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Asher Brown Durand - Premier Engraver
By CRAIG J. TURNER
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The following study first appeared in the September, 1974 issue of the SPA Journal, official publi-
cation of the Society of Philatelic Americans, and is reprinted here through the courtesy of Mr. 

C3Belmont Faries, its editor. Illustrations were supplied by the Smithsonian Institution, Dr. Glenn ÷
Jackson, and George W. Wait.

4 Although the orientation of the article is more philatelic that syngraphic, the applications to C3,),
the study of banknote design are quite obvious. Philatelic specialists have generally been more ;I:
aware of the activities of the various security printers and artisans than syngraphists. Therefore, 4-

jA. Mr. Turner's exposition should be of special interest to readers of PAPER MONEY.
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Asher Brown Durand at 30 in a portrait by John Trumbull owned by the New York Historical Society and
near the age of 60 in a daguerreotype taken about 1855.

HE NOVEMBER 1974 issue of this journal dealt
with Cyrus Durand, one member of the multi-
talented Durand family of Jefferson Village, New

Jersey. This month, your author wishes to focus on one
of Cyrus Durand's younger brothers—Asher Brown
Durand—America's premier engraver and one of her
most famous artists of the last century.

Asher Brown Durand's great-grandfather, Jean Dur-
and, was of French Huguenot ancestry. In 1684, he

fled to England from France with other French Protes-
tants, searching for refuge after the repeal of the Edict
of Nantes. He subsequently emigrated to America and
in 1705 was living in Darby, Connecticut. He fathered
eight children, and one of them, Samuel, moved from
Connecticut to Newark, New Jersey in 1740 where he
married and had six children. Samuel's second son, born
in 1745, grew to manhood, established himself at Jeffer-
son Village as a watchmaker, silversmith, farmer and
"universal mechanic," married Rachel (Meyer) Post, a
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young widow, and had ten children. Their eighth child
was Asher Brown Durand.

Asher Brown Durand came into this world on August
21, 1796, in the little town of Jefferson Village, just six
miles from the large city of Newark, New Jersey.

He was a delicate boy, one of the babies of the family,
and much pampered by his mother and older sisters. At
the age of seven he was sent to the village school, where
he was instructed in reading, writing, arithmetic, a little
geography and the whole of the Westminster Catechism.
This early spiritual training undoubtedly accounts for
the large number of religious engravings and paintings
Durand accomplished in later life.

During summer vacations, Asher learned to cut
cyphers on spoons and designs on watchcases and pencil
boxes in his father's workshop. As he busied himself
with the sundry operations necessary to assist his watch-
maker-silversmith father, he was unknowingly preparing
himself for his future vocations of artist and engraver.
While still a boy, he exhibited a love of nature and was
forever hiking into the surrounding hills to sketch what
he saw. He was particularly interested in sketching the
foliage of trees and bushes; his later landscapes abound
with beautifully executed verdure.

Asher's father and two of his older brothers engraved
monograms and other devices on the various articles
manufactured in the Durand workshop, and Asher was
soon initiated into the intricacies of engraving. Asher's
sensitive nature, combined with his inherent artistic
abilities, were coupled with this new engraving interest
and he soon attempted some original designs. His first
engravings and prints were made with instruments of
his own invention on plates hammered out of copper
coins. His father was proud of his youngest son's handi-
work and would show the work to his customers while
passing the time of day. Many of Durand's customers
were men of taste and intelligence, who, upon seeing
Asher's works, agreed that the boy should be placed
with some distinguished engraver for training. One
customer was so impressed with Asher's primitive skill
that he commissioned him to copy a portrait on the lid
of a favorite snuff-box. This venture proved so suc-
cessful that it was decided to have Asher trained for
the profession of engraver.

When Asher was fifteen, his father negotiated with
W. S. Leney, then the most prominent engraver in the
city of New York, to accept Asher as an apprentice.
Enos Smith, a mutual friend, arranged a meeting, and
Asher and two older brothers journeyed to New York
to see Leney. They met with the engraver, exhibited
Asher's works, and received hearty praise from the
master. They also received the saddening news that
Leney's fee for training aspiring engravers was $1,000,
and the expenses of room and board during the appren-
ticeship would be extra. This price was far beyond the
Durand means; consequently, the three boys returned
to Jefferson Village in a dejected mood.

During the next two years work went on as usual in
the little shop in Jefferson Village. Asher busied him-
self drawing animals and human figures, or imitating
wood cuts found in school books. His engraving

exercises consisted of copying the vignettes found on
banknotes of the period.

In 1812, Asher's father applied to Peter Maverick, the
country's foremost letter engraver, to accept Asher as
an apprentice. An amicable agreement was soon reached
between the elder Durand and the engraver, and Asher
moved to Newark to begin his studies under Maverick.
The period of apprenticeship was set at five years; the
charge for training was $100 per annum, payable by
Asher at the expiration of his apprenticeship.

The following quotation from an autobiographical
sketch is an interesting word picture of Durand's first
years with Maverick: "My career as engraver thus com-
menced in October 1812. My first essay was a copy in
lead pencil of an engraved head three or four inches long,
the lines of which I carefully imitated. The effort was
satisfactory to Mr. Maverick, and he immediately set me
to work on a copper-plate, a piece of lettering consisting
of an old title-page to The Pilgrim's Progress. Mr.
Maverick considered my execution of this task equivalent
to one year's practice under the direction of a master,
and from that moment gave me work to do on plates
for his customers; the first one was a series of illus-
trations of Calmet's Dictionary of the Bible, a few of
which contained portions of landscape. I remember with
what delight I applied myself to etching and 'touching
up' these subjects. My progress was rapid. I soon sur-
passed my shopmates, and became the chief assistant
of my master."

During this apprenticeship, Asher's principal employ-
ment consisted of making copies of English engravings
for New York publishers, vignette designs for banknotes,
illustrations for editions of Shakespeare, encyclopedia
plates, diplomas and other miscellaneous productions. It
was not long before the pupil surpassed his master, and
many of the works bearing Maverick's name were
partially, or completely, done by Durand. In 1817, the
five-year apprenticeship was legally over and Maverick
and Durand formed an equal partnership. By this time,
Durand's reputation as an engraver had grown to the
extent that he, and not Maverick, was the guiding light
in the firm.

In 1820, Durand's expertise came to the attention of
Colonel John Trumbull, painter of the Signing of the
Declaration of Independence. It seems that Trumbull ap-
proached James Heath of London to engrave his paint-
ing and Heath had quoted a price of $6,000. Trumbull
declined due to the extravagant charge and applied to
Durand, who was willing to engrave the work for half
the price. Maverick, hearing the discussion with Trum-
bull, wished to be included in the commission, but Trum-
bull demurred. Maverick was offended, became angry
and dissolved his partnership with Durand. This freed
Durand from any further obligation to Maverick and
he gladly accepted Trumbull's commission.

Durand worked intermittently for three years on his
large plate. Upon its completion and publication he had
established himself as an outstanding engraver.

Encouraged by this success, Durand, never lacking
self-confidence, produced an original drawing of a nude
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"Musidora"—drawn, engraved and published by Asher
B. Durand in 1825.

female figure in rustic surroundings, and proceeded to
make an engraving of it, which he called "Musidora."
The subject was suggested by lines from a poem by
Thomson titled Seasons. The print met with fair success,
and does not appear to have caused any serious distur-
bances of the peace, although engravings such as these
were not the norm in the 1820s.

Ten years later Durand had more success, in this same
vein, when he engraved John Vanderlyn's nude titled
Ariadne. This engraving caused quite a stir in art circles
and is still considered something of a landmark in the
history of steel plate engraving in America. The Durand
plate and progressive plate proofs of the Ariadne are
now in the prints collection of the Smithsonian Institu-
tion.

In the early 1800s—prior to photography—line en-
graving was the sole means by which paintings of the
masters could be made widely known. Through the
skill of the engraver, the composition, drawing, form,
graduations of light and shade, and the subtleties of
effect could all be shown. In competent hands, the burin
became an instrument of the fine arts, and the engraver
a genuine artist. In some instances, the engraver's work
equalled, and occasionally surpassed, that of the painter
whose work he was coping. In the 1820s, engraving in
America was the only "paying art"—that is to say, the

only branch of art for which there was a public demand.
The public, however, cared nothing for "high art" in
engraving, either in subject or technical skill. To be
a successful engraver in the last century it was necessary
to engrave portraits of men or women of local reputation
or do familiar scenes that appealed to the masses.

Durand must have learned this early in his career, as
he engraved thirty-two portraits of clergymen, twenty-
three portraits of patriots, ten of actors, seven of physi-
cians and several of men and women unknown to fame,
claiming public recognition solely through being en-
graved by Durand. Further, Durand engraved for the
popular "Annuals" of the day—the Atlantic Souvenir
and. The Gift, published in Philadelphia; the Token,
published in Boston; and the Talisman, published in
New York City. He also engraved business cards, lottery
tickets, diplomas, ball tickets, and pictures of horses.
Durand was once quoted as having said, "This, was the
most humiliating work I ever did."

Durand bank note vignette engraving of Hercules slay-
ing the Hydra.

Although this type of work provided meat for his
table, the most striking, as well as worthy, employment
for Asher's burin was in the field of banknote engraving.
Durand breathed new life into the banknote engraving
art by introducing a new style, beauty, grace and flair
to banknote vignettes. His subjects consisted of draw-
ings of antique figures (mythical gods and goddesses)
which might someday become the trademarks of well-
known American institutions. This approach was the
exact serious note that bank presidents of the day were
looking for to illustrate their currency. As one bank
president said, "Durand was more familiar with antique
art than any of his co-designers, his vignettes exhibit a
wide range of fancy, with a certain degree of grace and
elegance in the figures which, appealing to natural
instincts for beauty, made them attractive to the most
practical minds." The illustrations here reproduced
from proof impressions of certain of Durand's engrav-
ings which were done primarily as banknote vignettes
clearly illustrate the antique classical approach to bank-
note engraving that Durand introduced in the 1820s and
30s. They depict Neptune drawn by prancing horses; a



Durand bank note vignette engraving of Archimedes
lifting the world with a lever.
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Durand bank note vignette engraving of Neptune drawn by prancing horses.

Durand bank note vignette engraving of a mechanic in repose.

stalwart mechanic, with a cogwheel at his feet; Hercules
slaying the Hydra; Archimedes on a cloud lifting the
world with a lever, its fulcrum being a supposed Ameri-
can mountain peak; and a graceful female figure hold-
ing a flagon and cup, quenching the thirst of the Ameri-
can eagle.

Durand did most of his engraving from 1817 through
1832 when he decided to give up engraving for a new
career in landscape painting. In this period, he gained
some fame as a teacher of engraving. George W. Hatch
of Rawdon, Wright. Hatch & Edson and John W. Casilear
of Toppan, Carpenter, Casilear & Company were early
pupils of his. Durand also headed several engraving
firms: A. B. Durand and C. (Cyrus) Durand (1824) ;
A. B. Durand and C. Wright & Company (1826-27) ;
and Durand, Perkins and Company (1828-1832).

While with these private engraving firms Asher pro-
duced close to ninety engravings which were used on
the banknotes, diplomas, certificates, checks, postage
stamps, and other security papers of the day. It was
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A specimen sheet of A. B. & C. Durand, Wright & Co., November 1825. Several of the vignettes
appear on notes illustrated in this article.
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Durand, Perkins & Co. bank note design using the two females (Justice and Liberty?) with shield
surmounted by eagle vignette shown in center of specimen sheet. A "5" is substituted for the

sunrise on the shield.

Durand, Perkins & Co. bank note designs using the same Washington statue vignette. The $2 Me-
chanics Bank at Newark also has the same arm and hammer vignette as the $5 on the same bank

shown in this article.
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A. B. & C. Durand, Wright & Co. bank note design, 1827, using the female with the water jug
vignette shown at lower right of the specimen sheet as well as the Franklin portrait and counters.

Bank note design by "A. B. & C. Durand & Wright" dated 1825 showing the female in horse-
drawn chariot illustrated on the specimen sheet.

Bank note design by Durand, Perkins & Co. utilizing the female horse-drawn chariot
vignette from the specimen sheet.



WHOLE NO. 61
	 Paper Money 	 PACE 13

A. B. & C. Durand, Wright & Co. bank note design, 1827, with attractive horse's head vignettes.

engravings such as these, and their dies, which were
the stock-in-trade of the early engraving firms. Engraved
dies, once hardened, were maintained in a state of
readiness by the different companies to be re-used, re-
engraved and re-combined into new forms for use over
and over again. Today, through studying the proofs of
these early engraved dies, it is possible to ascribe certain
of this early work to specific engravers of this bygone
era. It was probably through this research method that
Les Schriber, Sr., determined that Asher Brown Durand
had engraved the vignettes of the United States 1847
issue of postage stamps. As far as this author can
ascertain, these were the only two Durand vignettes used
on stamps.

On November 8, 1825, a meeting was held in the
rooms of the New York Historical Society to consider
the formation of a society for the improvement in draw-
ing. To point out the high esteem Durand commanded
as a man and an artist, he was the unanimous choice
of his brother artists to preside over this meeting. The
meeting resulted in the formation of the National
Academy of Design, which was to guide the course of
American art for years to come.

In 1836, Durand abandoned engraving for the artist's
palette and devoted the rest of his life to painting. He
was soon as successful and famous in this endeavor as
he had been in his former specialty. His earliest works
were mainly portraits and figure pieces, including epi-
sodes of the Bible and several scenes from the pseudo-
historical tales of Washington Irving and James Feni-
more Cooper. After getting the feel of this new labor
of love, he chose nature and landscape painting as his
forte. He travelled up the Hudson River, into the Cat-
skill Mountains, around Lake George and Lake Cham-
plain, into the Adirondacks, through Vermont, and into
the Berkshires and the White Mountains, all the while
painting his beloved nature. Here he met Thomas Cole,
and he and Cole became the co-founders of the renowned
Hudson River School of landscape painting.

In 1840-1841, Durand took the Grand Tour of Europe
with his pupil and good friend John W. Casilear. They

remained for seven weeks in England, meeting and talk-
ing with England's great artists; then on to Paris for
two weeks before going to Antwerp for a shorter visit.
From Antwerp, they went to Italy and remained through
the winter studying and talking with the great Italian
painters of the day. They returned to New York in June
of 1841, where Durand was elected secretary of the
National Academy of Design. He served in that post
until 1845.

In the twenty-seven year period between 1845 and
1869, Durand produced more than seventy paintings
upon which his reputation as America's foremost land-
scape artist is still based. The typical Durand landscape
is a view of far-reaching fields, meadows, and valleys,
with fine trees in the foreground drawn with conscienti-
ous care and fidelity in every detail; distant hills en-
veloped in a summer haze; and a sky which suggests
real air and light. Henry T. Tuckerman in his Book
of the Artists describes Durand's landscapes as "grand,
true, tender, faultless. the mirror of reality," and in one
instance, "perfectly Titian-like." Daniel Huntington in
his memorial address to the members of the National
Academy of Design dwelt on Durand's rendering of the
"subtle and infinitely varying effects of atmosphere, of
fleeting clouds, mist, sunshine, twilight obscurity, and
the thousand wondrous phenomena which form the
peculiar glory of landscape."

Asher Brown Durand lived in New York City for a
period of fifty-four years and was closely identified with
every organized movement to foster the arts. In 1845,
he was elected to the presidency of the National Academy
of Design, a position he held for sixteen years. In 1861,
at the age of seventy-three, he tendered his resignation
due to advanced age and his desire to quit public life.
His last years were spent in retirement though they
were far from inactive. He moved from New York in
1869 to his quiet country home in his birthplace, Jeffer-
son Village, New Jersey.

Asher Brown Durand played an important and honor-
able part in two major facts of American art—engraving
and painting. His life was full of the wholesome satisfac-



"An Oak Tree"—another typical landscape by Asher B.
Durand.
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"A Butternut Tree"—typical landscape by Asher B.
Durand.

tions of creative work and friendly associations. Asher
lived to be ninety years old, loved and respected by all
who knew him. He died on September 17, 1886 and
was buried in Greenwood Cemetery in Brooklyn, New
York.
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Durand bank note vignette engraving of a female
quenching the thirst of the American eagle.
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