
Born in 1788 in Colebrook, Connecticut, Ammi
Phillips' prolific career spanned more than fifty years
and included stylistic periods so distinct that his work
was originally attributed to various artists, including the
mysterious Kent-Border Limner. It wasn't until 1958
that researchers Barbara and Lawrence B. Holdridge
concluded that the sundry portraits belonged solely to
Phillips.  
A self-taught, itinerant portraitist, Phillips traveled to
Pittsfield, Massachusetts and began advertising in 1809
in publications such as the Berkshire Reporter. He
offered clients portraits done in “a correct style, [with]

perfect shadows, and elegant dresses in
the prevailing fashion of the day.”
Phillips' earliest known works are
marked by an awkward tentativeness.
However, many of the elements that he
came to master, such as his dynamic use
of color and composition, are also evi-
dent in these first works. Between 1812
and 1813, Phillips was commissioned to
paint portraits of Ashbel and Patience
Bolles Stoddard of Hudson, New York.
With their air of lightness, these paint-
ings served as the regional and stylistic
bridge between his fledgling works and
his better known Border period (1812-
1819). 
It is thought that portrait painter
Reuben Moulthrop (1763-1814), who
worked in Connecticut, Massachusetts,
New York, and Pennsylvania during the
late eighteenth and early nineteenth cen-
turies, influenced Phillips' formative
years. Moulthrop's work is character-
ized by flat, outlined figures, qualities
that also mark Phillips' Border portraits.
Phillips also echoed Moulthrop's
nomadic nature by traveling around
New York, Massachusetts, and
Connecticut to work on neighborhood

commissions. However, Phillips' use of
soft pastel hues and pearly tones creates
an ethereal lightness that is very much his
own. His subjects are often long, lanky,
and coyly glancing sideways. To balance
these delicate elements, Phillips employs
small bursts of darker, more intense color.

A portrait of Harriet Leavens (1815), now at the Fogg
Art Museum at Harvard University, shows a slender
young woman with blonde hair holding a parasol and a
purse. Her skin, dress, shoes, and accessories are vary-
ing shades of pale pink and muted yellow. The deeply
contrasting blue-green of her parasol and purse serve to
increase the visual drama of the portrait, something that
Phillips went on to explore more fully during his Kent
period (1830-1860).
Joan Brownstein, a dealer and expert of American folk
paintings, noted that, “Phillips liked to experiment. He
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Fig. 1: Ammi Phillips, Girl in White Dress,
1842. Oil on canvas, 29 3/4 x 24 inches.
Courtesy of Joan Brownstein, Newbury,
Massachusetts



was a formulaic painter who liked to take a visual idea
and try out multiple variations of it.” In 1820, keeping
his strong sense of composition and color intact, Phillips
began moving away from his dreamlike style into what
is called his Realistic period, which lasted until 1828
(Fig. 1). After the death of his first wife, Laura
Brockway, Phillips married Jane Ann Caulkins (1803-
1873) of Northeast, New York in 1830. The couple
moved around Dutchess County before settling in the
Kent region of Connecticut in 1836. Having already
spent time in Connecticut, Phillips continued painting
members of prominent Kent families, but with greater
frequency. The Kent Period is typified by defined
expressions, formulaically precise compositions, grace-
ful but exaggerated poses, and a starkly contrasting
palette. Phillips supplanted the luminous colors of his
Border portraits with deep jewel tones. He painted his
sitters against dark backgrounds in vividly colored cos-
tumes adorned by shocks of white lace ribbons and
shirtfronts. The expansive Kent period was Phillips'
most productive and includes portraits done in various
New York counties. 
Unlike most itinerant artists of his day, Phillips moved
his growing family for years at a time while he sought
out potential patrons. By 1850 he and his family were
settled in Northeast, New York, but he continued to
travel to neighboring states on painting trips. Along his
traditional routes, Phillips began seeing advertisements
for daguerreotype studios. By the 1860s this new and
competitive technology coupled with the evolving tastes
of the public influenced Phillips' work and his portraits
became even more realistic than his previous styles
(Last period, 1860-1865). Phillips died in 1865 at the
age of seventy-seven in Curtisville (now Interlaken,
Massachusetts). More than six-hundred portraits have
been attributed to him.
Phillips' work gained appreciation and value quickly in
the second half of the twentieth century. In a 1985 sale
at Christie's, New York, a Phillips' portrait broke the
record for the highest price paid at auction for an
American folk art painting. The portrait of a young girl
(Fig. 2) was sold for $682,000, surpassing one of
Edward Hick's Peaceable Kingdom paintings that had
garnered $207,000 five years earlier.
A wide range of price tags are attached to Phillips' por-
traits, however, a phenomenon that allows even rela-
tively new collectors to purchase his works. Since
Phillips' skillfulness is apparent in all of his paintings,
David Schorsch, a dealer of American folk art in
Connecticut, admits the price ranges are “somewhat of
an enigma.” But in folk art, perceptions of value are
based on such factors as size, composition, the age and
gender of the sitter, the presence of accoutrements (or

lack thereof), and how well the face is realized.
Nancy Druckman, senior vice president and director of
the American Folk Art department in Sotheby's New
York, finds that Phillips' “young children sell better, but
they must be appealing. The addition of animals, fruit,
and flowers are also in the top category. These are fol-
lowed by young women. Beautifully attired costumes
and accessories add to the appealing quality.”
Considering that the top-selling Phillips' to date,
Portrait of a Young Girl and her Cat, is a portrait of a
wide-eyed young girl with a flower in her hand and a
kitten in her lap (Fig. 3), it's clear what collectors find
most appealing and in turn, are most highly valued. The
portrait sold in January 2007 for $1,248,000.
Phillips' Kent period is his best-selling because his sub-
jects are mostly women or children with pets; costume
and color are especially well executed. David
Wheatcroft, an American folk art dealer in
Massachusetts, finds that the elegant and streamlined
nature of these paintings adds to their desirability.
Wheatcroft noted Phillips' Portrait of a Young Boy in
Blue (Fig.4) of circa 1835, exhibits “features of the
dress and the face [that] give this portrait a winsome
immediacy that is exceptional in its simplicity and clari-
ty.” Wheatcroft sold this painting roughly six years ago
and says that most of Phillips' portraits from this time
and of this caliber sell in the low seven figures.
Portraits of middle-aged or older sitters that are not
classically attractive and lack the much sought-after
cute quality, are “selling for less than what they did
twenty years ago,” according to Druckman. In April of
2008, the Stair Galleries in Hudson, New York, auc-
tioned Phillips' Portrait of Sarah Sutherland (Fig. 5) for
a hammer price of $2,200. The sitter is an elderly
woman with a sharp nose and dark eyes, a considerable
departure from the high-selling brunette girl and her
kitten. However, Sutherland's intricate lace bonnet is
deftly executed and the shift in tonalities between the
black background, the woman's dress, and the book in
her hand is exquisite in its subtlety.
Ammi Phillips mastered styles from ethereal to soberly
realistic and painted portraits of children and the elder-
ly with the same careful precision. As a result of his
wide-range of sitters and styles, many collectors are
able to acquire a Phillips' portrait regardless of purse
size or personal notions of beauty. Phillips' ability to
remain accessible in light of his reputation is what
makes him a true folk art visionary.
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