
Sarah Taylor Adams 
(1869-1894) 

 
Sarah Taylor Adams lived a short life, but one in which her art and her Deaf school 
community played a large part.  Sarah was born on April 7, 1869 likely in Hannibal, NY.  
During her toddlerhood, her family lived for a while in New Berlin, NY, but later settled 
in Dunkirk where her father was a minister1.  Sarah’s family consisted of her father, Rev. 
Edward Payson Adams, her mother, Adalaide Stanley Adams, her younger brother 
(Charles) and younger sister (Emma).  Sarah is recorded to have become Deaf at age 
three from spinal meningitis and entered the Western New York School (more recently, 
the Rochester School for the Deaf, RSD) in late 1877 at the age of six.2  

 

 
Sarah Adams3 

 
FAMILY AND SCHOOL 

From a young age, Sarah was an artist. For many years, RSD’s school paper was a daily 
newspaper and most entries about Sarah during her school years include reports of her 
family outings as well as her making drawings and sketches.  She frequently is described 
as making cards and portrait sketches as well as teaching material charts. While her 
parents lived in Dunkirk, which is about 115 miles from Rochester, both her grandfather 
and uncle, Rev. Myron Adams lived in Rochester4.   
 

                                                        
1 In later years, the Adams Memorial Church in Dunkirk, NY was named in honor of 
Sarah’s father.  It became the Adams Art Gallery until about 2014, and is now (at the 
end of 2020) a community artistic/event space. https://www.theadamsny.org/ 
2 Most of this information is from the Rochester School for the Deaf State/County 
records. Because she entered late in the year, her name was not recorded in the 
enrollment book. Thanks to the staff at the Rochester School for the Deaf Archives for 
helping find this information.  
3 Photograph appears in Story-Sermons of Les Miserables (1895) 
4 The first excerpt is from April 5, 1881 in the Rochester Daily Paper for Our Little People 
(later the Rochester Advocate and hereafter noted in this document as the Rochester 
Advocate).  The second is from June 14, 1881.  
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While RSD was clearly Sarah’s institutional ‘home,’ she attended a school in her 
hometown of Dunkirk for about 3 years.  This brief sojourn from RSD was summarized in 
the History of the Rochester School for the Deaf (1876-1936) highlights Sarah as an 
alumnus of special achievement.  The author, Rosa Halpen, had been a classmate of 
Sarah’s and described her as.. 
 
“… bright and attractive child, she made rapid progress in every way, so much so that at the age of thirteen 
her parents felt that she would be able to take her place in a hearing school. Accordingly she was 
withdrawn from this school and for three years continued her studies in a seminary for hearing girls. She, 
was able to carry on her studies by means of speech and speech-reading to the entire satisfaction of herself 
and her teachers, during the first year. The second year work, being more advanced and requiring a larger 
vocabulary, was more difficult for Miss Adams. In the third year the class of which she was a member, 
took up Latin, French and the sciences. These studies required the use of so many unfamiliar words and 
expressions that Miss Adams found her speech and- speech-reading inadequate to meet the demand, so at 
the end of the third year, she returned to this school.” 
 
Sarah, and her family, maintained a close relationship with RSD, and letters Sarah wrote 
while she attended school in Dunkirk were published in the school paper.   
 

 

 
 
While she didn’t return in 1882, she was still hoping to return in 1884. At this time, 
Sarah had an unusual pet which was mentioned a number of times in the school paper.5 
 

                                                        
5 The second entry that follows is from Rochester Advocate, December 2, 1884 and the 
third from December 8, 1884. 
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By 1886, back at RSD, her artwork was already receiving notice at RSD and in her home 
community. 
 

6 
 
In addition, she was involved with performance throughout her school years and later 
received praise in the community at large. 
 
As early as 1884, students at RSD had been performing in a dramatization of the 
Longfellow poem, The Courtship of Miles Standish7.  In the 1886 version, Sarah played a 
young maiden, and the play was reported in the Rochester Post-Express and Union 
Advertiser newspapers8 and later in the Deaf Mutes Journal.9The school had 
photographs made of this performance, and Sarah stands third from the left.  Much 
                                                        
6Laura Bridgman (1829-1889) was one of the earliest Deaf Blind individuals educated in 
the United States.  Mrs. Howe’s husband, was Samuel Gridley Howe who help found the 
Perkins School for the Blind. 
7 See The Rochester Advocate, November 27, 1884. 
8 See The Rochester Advocate, supplement: February 27, 1886. 
9 See The Rochester Advocate, March 13, 1886. 
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later, she seemed to have created a mimic rendition as a one-woman show.  In the role 
of Priscilla, she performed in Pennsylvania as noted below and later was photographed 
in costume which she used for holiday cards.    
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 Two teachers at RSD also created a dramatization of Tennyson’s poem, The Princess, 
which was then performed by RSD students for the public at the end of the 1887 school 
year.  The story is retold in several pages of the Rochester Advocate in 188710 and was 
reviewed mentioning Sarah:  “Miss Adams’ rendering of the part brought out finely the 
contrasting phases of the Princess’ noble character—the pride and score of the angry 
Princess—the sweetness and grace of the woman and bride.”11   
 

ART EDUCATION AND EXPERIENCES AFTER RSD 
 
In 1887, Sarah, along with another Deaf young man, Delos Birdsell, began taking 
drawing courses at the Mechanics Institute (which later became the Rochester Institute 
of Technology)12. She was also being encouraged to develop her skills as an art teacher. 
 

 
 

                                                        
10 May 18, 1887, Rochester Advocate. 
11 See The Rochester Advocate, supplement, June 20-25, 1887. 
12 Rochester Advocate, Friday September 30, 1887. 
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The entry below is notable for the mention of the offer of a job position and Sarah’s 
commitment to her ‘studies’ at the Mechanics Institute.  It also names several portraits 
she was working on. 
 

 
 
Two portraits painted by Sarah Taylor Adams have often hung in the hallway of RSD’s 
main building, Perkins Hall.  One is of Mozart, but is much larger than 7 by 9 inches and 
was likely painted later than 1887.  The other painting by Sarah, hanging next to the 
Mozart portrait, is of Rev. Thomas Hopkins Gallaudet, one of the founders of the first 
public Deaf school in America, the American School for the Deaf in Hartford, CT.  
It is interesting to note that in December 1887 the school paper printed the statement that  
“We have no good picture of Dr. Gallaudet at our school.  Mr. Westervelt would like a 
good picture of Dr. Gallaudet in the library hall in the school house..."  It may be that 
Sarah set out to paint Gallaudet’s portrait for the superintendent. 
 
The portraits (photographed below) were gifted to the school around 1933 from Judge 
and Mrs. Arthur E. Sutherland.  Judge Sutherland was a long-term “legal advisor,” trustee 
and member of the Rochester School for the Deaf Board.  His wife, the former Miss 
Nellie Read, was a teacher at RSD as well as his sister (Miss Leela Sutherland), his 
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brother (Ward Sutherland) and his brother’s wife (the former Miss Cornelia Ely)13.  It is 
not clear how the Sutherlands obtained these works although Sarah Adams was a student 
of many of these individuals and presented an engraving of Juno to Mrs. Arthur 
Sutherland as a wedding gift.14 

 
 

 
 
In 1889, Sarah announces she is going to the New York City Art Students League and 
Academy of Design “for the winter.” This is an amazing opportunity for a Deaf student at 
that time and a real acknowledgment of her skill.  
 
 

                                                        
13 Rochester Advocate, October 1921.  Note:  Their son, Andrew, later became a 
member of the Board of Directors. 
14 Rochester Advocate, October 1, 1888. 
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She described her experience living in NYC at Christmas time in a letter to folks at the 
Deaf school. 
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During her breaks between studying in NYC, Sarah continued to be actively in contact 
with students and student events at RSD.  In the photo below, Sarah is seated in the 
middle with other members of RSD’s Ten’s group (1890), a type of Christian sorority. 
 

 
 
At the Academy of Design, Sarah studied under Charles Noel Flagg but more importantly 
Robert B. Brandegee.  At the Art Students League,  Augustus Saint-Gaudens was one of 
her instructors15. It is interesting to note that Augustus Saint-Gaudens was married to 
Augusta Fisher Homer (1948-1926), an artist herself who had become Deaf in early 
adulthood. Halpen describes how these teachers encouraged Sarah to become an 
instructor herself. 
 
“There (at the Art Students League in NYC) her work was of such high order that when the Principal of a 
seminary for young ladies in Waterbury, Conn., came to the Art League to find a teacher of art for her 
school, Mr. Saint-Gaudens unhesitatingly recommended Miss Adams. When the lady expressed 
astonishment at his suggesting a deaf teacher for her hearing pupils, Mr. Saint-Gaudens said in substance, 
"You will, of course, use your own judgment in the matter, but I assure you that you cannot do better 
than to take Miss Adams." Persuaded by the earnestness of Mr. Saint-Gaudens, the lady made Miss 
Adams an offer of the position in her school “(Halpen, 1936) 
 
While Mr. Saint Gaudens’ recommendation led to Sarah later becoming a teacher at St. 
Margaret’s Academy in Waterford, CT, it was Mr. Brandegee who was head of the art 
department there. In addition, she took further painting lessons from him at Miss 
Porters School in Farmington CT in 1890 prior to being hired at St. Margaret’s 
Academy16.  Miss Porters’ School was, and still is,  a private girls school of national 

                                                        
15 Archives of the Art Students League of New York, personal communications 12/2020.  
16 St. Margaret’s Academy became part of Chase Collegiate School in 1972 and closed in 
2020.   [https://www.chasecollegiate.org/explore-chase/history-origins; 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chase_Collegiate_School] 
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prominence which “emphasized excellence in the arts as well as more traditional 
academic subjects.”17 
 

 
 

 
Self-Portrait at 21 years of age 

 
In 1892, Sarah was hired to teach art at St. Margaret’s in Waterbury, Connecticut.  This 
news Sarah shared with the school paper. 
 

 

 

                                                        
17 See  https://www.porters.org/page/explore/school-history) 
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The above was printed in the spring of 1893.  She often visited the school as a stop over 
between teaching in Connecticut and her home in Dunkirk. On September 11, 1894, 
Sarah stopped over at RSD on her way to St. Margaret’s to begin her third year teaching.  
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In November 1894, Sarah became ill and apparently was taken to Mr. Brandegee’s 
home.  There she died on November 23. The nature of her illness was not disclosed.  
Shortly thereafter, the school printed an announcement of her death. 
 

 
 

 

 
 

SARAH’S MEMORIAL SERVICE AND BEYOND 
 
Sarah’s memorial service took place in the afternoon November,  30, 1894 at Sarah’s 
family home in Dunkirk.18  The Dunkirk Evening Observer on December 1st carried an 
article on this with the heading “Impressive Funeral of Miss Adams: Her short Life, 
                                                        
18 See the supplementary information on Sarah’s memorial service printed in the 
Rochester Advocate on December 3, 1894. 
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while it lasted, was a blessing—Tribute paid by her father, Rev. E.P Adams and Prof. 
Westervelt of the Rochester Deaf Mute Institute. The eulogy was given by her father and 
is printed below: 
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Professor Westervelt, the Superintendent, spoke of Sarah’s loveliness and how tenderly 
her friends thought of her at her “Institution home.”  There she was an “earnest student,” 
a “devoted friend,” with a “record of good deeds.”  He recognized her as a “pioneer” for 
teaching at a school for hearing girls who came out of the “cloud of prejudice” Deaf 
people experienced. 
 
One year after Sarah’s death, in November 1895, the Rochester Advocate mentions that 
her father had written a book, Story Sermons from Les Miserables which included 
Sarah’s illustrations.   
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Above is the book’s cover which names Sarah as illustrator19.  Seven pen and ink 
drawings appear in the book illustrating various stories.  In addition, there is a self-
portrait drawing and a photo of a bas relief Sarah did of herself.  Two of Sarah’s story 
illustrations appear below20. 
 
 
 

                                                        
19 The cover of the book “was designed by Mr. Robert B. Brandagee, on of Miss Adams’ 
instructors in Art in New York City, the artist to whom she felt she owed more for help 
and inspiration than to any other.  The work was done as a tribute to her memory.” 
20 See the supplementary document Sarah Adam’s art for more of her works. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

Sarah Taylor Adams was one of the earliest students to attend the Rochester School for the Deaf and the 
school remained proud of Sarah and her accomplishments.  Although her early schooling at RSD was a bit 
erratic, her family maintained a close relationship with the school and Sarah kept in contact with her 
teachers and schoolmates.  After maturing, Sarah continued to be part of the RSD ‘family.’  She was a peer 
advisor of sorts and was noted to have frequented the classrooms of the younger children on her visits.   
Her skill as an artist was recognized early on and she was able to achieve a number of breakthroughs in her 
pursuit of developing her art.  It is likely she was one of the first students from RSD who attended the 
Mechanics Institute and likely one of the first Deaf individuals to attend the NY Art Students’ League.  She 
was certainly the first student from RSD who became an art teacher in a school for hearing students.  Of 
course, we are left to wonder what she could have achieved as an artist if she hadn’t died young. 
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21 Rochester Advocate April 29, 1895.  Photograph courtesy the Rochester School for the 
Deaf Archives 


