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THE ICONIC PORTRAIT: A
PICTURE OF HARRIET TUBMAN
AND THE STORY IT TELLS

There are certain images that transcend
time, becoming more than just a
photograph or a drawing. A picture of
Harriet Tubman is one such image. It is
not merely a visual record of a woman
who lived in the 19th century; it is a
symbol of courage, resilience, and an
unyielding fight for freedom. When we

look into her eyes in that famous sepia-
toned portrait, we are not just seeing a
historical figure. We are witnessing the
strength of a woman who dared to
challenge an entire system of
oppression. This article explores the
depth and significance of a picture of
Harriet Tubman, moving beyond the
surface to understand the woman, the
context, and the enduring power of her
visual legacy.

THE MOST FAMOUS
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STRENGTH

The most widely recognized picture of
Harriet Tubman is the full-length portrait
taken sometime between 1868 and
1869. In it, she sits with her hands folded
calmly in her lap, wearing a modest
patterned dress, a shawl draped over
her shoulders, and a white lace collar.
Her hair is neatly parted, and her
posture is dignified and composed. What
strikes most viewers, however, is her
expression. There is no smile. Her face is
serious, her gaze direct and unwavering.
This is not the face of a passive subject.
It is the face of a warrior, a strategist, a
liberator.

This particular picture of Harriet Tubman
was taken in her home in Auburn, New

York, a perRidOTOGRAPHM2A8TUD Y IN

celebrated figure. She had completed
her missions on the Underground
Railroad and had served the Union Army
during the Civil War as a nurse, a scout,
and a spy. The photograph captures her
in @ moment of relative peace, but the
intensity in her eyes speaks to the
battles she had fought and the burdens
she had carried. This image is the
definitive  visual representation of
Tubman for most people, and it is the
one most commonly reproduced in
textbooks, museums, and online
archives.

The Technical
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Details of the
Image

The portrait was taken by an unknown
photographer, which is a common
mystery surrounding many 19th-century
images of African Americans. It was
printed on a cabinet card, a popular
format of the time. The original print is
now housed in the Library of Congress
and the National Museum of African
American History and Culture. The
picture of Harriet Tubman is in the public
domain, which has allowed it to be
widely circulated and adapted. This
accessibility has been crucial in
cementing her place in the American
consciousness.

THE WOMAN BEYOND THE
FRAME: WHO WAS HARRIET
TUBMAN?

To fully appreciate a picture of Harriet
Tubman, we must understand the
woman herself. Born into slavery around
1822 in Dorchester County, Maryland,
she was originally named Araminta Ross.
She endured brutal physical violence as
a child, including a severe head injury
inflicted by an overseer that caused her
lifelong seizures and vivid dreams. These
waking visions, which she deeply
associated with God, would fuel her
unwavering faith and her mission to free
her people.

In 1849, she escaped to Philadelphia,
leaving behind her husband and family.
But freedom was not enough for her. She



famously declared, "I had crossed the
line. | was free; but there was no one to
welcome me to the land of freedom. |
was a stranger in a strange land." This
deep sense of isolation and duty drove
her to return to the South. Over the
course of approximately 13 trips, she
personally guided about 70 enslaved
people to freedom via the Underground
Railroad. She boasted that she "never
lost a single passenger."

The Military
Leader

Her heroism did not end with the
Railroad. During the Civil War, she
worked for the Union Army. In 1863, she
became the first woman to lead an

armed military raid in the United States.
The Combahee Ferry Raid in South
Carolina resulted in the liberation of over
700 enslaved people. This military
accomplishment is a critical part of her
story that is often overshadowed by her
work on the Railroad, but it is essential
context when examining any picture of
Harriet Tubman. The woman in the
photograph was not just a conductor;
she was a commander.

THE POWER OF A SINGLE IMAGE:
WHY THIS PICTURE MATTERS

In an era before mass media, a portrait
was a deliberate and powerful
statement. For an African American
woman in the post-Civil War era to have
a formal portrait taken was an act of
defiance and self-definition. A picture of
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Harriet Tubman served to counter the
degrading stereotypes and caricatures
that were prevalent in popular culture at
the time. Minstrel shows and racist
cartoons depicted Black people as lazy,
simple, or comical. Tubman's portrait
presented the exact opposite: dignity,
intelligence, authority, and moral
seriousness.

Representation
and Resistance

This photograph was a tool of resistance.
It allowed Tubman to control her own
narrative. She sold copies of this image
to raise money for her humanitarian
work, including establishing the Harriet
Tubman Home for the Aged on her

property in Auburn. By distributing her
own likeness, she ensured that the
public saw her as she wanted to be seen:
a respected elder, a veteran, and a
philanthropist. Every picture of Harriet
Tubman was, in a sense, a political act,
reclaiming her humanity and her story.

A Symbol for the
Suffrage
Movement

Later in her life, Tubman became active
in the women's suffrage movement. She
worked alongside Susan B. Anthony and
other prominent activists. Her picture
was used to advocate for the rights of



women, particularly Black women. The
image of the strong, capable, and wise
Harriet Tubman was a powerful counter-
argument to those who claimed women
were too weak or emotional to vote. She
was living proof of the strength, intellect,
and moral fortitude of her gender and
her race.

OTHER IMAGES OF HARRIET
TUBMAN: EXPANDING THE
VISUAL RECORD

While the seated portrait is the most
famous, it is not the only picture of
Harriet Tubman. Several other
photographs exist, each offering a
slightly different glimpse into her life.
There is a later photograph of her in her
later years, looking more frail but still
possessing that piercing gaze. In this

image, she is often shown wearing the
shawl given to her by Queen Victoria, a
testament to her international fame.

The Unidentified
Photographs

In recent years, historians have made
exciting discoveries. In 2017, the
Smithsonian Institution acquired a rare
albumen photograph of a young Harriet
Tubman, likely taken in the late 1860s.
This discovery was significant because it
showed her at a younger age, with a
softer, more delicate appearance, yet
still radiating strength. Finding a new
picture of Harriet Tubman is a major
event in the historical community, as it
adds new dimensions to our
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understanding of her life. Each new
image is like a missing piece of a puzzle.

THE SYMBOLISM OF HER ATTIRE
AND POSTURE

When we analyze a picture of Harriet
Tubman, even the smallest details are
significant. Her clothing is simple but
neat. She wears a checkered or
patterned dress, which was common for
working-class women of the era.
However, the white lace collar adds a
touch of refinement and respectability.
Her posture is ramrod straight. She faces
the camera directly, meeting the
viewer's gaze without flinching. This is
not a woman who is ashamed or
subservient. This is a woman who has
faced down slave catchers, Confederate
soldiers, and the full might of the

American government, and who has
emerged victorious.

The Shawl and
the Bible

In some pictures of Harriet Tubman, she
is holding a book, which is widely
believed to be a Bible. Her deep
Christian faith was the engine of her
activism. She believed God was directing
her actions, and she trusted in divine
protection. The shawl, often a simple
knitted piece, represents her comfort in
her later years, but also her connection
to the African American folk tradition.
These are not just accessories; they are
symbols of her identity as a woman of
faith, a caregiver, and a survivor.



HOW THIS IMAGE SHAPES
MODERN UNDERSTANDING

Today, a picture of Harriet Tubman is
ubiquitous. It appears on murals, in
children's books, on postage stamps,
and in countless digital memes. She has
been proposed to appear on the $20 bill,
a move that would cement her legacy in
the American financial system. The
image has been stylized, colorized, and
remixed by artists. However, the core
power of the original photograph
remains.

The Danger of

Oversimplificatio
N

While the widespread use of her image is
positive, there is a risk of
oversimplification. We are so used to
seeing a picture of Harriet Tubman as a
static icon that we can forget the messy,
complex, and deeply human reality of
her life. She was a freedom fighter, but
she was also a woman who suffered from
a traumatic brain injury, who struggled
financially for much of her life, and who
endured profound personal loss. The
image can become a symbol, and in
becoming a symbol, it can lose some of
its human warmth. The challenge for us
today is to look at that familiar portrait
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and see not just an icon, but a real
person with a real, and often painful,
story.

THE LEGACY OF THE GAZE:
LOOKING INTO HER EYES

The most powerful aspect of any picture
of Harriet Tubman is her eyes. They are
often described as "piercing" or
"haunting." They are the eyes of
someone who has seen the worst of
humanity and has chosen to fight back.
They are the eyes of a woman who knew
the value of freedom because she had
lived without it. When we look into those
eyes, we are invited to ask ourselves:
What would | have done in her place?
Would | have had the courage? This is
the enduring power of the image. It is
not a passive object; it is a call to action.

PRESERVING THE IMAGE FOR
FUTURE GENERATIONS

The physical preservation of a picture of
Harriet Tubman is a matter of national
importance. Institutions like the Library
of Congress and the Smithsonian use
state-of-the-art conservation techniques
to ensure these fragile prints survive for
centuries. High-resolution digital scans
allow anyone in the world with an
internet connection to view the image in
stunning detail. This democratization of
access is vital. It ensures that the legacy
of Harriet Tubman remains available to
all people, regardless of their
background or location.



The Role of
Digital Archives

Digital archives have revolutionized how
we interact with historical images. You
can now zoom in on a picture of Harriet
Tubman and see the texture of her
dress, the individual strands of her hair,
the wear on her hands. This level of
detail makes the historical figure feel
more immediate and real. It transforms
her from a distant icon into a tangible
human being. This technological ability
enhances our emotional connection to
the past.

CONCLUSION: MORE THAN A
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PICTURE

A picture of Harriet Tubman is far more
than a simple photograph. It is a
historical document, a political
statement, a spiritual touchstone, and a
source of inspiration. It captures a
woman who was a conductor on the
Underground Railroad, a Union spy, a
women's rights activist, and a
humanitarian. The image has become a
powerful shorthand for courage and
resilience, but it is also a window into
the soul of one of America's greatest
heroes. When we look at that picture, we
are not just viewing the past; we are
being challenged by the present. Her
gaze asks us to consider what we are
doing with our own freedom. The image
endures because the story it tells is not
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finished. The fight for justice, equality, is a reminder that one person, armed
and human dignity that Harriet Tubman  with faith and determination, can indeed
embodied continues today. That picture change the world.
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