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Introduction 
Why John Audubon’s Flatboat?  I am frequently asked why I decide to make a 
particular roombox. The answer is somewhat complex. I never copy an existing 
room, but rather pick a subject that interests me and then I create a space based 
on my vision of what that space may have looked like.  

Years ago, I became acquainted with Audubon while summering on Cape 
Cod. On rainy days I would visit my friends, Jennifer and Page Bakewell. 
They were direct descendants of Lucy Bakewell Audubon, James 
Audubon’s wife and their grandmother had an original family copy of 
Robert Havell’s large folio volumes of Audubon’s “Birds of America”.  We 

would take the books off the shelf, 
place them on the floor and joyfully 
turn the pages.   

Upon moving to Cincinnati, I became 
aware of Audubon’s history in the 
city. In the early 1800s, he and his 
wife, Lucy, a rented house on East 
Third Street. He taught drawing and 
worked for the Western Museum 
while also drawing birds of the 
region for his own portfolio. Things 

did not work out for the Audubons in Cincinnati, and John and Lucy 
decided that he should work towards creating and publishing a large folio 
book of the birds of America to market to the public.  



On October 12, 1820, John Audubon along with Joseph Mason, his 
assistant, hired on as crew on a flat boat traveling from Cincinnati to New 
Orleans. Audubon, a good shot, was hired to supply fresh game to the 
crew. It was during this trip that Audubon completed most of the 
drawings for his “Birds of America” publication.  

While on the flatboat, 
Audubon refined his 
drawing and painting 
technique. He would 
mount a newly killed 
bird on a board using a 
grid of wire to hold it in 
place, allowing him to 
position and draw the 
bird in one of the 
dramatic poses for 
which he is so famous.   

With so many ties to 
Audubon, creating my vision of the flat boat he took from Cincinnati’s 
public landing to New Orleans seemed like the natural thing to do. 

I was particularly lucky 
to also know John 
Ruthven, one of 
America’s most 
popular and famous 
wildlife artists and Beth 
Freeman-Kane, one of 
the best known 
miniaturist sculptors in 
the world. I was 
thrilled when they both 
accepted my invitation 
to collaborate on this 
project. We chose to 
feature the Carolina 
Parakeet, as it is one of 

John’s favorite birds. It was very abundant in the Ohio and Mississippi 
river valleys and is now sadly extinct.    



Photographs  
of “Audubon’s Flatboat” 

Below Decks Daylight View 

Below Decks Night View  



 
 



 



The Collaboration 

 



The flatboat on the Mississippi and Ohio Rivers plays a central role in 
the narrative of American mobility, of discovery and invention, and of 
work and friendship separate from the worlds of work and family back on 
land. As contemporary a song as "Rollin' on the River" reminds us of this 
romantic tradition, central to 
American identity,bringing to 
mind some of the finest American 
realist prints and paintings, by 
artists such as George Caleb 
Bingham, William Sidney Mount, 
Francis Edmonds, Asher Durand 
and Jasper Cropsey, in the period 
before the American Civil War. 
Mark Twain's Huckleberry Finn, 
that quintessentially American 
classic novel, is the literary 
equivalent of these works of art 
and the firing of the American 
imagination through decades of 
urbanization, immigration, flux. 

 The newest contemporary interpretation of this hallowed tradition can 
be found in miniaturist Bob Off's roombox, wherein Off creates a flatboat 

setting, including Photoshopped images of a 
river out all the windows, and including tools 
of trades, food supplies, muskets, a dog, and 
a desk with 
stool, the 
central 
iconography of 
this three-
dimensional 
sculptural 
space, much 
like  a stage 
set.  Off has 
created the first 

such reinterpretation, in this case of John James Audubon's journey 
down the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers, with his assistant Joseph Mason, 
where Audubon created his great masterpieces, The Birds of America.  
Like the journey itself, which was a collaborative effort, Off has created 
his box with the commissioning of a Carolina Parakeet (now extinct), 
which the viewer can see placed on an easel n the back left of the space. 
This painting was created specifically for the box by internationally 
renowned wildlife/naturalist artist John Ruthven,who, at 89, has 



managed to make this tiny painting, a 
unique object, for this roombox by Off. 
 
And, since Audubon was known for the 
specificity of his methods, which included 
killing the native bird  with the least amount 
of shot scattered in/on the bird, and then 
attaching it with wires to a surface from 
which he could render it on canvas and/or 
paper, Off decided to continue this tradition, 
and commissioned the creation of an 
approximately one inch Carolina Parakeet 
(whose red and yellow markings make it one 
of Nature's great beauties), from South 
African miniaturist/artist/naturalist Beth 
Kane-Freeman. Off and Freeman-Kane met in Maine, where both 
attended workshops in miniaturism. In that summer, a most fortuitous 
meeting occurred, as Kane-Freeman accepted the commission readily 

and with delight. Thus, all of Audubon's 
working methods are recorded, along with 
the creation of the interior of a flatboat, and, 
if you will, the newest version of an 
Audubon, by his most worthy artistic heir, 
John Ruthven, whose work is included in 
public and private collections on many 
continents. All three artists, Off, Kane-
Freeman and Ruthven, share a love for and 
admiration for Audubon's work.  Off has 
been creating miniature rooms for a number 

of years, but has only begun to display them in museum and/or gallery 
settings, in the past four years or so. 

Off designs and fabricates most every element in the roomboxes. He may 
not make every item therein, but each box by Off is entirely original, 
and , as in his new masterwork, Off's pieces often involve  more than a 
nod towards American history; he engages its defining narratives, as 
well, and has a fine knowledge of art , and increasingly of art history, of 
tools and tool making/designing, of 
spatial relationships and design 
imperatives, of the interactive 
properties of color and light, of 
shadow, of grains of wood and 
textures of wallpapers. This most 
successful of Off's collaborative 
works makes Off both director, 
producer and creative talent, much 



like an actor being placed in all three roles. The director in him knows 
how to help the artist fabricate and design the box, and choose the 
elements within it, to tell his own story, as well as to honor this most 
significant part of American history and art and folklore.  Off was 
privileged to have known two of Audubon's direct heirs , who lived near 
his family's summer house on Cape Cod, and he and Jennifer and Page 
Bakewell, descended from Audubon's wife, Lucy Bakewell Audubon, were 
privileged to spend many a summer day looking through a family copy of 
Audubon's "Birds of America" as children. 

This flatboat/roombox exists only in one edition; it is a unique work of 
art, as are the Ruthven painting and the Kane-Freeman sculpture. The 
work will be unveiled in December at an event in Cincinnati. 

Daniel Brown 
Independent Art Advisor 
Free-Lance Curator 
Editor, www.aeqai.com, a journal of the visual arts 

 
 

John A. Ruthven and Robert Off in Bob”s  
Workshop/Studio 

http://www.aeqai.com,
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Robert Off 
Bob Off’s favorite childhood hobby is extremely similar to what he has 
chosen to do as a second career, after his retirement as commercial/
industrial real estate broker.  Just as Bob’s personality and character have 
been consistent, his creativity has blossomed since retirement, but it’s 
consistent with his interest in things visual and in things miniature.   

 As a boy in 
Pittsburgh, Bob 
learned to paint 
miniature soldiers, a 
passion of his father’s 
as well.  Bob’s mother 
was stricken by polio 
when he and his two 
sisters were still in 
grade school. She was 
often away seeking 
treatments, and Mr. 
Off, his father, 

wanted Bob not only to have a way to pass long blocks of time, but also to 
carry on a family tradition.  The soldiers connect directly to his current 
passion and second career, the invention and fabrication of what he calls 
“roomboxes”, miniature rooms which he designs and fills with other 
things miniature (furniture, artwork, dogs, lighting, wallpaper—anything 
that might go into a room).  The main difference between the childhood 
soldiers and the roomboxes of today is Bob’s decision to exhibit and sell 
the boxes, and he has had unusual success as an emerging artist in a 
complex and difficult art market.  It is both fair and accurate to call Bob an 
artist now. 

Bob and his wife Mardie have been living in their Cincinnati house since 
1982 many decades, where they reared their two children who both share 
Bob’s particular love of contemporary art, as well as American historical 
prints from the mid-1800’s. Bob came to Cincinnati from Pittsburgh in 
1970, as a salesman for PPG Industries.  Over the years, Bob has served on 
the boards of both The Taft Museum of Art and The Contemporary Arts 
Center, as well as of numerous non-profits.  He is one of the first people to 
manifest a genuine interest in the creative possibilities of the digital world.    



Bob’s interest in roomboxes started when he built a miniature doll house 
for his daughter.  About seven years ago, when Bob was completely 
retired from his real estate career, he began to create these elegant and 
finely crafted roomboxes and made a workshop/studio in the basement of 
his house. His enthusiasm for his new career is catching: he began to show 
them publicly and professionally, first at Drackett Design, in Cincinnati, 
then at the Antiques Festival, and at a Delaware Art Museum, a most 
unusual opportunity for an emerging artist.  He recently began to show 
his work at the Eisele Gallery in Fairfax.  About a year ago, he met 
internationally renowned maritime painter John Stobart and persuaded 
Stobart to collaborate with him on a roombox with a maritime theme, 
which includes paintings by Stobart. The box sold at the opening and 
currently resides at The Kentucky Gateway Museum in Maysville, 
Kentucky.   

Bob also attends and sells his work at miniature 
expositions and sales shows around the country 
with other miniature specialists. He lets friends 
and collectors know about his work through 
different emails and social media, which he 
creatively designs.  

The boxes manage to seduce us with their light, 
their mood and their nostalgia, and their touch of 
surrealism, as he integrates elements of stage sets 
and design into them.  



John A. Ruthven 

John A. Ruthven, naturalist, author, Lecturer, and internationally 
acknowledged master of wildlife artist often called the "20th Century 
Audubon." Ruthven uses the same techniques as his famous predecessor. 
After studying and researching his subject thoroughly, he sketches to rigid 
specifications then renders the original painting with great detail. John 
remembers growing up in Walnut Hills and making his way to the banks 
of the Ohio River, dreaming about the birds John J. Audubon painted 
more than a century before. Even as a boy, Ruthven's dream was to 
become influential in preserving wildlife through art. "I continually took 
my sketch pad with me wherever I went," Ruthven recalled. He went on 
to paint a brilliant career that has earned recognition from the highest. 

After serving in World War II, he entered the Cincinnati Art Academy. He 
opened a commercial art studio in 1946 with the goal of building a career 
in wildlife art. In 1960 he entered the Federal Duck Stamp competition and 
won with his Redhead Ducks. In 1971 Ruthven founded Wildlife 
Internationale`, Inc. to publish and distribute his limited edition prints. 
Ruthven was recognized as Duck`s Unlimited First Artist of the Year, First 
Ohio Duck Stamp Artists, and First Ohio Animal Stamp/Print Artist. 
  
In 1994 Ruthven was honored by the Cincinnati Museum of Natural 
History with a major retrospective John. His paintings have been included 
in acclaimed exhibitions such as The Artist of America Exhibition in 



Denver, Colorado and the Society of Animal Artist, a traveling museum 
exhibition included at the Hiram Blauvelt Art Museum in Oradell, NE 

Museums featuring his work include the Smithsonian Institution’s 
Preservation and Research Center; Leigh Yawkey Woodson Museum in 
Wausau, Wisconsin; the Roger Tory Peterson Institute of Natural History, 
Jamestown, New York; and the Cincinnati Museum Center where a major 
retrospective exhibit of his work, "John A. Ruthven – In the Audubon 
Tradition," was mounted.  

John A. Ruthven received the 2004 National Medal of Arts for his 
impeccably accurate and unfailingly beautiful wildlife art, and in 

recognition of his contributions as 
an artist and naturalist to 
conserving our natural treasures. 
Unveilings of original paintings 
have taken place at The White 
House; the Hermitage Museum in 
St. Petersburg, Russia; the 
President’s Palace in the 
Philippines, for Crown Prince 
Henri in Luxembourg, at the Neil 
Armstrong Space Museum, and 
the Ohio State Capital Rotunda. 

The watercolor of the Carolina Parakeet that John Ruthven painted for 
“Audubon’s Flatboat” is pictured below. The actual size of the painting is 
is approximately 1.5 inches by 1.25 inches 



   
Beth Freeman-Kane 

Beth Freeman was born to South African parents in Australia in 1966. The 
family returned home to South Africa in 1970, where she has lived ever 
since. 
 
Miniaturism emerged in all Beth's 
creative endeavors from the tender age 
of six, together with a fascination for all 
living things. Her talent and passion for 
"creating in little" came quite naturally, 
rather than being a conscious decision. 
Throughout her formal education, this 
was generally considered a flaw by her 
teachers and tutors, and concerted 
efforts were made to correct this 
tendency! The idea that art should be 
large to have any substance or validity 
was a constant theme. In the end, her 
stubbornness and inner drive kept her 
focused on what she knew she was best 
at. Her art evolved over many years to 
take on the unique form we know today. 
She is now a professional artist with an 
extensive following of collectors. 
 
It wasn't until 1995 that Beth discovered, 
to her delight, that there is a formal field 
of miniature art, with a very enthusiastic 

world-wide revival of the art form in full swing! She 
joined the Miniature Art Society of South Africa right 
away, and later the Miniature Art Society of Florida, 
USA, as well as the Hilliard Society in the UK. 
 
In Beth's own words: "I am a great believer in the 
significance of small things, and have been 
impressed by the power in miniature art to compel 
one to stop, cross the floor and take a closer look. 



Miniatures require an up close and personal relationship with the viewer. 
They cannot be appreciated casually in passing, or from a distance. In the 
same way, we need to stop and take a closer 
look to appreciate the birds and smaller 
creatures around us. I hope that we will 
continue to recognize their significance and look 
after what we have before it is too late." 
 
In 1992, Beth married Stephen Kane, who is very 
supportive and involved in the business side of 
Beth's art. From looking after all aspects of 
Marketing and client database management to 
practical help with framing and setting up exhibitions, he has become 
indispensable. They both agree, however, that their crowning 
achievements together are their three wonderful children: Emma-May 
(born June 1997),  Abigail (born June 2001), and David, (born April 2005)! 
 
The family live in a log cabin in semi-rural Assagay near Durban in 
KwaZu\u-Natal, South Africa. Beth has her own studio at home, which 
looks out onto a lush green valley with an abundance of bird life. 

Below are photographs of the Carolina Parakeet that Beth sculpted for 
“Audubon’s Flatboat” The bird sculpture 
which mirrors the unique pose which 
Audubon painted almost 100 years ago. It 
measures approximately nine tenths of an 
inch long from beak to tail feather.  



Awards: 

Best	  Artist	  on	  Show"	  -‐	  Durban	  Annual	  Wildlife	  Expo,	  1996	  
"Best	  Artist	  on	  Show"	  -‐	  Durban	  Annual	  Wildlife	  Expo,	  1997	  
"First	  Place	  in	  Sculpture"	  -‐	  International	  Miniature	  Art	  Exhibition,	  Florida,	  
USA,	  1999	  
"Starke	  Award"	  -‐	  International	  Miniature	  Art	  Exhibition,	  Florida,	  USA,	  2000	  
(	  Best	  artist	  on	  show	  under	  35)	  
"Third	  Place"	  -‐	  Paper	  Mill	  Playhouse	  International	  Miniature	  Art	  Exhibition,	  
New	  Jersey,	  USA,	  2000	  
"First	  Place	  In	  Sculpture"	  -‐	  International	  Miniature	  Art	  Exhibition,	  Florida,	  
USA,	  2002	  
“Viewer’s	  Choice	  Award”	  -‐	  World	  Exhibition	  Of	  Miniatures,	  Tasmania,	  2008	  
“Best	  Sculpture	  (Other	  Media)”	  -‐	  Seaside	  Art	  Gallery	  International	  Miniature	  
Art	  Show,	  2008	  
"First	  Place	  In	  Sculpture"	  -‐	  International	  Miniature	  Art	  Exhibition,	  Florida,	  
USA,	  2010 



“Audubon and Cincinnati” 

	  

Reprinted from the Autumn, 2013 Edition of Imprint, a publication of the 
American Historical Print Collectors Society. 





































In-Process Photographs  

 



My challenge was to design a roombox simulating the interior of a flatboat 
which would be both visual interesting and also showcase the artistic 

works of John Ruthven and Beth Freeman-Kane. 
Because no one has any idea what Audubon’s 
flatboat might have looked like, I had a “green 
light” to let my imagination create the space. My 
only constraints were the box size of 12”x 24” x 
12”. 

Audubon was a good shot and was charged with 
supplying the crew of the flatboat with game for 
their table. This 
necessitated that I 
include his gun and 
hunting dog within the 

box. The  design of the flatboat was inspired by 
George Caleb Bingham’s “Jolly Flat Boatman”and 
several general photographs of other flatboats.   

 

His trip from Cincinnati to New Orleans was where Audubon did most of 
the drawing and work for his publication “Birds Of America” I wanted to 
design the interior space to include an Audubon painting, his  easel, 
workbench and painting supplies. Also, because he painted using a board 
mounted a dead bird as his model, I incorporated that element into the 
design as well.   

 



It all started, as all my roomboxes do, by drawing a floor plan a drafting 
board. I always draw the roombox in the same scale as I construct the 
roombox, one inch equals one foot.  

The Floor Plan 

The Interior Rear Elevation 



I next constructed the box itself and a three dimensional paper mockup of 
the box interior to insure that my design works as planned within the box.  

I followed that step by placing several pieces of the intended interior box 
elements and furniture into the mockup in order to insure that they will 
add to the mood that I am striving to achieve. 

The next step was to construct the interior walls from 1/4” plywood 
which later will be paneled, painted and distressed to create the mood, 
feel and look of a somewhat dark and grungy flatboat. I am always trying 
to heighten the feel and mood of the scene to better reflect the experience 
that I want the viewer to have. 



 
 

Each floor board, wall 
panel and roof panel were 
laid by hand and glued 
onto the plywood 
substructure supporting 
it. The floor, the walls, 
and the roof were built 
and assembled outside the 
box due to the space limitations within the box.  

Everything was then attached together as one piece and then slid into the 
box. This process is much the same as one would construct a “Boat In A 
Bottle” 



I reintroduced the intended interior elements during each step to insure 
that the whole box continues to evoke the mood and feeling that I want to 
achieve.  
 

The river background was created by joining several photographs 
together using Photoshop and then glued onto the back of the box. The 
forward and aft decks were built by me and attached to the sides. Again, 
the box was essentially built from the back to the front. This is the only 
way I could effectively get to those interior spaces. 



The other small elements, doors, window shutters, wall pegs, beam 
placement and other elements were then designed, constructed and 
installed. 

 



Once everything was designed and constructed, I slid the interior 
structure into the empty roombox and attached the beams, doors, steps, 
mezzanine, and the other elements.  

The next step was the wiring of the sconces, the table lantern and the LED 
lights which I use to simulate both daylight and night light. The final step 
was to place John A. Ruthven’s painting of the Carolina Parakeet on the 
easel and attach the board containing the wired sculpture of the parakeet 
made by Beth Freeman-Kane. 



Six Months Later & After 
Hundreds of Hours of Work 

  
Beginning 
with an idea 
and ending 
with our 
creation 



Night View 

Day View 

Signature Plate 

  



Below is a photograph of a second painting of the 
“Carolina Parakeet” by John A. Ruthven. The display box 
was designed and built by Robert Off.  

The box was sold at auction on December 4, 2014 with 
100% of the sales proceeds benefiting the Judy and John 
Ruthven Foundation. 
 

The box measures 8” X 10” and the painting 3.5”x 2.5”.


