
Lessons in Looking: Contraband in Paintings 
 

In this activity you will analyze Theodor Kaufmann's 1867 painting On to Liberty. You will practice finding information and making 

inferences based on the painting by completing a graphic organizer. Then students read a descriptive paragraph of the painting, noting 

where the author has cited information from the painting and where the author has made inferences and drawn conclusions. The 

activity concludes by asking you to synthesize what you have learned about the Civil War based on the painting.  

 

Essential Question: 
 What did the Civil War meant for freedpeople (and African Americans)?   

 

Instructions 
1. Step 1: Look at the projection of Theodor Kaufmann's painting On to Liberty, and please locate the 

worksheet/graphic organizer. Spend a few minutes examining the painting and completing COLUMN A of 

the worksheet. The painting was created (1867). 

2. Step 2: After you have had time to list 10 items and make some hypotheses about what is going on, will share 

our responses. As you tell your hypotheses, you should point to the details in the painting that informed your 

ideas.  

3. Step 3: Please locate the “Description” of On to Liberty, and we will read as a class.  We will find out how 

well we close read the painting!  

4. Step 4: Return to your worksheets and complete COLUMN B – and share your additional insights. 

a. As a class we will read the Background Essay on Contraband share what new insights about 

contraband and the painting you gain from the reading.  

5. Step 5:  What do these two paintings teach us about the Civil War?  

6. Step 6: (a return to the essential question) What did the Civil War meant for freedpeople (and African 

Americans)?   

Historical Context 
As the Union Army progressed through the South during the Civil War, former slaves became free men and women. 

Rather than wait for the slow-advancing military, hundreds of thousands of slaves decided to take matters into their 

hands by fleeing to Union lines. Known as contrabands, the former slaves often helped the army scout unknown 

territory, build roads and set up and break down camps. In some areas, notably the coastal islands off the coasts of 

Georgia and South Carolina and the rich cotton belt of northern Louisiana and Mississippi, Union officers distributed 

confiscated plantation lands to the former slaves who had worked them.  

 

At the end of the Civil War, the future of newly emancipated freedpeople was uncertain. Congress had passed the 13th 

Amendment banning slavery, but had not yet passed laws protecting the civil rights of former slaves. African 

Americans and many white Northerners, particularly Radical Republicans, felt that black people had more than earned 

their right to citizenship, proving themselves worthy by their service in the Union Army. Also at issue remained the 

question of land: would former slaves be entitled to any of the land they had toiled on for so long? All of these 

questions swirled in the air during the early months of Reconstruction in 1865.    



On to Liberty 
 

Painter Theodor Kaufmann was a German immigrant and abolitionist who served in the Union army during the Civil War. Throughout 

the war, African-American men, women, and children escaped slavery by fleeing to Union encampments. Union commanders referred 

them as wartime "contraband," or property forfeited by the rebellious Confederates. They provided manual labor and information 

about local terrain and Confederate troop movements. By the end of the war, nearly a million ex-slaves were under some kind of federal 

protection, many in the so-called "contraband camps" established by Union commanders beginning in 1862. 

External Link: www.metmuseum.org 

 

 
 

SOURCE | Kaufmann, Theodor (1814-1896) On to Liberty. 1867. Oil on canvas, 36 x 56 in. (91.4 x 142.2 cm). Gift of Erving and Joyce Wolf, 1982 

(1982.443.3). Location :The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY, U.S.A. 

CREATOR | Theodor Kaufmann 

RIGHTS | Image copyright © The Metropolitan Museum of Art / Art Resource, NY Image Reference : ART323202 

ITEM TYPE | Painting 

  

http://www.metmuseum.org/special/americanstories/objectView.aspx?sid=4&oid=10
http://herb.ashp.cuny.edu/archive/files/kaufmannbkmus_b213a38736.jpg


 

Description of Theodor Kaufmann’s On to Liberty 

 
The following description of Theodor Kaufman’s painting On to Liberty is from the Metropolitan 

Museum of Art.  
 

 

As a Union soldier, Kaufmann may have seen retreating 

Confederate troops take adult male slaves with them, leaving 

women and children to fend for themselves. His portrayal of a 

group of fugitives includes symbolic details that suggest the lack 

of either a clear path to liberty or a guarantee of what it would 

bring to African Americans. The figures flee towards the flag 

that looms large but remains frighteningly close to the ongoing 

battle. One of them wears red beads, which signified victory in 

nineteenth-century African American folklore; another wears 

blue beads, which were considered amulets of protection.  
 
Three of the women carry forked sticks, which slaves 
believed would ward off witches. Although the figures emerge 
from darkness into light, the anxious expression on the 
face of the boy at right acknowledges the danger of their 
endeavor. A ledge of boulders separates the rocky path 
underfoot from the smooth road leading to the Union forces. 

 
 

 
Vocabulary 
 
Fend: protect, provide for 
 
Flee: run away 
 
Amulet: lucky object 
 
Endeavor: project, 

undertaking, or attempt 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Source: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2010;  
http://www.metmuseum.org/special/americanstories/objectView.aspx?sid=4&oid=10. 



Worksheet/Graphic Organizer 
 
 

A B 

List what you see (objects, people, colors). Work with Compare your list of objects to those mentioned in 
a partner and see if you can get a minimum of ten things the paragraph. What can you add to your list from this 
on your list. observation? 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

Write down some hypotheses or inferences you make Compare your inferences to those described in the 
about what you see in the painting. Come up with three paragraph. What additional insights did you gain from 
or more. this paragraph? 

  

1.  

2.  

3.  

  



Background Essay on Civil War "Contraband" 
 

In May, 1861, Union General Benjamin Butler offered military protection to runaway slaves in Virginia, declaring them wartime "contraband." 

In every region touched by the war, African-American men, women, and children flocked to the protection offered by Union encampments. In 

exchange they provided manual labor and information about local terrain and Confederate troop movements. By the end of the war, nearly a 

million ex-slaves were under some kind of federal protection, many in the so-called "contraband camps" established by Union commanders 

beginning in 1862. 

 

In May, 1861, Union General Benjamin Butler offered military protection to runaway slaves in Virginia, declaring them 

wartime “contraband,” or property forfeited by the rebellious Confederates. News of Butler’s decision spread like wildfire, and 

within three days sixty-seven African-American men and women had arrived at Butler’s encampment, which they referred to as 

“Freedom Fort.” While the famed African-American abolitionist Frederick Douglass approved of Butler’s policy of not 

returning escaped slaves to their masters, he objected to the general’s use of the term “contraband . . . a name that will apply 

better to a pistol, than to a person.”  

 

In every region touched by the war, African-American men, women, and children moved quickly to reach the freedom offered 

by Union camps. In return for protection, they provided labor and knowledge of local terrain and troop movements. Slave 

owners often followed runaways into the camps and demanded their return. Some Union commanders complied or simply 

denied entrance to runaways, but many shielded runaways from those who attempted to return them to servitude. As the war 

moved South, slaves in greater and greater numbers deserted their owners to join the Union’s advancing forces. Slave labor was 

crucial to the South’s economy and military effort, and this massive transfer of labor from the Confederacy to the Union had a 

tremendous impact on the course of the war. By the end of the war, nearly a million ex-slaves, about one-quarter of the African 

Americans in the South, were under some kind of federal protection.  

 

Escaping together was seldom a viable option for most slave families. While Union officers viewed the labor of black men as 

crucial, they often wanted little to do with black women and children, or elderly blacks. Many African-American men 

responded by making it clear that they would not work unless their families had food and shelter. To stem the general 

disorganization that would be created by large numbers of women and children congregating near military camps, Union 

commanders began to establish “contraband camps” in the fall of 1862. Life in these camps was often harsh. Provisions for 

food, clothing, shelter, and medicine were inadequate, given the number of slaves who sought refuge and the desperate 

condition in which many of them arrived.  

 

SOURCE | American Social History Project/Center for Media and Learning, 2008. 

 

 

 

 


