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he New England itinerant portrait painter Asahel Lynde Powers rarely recorded the names of his
sitters. As is common with many American folk portraits, the identity of the man in Portrait of a
Dark-haired Man Reading “The Genesee Farmer” remains a mystery. A handsome young man appears
to be sitting in his study on an Empire settee. Large, amiable brown eyes gaze out at the viewer. The
meticulous depiction of his delicately proportioned nose and lips contrasts with the rudimentary
treatment of his hands and ear. His face contains a range of tones; gray-green underpainting is visi-
ble below the pale flesh where the light strikes his forehead, ruddy reds flush his cheeks, bright
white highlights flash on the tip of his nose and along the line of his upper lip. His fashionable suit
speaks of prosperity—a black frock coat with a high, generous collar and black cravat, a crisp white
shirt and green vest with black embroidery. Fine, brown hair ends in curving wisps that frame his
face. In the background, a curtain swag on the right echoes the shape of his collar and shoulder; on
the left, a drop-front secretary with an opened bookshelf displays a number of fine, leather-bound
books. The newspaper in the sitter's hands, the most conspicuous element of the portrait, is an issue
of the early Rochester publication The Genesee Farmer, dated October 12, 1839.

The Genesee Farmer was a weekly agricultural journal published in Rochester from 1831 to 1839 by
Luther Tucker (1802-1873), editor of the Rochester Daily Advertiser.' Intended to spread the collec-
tive wisdom of the region gained through the experience of “cultivating Scientifically the soil...so
lately reclaimed from the wilderness & prepared for the highest state of Agriculture,” the first issue
proclaimed, “No part of the world is more richly blessed with soil and climate...than the western
part of the state of New York—that part called OLD GENESEE.? Indeed, early settlers to western
New York were drawn to the promise of Rochester's geographic amenities: the agricultural abun-
dance of the Genesee River Valley, the shipping potential of the Genesee River, and the High Falls
destiny as a milling center. With the opening of the Erie Canal in 1825, Rochester became a major
agricultural and trade center in western New York.

Five years prior to the inception of The Genesee Farmerin 1831, a visitor described the vitality of
the city:

It is difficult to begin a sketch of such a place as Rochester. The place is in
such motion....It may be referred to as standing proof that the wilderness
may be made to vanish almost at a stroke, and give place in as little time to
a city! It is like a hive; and the apertures every where around it, are full of
bees, pressing into it.... The country round about is fertile beyond any idea
you can form of it....Who has not heard of the Genesee country? And of its
proverbial fertility?’

Rochester's agricultural prowess had come to define the city. By the 1820s Rochester earned the
nickname “Flour City” due to the quality and quantity of its flour production. By mid-century, the
city’s nickname changed to “Flower City” to reflect the booming nursery and seed businesses of
Ellwanger & Barry and James Vick.
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