
 

Image: Robert S. Duncanson (American, 1821–1872), Mayan Ruins, Yucatán, 1848, oil on canvas. Museum purchase with funds provided by the 
Daniel Blau Endowment Fund, 1984.105 

  
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
BEGIN TRANSCRIPT 

 
Welcome to February’s “Object of 
the Month” series. My name is 
Fabienne. I am a Museum Guide at 
the Dayton Art Institute. This is a 
painting by Robert S. Duncanson 
titled, Mayan Ruins, Yucatán, painted in 1848. What do you think might have inspired this painting?  
 
Many artists were not able to travel widely so they depended on photographers and engravings of other 
artists who were able to travel. This engraving by Frederick Catherwood is believed to have inspired 
Mayan Ruins, Yucatán. Notice the similarities between the two. The practice of copying an engraving 
was and still is an acceptable form of inspiration. 
 
Notice the classical treatment of the composition: the Mayan ruin being the center focus; the palm trees 
and the building, on each side in the foreground, frame the center image.  
 
How would you describe Duncanson’s use of scale? Perspective is a way artists help viewers understand 
scale. For example, the two figures in the foreground and the group of figures at the base of the temple 
help give us a sense of scale and perspective within the painting. The closer the figures, the larger they 
appear; the farther away, the smaller they are.  
 
Duncanson’s use of atmospheric perspective also help by giving a mood and a sense of depth to the 
scene. The horizon fades into a bluish foggy haze which lends a bit of mystery to the painting. Right 
away we intuitively know it is either morning or evening. You can sense the warmth of the golden 
sunlight washing over the temple stones.  
 
Robert S. Duncanson is a self-taught artist born in Seneca County, New York to an African American 
mother and a Scottish father. Duncanson moved to Cincinnati, Ohio around 1840. Here, he worked with 
and was supported by abolitionists in Ohio. By the 1850s, Cincinnati was a major regional arts center 
with many cultural opportunities for artists. By the 1860s, the American Press had proclaimed 
Duncanson to be the, “best landscape painter in the West”. His paintings rivaled those of Thomas Cole, 
Asher B. Durand and Frederick Kensett. These renowned painters were part of the original Hudson River 
School, a group of artists who focused on romanticizing nature of the new America.  
 
Duncanson’s pastoral landscapes demonstrate his belief in nature’s harmony and beauty, full of peace 
and wonder. Making Him one of the most famous Midwest romantic realist painters of his time. 
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I’ll leave you with a fun fact: Landscape with Rainbow by Robert S. Duncanson was recently selected as 
the 59th Inauguration Painting. If you’d like to discover the majesty of this artwork in-person, you’ll find 
it in the Dayton Power and Light Gallery of 19th Century American Art, Gallery 207. Thank you for tuning 
in and be sure to check back soon for a new “Object of the Month”. 
  
END TRANSCRIPT 
 
 
Click here to access the video presentation. 
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