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The name Rokeby comes from a poem by
Sir Walter Scott and was used when a
Vermont farm was established in the 1780s.
There is now a museum on the property of
the 90 acre Robinson estate. Its history is
that of a working farm and as an
underground railroad stop during the mid
On her 1910 passport application,
1800s. This story is dramatically told in the
Rachael was noted as 5’5”, forehead
museum’s permanent exhibition Free & Safe.
For postcard collectors there is another story, high, eyes green, hair light brown, nose
straight, mouth small, complexion fair,
one quite special for it is now just around the
time of the centennial anniversary of a
wonderful postcard series that honors the city of New York.
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The Robinson family residents at the turn of the 20th century were Rowland E.
and Anna Robinson and their children. The eldest daughter was Rachael
Robinson born July 28, 1878. The father was a farmer and an illustrator and the
mother, a painter. Recognized for her artistic ability Rachael started her formal
art education at the age of 12. As a young adult she left Vermont to study in New
York with Max Ernst and later with Childe Hassam. She lived at 120 West 16th
Street before 1911 when she married Robert Elmer, a securities clerk.
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Separate from the museum is the family home. With changes in furniture and
furnishings through the 1950s, the large Robinson farmhouse contains an
abundance of family treasures never discarded as one generation followed
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another. Much still needs to be sorted and reviewed but the present curator, Jane
Williamson, and her staff, continue to work through the estate holdings.
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As a tribute to this artist, Rokeby Museum gathered the complex storyline and
the original artwork that formed Rachael's 1914 work, showing her creative
process in working on a set of images specifically created for postcard
production. Enhancing the exhibition, they have transcribed letters sent by
Rachael to her mother between August 1913 to May 1915.
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And from this I share with you the story as it relates to Rachael Robinson Elmer's
postcard foray beginning before 1914.
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The story starts with a friend of Rachael's sending her a postcard illustrated by
Thomas Raymond Way. Pastel in feel and
impressionistic in style, the card showed a London
scene. In the message the sender requested
Rachael to do the same for New York City. Inspired,
she pondered this idea over the next 4 or 5 years
and with adequate art training decided how this
might be done. She contacted Louis Prang & Co,
noted for its quality chromolithography printing, and
received encouragement although they would not be
publish her work. They did, however, refer her to P.
F. Volland Publishers & Co. in Chicago. Letters went
back and forth and drawings were sent to them.
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After sketches were
done she borrowed a camera to capture the real
scenes, taking several pictures, having them
developed and then having the best sent out to be
enlarged. This was a lengthy process and the final
photos were deemed too indecisive, not giving her
enough detail. She would voyage out again to make
notes and to verify details.
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Eventually she would return to the
site with paint and a small canvas
fashioned from the covers of
discarded books. From these quick
oils she returned home to work on
her illustrations and color
selections.

!

Her letters home describe her
anxiety, frustration and hopes in
accomplishing her goal and in her
early search for a publisher.
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In May 1914 she met with Paul Volland in his New York office after he had
received four illustrations with four more anticipated. He made some
suggestions, rejected some
images, and appeared
interested in having her do
other cities.*
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Early talk was for eight NYC
cards but this was changed to
two sets of six, which
eventually were produced as
one set of twelve.
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In November of 1914 all images had been sent to Volland while she awaited
payment as approval of her work. In January the proofs were completed and her
husband, always her champion, went to see them in the Volland office and
offered his praise. While the copyright date is 1914, these New York views did
not become available for sale until January 1915. In May of 1915 she wrote
home to tell her family that the cards were selling well.

!
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Rachael Robinson Elmer's work is most enduring as some of the most beautiful
postcard illustrations of New York City. In total she produced two sets of cards
highlighting the parks, river, buildings and skyline of the city that she truly loved.
The one set of twelve cards was published by Volland as the Art Lovers' Series
and a set of six hand-cut linoleum block prints (a new technique at the time) was
self published less than two years later for the Biennial Celebration of the
Association of Women Painters, Artists and Sculptors. This latter set was done
with her sister's help and was printed as a limited edition. They remain hard to
find.
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In her short lifetime Rachael illustrated children's book, worked with the Red
Cross and has evolved as an American icon in the illustration of New York City
cityscapes. It is now the 100th anniversary of the Volland Art Lovers' Series and
we can only contemplate the illustrations that she might have done next. On
February 12, 1919, Rachael Robinson Elmer died, succumbing to the Spanish
Influenza Epidemic.
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The accompanying map pinpoints the location of her illustrated scenes.
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With the same 1914 copyright date, the Art Lovers' Chicago Series was
illustrated by Miles W. Sater.

The Rokeby Museum exhibition of Rachael Robinson Elmer’s work was on display at
the Ferrisburgh, VT site in the summer of 2014. I wish to thank Jane Williamson, Steve
Wetherby, Ray Hahn, Ginny Michaels and Bob Stonehill for bringing information to
light.	
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For more information see the websites Rokeby.org and Lockkeeper.com
Rokeby Museum, 4334 Route 7, Ferrisburgh, VT, 802.877.3406 phone or
rokeby@comcast.net
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Art-Lovers' Postcard Series - P.F. Volland & Co.- Copyright 1914
The Cathedral of St. John the Divine from Morning Side Park
The Elevated Railroad at 110th Street
Hotel Plaza from Central Park
The Hudson River from Riverside Drive
The Metropolitan Tower on a Summer Evening
New York from the 34th Street Ferry
New York Public Library
St. Paul's Chapel
The Singer Building from Brooklyn Bridge
Trinity Church and Wall Street
Washington Arch at Winter Twilight
The Woolworth Building from the Ferry
Art Lovers NY folder
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