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local saloon keeper known only as Anderson,
who even advanced him funds to finish the
work. Anderson was repaid upon its completion.
Ironically, this piece is often referred to as one
of Thompson’s greatest works. It was the only
equestrian statue he ever did, that of Civil War
General Ambrose Everett Burnside, to be placed
in front of the city hall of Providence, Rhode
Island. This was a commission and the subject
was not the most desirable, since Burnside was a
politician and arms manufacturer and not well
liked. His main claim to fame came from his
unusually styled facial hair which came to be
referred to as “sideburns.” The statue, neverthe-
less, received rave reviews from the art critics,
especially for Thompson's sensitive rendering of
the horse, which was extraordinary since he had
never depicted a horse before. It was said that
Civil War General William Tecumseh Sherman,
himself with a checkered career, attended the
unveiling and was so impressed that he took
Thompson for a wild ride in his buggy around a
nearby park—and Thompson was sane enough
to be terrified.

REFUSING A COMMISSION

Upon his return to New York, Thompson
declared that he had done his last sculpture.
Ironically, a British nobleman had arrived
from Scotland seeking out Thompson to do

a portrait bust of himself to be placed in the
University of Edinburgh. When Thompson
refused, the man said he could name his price,
whatever it would be, and he would pay it. The
nobleman left disappointed when Thompson
firmly refused. Thompson was soon involved in
some sort of mayhem and was arrested again,
and this time he was temporarily committed
to the city asylum on Blackwell’s Island. His
friends secured his release, but the warden
warned them that their efforts were useless
because he would soon be back. They ignored
his warning and took him home. The warden
turned out to be right. After two weeks of san-
ity, Thompson was arrested again, and this
time committed by the court. His friends,

and probably the Potters, arranged for him

to be admitted to a Dr. Peterson’s private asy-
lum in Tuxedo, New York in 1890. He lasted

there for two years until Dr. Peterson gave up,
claiming he could not control Thompson’s
wild behavior. He was transferred to Central
Valley Hospital of Orange County, New York.
His fees were paid by his in-laws and friends,
including Edwin Booth, who never abandoned
Thompson. He was eventually transferred to
the State Homeopathic Asylum for the Insane
in Middletown, New York, where he died of
natural causes on September 26, 1894 at age
sixty-one. Although no one attended his burial,
his death made the papers of every major city
in the United States. He was buried in a pri-
vate grave in nearby Middletown’s Hillside
Cemetery, a beautiful small cemetery designed
by Calvert Vaux, co-designer of New York
City’s Central Park. The cemetery records are
lost, but the grave was believed to have been
purchased by his brother, Maurice. A large
stone slab covers the entire grave with his name
and those of his parents inscribed on it, prob-
ably paid for by his friends.

Maria Louisa Potter Thompson chose to
remain in Italy and raised her children there.
Her son, Lance, had been sickly most of his
life, but became an accountant. Because of
his health he was rejected for service in the
Italian army during the Great War, but did
voluntary accounting work for the army and
apparently died as the result of overwork. The
eldest daughter, Mariette Benedict, worked as
a nurse in France during the war. She worked
in several hospitals, surviving numerous
attacks and bombardments. At one point she
was ordered to evacuate because the German
Army was preparing to attack her hospirtal.
She refused to abandon her patients and
ignored the order. The attack never took place,
and she was awarded the Croix de Guerre
in 1919 by the French government for her
courageous work. She later became a sculptor
herself, with work exhibited in galleries and
museums. She married American business-
man, Lawrence Hayworth Mills, Jr. They lived
in Morristown, New Jersey, and eventually
moved to Paris, where they became involved
with the American ex-patriot community and
befriended such artists as Marcel Duchamp
and Constantin Brancusi. They had no chil-
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dren. During and after the war, daughter
Florence Howard used her fluency in four lan-
guages to help resettle displaced soldiers and
civilians. She married an Italian nobleman,
Count Gian-Luigi Perticucci de Guidici and
remained in Italy for the rest of her life.

Maria Thompson spent her remaining
years in Florence where she died on July 17,
1916. She probably survived on the continued
sales of Launt’s works and her own writing.

Her death was covered by the New York Times,
which indicated the legacy of Launt Thompson
by noting that over twenty years after his death,
his life was still remembered. The article had

an unusual title, “Feared Burial Alive,” with

the subtitle “Mrs. Launt Thompson Asked for
Cremation in Her Will.” A clause in the will,
drawn up in 1910, states: “As I die a member of
the Roman Catholic Church, if the permission
of the church can by any possibility be obtained,
I wish my body to be cremated as soon as pos-
sible after my death.” It is unclear whether or
not her request was granted. Mrs. Thompson
had said that she wished to be cremated as she
feared “premature burial.” It may not have
occurred to her that premature cremation might
have been as equally unpleasant as premature
burial. It is also unusual that the daughter and
sister of Episcopal bishops converted to Roman
Catholicism. Launt Thompson, who never
seemed to express any interest in religion, was
probably born into the Church of Ireland. There
was apparently no religious service at his burial.
Most likely, there would have been a Catholic
funeral mass for Maria.

Launt Thompson’s work made an important
contribution to American sculpture in the late
nineteenth century, but his life story may prove
to be even more significant. The legacy he left of
magnificent artworks were mostly done while he
was suffering from severe mental illness. Unlike
today, at that time there were no medications
available to alleviate the suffering of the men-
tally ill. We can only imagine what Thompson
endured, and it is miraculous that he managed to
produce anything at all, let alone the numerous
beautiful works he created. The revelation of his
life and accomplishments could become a signifi-
cant tool in the understanding and approach to

treating mental illness, for which many people
now have come to believe there is much room for
improvement. Hopefully, it will soon be under-
stood that rather than having been a failure,
Launt Thompson’s life was a heroic struggle and
ultimately a notable success.
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administrator of the Potter family website, www.pot-
terhistory.com. My gratitude also goes to Celestina
Cuadrado, who is curator of the Century Association
art Collection in New York City. I offer thanks to
each of them for their efforts and professionalism.

There are few published resources on Launt
Thompson. The definitive piece on Thompson’s
work is by Elizabeth K. Allen in Antiques magazine,
published in November, 2002. The title of the article
is “Launt Thompson, New York Sculptor.” She is an
art historian, not a biographer, so her extremely thor-
ough writing is focused on Thompson’s work not on
his life. I published an earlier article on Thompson’s
life and subsequent obscurity, “Whatever Happened
to Launt Thompson?” which appeared in Zrish
America magazine for September, 2014. (Irish associ-
ates later sent me an article from the Zrish Times for
October 25, 2019 about Thompson that was surpris-
ingly similar to my article in /rish America). There
are general articles on Thompson’s life in Wikipedia,
the Encyclopaedia Britannica (11th edition), and
similar sources. There is also some information

on Thompson and other New York bohemians in

the archive, “The Vault at Pfaff’s,” held by Lehigh
University (Pfaff's.web.lehigh.edu).

Maria Thompson became a writer but left no informa-
tion about Launt Thompson or their lives together.
She published one book, The Legend of St. Gwendoline,
and many magazine articles. One article took a posi-
tion against slavery and was published in the 1860s in
Harper’s Weekly.
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