Abby
Aldrich Rockefeller Folk Art Museum, Williamsburg, Virginia), The Raymond Children
(c. 1838, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York), and The Farwell Children (c.
1841, American Folk Art Museum, New York), the children are highlighted by a single
source of light and tightly enveloped within the interiors or in corners of their homes,
imparting a psychological intensity to their images.
These paintings also provide a detailed record of the costumes and furnishings of the
time. Colorfully patterned carpets, wallpaper, fashionable tables, lamps, toys, and
books reflect the growing affluence of antebellum New England as the economy
expanded from agriculture into manufacturing.
To accompany the exhibition of works by Peckham, a selection of related works from
the permanent collection are included in an adjacent gallery. These works are just a few
of the more than 300 American naive paintings that were given to the Gallery by Colonel
Edgar William and Bernice Chrysler Garbisch between 1953 and 1980. The

Garbisches collected 18th- and 19th-century portraits, landscapes, still lifes, and other
subjects by artists who were largely self taught. They acquired these bold works both for
the visual pleasure they afforded and for the historical documentation of American life
that they provided.
Deacon Robert Peckham
Peckham began his artistic career as an ornamental and sign painter. With only a few
months training in portraiture, he carved out a long and successful career as a portrait
artist. He lived and worked in Westminster, Massachusetts, and produced numerous
vivid likenesses—more than 50 are attributed to him—of people from the town and
nearby centers.
In addition to his painting career, Peckham was an important member of his community
—a longtime deacon in his Congregational Church, a staunch abolitionist, ardent
temperance advocate, and father of ten. He had a long and productive life (he died at
92) and was endowed with much of the same creative energy that allowed his
entrepreneurial neighbors to prosper.
Curator and Related Offerings
The exhibition curator is Deborah Chotner, assistant curator, department of American
and British paintings, National Gallery of Art.
Wilford W. Scott, head of adult programs, National Gallery of Art, will present 30-minute
gallery talks on the exhibition. Tours begin at the Information Desk in the East Building
Atrium at noon on June 5, 6, and 7, and at 1:00 p.m. on July 14, 17, and 19; September
28, 29, and 30; and October 1. More information and a full schedule of gallery talks are
available at www.nga.gov/programs/galtalks (http://www.nga.gov/programs/galtalks) .
A digital brochure will provide an essay discussing the context of Peckham's
remarkable portraits of children, a chronology of the artist's life and list of his known
works, and an illustrated catalogue of the works of art in the exhibition. The brochure will
be available online, at the time of the exhibition's opening, at www.nga.gov/hobbyhorse
(http://www.nga.gov/hobbyhorse) .

###

General Information
The National Gallery of Art and its Sculpture Garden are at all times free to the public.
They are located on the National Mall between 3rd and 9th Streets along Constitution
Avenue NW and are open Monday through Saturday from 10:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. and
Sunday from 11:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m. The Gallery is closed on December 25 and
January 1. With the exception of the atrium and library, the galleries in the East Building
will be closing gradually beginning in July 2013 and will remain closed for approximately
three years for Master Facilities Plan and renovations. For specific updates on gallery
closings, visit www.nga.gov/renovation (http://www.nga.gov/renovation) .
For information call (202) 737-4215 or the Telecommunications Device for the Deaf
(TDD) at (202) 842-6176, or visit the Gallery's website at www.nga.gov. Follow the
Gallery on Facebook at www.facebook.com/NationalGalleryofArt and on Twitter at
twitter.com/ngadc.
Visitors will be asked to present all carried items for inspection upon entering.
Checkrooms are free of charge and located at each entrance. Luggage and other
oversized bags must be presented at the 4th Street entrances to the East or West
Building to permit x-ray screening and must be deposited in the checkrooms at those
entrances. For the safety of visitors and the works of art, nothing may be carried into the
Gallery on a visitor's back. Any bag or other items that cannot be carried reasonably
and safely in some other manner must be left in the checkrooms. Items larger than 17
by 26 inches cannot be accepted by the Gallery or its checkrooms.
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