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“The Face of Time: George Caleb Bingham's River Paintings’

In this paper | offer reading of a group of paintings made by the mid-nineteenth-century
American painter George Caleb Bingham (1811-1879). These paintings are scenes of life on
the Mississippi and Missouri rivers near St Louis, Missouri, where Bingham lived and
painted, and where he was also an active Whig politician at State and local level. During the
1840s and early 50s, Bingham produced at least fifteen finished oil paintings and a large
number of drawings and studies which played a key role in realising that ambition. They
feature the boatmen who worked on the rivers, loading and unloading cargo from the big
river steamers which transported goods and people up and down what was the major
American network for internal, continental, trade and a key element in the Republic’s
infrastructure and economy. Drawing on recent work on ‘what paintings want’ and on
‘facingness’ in painting | argue that the insistence of Bingham’s paintings on their power as
visual objects is a means of proclaiming their own elevated aesthetic status and of
simultaneously inserting themselves into existing political narratives, of progress, of the
unfolding of national time, and of the politics of development. I present this period of
Bingham’s work as engaged with, and in opposition to, the futureward orientation of north-

eastern and Hudson River School landscape painting and composition.
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Painting for discussion: Martin Johnson Heade, Newburyport Marshes: Approaching Storm,
c. 1871



