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Introduction 

It is not at all unusual to find unsigned portraits up for bid at auction 

houses across the country, but it is less common for them to come with 

sufficient provenance to both identify the sitters and offer a clue as to the 

possible identity of the artists that painted them. However, that was the 

case for a pair of portrait miniatures sold recently at the Langston 

Auction Gallery in Wilson, North Carolina (Fig. 1, Portrait of a 

gentleman) (Fig. 2, Portrait of a lady).1 Both of them were presented in 

their original leather case (Fig. 3, Case housing portrait miniatures) and 

both came with handwritten provenance by an unidentified author (Fig. 

4, Provenance accompanying portrait of a gentleman) (Fig. 5, 

Provenance accompanying portrait of a lady). These documents 

identified the gentleman sitter as Joseph Antonio Bilisoly, with a son 

named Joseph Lorenzo Bilisoly and granddaughter named Lorena 

Bilisoly Sadler, while the second identified the lady sitter as Eliza 

Benson Bilisoly, with the same named son and granddaughter. 
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The progenitor of this Bilisoly family in America and the father of 

Joseph Antonio was Antonio Sylvestre Bilisoly, whose surname was 

sometimes spelled Bilisoli, Bonisola, and Buonisola. He was born in 

Ajaccioi, Corsica, in the 1750s and came to America in 1777 as a sailing 

master (first officer) with the French fleet under the command of the 

Count de Grasse to assist the Americans in their struggle against the 

British.2 He was in the Battle of the Capes and was on a ship that was in 

the York River at the Battle of Yorktown. Following the conclusion of 

the war, Bilisoly traveled to San Domingo, where he married Marie 

Adelaide Accinelli, daughter of Rosalie Michaux, one of the refugees 

from Acadie.3 Bilisoly, along with his wife’s father, who was a ship-

builder, moved to Portsmouth, Virginia, in 1798, where “he engaged in 



shipbuilding and the West India trade for about twenty years, 

subsequently conducting a mercantile establishment,” before dying there 

in 1845.4 His obituary appeared in the October 9, 1845 issue of the New 

era of Portsmouth: “ANTONIO S. BILISOLY, Esq. Another 

Revolutionary Hero gone! It is with sincere regret that we are compelled 

to announce the death of this Octogenarian, who died as he lived, 

beloved and respected by all our citizens. He departed this life, this 

morning, full of years and full of honors, in the 86th year of his age. Mr. 

B was, we believe, a Corsican by birth, but an American in heart. He 

was with Count De Grasse at Yorktown, and sided in fighting the battles 

of liberty, that resulted in making us a nation. May he rest in peace, as 

he departed with the respect of all. His Funeral will take place tomorrow 

afternoon, at half past three o’clock from his residence on Middle 

street.” Joseph Silvestre Bilisoly and his wife, Marie Adelaide, had five 

children: Joseph Antonio; Lucrece; Virginia; Adèle, who married James 

Chaleron, a sugar merchant of New Orleans; and Elise.5 It appears that 

not long after her husband’s death, Marie Adelaide Bilisoly left Virginia 

and moved to New Orleans, Louisiana, to reside with her daughter Adèle 

and her family as she appears on census records there in 1850 and 1860.6 

She died there on December 18, 1862, at the age of 85 years.7 

 

The son, Joseph Antonio Bilisoly, was born December 4, 1799, in 

Portsmouth, Virginia, and died in that city at the age of 81 on December  



 

15, 1880, according to information taken from his gravestone in Cedar 

Grove Cemetery.8 He was a well known and respected merchant in 

Portsmouth from 1820 until 1863, where he married Elizabeth Ann, 

daughter of Francis Benson, a custom house officer, whose father had 

come to America from Ireland in 1783, and his wife, Sophia, daughter of 

Epaphroditus Butt of Great Bridge, Virginia.9 They had several children 

that included a son, Joseph Lorenzo Bilisoly, who was born in 

Portsmouth on October 27, 1840 and died there on May 14, 1904.10  He 

was educated at the Virginia Military Institute and at an early age 

became a partner in his father’s mercantile firm in Portsmouth where he 

remained a member until the outbreak of the Civil War in 1861.11 He 

entered the Confederate army with the Old Dominion Guard, later 

Company K, Ninth Virginia infantry regiment, and served throughout 

the war, taking part in many of its notable battles including Seven Pines, 

the Seven Days’ fighting, Second Manassas, Sharpsburg, and 

Gettysburg.12 (Fig. 6, Pvt. Joseph Lorenzo Bilisoly shown in his 

Confederate uniform; photograph inscribed verso, “For my beloved 

parents on their birthdays. Taken Dec. 4th 1864. J. L. Bilisoly”, courtesy 

Library of Congress). 
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In 1862, Joseph Lorenzo married Mary Elizabeth, daughter of Joseph 

Bourke (originally Bourge), who was a native of San Domingo and of 

French descent, and they were the parents of five children: Walter L., 

Frank, Lorena, Adèle, and Louvel Antonio.12 Their daughter Lorena, 

whose full name was Mary Lorena, married in Portsmouth, Virginia, on 

October 8, 1902, to Everit Jay Sadler, a member of the 1899 class at the 

United States Naval Academy, who, in later life became an executive 

with the Standard Oil Company.13 She was, of course, the Lorena 

Bilisoly Sadler whose name appeared in the provenance that 

accompanied the two miniatures mentioned earlier. 

 

Clues as to the Artist 

It turns out that the Museum of Early Southern Decorative Arts 

(MESDA) has in its object database photographs of oil on canvas 

portraits of both Antonio Sylvestre Bilisoly (Photo Number S-3818, 

spelled Bilisoli in their records) and his wife, Mary Adelaide Accinelli 

(Photo Number S-3819) (Fig. 7, Portrait of Antonio Sylvestre Bilisoly 

by Thomas F. Noone) (Fig. 8, Portrait of Mary Adelaide Accinelli by 

Thomas F. Noone).  
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The history that accompanied these objects stated that they descended to 

an aunt in New York City and were purchased by her family in New 

Orleans and given to their present owners, a direct descendant. The 

portrait of Antonio Sylvestre was signed “T. F. Noone 182[9],” with the 

last digit being questionable, as it was difficult to read (Fig. 9, Noone 

signature on Fig. 7). The portrait of his wife was neither signed nor 

dated but almost certainly done at the same time, and both were almost 

certainly painted in Portsmouth, Virginia, where the subjects lived.  

 

 
Figure 9 

 

The date 1829 for both of these portraits is supported by a third painting, 

also documented in the MESDA object data base (Photo Number S-

5231). Its subject is Dr. Robert Bruce Butt, a physician and native of 

Portsmouth, Virginia (Fig. 10, Dr. Robert Bruce Butt by Thomas F. 

Noone). It is signed in the lower left, “T. F. N. 1829.” 
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So, who was this artist, T. F. Noone? MESDA’s craftsman database has 

very little information on Noone other than identifying him as an artist 

of Portsmouth, Virginia. While he was in Portsmouth in 1829, his name 

appeared a year earlier in an advertisement in the February 20, 1828 

issue of a Maryland newspaper called the Baltimore Gazette and Daily 

Advertiser. It mentioned “PROPOSALS for publishing, by subscription 

an ENGRAVING of the late Rev. ENOCH FENWICK, formerly Pastor 

of St. Peter’s Church, Baltimore; taken from an original Portrait painted 

by T. F. Noone.” The notice went on to describe the Rev. Fenwick and 

closed by detailing the conditions: “The Print will be engraved by one of 

the most eminent artists in this country; the size will be nine inches by 

seven; price to subscribers one dollar, payable on delivery of the print, 

which will be as soon as the work, which is already considerably 

advanced, can be completed.” The advertisement was signed “T. F. 

Noone, or James Myers, near the Cathedral,” with the further note that 

“The Portrait may be seen at No. 99 North Eutaw street, Baltimore.” 

Whether the print was actually produced cannot be said as no example 

of it could be located during the research documented here. 

 

Noone next appears in New Orleans where he ran a series of identical 

advertisements beginning in December 1837 and ending in February 

1838 in the Times-Picayune, a newspaper published there. Each read as 



follows: “Portrait Painter. T. F. NOONE, Portrait Painter, OFFERS his 

professional services to the public. Painting Room, 31, Canal street.” 

 

It is unclear exactly when Noone left New Orleans, or why, but it 

appears his destination was Jackson, a town in East Feliciana Parish, 

Louisiana, where he was living by 1840, when the census for that year 

was taken.14 He was still there two years later when his name appeared 

in the April 9, 1842 issue of a newspaper called the Liberty Advocate, 

published in Liberty, Mississippi: “We have received the first number of 

the “Jackson Phenix,” a new paper published at Jackson, La., by T. F. 

Noone. The Phenix is of respectable size and appearance, and neutral in 

politics.” Noone (his name is spelled Noon in some records) served as a 

notary in Jackson for many years as documented in various census 

records, and it seems he remained a resident of that town throughout the 

remainder of his life. These same census records suggest varying years 

for his birth as calculated by the age given there, varying from around 

1800 to around 1808, and all indicated he was born in Virginia. The few 

records found for him indicate he was a prominent citizen of Jackson 

and must have been well thought of during his lifetime there. While a 

search of vital records for East Feliciana Parish did not yield a death 

record, a search of newspapers provided an obituary published in the 

April 6, 1882 issue of the Times-Picayune of New Orleans that gave the 

date of his death as Saturday, April 1, 1882 and his age as 98 years. If 



this age is accurate, it would indicate he was born around 1784, quite a 

bit earlier than dates calculated from census data. The obituary, which 

originally appeared in the Baton Rouge Capitolian, had the following to 

say about Thomas F. Noon [sic]: “There died in the town of Jackson, on 

Saturday night, April 1, an old gentleman by name, Thos. F. Noon, 

whose age was 98 years. He had for fifty years been a citizen of Jackson. 

By occupation, he was a Portrait painter, having painted the Portrait of 

John Randolph for a club in Washington in 1828. He also painted the 

Portraits of Gen. Ripley and Thos. B. Thorp. He was the last survivor of 

the five administrators who formed the first Asylum Board; the board 

being appointed by Gov. Isaac Johnson, and consisting of James Dupree 

(father of T. B. and B. C. Dupree), David J. Finker, Dr. H. Skipwith, 

Thomas F. Noon and Frank Brian. Mr. Noon held the position of notary 

public for twenty years, and during his whole life in Jackson was 

renowned for his strict honesty and straightforwardness in financial 

matters. He leaves his fortune, consisting of about $40,000, to his two 

nieces who live in Boston.” Interestingly, a section concerning Orphans’ 

Court proceedings published in the April 13, 1882 issue of The 

Baltimore Sun, carried a notice that Letters testamentary on the estate of 

Thomas F. Noone were granted to John H. Katzenberger. Because 

Katzenberger’s name appears in several items involving the insurance 

business in Baltimore, it may be that Noone had a policy of insurance 

there, but this is not certain. 



 

The John Randolph painted for a club in Washington in 1828 is very 

probably the well known gentleman often referred to as “John Randolph 

of Roanoke,” a skilled orator and politician, who was born in 

Chesterfield County, Virginia, in 1773 and died in Philadelphia, 

Pennsylvania, in 1833.15 While there are several men known as General 

Ripley, it is believed that the one painted by Noone was Eleazer 

Wheelock Ripley, who was born in New Hampshire in 1782 and died in 

West Feliciana Parish, Louisiana, in 1839.16  He served as a brigadier 

general during the War of 1812, later settling in Baton Rouge, 

Louisiana, where he served in the Louisiana State Senate and then as a 

member of the U. S. House of Representatives from Louisiana’s second 

district from 1835-1839.17 The other portrait painted by Noone and 

mentioned in his obituary as “Thos. B. Thorp,” is almost certainly that of 

Thomas Bangs Thorpe, a writer and painter, who was born in New 

England and raised in New York, but who moved to Baton Rouge, 

Louisiana, around 1837.18  Thorpe attempted to establish himself as an 

artist in New Orleans in 1838, where he did portraits and still lifes, but 

by the summer of 1839, he was back up the Mississippi River at 

Jackson, Louisiana, and at Jackson and St. Francisville, he spent the next 

several years.19 There are a few unsigned portraits of Thorp, but none 

are attributed to Noone. 

 



As can be seen, there is little information about Noone as a portrait 

painter, and none of it mentions that he painted miniatures. Even so, 

given the family connections and the time frame in which he was in 

Portsmouth, Virginia, it seems possible the miniatures of Joseph Antonio 

Bilisoly and his wife, Eliza Benson, could have been done by Noone.  

Both subjects appear to be in their late 20s or early 30s, consistent with 

their ages in 1829 when Noone was in Portsmouth. Their clothing and 

hair styles do not appear inconsistent with a date toward the end of the 

1820s, although their attire differs markedly from that of Joseph 

Silvestre Bilisoly and, especially, that of his wife, Marie Adelaide. 

Perhaps new discoveries of his work will help illuminate the question of 

whether he did miniatures as well as oils on canvas. 
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