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Introduction: But the Horse Is Much, 
Much More  

In an interview for the Archives of American Art, the California Bay Area painter 
Richard McLean (1934–2014) remembered when he first settled on the horse as an 
artistic theme. Around 1966, he had begun what he called his “animal period,” 
making paintings of chickens, sheep, and cows based on encyclopedia and magazine 
reproductions. On a whim, however, he decided to photograph an artist friend—a 
“weekend cowboy”—astride a horse. One of these photographs became the source 
for McLean’s first horse painting, with which he knew he’d found the perfect subject: 
“I mean, a cow’s a cow anywhere, but the horse and its historical significance, its 
mythology is much, much more.”1 Though one could take issue with McLean’s hasty 
dismissal of the cow, his attraction to the horse is understandable, the animal’s very 
being, and attendant representation, capable of rousing feelings ranging from awe to 
empathy. By picturing both horses and people with horses in present-day horsey 
settings, McLean ingeniously exploited the incongruities between contemporary, 
conceptually driven painting and historical equine and equestrian art and portraiture. 
His early horse-related canvases, which appropriated equine magazine imagery, de
pict gallant cowboys astride glistening steeds and victorious jockeys aboard race
horses to reprise familiar artistic tropes of English and European mounted aristocrats 
and celebrated racehorses, and rugged American cowboys with their faithful equine 
companions. McLean’s later paintings, reproducing the artist’s own snapshots taken 
at local and regional horse shows, prominently feature women and horses (Veronica’s 
Shanghai Duchess, 1993; figure 0.1). Relying less on historical allusions and more on 
what McLean observed, these images capture with greater accuracy the gendered 
make-up of late twentieth-century equestrianism. They further reflect both the 
abundant narratives of women and horses and the history of painted and photo
graphic portraits of female equestrians, including those of early modern royalty and, 
as equestrian pursuits gained popularity and accessibility during the nineteenth 
century, of modern middle-class women. Yet the fact that McLean’s human subjects 
remained predominantly white evidences American equine sport’s historical lack of 
ethnic and racial diversity and equestrianism’s associations with whiteness. How 
visual imagery has negotiated, contested, and reinforced equestrianism’s and equine 
sport’s patterns of inclusion and exclusion is the pretext of this book, which examines 
images of horses and humans in American art from 1832 until the present. By tracing 
equine and equestrian art’s evolution in the United States, it counters conventional 
understandings of genres that are still, even with recent scholarly attention to 
equestrianism’s and equine sport’s global dimensions2, deeply enmeshed in traditions 
of elite European and English culture. By focusing on the construction of identity—of 
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women, Black men, and the animals themselves involved in horseracing, rodeo, and 
horse show competitions—it offers an interpretation of equestrian and equine art 
rooted in the changing relationships between humans and horses, and in the racial 
and gendered formations of modern American equestrianism and equine sport. 

Throughout this book, I use both the terms equestrianism and equine (or eques
trian) sport in my discussions of images of horseracing, rodeo, and horse show 
subjects since they are not mutually exclusive, but inform and inflect each other. As 
Miriam Adelman and Jorge Knijnik have noted, “equestrian life includes sport and 
hobby, work, and leisure”; its participants may be at work or play, or some com
bination of both.3 In the United States, horseracing began during the seventeenth 
century as a recreational or leisure activity, with contests arranged by wealthy gen
tlemen who raced their horses for amusement, status making, and wagers on avail
able land. During the early decades of the nineteenth century, it developed into a 
commercial enterprise, with formal races, jockey clubs, purses for winners, and of 
course gambling. This period saw the rise of turf men who, especially in the 
Chesapeake region, overtook wealthy planters as key players in the Thoroughbred 
flat racing industry. While some had amassed fortunes as planters, merchants, and 
politicians (or some combination thereof), turf men also came from the middle and 
working classes, rising through the industry’s ranks as stable owners, trainers, track 
managers, and race promoters.4 Trotting or harness racing followed a similar tra
jectory, as impromptu races waged on urban thoroughfares and country roads 
transformed into what Melvin Adelman has called America’s first modern sport, 
with, by the mid-1850s, over seventy US tracks offering organized races attended by 
thousands of spectators.5 Unlike horseracing, which emerged first in the East and 
South, rodeo developed in the West and Southwest. It too, however, sprung from 

Figure 0.1 Richard Thorpe McLean, Veronica’s Shanghai Duchess. 1993. Oil on linen. Louis 
K. Meisel Gallery, New York.    
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informal contests, in this instance staged amongst cow hands whose equestrian and 
cattle wrangling practices largely developed from Spanish, Mexican, and Latin 
American ranching traditions. Professional male and female rodeo athletes emerged 
during the early decades of the twentieth century as purses increased and rodeo 
promoters began offering contracts to competitors. Rodeo, like the horse show, 
continues to attract amateur athletes as well as professionals. Horse shows, where 
participants compete in English and Western riding disciplines including dressage, 
equitation, reining, jumping, pleasure, and eventing, combine elements of equestrian 
leisure and sport. Amateurs usually participate for fun, to hone equestrian skills, and 
for the opportunity to compete. For professionals, equestrian sport is a business 
centered around training horses and riders in preparation for shows, earning prize 
money offered in classes, and breeding, selling, and buying horses. 

Consequently, within equestrianism and equestrian sport exist multiple divisions of 
labor, including those of grooms, breeders, riders, trainers, and owners. Often these 
divisions mirror and reproduce broader entrenched social and racialized class hier
archies, for example, the wealthy white owner and working-class groom of color, but 
they also generate hierarchies particular to equestrian cultures, such as those based on 
professional or amateur status, or expertise level (a beginner versus advanced rider).6 

A related politics of class also applies to race and show horses who may in turn 
reinforce human class formations. As Kendra Coulter explains: 

In equestrian culture, horses are socially constructed as a form of capital that 
reflects relative wealth and status, and, as such, are used to demarcate 
distinctions among human participants. … Upper class people with the economic 
capital to obtain [equine bodies best suited for performance and best trained at it] 
have heightened chances of success in the show ring and the most opportunities 
for higher status in the symbolic competitions.7  

Throughout this book, horses are represented as forms of capital, from 
Thoroughbred racehorses that symbolize owners’ status, to trick riding and bucking 
horses that facilitate rodeo women’s social and economic mobility, to show horses 
that may represent privilege and partnership within their respective equestrian cul
tures yet in McLean’s hands also become satirical symptoms of the horse’s waning 
visibility in contemporary culture. 

This book also draws on the substantial body of scholarship addressing gender in 
equestrianism and equine sports that, with class, race, and ethnicity, also informs: 
who rides and on what types and breeds of horses; how one rides—for example, aside 
(using a sidesaddle) or astride; how one presents oneself on a horse in manner and 
costume; and in what disciplines one may participate or compete. Women’s eques
trian pursuits expanded during the eighteenth and especially nineteenth centuries, 
when, during the Victorian era, bourgeois horsewomen emulating the traditional 
pursuits of the aristocracy challenged class and gender boundaries.8 This period also 
saw the rise of female athletic culture and organized women’s sports.9 Equestrianism, 
however, often proved even more troubling than other forms of physical exertions 
because of the contact between women’s and animals’ animate bodies. Riding styles 
and dress thus necessitated “strict sartorial codes and rules of deportment,” since the 
“fine line between fair equestrian and the fast woman was not difficult to cross.”10 

Rigid guidelines on dress and tack (together known as turnout) are still part and 
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parcel of contemporary equestrian sports and showing and are central to its per
formative aesthetics.11 Today, at least in Europe, the United Kingdom, and the United 
States, women form the majority of riders at stables and shows, contributing to in
creasing understandings of equestrianism as feminine or feminized.12 Men, however, 
continue to dominate the top tiers of equestrian disciplinary competition and orga
nizational leadership positions.13 Perceptions of horsemanship and equine expertise 
also continue to be rooted in masculine traditions of animal subjugation and taming, 
especially in such training techniques and sports as natural horsemanship, Western 
riding, and rodeo that center the tradition of the cowboy.14 Yet masculinity also 
figures prominently in histories of English riding as well. Monica Mattfeld has ex
amined how eighteenth-century English masculinity was shaped on and around the 
horse through riding manuals that expressed contemporary models of political so
vereignty to cartoons that satirized effeminate equestrian theatrical spectacles.15 Kari 
Weil has also shown how theories of horsemanship and horses responded to anxieties 
over modern man’s emasculation, with French manhood increasingly projected onto 
the Thoroughbred horse, a breed that was considered simultaneously pure (aristo
cratic) and scientifically engineered (bourgeois). In a period when the French race was 
thought to be in decline the Thoroughbred horse and equestrianism, as symbols of 
health, morality, progressive scientific management, and “good” colonialism, became 
means of rejuvenating modern French culture.16 

If class and gender intersect within the history of the Thoroughbred horse, so too 
does the modern making of the breed reveal how “the otherwise imprecise, 
nineteenth-century definition of ‘race’ was given ‘scientific’ explanation in its appli
cation to the equine population.”17 In western culture, the Thoroughbred breed came 
to be known as a pure race of blood-horses, an apt mirror of the elite men who owned 
and raced them, even though the breed developed by crossing English horses with 
North African and Asian stock.18 How methods and theories of equine breeding 
intersect with notions of human race and identity inform my interpretations of 
nineteenth-century paintings of American Thoroughbreds and Black men—images 
that make visible the paradox of Black Americans’ key roles in shaping an animal so 
connected to white privilege—and photographic portraits of trotting horses, pro
duced during a period when theorists and breeders, concerned over status and profit, 
battled over whether bloodlines or performance record would define the 
Standardbred breed. 

This book further contends that equine and equestrian art and portraiture is a 
worthwhile and unique subject of inquiry because of its inclusion of animal subjects. 
The representation of animals involves the manipulation of their bodies through 
artistic mediums, modeling how animal bodies are manipulated in real life through 
riding, breeding, farming, and pet keeping. Equestrianism and equine sport, centered 
especially on riding, enact particular encounters between horse and human bodies 
that involve a range of interspecies sensory experiences which are generated through 
various communicatory modes, namely touch and proprioception (the perception of 
the position and movements of the body), but also vision and sound. Equestrian 
activities may thus produce a radical form of co-embodiment that informs both a 
human’s and animal’s experience of self.19 Though visual art is fundamentally per
ceptual, this book centralizes the intercorporeal dynamics20 of riding and training 
horses to argue that human and animal identity—both real and represented—must 
always be understood through each other, whether in the relationships between the 
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human and animal subjects within a painting’s or photograph’s frame, between 
viewers and an image’s subjects, or between artists and the animals they depict. 

Let Us not Praise Famous Horses 

Organized into four chapters, this book presents a series of case studies that span the 
past two centuries and emerge from different, US geographic centers of artistic 
production—the South, the East, and the West. It proceeds chronologically beginning 
in 1832 and covers: Edward Troye’s antebellum portraits of racehorses and their 
Black American jockeys and handlers; the development of American equine portrait 
photography after the Civil War by the Philadelphia firm Schreiber & Sons, one of 
the first to specialize in animals; early twentieth-century representations of rodeo 
cowgirls and their mounts and the rise of the Real Photo Postcard; and Richard 
McLean’s contemporary Photorealist paintings of horse show competitors. Through 
these examples, I aim to challenge the marginalization of persons of color and women 
within the history of American equestrianism and equine sport, even within what has 
been characterized as its increasing feminization, and reveal how animal identity both 
informs and has been modeled by cultural, gendered, and racialized models of human 
identity. I realize that my examples are by no means comprehensive or exhaustive and 
there are many other equine-themed artworks I could have included. Much more, for 
example, needs to be written about the horse’s representation in North American 
Indigenous art, the critical contributions of Indigenous peoples to the development of 
equestrianism, and the history of native, Indigenous horse breeds and types. 

To do so, however, compels expanding notions of what artworks belong to the 
genres of equestrian and equine art. Traditionally, these genres are associated with 
commemorative portraits of military leaders and royalty, or with equine field sports, 
a subset of the country pursuits of the historically leisured, upper class that include 
hunting, horse racing, shooting, and fishing. As a result, Malcolm Cormack has ex
plained, sporting art has traditionally been considered a niche subject, generated and 
consumed by a select class of people, and denigrated by art historians as “mere 
decoration” and unworthy of intellectual inquiry, evidenced by Sir Ellis Waterhouse’s 
1953 statement that: 

to discuss the Sartorius tribe [a family of sporting artists] and such painters is no 
business of the historian of art, no matter how bitter the accusations of neglect 
are wont to be from those specialist writers who sometimes confuse the history of 
art with praising famous horses.21  

Cormack’s catalog of the Virginia Museum of Fine Arts’ Mellon Collection of British, 
French, and American sporting art forms a rejoinder to such past art historical 
contempt by contextualizing sporting imagery within period politics, cultural mores, 
social formations, scientific inquiry, and attitudes towards animals. Yet out of over 
four hundred pages, it devotes only seventy to American sporting art, a result of 
multiple factors, including the much later development of leisure sports in a young 
country, settlement patterns, a class structure very different from that of England and 
Europe, religious opposition to gambling, and Paul Mellon’s collecting habits. Its 
American entries comprise expected “country” subjects such as hunter and racehorse 
portraits by Alvan Fisher, Edward Troye, and Henry Delattre, water and game fowl 
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hunting scenes by Thomas Eakins, Charles Deas, and George Catlin, and a Winslow 
Homer hare coursing canvas, in addition to Albert Bierstadt’s more anomalous oil 
sketches of chestnut and grey horses against plain backgrounds that may have served 
as studies for his grand Sierra Nevada and Rocky Mountain landscapes.22 Included 
because they are part of the Mellon Collection and because they feature horses, 
Bierstadt’s sketches exist on the fringes of what is normally accepted as sporting art. 
They nonetheless presage a more expansive conception of the genre to encompass 
artworks that have been previously assigned to art historical categories of landscape 
or art of the American West. My book builds on this inclination, contending that 
both rodeo photographs and McLean’s Photorealist paintings relate as much to 
genres of equine and equestrian art as Troye’s or the Schreibers’ portraits of race
horses do. In so doing, my focus on a diverse range of American material produced 
over the last two centuries shrinks the chasm of scholarship on American equine and 
equestrian art by showing how animal representation adapted to and was trans
formed by cultural and geographic circumstances. 

The rise of equine portraiture in the United States coincided with the emerging 
sport of horseracing. Patrons during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries com
prised landowners and merchants on the Eastern seaboard and in the Mid-Atlantic 
States. Those few artists who painted animals often did so with an amateur hand. The 
Swiss-born, academically-trained artist Edward Troye (1808–1874) arrived in 
Philadelphia in 1831 and, after painting his first horse canvas the following year, 
emerged as America’s leading equine painter, pursuing horses and patrons across the 
country as Thoroughbred racing spread through the South and the then western 
states of Kentucky and Tennessee.23 Beyond his main subject matter—the 
horse—that Troye spent much of his life in Alabama, making his last home at 
Owens Crossroads, near Madison, has driven my interest in the artist whose career 
was sustained by slavery. Though some Troye scholars have expressed frustration 
with my readings of Troye’s art as products of slavery, I believe his work cannot be 
understood outside of this context. Troye emulated the aristocratic sporting pictures 
of his Old World predecessors; yet he often included the enslaved Black Americans 
who rode and cared for Thoroughbreds, inventively adapting tradition to suit his 
context. Chapter 1 examines Troye’s paintings created between 1832 and 1874 that 
depict Thoroughbred racehorses with Black jockeys and handlers. Extending scho
larship linking equine breeding to theories of race, it explores how the unique cir
cumstances of the American horse industry with its largely Black, enslaved slave labor 
force shaped period, culturally specific understandings of the American 
Thoroughbred horse. It ultimately interprets Troye’s paintings as representations of 
interspecies entanglements and as the products of spaces—the plantation, racetrack, 
and stables and their connected schemata of power—where animal and human 
biopower was constituted and employed by and for different factions. 

As the nineteenth century progressed, American racing enthusiasts turned their 
attention to trotting horses as the sport ignited on the East Coast during the 1850s 
and 1860s, propelled in part by the collapse of the southern Thoroughbred industry 
during the Civil War. In the 1870s, Schreiber & Sons, a Philadelphia photography 
studio run by Franz Schreiber (1803–1892) and his children, produced some of the 
earliest photographs of trotting horses, at a moment in which trotters, originally just 
common or grade animals able to trot fast, evolved into a new breed: the 
Standardbred horse.24 In 1874, the Schreibers published Portraits of Noted Horses of 
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America, a book of fifty photographs of the nation’s horses. Though the Schreibers 
were not the first to attempt a comprehensive portfolio of American horses—Troye, 
himself, had tried—they were the first to successfully publish one. I first became 
aware of Portraits of Noted Horses of America while researching Troye and was 
lucky enough to find a copy in a nearby library.25 Troye’s documentarian Alexander 
Mackay-Smith mentions that he stopped painting altogether the year Schreiber & 
Sons first visited Woodburn Farm, owned by Alexander John Alexander, who, with 
his brother Robert Aitcheson Alexander, were two of Troye’s great patrons.26 

Though age and health factors surely also helped speed the end of Troye’s career, 
photography ushered in a more accurate means of representing animals that proved 
critical to breeders striving to produce more valuable horses. The medium also of
fered, through stereographs and other forms of photographic postcards, inexpensive, 
more easily circulated and consumable images that often served to bolster a horse’s 
renown. Chapter 2 argues that Portraits of Noted Horses can be read as another 
iteration of equine portraiture, from painting to photographs “taken from life,” 
aimed at the same audiences who had in the past collected sporting prints or com
missioned equine paintings. Yet the Schreibers’ book of photographs signals an im
portant departure from conventional animal picturing in the way it places individual 
animal identities in tension with collective identity. Borrowing from the visual tra
ditions of natural history illustration and comparative anatomy, it relies on the profile 
portrait that best enables viewers to compare animals. Drawing on contemporary 
debates about breeding and heredity, it structures its photographs into unfolding 
genealogical micronarratives of the trotter and American Thoroughbred. In so doing, 
Portraits of Noted Horses of America reveals the transformation of equine por
traiture from its more customary role as a visual emblem of its owner or a memento 
of its animal subject into something akin to scientific illustration that advances an 
ideal identity for the emergent American trotting horse. 

Equine- and equestrian-themed imagery expanded throughout the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries to picture not only Thoroughbred and Standardbred racehorses, 
but also new types (and later breeds) of American horses. Subsequently, though elite 
sportsmen played a central role especially in American equine portraiture’s early de
velopment, its subjects and audiences expanded along a populist line in connection 
with changes in the horse industry and with the rise of photography. This book ex
amines these differences in patronage, market, and consumption. The settlement of the 
West and consequent development of the western livestock industry created an in
creasing need for cowponies and range horses. These horses, which had been developed 
over the preceding century by crossing Spanish Barbs (introduced by Spanish colonizers 
and bred by the Chickasaw tribe of the Mississippi Valley as well as Spanish settlers in 
the Southwest), English stock, Mustangs (another horse introduced by the Spanish and 
used by Indigenous Plains peoples), and Indigenous Native American horses, proved 
well suited to range work, with their compact statures, muscle, even demeanors, and 
speed.27 They became the primary equine stock used in rodeo, a sport that originated in 
Spanish and Mexican vaquero (cattle driving and ranching) traditions and that grew in 
popularity throughout the United States after the closing of the frontier because of its 
associations with a mythic Old West. Rodeo photographic postcards, often sold as 
souvenirs at rodeos and collected via mailorder by rodeo enthusiasts, captured the feats 
of rodeo contestants, many of whom were women, aboard both their trained partners 
and purportedly wild, bucking horses during rodeo’s “Golden Age.”28 
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