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added. In many works he included the image of Abraham Lincoln, which hints
at a parallel between the President and Peto’s own father, whose death came
12 years before Peto’s own, in 1907. Another interpretation of Lincoln is as a
symbol of American nostalgia for the days before the Civil War divided the
country in two.

It is believed that a kind of melancholy settled over Peto later in his life, as
it did many post-Civil War Americans, but increasingly so for Peto as his health
‘waned. In his artwork were objects he had chosen deliberately for their worn |
 appearance, as if to emphasize, somewhat fretfully, the passage of time from
one era to another, or to suggest that the society of people who once used the
_items were now gone, Starzman explained. At the same time in history, the
_advent of photography was taking shape, and the American manufacturing
_ industry was producing goods in mass quantities, so one-of-a-kind handmade

itemns became precious for their uniqueness.
. Interestingly, she pointed out, there is little or no evidence of anything
feminine in any of his work — e.g., no sewing instruments, cosmetic tools or
kitchen utensils.
“Art is a commentary, obviously, on the time period in which it's being
produced,” she added. '
In obscurity and in debt, Peto died at the age of 53 from a kidney disease :
called Bright's.
He and his wife had one child, their daughter Helen Peto Smiley, who kept -
_ the house and passed it along to her two daughters, one of whom, Joy, ran the .
| Peto House as a bed and breakfast for many years before her death in2001.
| Inan history, Peto and his work are often associated with William Harnett,
 his contemporary and fellow trompe I'oeil artist, whom many considered to be .
_ the sharper and more stylistic of the two. In comparing the two, Starzman
| described Peto as the more painterly, his strokes almost visible and his paint
 application thicker. :
. The trompe l'ceil style originated, however, with Charles Wilson Peale, born -
| more than a century before Peto. Peale was an artist, scientist and inventor who
 fathered a staggering 17 children, each of them named for a different artist. Four |
_of his children became artists themselves: Titian, Raphaelle, Rubens and
" Rembrandt. His son Raphaelle would later become known as the ‘“father of
 American still life.” . |
. Though the term trompe I'oeil is French - “the language of the arts,”
. Starzman said ~ its practice can be traced back to ancient Greece. Though the
 earliest examples of trompe I'oeil may not jive with the modern notion of photo-
 realism, Starzman suggested the reason may be that, just as we have evolved
* socially, politically and in every other way, our vision has also evolved. |
. In Peto’s body of work, Starzman said she reads a kind of loneliness; but |
 also an enigmatic playfulness with the viewer, by way of some of his puzzling
“messages,’ like the phrase ‘Important information inside” and mailing
_addresses on envelopes. . ‘
“Once you see his work, once you learn a little bit about his life, you create
,'_this‘bond," Starzman said. ' ‘ v




