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when joined with Smith’s pleasant images thoroughly neutralized the violence and brutaliza-
tion that were hallmarks of the plantation system.

Because A Carolina Rice Plantation of the Fifties was compiled principally to offer homage
to a passing ancestral generation, the rigorous documentary impulse seen in Smith’s other
history projects was set aside as she constructed what might best be termed an expression of
romantic apology. Here, in effect, she enhanced her father’s recollections by connecting them
to soft-focus images that would veil any unpleasant and problematic information. The golden
glow of a bright sun glinting off acres of rice as far as the eye can see suggests the potential for
great wealth via a bountiful harvest, but not the human cost to those forced to do the work.
By showing African Americans in most instances as people without faces, she reduces them
to little more than dark bodies available for compliant service. Such figures recall Mary Boykin
Chesnut’s Civil War—era description of the slaves at Governor William Aiken's Charleston
home who provided what she called “noiseless, automatic service.”

PAINTING AS PROPAGANDA

Smith never commented explicitly about why she chose to render the plantation home of her
forebears with a soft-focus technigue. Yet impressionism had by then become her signature
style and the mode of painting for which she was, and is, most highly praised. Clearly, the
pastels of the watercolorist’s palette suited her purposes. She deliberately sought to valorize
her homeland by concentrating on “its soft haze and quiet distances, its usually gentle char-
acter and simple friendly intimacies.”" A Carolina rice plantation, a hard-won tract of land
engineered into a vast growing machine, when viewed through Smith’s aesthetic lens, became
a setting where nature trumps culture, Land and sky, water and vegetation were what most
often held Smith’s eve—save for a few human figures rendered in a diminutive scale. In Smith’s
plantation paintings white people are presumed to stand above blacks even when there are

no whites in the scene. Embedded in her plantation paintings was a desire to soothe the
feelings of failure and disappointment expressed by Charleston elites during the decades after
Reconstruction—particularly the angry complaints of her father.

The North's victory in the South’s war for independence transformed D. E. Huger Smith
from a would-be rice planter into a cotton broker. His dismay over his region’s defear was
compounded by his considerable cconomic losses. All of this, and more, he reflected upen
when his artist daughter cajoled him into writing A Charlestonian’s Recollections, 1846-1913, a
memoir that was not published until 1950, almost two decades after his death. Smith began
his account with happy reminiscences of the family’s plantation in the years prior to 1860.
Tracing the arc of his career after the grim years that followed the war, he vents a litany of
complaints about the behavior of the newly freed people who were no longer subject to the
imperatives of whites. Almost fifty years after Lee’s surrender at Appomattox, Smith makes
the astenishing claim that emancipation was an act of “bitter cruelty” toward the enslaved. In
his view, freed blacks were loathsome: a swarm of “carrion crows” who had settled upon a
prostrate country.” Finding liberated African Americans contemptible, he types them all as
detestable criminals lacking moral judgment. The idea that blacks and whites might marry
and produce children nearly drives him crazy, and he brands all Negre men as likely rapists
deserving “stern and violent punishment.” He concludes with the observation that black
people have “deteriorated frightfully since 1865.” Against the backdrop of this tirade, Alice
Smith decided to paint the rice plantation as a charming lost world where the sun shines
brightly and the slaves tend diligently to their assigned tasks. If there were aspects of life at
Smithfield Plantation that might trouble the modern viewer's conscience, improvements and
adjustiments could be made on paper to ensure that the achievements of the white ancestral
generation would be duly appreciated.
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Cat. 118

THE PLANTATION STREET OR SETTLEMENT
Alice Ravenel Huger Smith

Ca.1935

Watercolor on paper

H.44.5 x W.55.9 cm.

Gibbes Museum of Art/Carolina Art
Association, 1937.0049.0005

214 DOCUMENTARY IMAGES AND DEVOTIONAL ACTS

Al a R s St

Smith filled her portfolio with buildings and scenes which were painted at several
locales far from the banks of the Combahee River. The building shown in The Parish Chawrch,
for example, was not near Smithfield burt sixty miles away on the western branch of the
Cooper River in Berkeley County, South Carolina. Similarly, the rice mill scene depicts not
the Smithlield mill but one that she saw at Fairfield Plantation on the Waccamaw River in
Georgetown County. The Plantation Church was an upgraded rendering of a country church
in Plantersville, a small crossroads town again in Georgetown County.”” When Smith was
preparing to paint The Harvest Flow, When the Rice Is Barreling, which shows the crop just
before it is harvested, she traveled ro Middleton Plantation on the outskirts of Charleston
to capture a view framed by tall old-growth trees. Since rice was no longer being grown in
South Carolina when she was assembling her portfolio, Smith sought the advice of former
rice planters on the agricultural practices she wanted te depict. Consequently, while the
scenes which she painted do indeed present key features in the cycle of rice cultivation,
any resemblances to the plancation that was owned by her family could only be approxi-
mate. In Smith’s watercolors the specific details of experience are overlaid by the feeling
of a pleasant, passing moment, scenes recently described as creations of “rainbow hued
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fantasy.”* In her paintings the bitter experience of loss and failure is cloaked with the sweet
veneer of a delightful vista.

Whether Smith was motivated by obligations of filial piety or her own convictions, her
work has enjoyed remarkable success as visual propaganda on behalf of the public memory
of plantation owners—the people from whom she was descended. What is surprising is the
extent to which her images, and others like hers, continue to inform current understandings
of southern history in general and the Carolina Lowcountry in particular. That her images
remain so popular is especially noteworthy given that over the last half a century the academic
interpretation of the past promoted by Phillips and Sass has been dismantled, brick by brick.
The Gibbes Museum of Art in Charleston reports that Smith’s rice plancation images are, by
far, the most sought-after paintings among the ten chousand works in its collection. Writers
of history textbooks, producers of educational television programs, and directors of major
motion pictures continually request permission to use her golden-hued scencs.” Two images
from the series, The Plantation Church and The Plantation Street or Seitleinent {cats. 118, 119), are
available via several Internet-based vendors, including the shopping mall giant, Wal-Mart, and
surprisingly even the Baghdad Museum in Iraq.” The pairing of these two particular paint-
ings implies, perhaps unintentionally, an unsettling connection between divine blessings and
lifelong captivity. The image of the church softens the reality of bondage by implying that God
looked favorably on the southern system. Tmplied here is a tacit promise that obedience on the
part of the enslaved would be rewarded in the afterlife.

In The Piantation Street or Settlement, Smith's only painting of slave quarters, a nursery for
infants stands in the foreground partially obscuring the view of a row of cabins. Each baby
lies in its own coiled basket tended by young girls, who in turn are supervised by a group of
watchful elders. The sweet scene makes us forget the absent mothers who have been sent back
into the fields roo quickly. Who would know from this gentle image that on rice plantations
an average of twenty percent of all slave women’s pregnancies ended in miscarriages and
stillbirths or that on some Lowcountry estates almost forty percent of all slave children died
before their first birthday? No wonder that when asked about slavery times freedman Ben
Horry from Brookgreen Plantation referred to the period as “them dark days.” The cruelties
of slavery were not a matter that Alice Smith was willing or prepared to recognize. No hint of
the slaves’ sorrows intrudes into her plantation scenes. The current popularity of her paintings
suggests that many Ainericans likewise reinain unprepared for a rigorous and honest assess-
ment of their nation’s history. There are many gritty images from the past that can cffectively
carry our imaginations back to the time when black people were treated like disposable pieces
of equipment, but most of us would rather not see them or consider the story that they could
tell.
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THE PLANTATION CHURCH

Alice Ravenel Huger Smith
Ca.1935

Watercolor on paper

H.44.5 x W.55.0 cm.

Gibbes Museum of Art/Carolina Art
Association, 1937 09 04
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