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Brooklyn Museum Acquires Eighteenth-Century Painting by Agostino Brunias
Depicting Dominica Mixed Race Colonial Elite

The Brooklyn Museum has acquired, by purchase from the London Gallery Robilant + Voena, Agostino 
Brunias’s (1730–96) painting Free Women of Color with Their Children and Servants in a Landscape
(circa 1764–96), a portrait of the eighteenth-century mixed-race colonial elite of the island of Dominica 
in the West Indies. Brunias, a London-based Italian painter, left England at the height of his career to 
chronicle Dominica, then one of Britain’s newest colonies in the Lesser Antilles.

The painting depicts two richly dressed mixed-race women, one of whom was possibly the wife of the 
artist’s patron. They are shown accompanied by their mother and their children, along with eight African 
servants, as they walk on the grounds of a sugar plantation, one of the agricultural estates that were 
Dominica’s chief source of wealth. Brunias documented colonial women of color as privileged and 
prosperous. The two wealthy sisters are distinguished from their mother and servants by their fitted 
European dresses.

The painting is a Caribbean version of contemporaneous English works made popular by artists such 
as William Hogarth and Thomas Gainsborough, whose art often depicts the landed gentry engaged in 
leisurely pursuits. Free Women of Color with Their Children and Servants in a Landscape and other Caribbean 
paintings by Brunias celebrate the diversity of European, Caribbean, and African influences in the region. 

Although Brunias was originally commissioned to promote upper-class plantation life, his works soon 
assumed a more subversive, political role throughout the Caribbean as endorsements of a free,
 anti-slavery society, exposing the artificialities of racial hierarchies in the West Indies. Among his 
supporters was Haiti’s liberator, François-Dominique Toussaint L’Ouverture, who wore on his waistcoat 
eighteen buttons decorated with reproductions of Brunias’s paintings.

Free Women of Color with Their Children and Servants in a Landscape will go on view on March 7, 2011, in
the European galleries, on the portraiture wall between contemporaneous female Spanish colonial and 
French subjects.

200 Eastern Parkway,  Brooklyn,  NY  11238-6052
T (718) 638-5000  F (718) 501-6134
www.brooklynmuseum.org

Press Release



The painting will also be featured in an upcoming Spanish colonial exhibition organized by Rich Aste, Curator 
of European Art, which is tentatively slated for 2013. Building on the Brooklyn Museum exhibition Converging 
Cultures: Art & Identity in Spanish America (1996), the upcoming presentation will focus on private art 
collecting in the colonial Andes and Mexico. Through more than two hundred paintings, drawings, prints, 
sculptures, and decorative art objects from Brooklyn’s European and Spanish and British colonial collections, 
visitors will get a rare glimpse of the private homes of the colonial elite, who acquired and commissioned 
sacred and profane works of art as signifiers of their faith, wealth, and status. 

End

Contact: 
Sally Williams, Public Information Officer, (718) 501-6330, sally.williams@brooklynmuseum.org 

Page : 2

Brooklyn Museum Extended Hours:  Beginning Wednesday, October 6, the Brooklyn Museum will open
to the public eight additional hours a week and will open each day at 11 a.m. 

 Wednesdays 11-6
Thursdays and Fridays 11-10
Saturdays and Sundays 11-6

The Museum will continue to present Target First Saturdays, its popular free evening of art and entertainment, when 
it remains open until 11 p.m. the first Saturday of each month except September.

GENERAL INFORMATION

Admission:
Contribution $10; students with valid I.D. and older 
adults $6. Free to Members and children under 12 
accompanied by an adult. Group tours or visits must
be arranged in advance by calling extension 234.

Directions:
Subway: Seventh Avenue express (2 or 3) to Eastern 
Parkway/Brooklyn Museum stop; Lexington Avenue 
express (4 or 5) to Nevins Street, cross platform and 
transfer to the 2 or 3. Bus: B41, B69, B48. 
On-site parking available.

Museum Hours:
Wednesday, 11 a.m. to 6 p.m.; Thursday and Friday, 
11 a.m. to 10 p.m.; Saturday and Sunday, 11 a.m. to 
6 p.m.; first Saturday of each month, 11 a.m. to 11 p.m. 
Closed Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Year’s Day. 


