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ABSTRACT

This thesis describes the need for teaching art history at the 
pre-college level. Recognition of this need has been a result of ex
perience in the field supported by the findings of special committees 
on the study of art education in the public schools.

I have proposed a curriculum in American art history which 
elicits aesthetic responses from the student through slide/lectures 
coupled with student art-making activities.

As a significant complement to this curriculum, extensive re
search has been included on the artists important to American art 
before 1850..
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

One problem in U.S. secondary schools today is the lack of a 
curriculum in art history that stimulates the aesthetic interest in 
students to a working knowledge of past art and artists• Almost anyone 
who has attempted to teach a formal course in art history at the high 
school level can attest to students1 apathy and their lack of compre
hension, It may have overwhelmed him or her to the point of removing 
art history entirely from the program. As a consequence, the small 
amount of art history imparted to our students has often been taught 
haphazardly in the few minutes preceding a new project, with little re
search or visual aid.

After several years spent teaching art in the secondary school, 
it is apparent to this investigator that far too little time is spent 
introducing students to art historical content and concepts. Artworks 
comprise an important part of a nation?s heritage, and the history 
captured through these recordings, by artists can enlighten future gen
erations. Knowledge gained through a meaningful study of art history 
is significant because of its application to present forms of communi
cation and understanding. There is a need for a stimulating curriculum 

in this area.
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This thesis proposes an art history curriculum for secondary 
art teachers in which students may achieve awareness of past art work 
through a series of integrated activities. Integrated problems are es
sential to the maintenance of pupils? curiosity and interest. They 
are student activities which correlate the knowledge of historical in
formation with objective aesthetic experiences. Doll (1978) points out 
that active participation by students is preferable to the passive re
ception of material to be learned.

This paper is planned in a sequence of several parts: ration
ale, curriculum design, and research data on artists and their work. 
These parts necessitate varying approaches to the collection of data 
and research procedures. My goal is to present an aesthetically rele
vant approach to the teaching of art history which will develop the 
students' awareness intellectually as well as visually to the styles 
and characteristics of the works of early American artists.



CHAPTER 2

RATIONALE

Where art of the past is not studied as part of a regular edu

cational program^ students are being deprived« Richard Bassett (1969) 
passes along the findings.of a special committee on the study of art 
which emphasized both the value of and the desperate need for a contin

uous visual exposure to past art in public school education. The com
mittee collectively expressed the opinion that schools are failing to 
provide the means of knowing other civilizations which is revealed 
through artistic achievements. It was pointed out by the committee 
that fifteen million young Americans are being deprived of an under
standing of man?s oldest form of communication and that this depriva
tion denies students the prospect of grasping the nature of the present 
world.

D. G. Hutson (Fawcett, Janson and Hutson 1979, p. 9) of the 
School of Education, Leicester Polytechnic writes, "most pupils see or 
hear no more art history than what happens to be on the walls of the 
art room or what he gleans from the passing remark of the art teacher."

Concerning the power of art to communicate regardless of its 

date of creation, J. S. Ackerman (I960) writes that there actually is 

no art of the past except that art which has been destroyed, since what 
is called art of the past really exists in the present. He points out



that, regardless of its date of production, a work of art retains its 
potential for communicating its quality and power to influence the 
present and the future.

The study of a work of art, although effective in the teaching 
of color, form, and texture, also reveals events and actions of the 

past. T. Fawcett (Fawcett et al. 1979, p. 7) says, "Works of art pro
vide extremely direct evidence of past human action; taken with further 
contextual documentation they illustrate the dynamics of creativity, 
the nature of historical situations, and the fluctuations of critical 
reputation."

R, B. Shuman (1979) writes that the difference between appreci
ation and understanding is the very difference which suggests that the 
humanities cannot be studied apart from the technological elements that 
make possible a Parthenon, or the painting on the Sistine Chapel, or 
the later quartets of Beethoven. One can only appreciate a work of art 

fully by understanding its composition and structure. Through selec
tively spaced studio activities, the student should develop a sense of 

appreciation while becoming involved with technique, structure, and 
composition.

As previously stated, the objective is to develop a curriculum 

in American art history that stimulates aesthetic interest for students. 
Michael Day (1969, p. 6) cites a study in which he "found that students 
gained more knowledge of art subject matter when participating in an 

art history/studio activity program. Also, students participating in 
the. study of art history while making art comprehended art concepts
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significantly better than students exposed to the slide-lecture art 
history approach." This finding is significant in the design of this 
curriculum which lays the burden of aesthetic appreciation and interest 
on student activity.

A similar observation is made by Robert Saunders (1977, p. 1). 
He contends that a "frequent difficulty in teaching the humanities at 
the pre-college level, results from teachers employing those same 
methods and techniques by which'they themselves were taught humanities 
at the college level." He states that this becomes most apparent with 
the lecture-slide technique used in the teaching of art history, thus 
often equating student boredom with art history when actually it is 
the methods which the students find boring. Saunders suggests that 
"related art-making activities can make art history more student- 
interest oriented."

The search for supportive curriculum material in art history 

produced little information. The two elements, curriculum and art 
history, do not seem to lend themselves to a marriage of textbook pop
ularity. There was, however, enough material available in each area 
to build a sufficient store of knowledge for the construction of a cur

riculum base in art history.
Richardson (1963) follows the story of painting in America 

from the first migration of explorer artists in the colonies to the 
20th century. Although this text lacks depth in information on artists 
and their work, it offers an excellent chronology of painting in



America and is helpful in creating the continuity necessary for a fac
tual outline within my curriculum,

Robert Saunders (1977) provides a basis by which student- 
interest activities can be related to aesthetic responses. The struc
ture that Saunders uses is called an "instructional score" and is used 
much as a unit from a traditional curriculum guide is used. The "score" 
is composed of four main elements: aesthetic response areas; sensory
modes; the three levels or domains of learning —  cognitive, psycho
motor and affective; and evaluation.

Evidence thus points to a lack of adequate art history being 
offered students on the pre-college level and justifies a need for it. 

Existing rationale is also evident for a program which may effectively 
be used as a conduit for effective instruction.



CHAPTER 3

CURRICULUM DESIGN

In this section a curriculum is presented using, to a modified 
degree, the instructional score by Saunders (1977) for a more aesthetic 
approach to instruction.

According to Saunders (1977), a committee of college examiners, 
led by Benjamin S * Bloom, met informally at the American Psychological 
Association Conference in Boston in 1948, looking for a framework that 
would improve curriculum design. They recognized three domains of 
learning: the cognitive, the affective, and the psychomotor. Later,

in his book Relating Art and Humanities to the Classroom (1977),.Saun
ders uses these three learning domains in alliance with the sensory 
modes and art forms to construct an aesthetic curriculum structure in 
some respects similar to J. P. Guilford?s (1967) "structure of intel
lect. n

The structure that will be used in this paper is composed of 
four elements. Of the first, aesthetic response, one may react to one 
or more of at least four items: (1) natural objects and phenomena, or
those things untouched by human hands, (2) man-made objects and phenom
ena, or those items made by man for aesthetic or non-aesthetic purposes,

(3) aesthetic criteria in making objects and phenomena which involves 
knowledge of the aesthetic criteria —  form, repetition, contrast.



balance and so on, in making a piece of art, and (4) use of aesthetic 
criteria when judging, evaluating man-made objects and phenomena, or 
determining likes and dislikes, and differences of taste.

The second element, sensory mode, is the general name given to 
the perceptual process involving specific sense receptors, These re
ceptors are the vision mode, aural mode, olfactory mode, tactual mode, 
and gustatory mode„

The three levels or domains of learning make up the third ele
ment of the instructional score. (1) The cognitive domain is concerned 
with the comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis and evaluation 
of knowledge. (2) The affective domain is concerned with interests, 
attitudes, acceptance and rejection of concepts, judgments and values. 
This level of learning is the most difficult area to evaluate. (3.) The 
psychomotor domain deals with muscular and motor skills, manipulative 
abilities and coordination. Saunders (1977, p. 48) notes that the 
classification of these three domains is ^similar to that of the 
Tfacultyv psychologists of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centur
ies who identified knowing, feeling, and doing as the three ways, or 
faculties, of learning.” Although each of the domains describe a 

specific approach to learning, they also interact and affect each 
other.

The fourth element is evaluation. One might describe evalua
tion as the evidence obtained about a product or performance compared 

to a set of standards. The evaluation of cognitive learning has tra
ditionally received more emphasis, although one may still validly



evaluate the feeling and doing, as in the psychomotor and the affective 
domains.

The use of this structure, or instructional score, provides us 
with an instrument for inclusion of student activities, coupled with 
aesthetic experience, into an art history curriculum. The aesthetic 
curriculum holds a unique posture in the teaching of art history in 

the high school, in that it should promote art to the academic student 
as well as to the artistically oriented student. Where the academic 
student may be intimidated by an activities-only curriculum in art, he 
or she may be motivated to participate in an aesthetic and concept- 
structured curriculum. For the artistically oriented student, just the 
reverse may be true.

The content within this framework has been distributed under 

four distinctive periods of American art before the Civil War: Pro
vincial, Baroque and Rococo, Neoclassical, and Romantic. Supporting 
the content, extensive research has been included in the last section 

of this paper on the life and work of ten major artists: John Smibert,
Robert Feke, John Copley, Benjamin West, Charles Willson Peale, John 
Vanderlyn, John Trumbull, Gilbert Stuart, Washington Allston, and 

Thomas Sully. References are also made to many other artists that have 
made significant contributions to the development of American art dur
ing this period.

The course is developed to coyer one school semester, with the 
slide-leeture portion receiving approximately two-fifths of the time 
allotment and the remaining three-fifths devoted to studio activities.
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The following frames of instruction are intended to be guides 

for the presentation and evaluation of each of the four units of Amer
ican art.

Frame 1, Provincial Painting 
I. Aesthetic Response Area: Responding

(1) Man-made objects (Provincial paintings).
(2) Use of aesthetic criteria when designing or producing a 

man-made object.
(3) Use of aesthetic criteria when judging, evaluating man- 

made objects.
IX. Sensory Mode: Looking (slides): Gibbs limner, Thomas Smith,

and Gravestones,
III. Cognitive Level: Teaching

(1) Reasons for absence of art in America»
(2) Characteristics of the Provincial style.

(3) Limners or early portrait artists.
(4) Early sculpture.

IV. Psychomotor Level: Doing
(1) Have students paint a small, full-length portrait of a
model in contemporary dress using the provincial style.
(2) Using the early colonial style, have students design and 

construct their own gravestone in plaster.
(3) Have students compose a senior level research paper on 
some aspect of early colonial life.



Affective Level: Valuing

(1) Students will receive information on the untrained artists 
and their religious convictions.
(2) Students may determine personal values as to the accep
tance or rejection of this type of provincial art expression. 
Evaluation: Testing
(1) Cognitive: written test on slide identification and 
analysis of historical significance in the arts.
(2) Psychomotor: ability to observe and interpret the various 
characteristics of provincial American art.
(3) Affective: look for attentative and spontaneous responses.
Were students able to use aesthetic criteria when discussing 
paintings ?

Frame 2, The Baroque and Rococo 

Aesthetic Response Area: Responding
(1) Man-made objects (the Baroque and Rococo),
(2) Use of aesthetic criteria when designing or producing a 

man-made object.
(3) Use of aesthetic criteria when judging, evaluating man- 

made objects. '
Sensory Mode: Looking (slides): Hesselius, Kuhn, Smihert,
Feke, Greenwood, Blackburn, Wollaston, and Williams.

Cognitive Level: Teaching
(1) Conditions in the colonies, that led to the need for a 

more decorative style of painting.



(2) Characteristics that set apart the Baroque and Rococo 
from other styles.

(3) Compositional considerations in group portraiture. 
Psychomotor Level: Doing

(1) Have the students organize and elaborately paint a figura
tive model in a contemporary landscape setting.
(2) Using the Berkeley Group by John Smibert as an exemplar9 
have students compose a group drawing in charcoal.
Affective Level: Valuing
(1) Have students respond to the quality of idealization as 
opposed to honesty in portraiture.
(2) Make comparisons between the decorative symbols used by 
the Baroque and Rococo artists.
Evaluation: Testing

(1) Cognitive: written test on the historical development of 
the Baroque and Rococo style of art in America and slide 

identification and comparisons.
(2) Psychomotor: evaluation criteria compares students’ pic
torial interpretation with the visual and cognitive presenta
tion. Ability of the student to make a transition from the 
elements used in Baroque and Rococo painting, to a contemporary 
statement.
(3) Affective: can students use the aesthetic criteria to
describe a painting? Did the information affect their re

sponses to this particular style of painting?



Frame 3, Neoclassicism 
Aesthetic Response Area: Responding
(1) Man-made objects (Neoclassical paintings).
(2) Use of aesthetic criteria when designing or producing a 
man-made object.
(3) Use of aesthetic criteria when judging, evaluating man- 
made objects.
Sensory Mode: Looking (slides): Copley, West, Vanderlyn,
Trumbull, Peale and Stuart,
Cognitive Level: Teaching
(1) The reconstruction of an antique or, classical world was a 
major premise for change,
(2) European artists influenced classical change.
(3) Characteristics which distinguish the Neoclassical style. 

Psychomotor Level: Doing
(1) Have students draw and then paint one of their instructors 

in a classical pose.
(2) As a group project, have the students plan and then paint 
a large scale contemporary historical composition.

Affective Level: Valuing
(1) Students may make observations about present methods of 

preserving historical events using art,
(2) Have students discuss their feelings about the ex-patriots 
and their contributions to American art.
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(3) Students are asked to associate paintings with events and 
important figures in American history.
Evaluation: Testing
(1) Cognitive: written test on slide comparisons and identi
fication.
(2) Psychomotor: application of Neoclassical information into 
representative involvements. Use of aesthetic criteria in the 
design and production of their work.
(3) Affective: were students able to transfer the value of
Neoclassical painting to historical developments within 
society?. Did any of the students use aesthetic criteria in 
comparing one painting to another? Were any students inter

ested in searching for additional historical paintings?

Frame 4, Romanticism 

Aesthetic Response Area: Responding -
(1) Man-made objects (Romantic paintings).
(2) Use of aesthetic criteria when designing or producing a 

man-made object.
(3) Use of aesthetic criteria when judging, evaluating man- 

made objects.
Sensory Mode: Looking (slides): Allston, Peale* Morse, Sully

and Cole.
Cognitive Level; Teaching
(1) The stylistic development from Neoclassicism to Romanti

cism.



(2) Topics of concern for the Romantic artist.
Psychomotor Level: Doing
(1) Have the students create a Romantic painting from their 
observation of a moral or a social issue, (Moral allegory).
(2) Have students develop a painting that shows man in sub
ordination to his environment.
Affective Level: Valuing

(1) Students will receive information on the differences be
tween Neoclassism and Romanticism, ask questions for response 
and clarification.
(2) Students will write a short essay on moral allegory which 
will subsequently be illustrated. v
Evaluation: Testing
(1) Cognitive: written test on slide identification and
description.
(2) Psychomotor: ability to figuratively illustrate an idea

as conceptualized by the early Romanticists.
(3) Affective: observe students that are paying attention or
asking questions. Look for written responses to the moral 
allegory assignment. Are students capable of using the aes
thetic criteria in classroom discussions?



CHAPTER 4

RESEARCH ON ARTISTS AND THEIR WORKS

Secondary school art history programs suffer in part due to a 
lack of research on the part of the instructor and in part due to poor 
visuals» This program emphasizes providing information on the key 
American artists and art work of the period before the Civil War.

The American artists researched are: John Smibert* Robert Feke,
John Copley, Benjamin West, Charles Willson Peale, John Trumbull, Gil
bert Stuart, Washington Allston, John Vanderlyn and Thomas Sully.
Within the curriculum, references are made to many other important 

artists.
. Paintings are the key that reveal the identity of the artist 

and his or her role in history to the student. The closest that many 
students will come to seeing the actual painting, however, will be 
through a projected slide. So this remains the best visual aid that 
an instructor has available, A recommended listing of slides is in
cluded in the Appendix.

John Smibert (1688-1751)
The painter who had the greatest influence on the developing 

American school in the first half of the eighteenth century was John 
Smibert, born in Edinburgh, Scotland in 1688. After finishing an

16
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apprenticeship as a plasterer and house painter, he set off for London 
in 1709 o According to the art historian Dunlap (1965, p. 24), he was 
"eager to handle a pencil in a more elevated style, where, however, 
for subsistence, was forced to content himself, at first, with working 
for coach painters." Young Smibert also undertook the copying of pic
tures for dealers, a practice that not only was financially rewarding, 
but encouraged him later to make copies after the old masters which 
would prove to be useful models of instruction for himself and for 
others.

Determined to be a portrait painter, Smibert set off for Italy 
in 1719 in the company of Dr, George Berkeley, Dean of Derry. Once in 
Florence, Smibert made copies of the work by Titian and Raphael, among 
others for which he was paid modest sums (Wilmerding 1976). In August 
1722, he was back in London ready to paint portrait commissions with 

earnest. In London, Smibert was kept busy with sitters from all levels 
of society, including many that had titles. His list implies a certain 
artistic and commercial success, although his output did not approach 
that of his contemporary. Sir Godfrey Kneller, who dominated the artis

tic life in London at the opening of the eighteenth century. Perhaps 
frustrated by aspirations to be an artist of the first rank, he was 
lured by the prospects of brighter successes abroad.

The opportunity came from Dean George Berkeley, who told Smi
bert of his plan to establish a universal college of science and arts 
in Bermuda for, according to Wright et al. (1966, p. 168) "the Better 
Supplying Churches in our Foreign Plantations and for Converting the



Savage Americans to Christianity511 and invited the artist to join the 
group to teach drawing, painting and architecture, Smibert, according 
to Dunlap (1965), was a silent and modest man, who disliked the manip
ulations of some in his profession, and was enchanted with a plan that 

he thought promised him tranquility and honest subsistence in a health
ful Elysian climate. Despite the dissuasion of friends and a satis
factory business, Smibert sailed with the Berkeley entourage late in . 
1728.

After putting in at the York River, Virginia, they made their 
way to Rhode Island, arriving in Newport in January 1729, Funds for 
the Dean?s project never arrived, and while he waited in vain, Smibert 
set off for Boston, where he bagan work a few months later. Not long 
after his arrival in Boston, he drew attention to his practice by hold
ing what was possibly the first art exhibition in Colonial America.
The exhibit included recently completed works along with a small col
lection of art, including copies made in Florence of Raphael's Madonna 
dell' Impannata, Van Dyck's portrait of Cardinal Bentivoglio, Poussin's 

Continence of Scipio, and other pictures whose identity is now lost; 
also some casts of ancient sculpture, among them the Head of Homer, 

the Venus de Medici, and perhaps the Laocoon (Richardson 1963). Mathe 
Byles described his reactions in a long poem published anonymously in 
the London Daily Conrant of April 14, 1730. This included the mention 

of the portraits of Samuel Sewall, Nathaniel Byfield, and Jean Paul 
Mascarene, as well as the copies of Van Dyck and Rubens„ Larkin (1960, 

p. 47) cites the poem in part:
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In hoary majestys see Sewall here;
Fixt strong in thought there Byfield’s Lines 
appear.

Here in full Beauty blooms the charming 
maid,

Here Roman ruins nod their awful Head:
Here gloting monks their am’rous rights debate.
Thf Italian master sits in easy state.
Vandike and Rubens show their Rival Forms,
And studious Mascarene asserts his Arms.

Larkin (1960) points out that if Smibert Vs brush was less heavy than 
that of his rivals in the colonies, and his colors more mellow, it was 
because James Thornhill had Instructed him, and because copying old 
masters in Italy under the eye of Cosimo the Third had relaxed his 
hand and suggested how to be firm and fresh at the same time.

The picture that bridges SmibertTs London and Boston careers is 
also his major work; Dean George Berkeley and His Family (The Bermuda 
Group) of 1729. Some argument remains over its precise dating and the 
identity of all the figures although it appears to read "Jo. Smibert 

fecit 1729" on the canvas itself. The picture was the first profes
sionally painted group portrait in America, and it was to have a strong 
influence on succeeding generations. Its immediate impact lay in its 
up-to-date Baroque style, and it firmly established Smibert as the pre

eminent artist of the period (Wilmerding 1976). Dean Berkeley stands 
to the right, the one figure shown frontally and full length, which 
directly conveys his authoritative position. Grouped next to him are 
his wife and eldest son Henry, Miss Handcock, and John James of Bury 
St. Edmunds. Balancing Berkeley on the left are Richard Dalton, the 

secretary at the table, John Wainwright (it is thought) looking over
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his shoulder, and at the far left, the artist himself, who glances 
directly out at the spectator.

The composition, involved and carefully considered by Mendelo-
witz (1970, p. 113),

indicates a rather thorough knowledge of the compositional 
concepts of the early eighteenth century. The figures on 
each side establish dignified vertical lines, which are re
peated in the shadowy colonnade in the background. The table 
top provides a stabilizing horizontal base for the central 
triangular group that constitutes the main mass of the pic
ture. The eye enters the space of the painting through the 
flowing line of draperies on the lower left and moves up and 
back into the main pyramidal mass of the seated figures to 
the standing figures in the rear right. The gestures of 
hands, the directions of eye movements, and the rhythmic 
folds of draperies establish an arabesque of lines to animate 
the space of the picture. Well-rendered surface textures, 
rich color, and the effective dark and light pattern all at
test to Smibert’s competence. His limitations are also evi
dent, Though the likenesses have a degree of differentiation, 
they do not communicate a strong sense of character; an air 
of artifice dominates the gestures, rather than an interplay 
of personalities. The application of paint is somewhat monot
onous, careful finish substituting for spirited execution.
It is a painstakingly planned and thoughtful piece of work, 
not a great group portrait but certainly the most complex 
and competent painting produced in America up to that time.

Smibert1s early years in Boston were a combination of personal 
unhappiness as well as public success. After being happily married in 
July 1730 to Mary Williams, the daughter of a wealthy Bostonian, there 
followed over the next few years, according to Wilmerding (1976), the 
deaths in infancy of five of his nine children. Dunlap (1965) however,

I
records that only two children survived Smibert; one remains unknown, 

and the other a son named Nathaniel..
It has been documented that in 1738 Smibert painted "a view of 

Boston,n but this and whatever later landscapes he undertook are no
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longer known• Smibert made profitable trips to paint in New York and 
Philadelphia in 1740, but his later work relied more directly on mezzo
tints for inspiration, and as a consequence his style was often dryer 
and flatter than in his earlier paintings» He presumably gave up por
traiture due to a weakening of sight. Wilmerding (1976, p. 31) quotes 
Smibert from a letter written to Arthur Pond in 1749: flI need not tell
you that I grow old, my eyes has been some time failing me, but I'm 
stil heart whole and hath been diverting my self with somethings in 
the Landskip way which you know I always liked."

John Smibert had a powerful and lasting effect on painting in 
this country. We see his influence upon Copley, Trumbull, and Alls ton. 
Copley was a youth of thirteen at the time of Smibert's death in 1751, 
and probably had instructions from him —  certainly from his paintings. 

Trumbull, having retired from the army in 1776, resumed his study of 
painting in Boston in 1777, surrounded by the works of Copley, and in 
the room which had been built by Smibert, in which remained many of 

his works. And according to Dunlap (1965, p. 18), Allston says, in a 
letter to a friend, after speaking of the pictures of Pine, "but I had 

a higher master in the head of Cardinal Bentevoglio, from Van Dyck, in 
the College library (Cambridge) , which. I obtained permission to copy, 
one winter vacation. This copy from Van Dyck was by Smibert. I am 
grateful to Smibert for the instruction he gave me -r- his work rather.Tl

It is thus that science, literature and art are propagated; and 
it is thus that we owe, perhaps, the coloring of Allston to the faint 
reflection of Van Dyck in Smibert (Dunlap 1965)
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His art dominates the middle decades of the eighteenth century9 

and his accomplishment was surpassed only with the emergence of John 
Singleton Copley during the decade following Smibert’s death in 1751 
(Wilmerding 1976).

Robert Feke (1705?-1752?)
Robert Feke, according to family information, was b o m  at

Oyster Bay, Long Island in the colony of New York in the year 1705. He
was descended from at least three generations of goldsmiths originating 
in London, and was the son of John Feke, a Baptist minister (Foote 
1930). Evidence points to the theory that Feke was a mariner and spent
much of his youth at sea. The story is cited that on one voyage Feke
was taken prisoner and carried to Spain, where, in the solitude of his 

prison, he succeeded in acquiring paints and brushes, and employed him
self in making paintings which, on his release, he sold, and thus 
achieved a means of returning to his own country (Dawson's Historical 
Magazine of 1869 [Foote 1930]). Though this event may indeed have 
occurred, it has little relevance to the influence on Feke?s portraits 
which seem to be from the English school rather than from the influence 
of Spanish art. No English painter however, can be named as Feke's 
teacher unless as Burroughs (1936) suggests that John Vanderbank, who 

died in 1739 after founding a painting academy in London, had a remote 

hand in his training. He makes this assumption based on the trimly 
designed and elegantly posed Portrait of a Lady which Vanderbank 
painted in 1738, thereby anticipating an effect of gracious affluence
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utilized by Feke for several years» In any event, the mature, grandeur 
of style that Feke eventually possessed may not have been achieved 
without contact with more than native American artistry»

His early style may be judged by only two authenticated paint
ings: a Self-Portrai t, and the group of Isaac Royall and His Family.
According to Foote (1930) the probable date of the self-portrait is 
1725 and is presumed to have been painted before he went to sea at all, 
and left it with his parents- In any case it is the earliest extant 
work by Feke and the work of one who seemingly had some experience in 
the use of an artist?s brush- While the body is slim and stiff, the
head seems well placed on the shoulders, and the face shows a good
amount of character. It is quite natural and lifelike; similar to 
most of the portraits painted in the colonies in the opening years of 
the eighteenth century. It is difficult to explain any direct influ
ences other than supposing that Feke had already seen portraits and 
perhaps painters at work in New York or Newport-

By 1741, the Scot, John Smibert who came to the colonies with 
the Bishop Berkeley group, was at the height of his painting career in 
Boston, where he resided from 1730 until his death in 1751. His famous
painting, the Berkeley Group painted in 1729, hung in his studio and
can be claimed as a certain model for Feke’s next painting, the Isaac 
Royall Family. Signatures on portraits indicate that Feke was in or 
near Boston in 1741 and more extensively in 1748-49 (Foote 1930). One 

is not sure whether he first saw Smibert?s work there or in New York, 

but he certainly had the opportunity to study Smibert?s portraits in
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either place, and his own early works testify to his having borrowed 
some compositional elements from the Boston artist.

In any case, a comparison of the two paintings quickly makes 
evident Feke’s use of Smibert’s Berkeley Group as a model for his Isaac 
Royall Family. As the compositional similarities are obvious the dis
similarities are also obvious. Unlike the more complex interlocking 
design of the Berkeley Group, the figures in the Royall family stand 

or sit in a single plane. The pattern of the figures is much stronger 
and the landscape in the background lacks a real sense of depth. Feke 
more strongly emphasized the decorative patterns of the tablecloth, 
color areas of the clothing, and details such as lace cuffs or Royall1s 
gold braid trim. Such emphasis of color and line will be a device 

that distinguishes Feke’s future work. Novak (1969, p. 16) describes 
Feke’s figures as "being more solid than the limner portraits that pre
ceded them, but their flesh and attitudes were curiously wooden, like 
geometric manikins composed of Locke -s primary matter ."

Even though we see a not yet mature artist, Feke has made a 

noticeable advance over his self-portrait in 1725, which shows evidence 
of continual work since then. In fact, Feke must have already obtained 
something of a reputation as a portrait painter for Royall, a highly 
prosperous Bostonian, to commission a work from him, especially when 

well known painters like Smibert and Peter Pelham were living and work

ing in Boston.
Feke?s sensitivity to contour and pattern in the definition of 

his figures continued over the next few years. In 1746, however9 his
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trip to Philadelphia and portrait of Mrs. Charles Willing mark a period 
of transition. His work becomes freer, even more bold in pattern and 
more surely constructed. Much is achieved by color which, although 

Feke has not yet achieved the brilliance of his later hues, is very 
harmonious (Flexner 1969).

Burroughs (1936) suggests two possible reasons for this change 
in style. First, that Feke found some artistic stimulation between 
painting the reverend gentlemen in Newport and the srylish people in 
Philadelphia. Secondly, he guesses that Feke, the mariner, made a 
trip to London which raised his confidence and got him in step with 
the art styles of the English painters. He supports this theory by 
submitting that a genre painting of merchants and travelers, according 
to an unpublished note by Dr* Foote, is probably by Feke. Taken in 
conjunction with his increased polish in portraiture, the fact of 
some Flemish influence points to a trip abroad.

There is no record of what happened to Feke in 1747, but by

1748 he seems to have become master of an easy, sophisticated formula 
for painting handsome people. He had achieved his mature style.

His men for the most part were standing figures having one hand 
resting upon the hip, holding back a flowing coat, the other hand
thrust into an inside coat or resting upon a table. The positions

show as much variety and originality as other eighteenth century por
traits before Copley. Feke?s ladies are usually seated, with the body 
at an angle to the viewer. With few exceptions they all wear the same 
red, blue, and green dresses qf aristocracy with a dark curl falling
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over a right or left shoulder „ A tilt of the head and large oval eyes 
in both his men and women are marked mannerisms of a Feke painting. 
Another characteristic of his is the unusually high placement of the 
head on the canvas» Although these characteristics of dress and pose 
can be attributed to Smibert influence, Feke surpasses Smibert in 
technique, characterization and a sense of dignity (Foote 1930),

This technique is evident in the four Bowdoin portraits of 
1748 which show Feke at the height of his technical abilities. The 
paintings represent the two sons of James Bowdoin of Boston: William,
aged 35, and his brother, who became the distinguished James Bowdoin II, 
aged 21; Mrs. William Bowdoin, and Miss Elizabeth Erving, who married 
James Bowdoin about the time the pictures were painted. All four are 
in full dress, figures well posed, clothing painted with much skill, 
the background painted with more light and detail than any other of 

Feke’s painting. Clothing meant as much-to him as faces and both were 
carried toward perfection by Feke■s inner eye (Flexner 1954). Once he 
achieved this style, Feke was patronized by the pleasure-loving upper 
classes who wanted to be painted as they saw themselves —  handsome.
Of this mature style, Flexner (1969) observes that Feke?s shapes are 
stylized into a few simple, static forms, and his color, although 
charming, is inorganic, added to the surfaces; his technique is subjec
tive and traditional, Bowdoin is not shown as a specific person. Face, 

pose, costume, setting, tell us only that he is rich and aristocratic 
and thus, so Feke implies, admirable.
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No portraits by Feke are know which can be credibly assigned 

after his visit to Philadelphia in the spring of 17509 with the possi
ble exceptions of the unfinished pictures of himself and his wife.
These may have been painted as late as 1751. After this date there is 
no record of what happened to Robert Feke except for word of mouth as 
to a rather sketchy demise, A contributor known only as "S.F." in 
Dawsonys Historical Magazine of 1860 (Foote 1930) says, "his health 
declining9 he sought the milder climate of Bermuda where he died at 
about the age of fourty-four.u Dr. Foote (1930)* however9 believes 
that Bermuda was mistaken for an island named Barbados on which there 

lived a prosperous family named Feake. There is record of a burial of 
Richard Feak on November 13, 1752 whose name Foote believes may have 

been the product of a scribal error for Robert.
It is obvious that Feke ?s end lies in conjecture and all that 

is really known is that after 1750 he disappeared from sight, leaving 
behind only his canvases as a witness of his ephemeral but productive 
career.

In the history of colonial painting in New England, Robert 
Feke is said to be the connecting link between SmdLbert and Copley and 
will someday secure a long deferred recognition and honored place among 

the men who laid the foundations of art in America (Foote 1930).

John Singleton Copley (1738-1815)

John Singleton Copley was born in Boston, Massachusetts in 
1738; thirteen years before the death of John Smibert who worked in 

Boston. His parents emigrated from Ireland and shortly after, his
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father died„ Young Copley was fortunate in his mother’s second mar
riage to Peter Pelham in 1748. Pelham was a messotint engraver whose 
Cotton Mather of 1727 was the first such print produced in America. 
Wright et al. (1966) points out that Pelham also ran a school of read
ing, writings needlework^ dancing, and the art' of painting on glass. 
Within this unusual world of art, Copley had his first training in the 
arts; and Pelham, being a contemporary and colleague of John Smibert, 
no doubt acquainted his young stepson with the older painter. We 
know that Smibert had a collection of prints containing examples of 
Raphael, Michelangelo, Poussin, as well as his own painted copies of 
Raphael’s Madonna dell’Impannata, a Titian Venus and Cupid, Poussin’s 
Continence of Scipio, Van Dyck’s Cardinal Bentivoglio, and replica 
plaster casts of the Medici Venus and the bust of Homer.

Within four years both Pelham and Smibert were dead and it is 
generally held that young Copley went directly into the job market as 
a portrait painter at age 15. His first paintings were direct influ
ences from his stepfather, Smibert, Feke, and Greenwood for Copley was 
out to learn by borrowing, imitating, and copying*

In 1753, Joseph Blackburn arrived in Boston from England, 
bringing with him the English Rococo style. Up until this time in the 
American colonies, the Baroque portrait style reigned supreme. Black
burn was a craftsman-painter rather than an artist and practiced his 

art of portrait painting with skill rather than feeling. The decora
tive formula which varied little from sitter to sitter, made attractive 
decorations for the ornate mansions that were now springing up in all
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the colonies. Copley was drawn to the "luster of Blackburn’s color, 
the flash of his textures, the charming artificiality of his poses" 
(Richardson 1963, p. 53). He copied one of Blackburnfs poses for the 
portrait of Ann Tyng 1756, but was described by Richardson (1963) as 
being more richly painted, more plastic, more effective than anything 
done by Blackburn.

By the time Copley painted the Mary and Elizabeth Royall 1758, 
he had assimilated everything that Blackburn and the Rococo style had 
to offer and developed his own style —  an amazing sense of realism 
and concern for the likeness of his model. Copley never allowed him
self to flatter any form and in many of his portraits the traditional 
props disappear and the sitters remain in the setting of daily life.
The French call this portrait dfapparat. Nathaniel Hurd, 1765 and Paul 
Revere 1768, silversmiths and engravers are painted with the objects, 
of their trade* They are painted in their working clothes directly in 
front of the viewer who can imagine himself sitting directly opposite 
them. These paintings seemed to create a sense of "colonial economic 

and social stability expressed in the encompassing warmth of the home" 
(Brown 1977, p. 102),

There are, however, visible discrepancies in Copley’s work 
which reflects the limitations of his lack of training. All of his 
American pictures show continual anatomical problems; arms too short 
and heads too large for torsos which are hidden or almost non-existent. 

Copley found a route around his inadequacies through extreme detail in 
his still lifes and the shimmer of silk, satin and lace. Just as Feke
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and others before him had masked their ignorance of figure painting 
with elegance or line and surface, Copley further elaborated these ele
ments and confirmed the reality of his sitters by focusing attention 
on their faces and three-dimensional accessories (Wright et al. 1966).

Although John Copley became financially successful in the six
ties and had achieved more recognition than any artist to date, he 
became restless because of the lowly position of the portrait artist 
in Boston at this time. In a letter that he wrote but never sent, he 
said:

Was it not for preserving the resembla(n)ce of perticular 
persons, painting would not be known in the plac(e). The 
people generally regard it no more than any other useful 
trade, as they sometimes term it, like that of a Carpenter 
tailor or shewmaker, not as one of the most noble Arts in 
the World. Which is not a little Mortifying to me. While 
the Arts are so disregarded I can hope for nothing, eith(e)r 
to incourage or assist me in my studies but what I receive 
from a thousand Leagues Distance, and be my improvements 
what they will, I shall not be benefitted by them in this 
country, neighther in point of fortune or fame (Brown 1977,
p. 102).

In 1765 Copley sent a portrait of his young half-brother,

Peter Pelham, to an exhibition of the Society of Artists in London 
to test his true stature as an artist. This painting. Boy With a 
Squirrel 1765, was considered a milestone in American colonial art be

cause it stands as the first major work painted by an American artist 
for himself, rather than on commission, and it also became the first 
American picture to be exhibited abroad (Wilmerding 1976). This paint
ing also sets Copley apart from all English and American tradition by 
the very informality of the pose and organization. Brown (1977, p. 102)
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remarks that all unnecessary trappings are removed, and we come face 
to face with the form of a child lost in a daydream. "It reveals not 
only his love for the boy, to whom he was so close, but his love for 
everything paintable — - the fuzz of the little animal’s fur, the glit
ter of the metal chain, the sparkle of the glass and water, the texture 
of skin, and the gleam of satin."

The painting was well received in London and "was universally 
allowed to be the best picture of its kind that appeared on that occa
sion" (Wilmerding 1976, p. 38), Copley was elected as a member of the 
Society, and Sir Joshua Reynolds, president of the Royal Academy in 

London, wrote him:
In any collection of Painting it will pass for an excellent 
picture, but considering the Dissadvantages you had laboured 
under, that it was a very faonderfull performance. . , . if 
you are capable of producing such a Piece by the mere Efforts 
of your own Genius, with the advantages of the Example and 
Instruction which you could have in Europe, You would be a 
valuable Acquisition to the Art, and one of the first 
Painters in the World, provided you could receive these Aids 
before it was too late in Life, and before your Manner and 
Taste were corrupted or fixed by working in your little way 
at Boston (Brown 1977, p. 102).

As to criticism of the painting, Benjamin West gently informed Copley 
that Reynold’s "observed a little hardness in the drawing, coldness in 
the shades, and over-minuteness p all which example could correct" 
(Wright et al. 1966, p, 210).

Wilmerding (1976, p. 38) claims that the reaction of both 

Reynolds and West was consistent to the peculiar qualities of American 
Art; "the preference for factuality, the almost scientific concern for 
the physical world, and the early graphic tradition characterized by
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such linear and tonal sharpness»n This manner of painting was differ
ent from the shimmering atmospheric effects and directional strokes of 
the English Baroque and Rococo painting. Even with this criticism, 
Copley was given enough encouragement to consider a career abroad.

He continued his work in Boston for the next seven years with 
occasional correspondence with Benjamin West with whom he confided his 
fears about the possibility of not making as comfortable a living in 
England as he was in Boston.

In the seventies, Copley’s ability to penetrate the character 
of the sitter and make it come to life, was the source of his greatness. 

In 1771, Copley painted a remarkable half-length portrait of Mrs. 
Humphrey Devereux commissioned by John Greenwood, an old friend and 
colleague. Greenwood had written Copley from London asking if he would 
paint his mother, who was then living in Marblehead. tTI am very desir

ous of seeing the good Lady’s face as she now appears, with old age 
creeping upon her" (Wilmerding 1976, p. 39).

On October 23, 1769, Copley married Susannah Farnum Clarke, the 

daughter of a Boston merchant "who was afterward the agent of the 
English East Indian Company for the sale pf their Teas" (Dunlap 1965,
p, 121).

Tensions began to mount between England and the colonies during 
the next few years splitting Copley’s clients into factions and threat
ening the lives of his family because of their involvement with English 

shipping. Copley’s sympathies were torn and after renewed
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correspondence with West and a longing for success at more than por
traiture, he finally decided to leave.

In 1774, John Copley sailed to England leaving behind his wife 
and family who joined him six months later. Shortly after his arrival 
in England, Copley set off for Italy where he studied the antiquities 
and made copies after the old masters.

One of Copley's first paintings in England, The Copley Family, 
1776, was perhaps done as an advertisement to prospective London cli
ents. His family picture was a very ambitious work since it included 
the artist himself, his dignified old father-in-law, his wife, and the 
four children. Larkin (1969, p. 65) says that Copley brought to it 
new powers of color harmony and new skill in subordination. "The 
figures were cleverly linked in space, the movements and gestures un
forced and charming, the color repetitions very sophisticated,"

Copley's first opportunity to undertake a different kind of 
subject came when he received the commission to paint Watson and the 
Shark in 1778. The prominent London merchant Brook Watson, while 
swimming in the Havana harbour as a youth, had part of his leg bitten 
off by a shark before being rescued by his fellow seamen. Although 

painted in London, the presence of the black slave in the boat becomes 

a device that establishes the location of the scene in the colonies. 
Painted with the use of a historical theme in the neoclassical tradi
tion, this painting also anticipates by more than forty years the 
Romanticism of Theodore Gericault's Raft of the Medusa 1819, and John 
Vanderlyn's Death of Jane McCrea, through the human drama of life and
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death; man at the mercy of nature. The painting caused a sensation 
when exhibited at the Royal Academy in 1778 and brought Copley new 
success and reputation, along with full membership in the Royal Academy.

Copley, however, seems never to have been drawn to themes of 
classical antiquity which West painted, though he did attempt to rival 
West's historical painting with Death of Major Pierson 1782-84, The 
Siege of Gibraltar 1788, and Death of Chatham in the House of Lords 
1779-81.

The Death of Major Pierson was such an ambitious historical 
x work that for a while it seemed its realism would result in the obscur
ity of West. Historian Dunlap (1965, p. 135) gives us the following 
explanation of the painting:

The French invaded Jersey; stormed St. Helier; took the com
mander prisoner, and compelled him to sign the surrender of 
the island. Major Pierson, a youth of twenty-four, refused 
to yield —  collected some troops —  charged the invaders 
with equal courage and skill —  defeated them with much ef
fusion of blood, but fell himself in the moment of victory, 
not by a random shot, but by a ball aimed deliberately at 
him by a French officer, who fell in his turn, shot through 
the heart by the African servant of the dying victor.

CopleyTs wife and children posed for the segment of the painting with 
the fleeing woman with her baby caught to her breast, her boy gripping 
her hand. This painting can be grouped with two other historical pic
tures of this type: Death of General Wolfe 1771, done by West the
inventor, the master; Death of Major Pierson 1782, by Copley, West's 

immediate follower; and Bunker Hill 1786, painted by John Trumbull 
under the watchful eye of Benjamin West.
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The great English art historian Ellis K. Waterhouse referred 

to by Brown (1977) has called these last historical paintings by Copley 
the only series of great modern history paintings done during the 
eighteenth century in England.

In his latter years Copley managed to antagonize many of his 

English colleagues, and in time his art and reputation declined and 
"he spent his last years in loneliness, frustration, regret, and tragic 
senility" (Brown 1977, p. 103).

Benjamin West (1738-1820)
Benjamin West, like John Copley, can be considered an ex

patriot. Born in Philadelphia of Quaker parents in 1738, West sailed 

to Europe in 1759 to study the masters and never returned to the colo
nies.

West received his first knowledge of painting from the painters 
that he could see in Philadelphia; William Williams, Gustavus Hesselius, 
and later from Wallaston. His early portrait of Thomas Mifflin 1758 
reveals, in the slanting eyes reminiscent of Wollaston and the unusual 
harmony of blues used by Williams, an attempt to work in the light, 
rococo manner of these two artists, Crude and simplistic as this pic

ture is, it has a boldness of composition and luminosity of color that 
one does not find in Wollaston.

Three years prior to his Thomas Mifflin, at age 17, West did a 
painting called Death of Socrates which resulted in an invitation to 
enroll at the College of Philadelphia by its director. Dr* William 
Smith. Here, West received the basis for a classical education and.
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through a personal friendship with Williams 9 borrowed and read the 
artist’s copies of books on theory by Charles du Fresnoy and Jonathan 
Richardson. What continued to stimulate West most9 were his readings 
in ancient history and the study of historical works by the old 
masters. He realized that there were forms of art which he could 
study only abroad.

His mind made up, West traveled to New York where he knew he 
could charge more for his portraits. Richardson (1963, p. 59) writes 
however, that a group of Philadelphia merchants came up with the neces
sary funds, one stating: "It is a pity such a genius should be cramped
for the want of a little cash." So with this generous endowment and 
letters of introduction from friends. West departed in 1759 at the age 
of 21, the first of a long line of artists who would go to Italy to 
study the great masters of their profession.

In Rome, West met two figures who dominated artistic thought 
of the day; the German philosopher Johann Jakob Winckelmann and the 

painter Anton Raphael Mengs. Winckelmann’s book. Thoughts on the Imi
tation of Greek Art in Painting and Sculpture, published only five 
years before West’s arrival, "proclaimed in exalted language the purity 
and harmony of Greek art" (Wright et al. 1966, p. 220). This philoso

phy, according to Wright et al. (1966, p. 220) insisted that artists 
must again work toward the ideal conception of beauty achieved only 

through the study of "antique marbles in which nature had already been 
purified, its finest aspects combined and harmonized in the noblest 

work of creation, the human figure," Themes were drawn from history.



both classical and contemporary9 were of an informative nature, and 
usually emphasized some heroic act. Compositions were stable; strong 
vertical, horizontal, and pyramidal elements were introduced to re
place the intricate curves of the rococo. Line and form were more 
important than color. "Painterly elements, like the spontaneity of 
execution and variety of brush work, were abandoned for an enamel-like 
smoothness of surface" (Mendelowitz 1970, p. 185).

Anton Mengs conducted a school, which West became a part of,
demonstrating the rules of antique classicism as models for contempo
rary art and society as propounded by Winckelmann. West became one of
the pioneers of the new classicism.

An early example of W e s t ' s neoclassicism is his Agrippina 

Landing at Brundisium with the Ashes of Germanicus painted in London 
in 1768. This picture shows a family returning to the city with the
ashes of a family member, and reveals some of West's limitations as an
artist. Although the architectural setting is somewhat Roman, the 
figures of Agrippina and her family, despite their clothes, are not 
Roman women at all but are thin, elegantly elongated figure types gen
erally found in 18th-century paintings. West has drawn from many 
sources in the depiction of characters around the family group which 
points to the theory of eclecticism expounded by Sir Joshua Reynolds:
Take what you need from any source available.

This painting found immediate success and led West to a meeting 

with King George TIT, who bestowed on the painter his patronage and 

warm friendship for the next forty years. Dunlap (1965, p, 64) wrote
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that this placed West "on the throne of English art" since he became 
the only painter that was commissioned by the king to do historical 
paintings.

In 17705 West introduced a new dimension to his historical 
paintings» In his Death of General Wolfe the values of ancient history 
were updated and applied to recent events. The scene was taken at the 
close of the fighting between the English and the French in 1758 on 
the plains of Quebec» The need for moral content is supplied by the 
attendants circumvention of the dying Wolfe similar to the Baroque 

rendition of Christ?s Decent from the Cross and the Pieta which alludes 
to the "more immanent truths of noble sacrifice and suffering" (Wilmer- 
ding 1976, p . 43),

The importance of this seventeenth century "pieta" lies in 
West's rejection of classical costumes and his insistence on bringing 
to his subject, if not in the style of neoclassicism? the sense of 
heroism which the advocates did propose. West's disregard for the 
classical togas resulted in accusations of heresy from both the king 

and Joshua Reynolds who tried to dissuade him from such a move away 
from popular public tastes. Dunlap (1965, p. 67) writes that West’s 
response was "I want to mark the place, the time, and the people, and 

to do this I; must abide by the truth." The painting was an immense 
public success and the king asked West for a personal copy of the 
painting.

One of West’s finest historical paintings is the Battle of La 

Hogue. Dunlap (1965) informs us that when West was painting this
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picture? an admiral took him to Spithead, and to give him a lesson on 
the effect of smoke in a naval engagement, ordered several ships of 
the fleet to maneuver as in action, and fire broadside while West made 
notes. This event speaks of West's extreme concern for factuality and 
detail in his paintings.

Penn's Treaty, With the Indians painted by West in 1772, is a 
scene from his own state of Pennsylvania commissioned by the Penn 

family. The painting is one of West's largest, measuring over 6 by 9 
feet, and is a successful combination of classical eclecticism and 
realism. Wilmerding (1976) points out that the arrangement of the 
figures across the foreground were possibly influenced by Poussin and 
from Raphael's Stanze frescoes, while the central group standing in an 
S-shaped configuration may have been derived from Masaccio's Tribute 
Money. Though the compositional arrangements were traditional. West 
did make innovations of his own. Although the event itself occurred 
in 1682, West did not hesitate to use 18th-century costumes and to in

clude portraits of his father and half-brother standing beside Penn. 
This was the first picture of the American scene and no one dared to 
question the accuracy of its representation; Larkin (1960, p. 63) 
writes that "every button was correct, and the painter's own collec
tion of Indian costumes had supplied its documentation."

West's most outstanding contribution to posterity however, was 

his willingness to nurture young painters who came to him from America, 
thus lending his influence to the emerging American School. As his 
popularity increased, so did the size of his commissions in which he



40
could give small parts to his assistants. His house became a gallery 
of sorts which served as an art school in which the many young American 
artists studied• Matthew Pratt stayed four years with West, from 1764- 
1768; Charles Willson Peale, 1766-1767; John Trumbull, 1784; Gilbert 
Stuart, 1775-1782; other artists, William Dunlap, Abraham Benbridge, 
Ralph Earl, Thomas Sully, Washington Allston, Samuel Morse and more,

The result of these studies in London was not to bring West1s 
neoclassic style to America, but the English.provincial Rococo style. 
"They drew with precise, clear outlines and painted with clean, fresh, 
luminous colors . . . not as Reynolds with a full-loaded brush and 
rich compositional imagery" (Richardson 1963, p . 63).

Much of West?s later work moved toward a more Romantic style, 
giving his works symbolic and literary overtones largely stimulated by 
his reading of Edmon Burke-s Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of 
the Sublime and Beautiful. His single major work which illustrates 
his understanding of these principles is Death on the Pale Horse,, begun 
in 1787 and finished in 1817, In this immense forty-six-foot-long can
vas, we have intentional confusion through violent energy. Mood, an 
important element in Romantic painting, is achieved through light and 

shadow, color and vigorous brushwork. The theme is extrapolated from 
the book of Revelations 6:2-7, "Death crowned rides the white horse 
at the centre; his bolts of lightning strike a lover dead to the left, 
and Roman soldiers plunder the temple at Jerusalem on the right" 

(Wilmerding 1976, p, 43)*
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In 1820, at the age of 82, Benjamin West died. Dunlap (1965, 

p. 109) writes:
The ambition of West directed him to the highest department 
of his art. In his hands the pencil was always employed for 
the noblest purposes, —  on subjects the moral interest of 
which outweighs their mechanical execution. He delighted to 
commemorate heroic deeds, to illustrate the annals of sacred 
history, and perpetuate the triumphs of patriotism and public 
virtue. (West) well merits to be considered, in his peculiar 
department, the most distinguished artist of the age in which 
he lived.

Charles Willson Peale (1741-1827)
One of the first Americans to study with Benjamin West in 

London and then to return again to paint at home, was Charles Willson 

Peale.
Born the son of a poor Maryland school teacher in April 16,

1741, Peale was three years younger than West and Copley. Richardson 
(1963, p. 83) speaks of Peale as a natural craftsman and, "having an 
eager, curious mind, not only learned his own craft (saddle-making), 

but tinkered readily at any other that presented itself —  watch and 
clock repairing, silversmithing, casting in brass." In time Peale be

came a chaise and sign painter, museum curator and lecturer, naturalist, 
taxidermist, archaeologist, scientist, inventor, dentist, experimental 
farmer, and, of course, painter in all areas of art. nHe devised a 
set of porcelain false teeth, armatures for stuffed animals, a port
able steam bath, a smokeless stove, waxworks, a panorama, and an 
Eidophusikon (or moving pictures)" (Brown 1977, p. 177-8).

Peale-s interest in painting began from this insatiable curi
osity. After producing a landscape and several family portraits, he
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found that there was more to it than he had thought, and while visit
ing Philadelphia, bought some art materials for portrait painting and 
an instruction book called The Handmaid to The Arts. On returning to 
Annapolis, Peale gave John Hesselius a new saddle for letting him 
watch while he painted, and thus became a portraitist as well as a 
sign painter o'

Two years later, in 1765, fleeing debts incurred in Annapolis, 
Peale sailed to Boston where he happened on Smibertfs studio and his 
paintings. Later he paid a visit to Copley, who let him watch while 
he worked and lent him a picture to copy. Peale made such remarkable 
progress, that in 1766, his friends sent him to London to study* He 
remained in London for two years where he studied under West, learning 
the principles of perspective and painting portraits for his patrons 
to assist in his support; these portraits included the full length 
painting of Lord Chatham.

In 1769, Peale returned to Annapolis, worked briefly in Balti
more, then moved to Philadelphia where his family and painting career 
flourished. He became the leading portrait painter in the colonies 
after Copley* s departure in 1774. Peale also nurtured an incredible 
family of artists and scientists whom he christened with great names 1—  

Raphaelle? Rembrandt / Rubens, Titian, Angelica, Kauffman, Franklin, and 
Linnaeus.

Richardson (1963) remarks however, that Peale understood his 
own strength and limitations in the art of painting especially after 

his experience with West and the world of Neoclassic theory. After his
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return to America according to Richardson (1963, p , 84), he wrote to
his old friend John Beale Bordley:

A good painter of either portrait or History must be well 
acquainted with the Grecian and Roman statues, to be able 
to draw them at pleasure by memory, and account for every 
beauty, must know the original cause of beauty in all he 
sees. These are some of the requisites of a good painter.
These are more than I shall ever have time or opportunity 
to know, but as I have variety of characters to paint I 
must as Rembrandt did make these by anticks (antiques), 
and improve myself as well as I can while providing for 
my support.

Peale's portrait style was patterned after the direct and 
honest realism of John Copley. His Mrs. Thomas Harwood 1771 is sur- 
risingly close to Copley in its strength of focus, feeling for material 
reality, and presence of personality. Brown (1977, p. 178) writes of 
this painting that although "somewhat rigid in pose and less accom
plished in handling than a Copley, it is, if anything, more senuous in 
its pigment and warmer in feeling and has a greater immediacy of rap
port between sitter and painter."

In 1772, Peale's wife Rachel fell victim to the smallpox that 
had broken out in Annapolis the summer before. After her recovery 
however, they lost their baby Margaret. At the request of Rachel,

Peale did a picture by which to remember the child. He painted her as 
he saw her there, laid out on the bed, the arms and the pale face bound 
with white silk, the bottles of medicine on the table beside her. The 
picture was too much a reminder of Rachel’s loss, and was kept there
after in Peale•s painting room, concealed by a curtain. Years later, 
according to Sellers (1947, p, 115), a poem was found pinned to the
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fabric9 warning the visitor to "draw not the curtain unless his heart
be firm:"

A child lies dead before your eyes.
And seems no more than moulded clay.
While the affected mother cries.
And constant mourns from day to day.

Among Peale1s favorite and most successful portrait subject was 
the family group titled Peale Family Group completed in 1773. The - 
tight modeling technique and the sharp outlines lend their influence 
from Copley; but the amusing expressions, the sense of animation and 
the warmth of a homey scene are entirely Peale’s. Although the figures 
are too crowded into the space provided, there are redeeming passages: 
At one end sits the mother; at the other end, St, George Peale is draw
ing her portrait, while James smiles at him and the third brother, who 

is Charles himself, looks over his shoulder. There are three young 
women and two children around the table, and Nurse Peggy Durgan looks 
on with clasped hands, Rachel in the center. One can sense the ex
change of thought between James and St. George and feel the intense 
concern of Charles as he bends over the painting. The still life on 
the table is handled with Dutchlike literalness, and the family dog is 
painted with remarkable characterization. In this painting and others, 

Peale included items of the Family?s artistic life, with statues or 
paintings shown in the background, a carefully composed still life on 
the table, or some figure holding an artist’s tool in his hand,

On the ninth of August 1776, Peale wrote in his diary that he 
"enlisted as a common soldier in Captain Peter’s company of the
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Militia” (Larkin 1960, p . 67). He soon joined Washington and was pres
ent at the battles of Trenton and Germantown, and according to Dunlap 
(1965, p. 159) "found time while in camp to exercise his pencil, and 
painted the likenesses of many officers.” In fact one account by Dun
lap (1965) puts Peale in a farmhouse painting a miniature of Washing
ton and while the General was sitting for the picture, he received a 
letter announcing the surrender of Cornwallis. The sitting continued 
because the miniature portrait was intended as a gift to Mrs. Washing
ton .

After the revolution, Peale became active in politics but his 
interests soon turned toward science. In 1782, Peale founded the 
first true museum in the country to house his paintings of revolution
ary heroes, and to these he added examples of natural history. Within 
the next few years, Peale borrowed a collection of excavated bones and 
made life-sized drawings of them. In connection with the museum he 
learned to preserve specimens, arranged the first natural habitat 
groups, and exhumed and reconstructed a mastodon, which became the 
theme of what may be the first genre painting Exhumation of the Mastur- 
don 1806 ̂

In 1794, Peale founded the first artists- society in Philadel

phia, the Columbianum in which he exhibited the first real masterpiece 
of his mature career. The Staircase Group 1795, was a life-sized 
painting of Peale-s sons Raphaelle and Titian on a staircase. Raph- 
aelle was in the foreground with palette and maul stick in hand, Titian, 
higher up, peering around the corner of the stair well. The picture
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had been placed behind a door frame with a real step built below to 
add the illusion or trompe l?oeilo In Sellerfs book on C. W. Peale 
(1947* p. 72), it is said that "President Washington, invited to view 
some Indian figures in costume, had been taken in by the hoax, courte
ously bowing as he passed the picture." This painting, in a sense, 
shows a marriage between the two interests of Peale; art and science.

Due to controversy and divisions among the members and artists, 
the Academy did not survive for long. The Staircase Group remained on 
view in its niche at the State House in Independence Square until the 
dispersal of Peale?s collections in 1854, when it was sold at an auc
tion for $175 (Lipman and Franc 1976) .

Peale?s painting efforts after the Staircase Group were rare, 
but unlike many other artists, his work seemed to get better. He re
tired to a farm in Belfield in 1810 continuing his correspondence with 
Benjamin West. -Because he thought himself getting old-fashioned, Peale 
had his son Rembrant, whom he felt was more in touch with what was 
going on in France, give him lessons. Thomas Sully was also painting 
in Philadelphia at this time in a more Romantic Style.

Although Peale came out of retirement in 1815 at age 74, he was 
not looking for commissions but work for self-satisfaction. Four years 
after coming out of retirement, Peale painted Yarrow Hamout 1819, re
putedly one hundred and thirty-four years old and a one-time servant 
to Washington. Peale described Yarrow as "healthy, active and very 

full of fun" and captured this attitude and age by using predominant 
colors of dark greens and browns, with mellow lighting (Wilmerding 1976,
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p» 57)o Comparing this portrait with the Peale Family Group9 we see 
an obvious movement from the linear, flat, classical style to a more 
painterly Romantic style. The black man is not handled as a carica
ture, but as an interesting insight into the character of a proud man, 
much like Copley’s early work.

His portrait of his brother, James Peale, also known as The 

Lamplight Portrait, was painted in 1822, when Peale was eighty-one 
years old. Richardson (1963, p. 86) writes that "one could say without 
exaggeration, such a composition was beyond the capacity or even the 
conception of most of the younger American painters at that day." As
pects of the patriotic and artistic life of James Peale are illustrated 
in this painting. On the lampshade, Peale listed the battles of the 

Revolutionary War in which his brother had served, while under the 
glow of light, James studies a miniature painted by his daughter Anna 
who was just beginning her own studies in art,

During the same year, 1822, Peale painted l!a lasting monument 
of my art as a painter" as a commission requested by the trustees of 

his museum (Sellers 1947, p. 351). The 6 by 9 foot painting was a full 
length self portrait of Peale, with one hand lifting the curtain of his 

museum on his past life’s work, the other welcoming the viewer as an 
entering audience. Nearest to Peale are the objects of his interest: 
a stuffed bird and taxidermist?s tools at the left, bones of the mam

moth and artist’s palette at the right. In the background, rows of 
portraits and cases of birds fill the Long Room of Independence Hall,
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Peale wrote to Jefferson explaining his experiment with light

ing effects for this painting:
The light I have chosen for my portrait is novel and before 
I made a beginning of the large picture, I made a trial on a 
small canvas to know if I could make the likeness sufficiently 
striking. My back is towards the light, so that here is no 
direct light except on my bald pate, the whole face being in a 
reflected light. You may readily conceive that it required a 
considerable knowledge of middle tints to make a striking 
likeness and whether it is novelty of this mode of portrait 
painting that captivates the connoisseurs of the art, but so 
it is, that I have great encomiums on the work, from artists 
as well as others (Sellers 1947, p. 351-2).

The lighting results in this painting are technically and conceptually 
innovative and illustrate that even at eighty-one years of age, Peale 
was still capable of change and growth, unlike his contemporaries West 
and Copley.

Richardson (1963, p. 86) writes of Peale: nA gifted, ardent,
ingenious, practical, idealistic man, who lived to carry out every 
idea that came to him, from mounting a mastodon to inventing porcelain 
false teeth, Peale is one of the most entertaining and remarkable char

acters in our art."

John Vanderlyn (.1775-1852)
John Vanderlyn was born in Kingston, New York, the grandson of 

Pieter Vanderlyn, the Dutch patron painter of the Hudson Valley in the 
17207s —  1730's, As a young boy, John worked in an art-supply and 
print shop in New York and studied drawing for two years with Archi
bald Robertson, who ran the Columbian Academy of Painting.
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Impressed by a portrait of himself9 which was a copy from a 

Gilbert Stuart painting, Aaron Burr arranged for Vanderlyn to study 
with Stuart in Philadelphia for a year, Considering Vanderlyn a 
native genius, Burr financed his study in Paris from 1796 to 1801, 
where he worked in the studio of Francois-Andre Vincent, a contemporary 
of David.

Under Vincent, Vanderlyn was exposed to the rigers of French 
studio training which at that time included work from engravings and 
drawing from plaster casts and live models. He was also embued with 
the neoclassical values of David which totally dominated art and art 
politics in France at this time. During, this period, the Napoleonic 
Age, Napoleon was stealing art from Europe and Africa to fill the 
Louve, giving Vanderlyn an excellent opportunity to copy the masters. 
From Vincent "he absorbed the fine draughtsmanship, the enamel-like 
color, the firm sculptural style of the French neoclassic school" 

(Richardson 1963, p. 72). But he also accepted the French neoclassic 
notion that only great, ideal, historical compositions were worthy of 

a great artist’s talents.
John Vanderlyn is of particular interest because he became the 

first American artist to go to Paris for study, breaking the tradition 
of history painting established by Benjamin West in London.

Vanderlyn returned for a short period to the United States be

tween 1801 and 1803 where he did portraits of Burr and his daughter, 
and, at Burr’s suggestion, several views of the Niagara Falls. These
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studies? which are now in the Senate House Museum in Kingston, New 
York, are among the earliest representations of the falls»

In 1803, Vanderlyn returned to Europe, commissioned by the 
American Academy to purchase ^casts from the antique, and such pictures 
as he might be able to procure from time to time" (Dunlap 1965, p. 159)- 
Incidently, this Academy was directed by the great American painter, 
Charles Willson Peale.

After remaining in France for several months, Vanderlyn trav
eled to London and then back to Paris again by way of Holland and Bel
gium in the company of Washington Allston, a fellow artist and 
countryman. It was while in Paris that Vanderlyn executed his first 
major painting, the Death of Jane McCrea 1804. This picture was de
veloped out of the prevailing French manner of David’s Oath of the 
Horatii 1785 and The Battle of the Sabines 1795, along with Achilles 

and the Ambassadors of Agamemnon, by Ingres 1800. Like his French con
temporaries, Vanderlyn hinted toward statues from antiquity for his 
figures and grouped them parallel to the foreground edge. The clear 

outlining and the balanced format are evidences of the distant Greek 
pedimental sculpture and vase painting. The classical Baroque composi
tion, of the trees especially, seem to derive their existence from 

Poussin.
The painting was commissioned by Robert Fulton to illustrate 

Joel Barlowvs epic poem about the discovery and founding of America,
The Columbiad» The subject was drawn,from recent history, in the man
ner of both West and David. Barlow described the incident during the
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Revolutionary War when Miss McCrea, on her way to marry an officer 

serving under General Burgoyne, was shot and scalped by Indians: "They
seize her hands and thro her face devine. Drive the decending ax , . 
(Wilmerding 1976, p . 62),

In this painting, Vanderlyn has transformed the neoclassical 
precedents of French painting to serve the romantic needs of the his
torical American scene. He captured a sense of melodrama out of the 
color and lighting, the tensions of gestures, the strong diagonal 
forms, the would-be rescuer in the background, and the mysterious at
mosphere of the darkened woods* This painting becomes more of an 
appeal to the emotions than to the intellect; unlike West?s and Trum
bull ys paintings of sacrificial deaths of great leaders.

Vanderlyn left Paris in 1805 for Rome via Switzerland, Milan, 
Modena, Bologna, Florence and Sienna * He remained there for two years, 
copying works in the Vatican, making sketches from nature and studying 
the masters. It was during his second year in Rome that he painted 
Marius Amid the Ruins of Carthage 1807. This painting, Vanderlyn vs 
first of a classical subject, portrays the fallen Roman hero Marius, 
brooding in exile on the ruins of the fallen city. Wilmerding (1976, 
p. 63) quotes the artist himself as he wrote, "C. Marius (is) sitting 
on the ruins of Carthagena, in sombre melancholy, reflecting the muta
bility of fortune." His brooding is further amplified by the threat
ening storm clouds, the blood-red togas and ruins all around. An 
earlier painting by David, Belesarius Begging Alms, similarly deals 
with the disgrace of a former hero.
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One of the major differences between this painting and histor

ical paintings done by other artists, is the lack of movement and 
action. The viewer in this case must have the necessary background 
and know the disgrace of which Marius is brooding about.

Prior to the painting of this picture, Vanderlyn learned of 
the tragedy that befell his good friend and patron Aaron Burr: the
mortal duel with Hamilton in 1804, his resignation from the Senate and 
trial for treason in 1807. There is good reason to believe that this 
painting is a classical analogy on the decline of Aaron Burr.

The painting was a huge success in France and out of some 1200 
entries exhibited at the Paris Salon in 1808, the Marius received the 
gold medal from Napoleon himself, who wished to purchase the painting.

In 1812, while in Paris, Vanderlyn painted Ariadne Asleep on 
the Island of Naxos which was without question his finest historical 
painting. The figure, beautifully composed in relation to the spacious 
background reminiscent of the Venetian masters, is probably the finest 
example of the classic idealized nude. Influences for this painting 
were Correggio?s Antiope which, Vanderlyn made copies of, Giorgione?s 
Sleeping Venus and Titian•s Venus of Urbino. His American background 
also seems to assert itself in the pristine landscape setting with its 
foreground of blooming wild flowers,

Samuel Isham-s description of the Ariadne as an example of 
Vanderlynvs French neoclassicism as quoted by Brown (1977, p. 197) is 
very apt: nAn admirable piece of solid modelling, an academic study

from the life, rather devoid of charm, the legs and feet being
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especially clumsy and inelegant9 but executed with a faithfulness and 
capacity unknown in England." This quality of painting was far beyond 
anything being done in America at this time also.

It was because of this success that Vanderlyn hoped to find 
acceptance and patronage for his style of history painting in America* 
so in 1815 he returned. His efforts, however, seemed out of step with 
the times, therefore he did not receive the acclaim that he had ex
pected.

Vanderlyn?s enormous panoramas of the Palace and Gardens at 
Versailles displayed in 1819 within a specially constructed Rotunda in 
New York was a failure artistically and financially. Recently restored 
to its original condition, this earliest extant American panorama, is 
stylistically unlike any of Vanderlyn?s previous work; most of the work 
though to have been done by his assistants who one would guess were 
theatrical scenery painters. However, Brown (1977, p, 198) writes,
"The figures have a verve and authenticity which makes their attribu
tion to Vanderlyn likely, and the crisp clarity of the architectural 
rendering would indicate his close supervision."

Both the Marius and the Ariadne hung in adjoining rooms, at the 
Rotunda. Larkin (1969) observes that the public had little appetite 
for the frozen posture of his Marius, and the nude Ariadne created a 
minor scandal, which did not help Vanderlyn-s public image. His travel 
to Paris and Rome had taken him put from the realistic appraisal of 
American Puritan attitudes in which the nude was both "excessively dis

turbing and titillating" (Brown 1977, p. 198). There was a religious



movement to "reject everything that was French, especially the details 
of anatomy and the images of voluptuousness in French authors" (Larkin 
1969, p. 132).

Vanderlyn had to wait until his sixties before the opportunity 
for which he had waited his whole life for finally came through, In 
1837, he fought with Trumbull and won a commission from Congress to 
fill one of the Rotunda panels with the Landing of Columbuso By this 
time, sadly, the task was beyond Vanderlyn1s technical capabilities«
He took the money and spent two years (1842-44) in Paris supervising 
the painting of the commission. Vanderlyn "seems to have done little 
more than supervise the painting; all the evidence points to its hav

ing been carried out by local French painters" (Brown 1977, p. 199). 
For the most part it was a dry and contrived work.

The circumstances of American life had defeated an artist of 
real talent. His Self-Portrait, 1814, is a sensitive and spirited 
revelation of character, one of the finest portraits painted by an 
American. It had all the Davidian precision in drawing, firmness in 
modeling, and enamel-like color (Brown 1977).

John Vanderlyn however, retired in frustration and bitterness 
to Kingston, where he spent the rest of his life in slow and solitary 
deterioration, alienated from his fellow artists.

John Trumbull (.1756-1843)

John Trumbull was born June 6, 1756, the son of Jonathan Trum
bull, first governor of the state of Connecticut. Young Trumbull had 
an exceptional mind and was enrolled at Harvard in the middle of the
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Junior year♦ An instructor called his father's attention to "the boy's 
natural genius and disposition for limning," a talent which the elder 
Trumbull found not particularly useful (Mendelowitz 1970, p » 197).

While a student at Harvard, young John checked out a book by 
William Hogarth, Analysis of Beauty, which stirred his interest in the 
arts and supplied him with a fundamental grounding in the aesthetic 

theories that shaped eighteenth-century art. A book which influenced 
his admiration for both Raphael and Rubens, Cours de Peinture par 
Pricipes by Roger de Piles, was also read by Trumbull while at Harvard.

His earliest surviving work based on either of the two masters 
is a drawing made in 1774, St, Paul Preaching at Athens, from Raphael's 
painting Sacrifice at Lystra 1516.

Trumbull's first introduction to John Singleton Copley came as 
the distinguished artist was entertaining friends shortly after his 
wedding. Dunlap (1965, p. 15) writes that Copley "was dressed on the 
occasion in a suit of crimson velvet and gold buttons; and the ele
gance of his style and his high repute, impressed the future artist 

with grand ideas of the life of a painter." Occasionally young Trum

bull would visit Copley, study his newly painted portraits, and accept 

criticism and advice on his own work. He studied portraits of Thomas 
Hancock, Thomas Hubbard as well as that of the Rev, Edward Holyoke 
which he copied.

Soon after graduation from Harvard in 1773 at age seventeen, 
Trumbull painted The Death of Paulus Aemilius at the Battle of Cannae, 
his first attempt at original composition. The figures, taken from a
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number of engravings? were placed in a battle scene that was enveloped 
in clouds of dust —  much too great of a problem for the young artist 
to handles as he realized.,

In 1775, Trumbull joined the army and was involved in such 
important battles as Ticonderoga and Bunker Hill. Although he achieved 
the rank of Colonel, Trumbull resigned in a huff because of the way in 
which his commission was handled. So in 1777 he returned to Lebanon, 
the home of his parents, and painted portraits of himself, his rela
tives , and his friends. Occasionally he attempted the grand style, 
which meant history painting depicting scenes from the Bible, mythology 
and the ancient world. Surviving of the history paintings he did dur
ing this time are Elisha Restoring the ShunammiteYs Son, copies after 
a print from Benjamin West's picture; Brutus and His Friends at the 
Death of Lucretia, a variation of Gavin Hamilton's Oath of Brutus; and 
The Blind Belisarius. Among the portraits are the Jonathan and Mrs.
Jonathan Trumbul1, Sr., perhaps the most accomplished of the Lebanon 
paintings; the family group of Jonathan, Mrs. Jonathan Trumbull, Jr., 
and Their Eldest Daughter, Faith; and a Self-Portrait.

As a group, these paintings reveal the shortcomings of the 
young self-trained artist: the inability to render representative
surfaces, and the trouble he had with human proportions. Irma Jaffe 
(1975, p. 34) writes: "The veins on the back of Brutus' hand and arms 

. o . and the expression lines on the faces of Elisha and his atten
dant, all seem to lie on the top of the skin. Surfaces are dry and 
monotonous, and both skin and drapery are similarly coarse grained."
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Despite flaws, Trumbull’s natural gift for composition is evident and 
these Lebanon paintings are charged with enough vitality to make him 
an exciting artist.

In 1778, hoping to find success, as did Copley before him, 
Trumbull left for Boston. He moved into the house that had once been 
the home of John Smibert, the first artist trained in the European 
grand style to settle in America. Some of Smibert?s collection of 
European paintings and engravings, his own paintings, and his copies 
after masters such as Raphael, Rubens and Van Dyck, together with 
plaster casts —  works that had instructed every artist in America 
who had ever been Boston after 1729 "  were still in the house (Jaffe 
1975).

It was while in Boston that Trumbull became acquainted with 
Mr. John Temple, the first consul-general of Great Britain to the 
United States. With the aid of Temple, Trumbull arranged for the voy
age to London to study his profession under Benjamin West* In May of 
1780, he embarked for France and after a short stay in Paris, found 
his way to West?s studio in London with a letter of introduction from 
Benjamin Franklin.

His study under West, however, was cut short after his arrest 
and false imprisonment as a spy in reprisal for the hanging of Major 
Andre in America. It took West’s influence with the King to free Trum
bull, who was promptly sent back to America, In 1784, after the Treaty 

of Paris, Trumbull was back in London studying with West.
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Gilbert Stuart was also a student of West at this time but un

like Trumbull» was more interested in portraits than history painting. 
Copley was a highly regarded and successful portrait painter in Lon
don at this time) having migrated from Boston in 1774 to study under 
Wes t.

In 1785) Trumbull painted his first original history painting) 
a neoclassic composition Priam Returning with the Body of Hector) 
taken after a mythological subject from Homer. There are some inter
esting peculiarities in both the preliminary drawing and in the final 
painting.of the Priam. The major problem is with depth distortions. 
This may be caused by what Trumbull refers to as his monocular vision. 
At the age of five he fell down some stairs and was left blind in his 
left eye. This was a handicap that Trumbull was able to overcome by 

paying particular attention to overlapping shapes, and forms. There 
were times 9 however9 when Trumbull was not successful in his rendering 
of depth) as relayed by Dunlap (1965) p. 217) in a criticism made by 
Gilbert Stuart of a Trumbull painting: MStuart was puzzled by the
• drawing) and after turning it this way and that said) * this looks as 
if it were drawn by a man with one eye,•"

Through the encouragement of West and later David) Trumbull 

moyed from the careful classic style to contemporary history and de
veloped plans for an extensive project: the history of the American
Revolution. He knew most of the characters who played leading roles 
personally) both in America and in Europe, Trumbull was determined
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to paint likenesses of the key figures while they were still alive, 
and to incorporate them into a number of large narrative painting, thus 
making them a historical record as well as works of art.

Trumbull finished his first painting of this series. The Death 
of General Warren at the Battle of Bunker Hill in 1785, and it was 
acclaimed by West as "the best picture of a modern battle that has been 
painted" (Jaffe 1975, p. 84). In fact, according to Jaffe, when Sir 
Joshua Reynolds saw the painting he remarked, believing it to be by 
West, that it was "better colored than your works usually are," to 
which West answered, "You mistake — that is not mine, it is the work 
of this young gentleman, Mr, Trumbull."

Trumbull’s knowledge of the military and first-hand experience 
with the characters in the battle of Bunker Hill, gave the painting a 
spirit and authenticity that no man could match. He had seen the smoke 
and fire of the burning city of Charlestown and had heard the guns»

The dying hero. General Warren, at the base of a group of sup
porting figures topped by flags has its source partly in West’s Death 
of General Wolfe, but Trumbull has rejected the classical symmetry of 
Whst’s masterpiece in favor of an asymmetrical scheme characteristic of 
baroque and rococo composition (Jaffe 1975). The impact of Ruben’s 
fluid and powerful narrative style is quite pervasive with an amazing 
variation of pigment, from heavy impasto to thin washes of transparent 

paint.
Though not much said of Copley?s influence, there are certain 

compositional devices that Trumbull borrows from him. He certainly had
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opportunity to see Copley’s The Death of Major Pierson, 1784, when he 
was in London. The fleeing woman with children has a curious counter
part in Trumbull’s Bunker Hill. The man with the drawn sword accompa
nied by a black man with a rifle is on the same side as Copley’s, 
creating a secondary area of interest.

Trumbull’s next in the succession of Revolutionary paintings, 
The Death of General Montgomery at Quebec 1786, would also appear to 
be quite close to West’s Death of General Wolfe. The pyramid arrange
ment of soldiers supporting the dying hero with the flags unfurled in 
the background, are similar to both battle scenes. Trumbull used 
West’s method of contrasting shaded areas with areas of light, but 
does not, however, focus all the light on the center of interest as 
West does. The Montgomery painting shifts the area of interest as seen 
with the three men in shock on the left.

Richardson (1963) regards Trumbull’s next painting in the his
torical series, Softie of The British Garrison from Gibraltar 1789 9 
worthy of the greatest Baroque narrative painters. Trumbull was criti
cized by Americans for painting this picture, which celebrates a Brit
ish victory. Richardson (1963, p. 80) quotes Trumbull’s, response in 
his Autobiography: He chose the subject, he said, ”to show that noble
and generous actions, by whomsoever performed, were the objects to 
whose celebration I meant to devote myself.” This answer speaks to 
the lofty, universal values.held by aspirants of the classical period.

Probably the most important work of Trumbull’s life was The 
Declaration of Independence, begun in London in 1786 and finished in
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America eight years later. There was very little precedence for a 
painting composed of a large group of ordinary-looking men presenting 
a paper to the leader of their group. Trumbull faced an episode whose 
drama was implied rather than acted out. Jaffe (1975) points to some 
possible influences: Copley's Chatham; the semicircular arrangement
of the congressmen recall Raphael's Disputa; Zoffany’s The Academicians 
of the Royal Academy, 1772; and the winglike image of the banners on 
the west wall suggests the inspiration from Raphael of the Holy Spirit 
hovering over the Host at the center of the Vatican fresco.

The heros of The Declaration of Independence, Jefferson, Adams, 
and Franklin, are the most prominently portrayed. The rest of the fig
ures —  48 recognizable portraits —  were clustered in small groups 
against larger groups, some sitting, some standing, but all within "an 
atmosphere of quiet gravity and attention appropriate to the event" 
(Jaffe 1975, p. 114). There does however, remain a question to the 

authenticity of the painting. Dunlap (1965, p. 38) points out that 
"Mr. Trumbull, in a work published by him in 1832, says, that Adams 
and Jefferson, advised him to introduce the portraits of those who 
afterwards signed, as if present at the time of the important resolu
tion; that is, to violate historical truth,"

A later painting in which portraiture again was a primary con

cern, was The Surrender of Lord Cornwallis at Yorktown 1787. Trum

bull's major difficulty in this painting was to arrange the likenesses 
of the contending officers in a way to give the necessary important to 
each. He settles on a very formally balanced composition in which the
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French and American lines are drawn up tightly as Major General 
Lincoln receives the official surrender from Cornwallis ? deputy. Both 
Washington and Cornwallis were absent from the surrender despite Trum
bull’s need to provide universal truth over historical truth by paint
ing the portrait of General Washington several hundred yards away, 
thus establishing a prominent place for him in the scene.

After the successful completion of his historical sketches, 
Trumbull returned to America in 1789 hoping to generate public interest 
for engravings from his sketches. The response was so bad that he 
dropped the project in a state of despair, Discouraged, Trumbull 
dropped his art and accepted a post as secretary to John Jay in 1794.

After a period in New York and in London, Trumbull lobbied for 
and received Government support for the commission of four historical 
paintings for the Rotunda of the Capitol, In 1817? the Congress voted 
$32,000 for the commission of these paintings. The four paintings 
were: The Declaration of Independence, The Surrender of Lord Cornwal
lis at Yorktown —  painted about thirty years after making the original 
sketches; and, two new compositions •=—  The Surrender of General Bur- 
goyne at Saratoga 1816, and The Resignation of General Washington at 
Annapolis, 1817.

Trumbull’s Rotunda paintings were not well received. Apart 
from attacks that he misrepresented the signing of The Declaration of 
Independence and gave special treatment to his home state, of Connecti
cut in the scene, the large paintings lack the fire and technical bril
liance of the earlier sketches. Comparing these Rotunda paintings of
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Trumbull at age sixty against the accomplished and exciting sketches 
done much earlier, lends a sad anti-climax to the remainder of Trum
bull Ts life. Sizer (1967, Fig. 163) writes: "It is a pity that
Trumbullfs reputation rests on these heavy handed replicas."

At the time Trumbull received the commissions for the Rotunda 
paintings, he was elected president of the American Academy of Fine 
Arts in New York. Brown (1977, p. 195) exclaims that "for the next 
decade he was something of a dictator on the American art scene and 
his authoritarianism drove the younger painters out of the American 
Academy." By selling his own works at high prices, Trumbull contrib
uted to the financial ruin of the institution.

His last years were spent in rejection and bitterness. In ex
change for a life pension, Trumbull gave his paintings to Yale College 

in 1831.

Gilbert Stuart (1755-1828)
Gilbert Stuart* who is considered the greatest early American 

portrait artist, was born in Narragansett, Rhode Island on December 3, 
1755. He spent much of his youth in Newport, the landing place of 
Bishop Berkeley and his group including John Smibert, thirty years, 
earlier. Also painting portraits in Newport before Stuart was horn, 
was Robert Feke; thus although small, the town had artistic traditions 

and did not lack paintings.
Stuart began to draw and paint at an early age, and received 

his first commission when he was still a young boy. It was to paint
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two dogs? and was given to him by Dr, William Hunter who was impressed 
by young Stuart ?s charcoal drawings.

In 17695 a Scotsman named Cosmos Alexander arrived in Newports 
opened a painting studio, and soon painted portraits of Dr. Hunter and 
Mrs. Hunter and their child. Dr. Hunter recommended to Stuart that he 
take lessons from the migrant artist Min the grammar of the art" (Dun
lap 1965, p. 198). Alexander was impressed by the boys artistic prom
ise and offered to take him with him to South Carolina and eventually 
to Scotland. Stuart agreed to go, but there is no record of their 
trip or work while in Edinburgh? except that Cosmos Alexander, "history 
and portrait painter, died in that city on August 25th 1772" leaving 

young Stuart almost destitute (Whitley 1932, p. 8). Without money, 
Stuart is believed to have worked his way back to an American port in 
the winter of 1772. The trip must have been brutal for a youth of 
eighteen for Stuart never cared to speak of his experiences on this 
voyage afterwards.

He commenced his painting in Newport, filling the gap left by 
the death, of Robert Feke, saving enough money to take him to London. 
Stuart'S good friend Ben Waterhouse, the subject of one of his first 
paintings while in London, left Newport for England in March 1775, for 
medical study, Stuart followed him about three months, later. He 
arrived in London in November, poor and unknown; for Waterhouse had 
first traveled to Edinburgh, not returning until the following summer.

It was two years before Stuart introduced himself to West with 

the aid of his friend Waterhouse, Dunlap (1965, p. 199) quotes remarks
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by Waterhouse in a future conversation: "He (Stuart) never had . . .
evenness of spirits. With Stuart it was either high tide or low tide. 
In London he would sometimes lay abed for weeks waiting for the tide
to lead him on to fortune. . ."

When West saw examples of the young artist’s work, he took him 
into his house as pupil and assistant along with such artists as, Trum
bull , Copley, Sully, Allston and Ralph Earl. West used his influence 
to get Stuart into the Academy Galleries to view the masters but 
Whitley (1932, p. 18) quotes Stuart as Saying: "For my part, I will
not follow any master, I wish to find out what nature is. and see her 

with my own eyes."

It was in 1777 that Stuart sent his first picture to the Royal 
Academy Exhibition. Little is known of it except that it was No, 335, 
Portrait of a Gentleman. The artist who stirred the most attention was. 
Gainsborough, whose pictures shown included The Hon. Mrs, Graham, which 
some think his masterpiece, finer than Blue Boy.

It was the Exhibition of 1782 that established Stuart as one 

of the major painters in Europe, next only to Sir Joshua Reynolds, His
entry was No. 190, Portrait of A Gentleman Skating, simply known as The
Skater. This full length portrait of Mr, Grant of Congalton on a pair 
of skates was inspired by the comment that "the day was better suited 

to skating than sitting for one’s portrait" (Dunlap 1965, p. 218). Mr. 
Grant and Stuart thus went out skating and upon returning to the studio, 

it occurred to Stuart to paint Mr. Grant skating,



66
The painting showed Stuart ?s ability to paint the full figure 

upon which Whitley (1932, p . 33) reprints a remark published by a 
writer in a London paper: '"This portrait was given in so spirited an
attitude and with so appropriate character that when exhibited, it 
established the fame of the artist, of whom his brethren had before 
that time said he made a tolerable likeness of the face but as to the 
figure he could not get below the fifth button."

Although the painting was later definitely proven to be 
Stuart’s, it was shown again at the Royal Academy nearly a century 
later and attributed to Gainsborough. Whitley (1932, p. 33) writes of 
the exhibition: "nothing in it attracted more attention than, a full

length portrait. No. 128, of W. Grant Esq., of Congalton, skating in 
St. James? Park, attributed to Gainsborough." A critic in the Art 
Journal as quoted by Whitley (1932, p. 35) makes the following remark: 
"A more graceful and manly figure was surely never painted by an 
English artist, and if Gainsborough were that artist this is unques
tionably his masterpiece." The reason for the attribution of this 
painting to Gainsborough at that time seems to be the easy and loose 
method in which the background was handled.

From this point on, Stuart was elevated to the position of a 
very prominent portrait painter living in England at this time, and 
was soon to leave West’s studio. Stuart spoke freely of his" own 
superiority as a portrait painter, and according to an account by Dun

lap 0-965, p. 22) used to say half jokingly that "no man ever painted 
history if he could obtain employment in portraits."
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A portrait done in 1783 of John Copley shows the sparkle and 

freshness of Stuartvs style in his direct, painterly attack of a paint
ing. Copley's son. Lord Lyndhurst, said of Stuart’s portrait of his 
father that it was "the best and most agreeable likeness of him ever 
produced" (Whitley 1932, p. 48). The portrait is bust size and repre
sents Copley wearing a red coat against the background of sky.

Although Stuart prospered with more commissions than he could 
handle, his carefree, extravagant lifestyle drove him to Ireland in 
1787 to escape debtors prison. Shortly before his leaving London, 
Stuart married Charlotte Coates, daughter to Dr. Coates of Berkshire, 
England. He later had 13 children by his wife, two of which were boys.

Stuart became the leading portrait painter in Dublin, (1787- 
1792), painting some of the most important people in the country. His 
portrait of Lord Fitzgibbon 1789, is a full length done in the grand 
style showing influence from VanDyck's Duke of Bedford. This portrait 
seems a precedent for a very important subsequent work by Stuart, the 
Landsdowne portrait of Washington, also a full length.

Just before leaving Ireland in 1792, Stuart admitted to his 
friend J. D. Herbert, that he was deeply in debt and had narrowly es
caped capture by bailiffs* He also told Herbert that he intended to 
get as many first sittings as possible, and when he had collected 
enough half-payments to cover fare, he would be off to America. "There 
I expect to make a fortune by Washington, I calculate upon making a 

plurality of his portraits , , , 1 will repay my English and Irish 
creditors. But to England and Ireland I; shall bid adieu" (Whitley
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1932, p . 85), Stuart returned to America in 1793, where he spent the 
remainder of his life in productive activity.

His most famous paintings of course, were the Washington Por
traits. Gilbert Stuart painted George Washington three times from 
life and made many copies of the originals, but the image which is best 
known by Americans is the Athenaeum Portrait, 1796. It was the un

finished version and the second painting that Stuart did of Washington. 
The three-quarter canvas was offered by Stuart to the State of Massa
chusetts, for one thousand dollars, which they refused to give. It 
wasn’t until after Stuart’s death that the Boston Athenaeum purchased 
it along with a portrait of Mrs. Washington from the artist’s widow 
for fifteen-hundred dollars.

This painting reveals more than the likeness of a man; it re

veals the symbol of a great leader and the ability of a great artist 
to see beneath the gesture and expression of the moment to the basic 
physical structure and the fundamental character of the sitter. The 
paint is applied with a fresh, unlabored crispness but also with a 
direct certainty which reveals "the sculpture of the skull, the strong 

jaw, the clear, thoughtful eye, and the firm mouth" (Mendelowitz 1970, 
p. 189). The head of the hero stands out against the blank, timeless 
background, which illustrates Stuart’s knowledge of the theory of neo- 
classicism. This painting was used as a model for the full length 
handsdowne Portrait, for which Washington did not sit.

Soon after his arrival in Philadelphia, Stuart obtained his 
first two sittings from Washington, who had just finished sitting for
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the Peale vs » Out of these sittings came what is known as the Vaughn 
Portrait of 1795, which showed the right side of Washington^s face. 
Although Stuart was dissatisfied with the result, when it was exhib
ited in his studio later that year, he received immediate orders for 

* thirty-nine copies of which seventeen have survived. John Vanderlyn, 
who studied under Stuart in Philadelphia for almost a year, helped 
paint the copies. One of them was acquired by Mr, Samuel Vaughn who 
took it to London, where it was engraved by Holloway for an illustra
tion to Lavater's Essays on Physiognomy (Whitley 1932),

The demand for a statlier and more official portrait eventually 
led Stuart to attempt his third portrait of Washington, This full- 
length portrait of Washington in his office was commissioned by William 
Bingham as a gift for the Marquis of Landsdowne, a famous English Whig, 
and is thus known as the Lansdowne Portrait, 1796.

Although competently painted. Brown (1977, p, 193) criticizes 
its lack of breath and animation; "it is an uninspired and cluttered 
machine, a dismal failure." Stuart, however, made three copies of this 
painting and failing to establish a copyright, lost a small fortune 
acquired in prints through the libelous engravings of James Heath in 
England.

Dunlap (1965, p* 242) quotes the opinion of a great artist 
Charles R, Leslie after praising Stuart's full-length portrait of 
Washington: "How fortunate it was that a painter existed in the time

of Washington, who could hand him down to us looking like a gentleman."
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In 1805, both Stuart and John Trumbull moved to Boston, un

fortunately for Trumbull, Whitley (1932, p. 130) says, "For several 
years after his (Stuart’s) coming he was overwhelmed with business, 
many had to wait months for an opportunity of sitting to him; and even 
in his later years he frequently had more calls than he could answer, 
notwithstanding a number of painters quite eminent in their profession 
had collected in Boston and were active in their professional pursuits." 
One of these painters who Stuart maintained friendly relations with 
until the end of his life was Henry Sargent.

During the last ten years of his life Stuart had to struggle
with illness; some contend that it was alcoholism coupled with poverty.
Whitley (1932, p. 210) quotes a letter from Washington Allston to Cog-
dell the sculptor:

. . .the infirmities under which he laboured, even during the 
last ten years of his life, though they kept him poor, did 
not, however, as his later works bear witness, extend to his 
mind. His mind was, indeed, vigorous to the last, and his be
reaved family have this consolation, that he has left nothing 
in his art, old and infirm as he was, to take from his great 
name.

Washington Allston (1779-1843)
The first generation of Romanticism, from 1800 to 1830, re

ceived its expression in scenes concerned with highly charged emotions, 

exciting visions, inner tumult, compassion, and heroism. Paintings re
flecting this temper tended to be allegorical. Biblical, or legendary 

stories chosen to uplift the emotions of the viewer.
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As Brown (1977) points out, the shift from neoclassicism to 

romanticism is from an outer to an inner-directed art, from social to 
a personal statement, from reality to the imagination.

The most important figure of the first Romantic generation was 
Washington Allston, born in Charleston, South Carolina in 1779, While 
at school in Charleston, young Allston learned how to prepare oil 
colors and so surprised his family with his abilities that "they feared 
lest he might disgrace them by becoming a painter" (Flagg 1969, p. 8).

Due to the climate and on the advice of physicians, Allston 
was sent to Newport at about age seven where he received formal in
struction in the arts by a man named Mr, King, "who made quadrants and 
compasses, and occasionally painted portraits" (Flagg 1969, p. 9), He 
also acquainted himself with Edward G, Malbone, the foremost miniature 

painter of his day, borrowing some of his pictures to copy. He renewed 
his friendship with Malbone while both were in Cambridge; Allston 

studying at Harvard. Flagg (1969, p. 12) writes that because of All
ston ? a admiration for Malbone, he tried his hand at miniature but with
out success: "All my attempts in this line being so far inferior to
what I could do in oil that I; became disgusted with my abortive efforts 
and I gave it up,"

Allston?s free time was devoted to painting figures and land
scapes, while at Harvard. He copied Smibert*s copy of Vandyke’s head 
of Cardinal Bentivoglio which, at the time he believed true perfection. 
However, after seeing the original some years later, found he had to 
change his notions of perfection. In addition to his interest in
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painting, Allston was equally impressed with the classics and con
temporary Romantic literature (Wilmerding 1976).

Upon graduation, Allston returned to his home in Charleston, 
where he painted several pictures. The most significant of these,
Satan Rallying His Hosts was taken from Paradise Lost. This painting 
indicated the spiritual tendency of his mind and the reach of his 
imagination toward "mystery, sublimity, and the grandly beautiful" 
(Flagg 1969, p. 32). His work in art was a kind of pictorial mythol

ogy.
During his stay in Charleston, it became more apparent that 

Allston’s life was to be devoted to art and any objections on the part 

of his family ceased. It was thus arranged that he should pursue his 
studies in Europe; so in May 1801, accompanied by his friend Malbone, 
Allston left for England.

Allston’s first drawing while in London fro# the head of the 
Gladiator, gained him permission to draw at Somerset House. A careful 
drawing of the Appolo procured his admittance as a student to the Royal 
Academy, of which Benjamin West was president. He says of West: "His
gallery was opened to me at all times, and his advice always ready and 
kindly given. He was a man overflowing with the milk of human kind
ness" (Flagg 1969, p. 38). Like Trumbull, Allston was influenced by 
West’s proto-romanticism, but, arriving some twenty years later, he 

became involved with West’s later Romanticism rather than earlier his
torical themes.
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It was in the Royal Academy that Allston learned the coloristic 

technique: the use of underpaint and glazes5 of light and color, which
was the key to the stylistic development of Romantic painting (Rich
ardson 1963)o

Among the artists whom Alls ton became acquainted wi th in London 
were Gilbert Stuart, John Vanderlyn, and Henry Fuseli the master of 
physiognomy who once told Allston that, although he had talent, he 
came a long way to starve. Sir Joshua Reynolds died shortly before 
Allston reached London.

After his brief three-year stay in London, Allston, accompanied 
by Vanderlyn, went to Paris. Here he became a constant and ardent 
student of the Louve, which was being filled through the plundering of 

Napoleon. Flagg (1969) writes that there was probably no one that 
studied the Gallery of the Louve more faithfully than Allston. He de
voted himself almost entirely to the old masters, from whom his dedica
tion never shifted. Years later he summed up his impressions of the 
Venetian sixteenth-century painters that he studied,there:

Titian, Tintoret, and Paul Veronese, absolutely enchanted me, 
for they took away all sense, of subject. When 1 stood be
fore the Peter Martyr, The Miracle of the Slave and The 
Marriage of Cana, I.thought of nothing but the gorgeous con
cert of colors, or rather of the indefinite forms (I cannot 
call them sensations.) of pleasure with which they filled 
the imagination. It was the poetry of color which I felt; 
procreative in its nature, giving birth to a thousand things 
which the eye cannot see, and distinct from their cause . . .
They addressed themselves, not to the senses merely, as some 
have supposed, but rather through them to that region (if I 
may so speak) of the imagination which is supposed to be 
under the exclusive domination of music, and which, by 
similar excitement, they caused to teem with visions that 
’lap the soul in Elysium. 1 In other words they leave the 
subject to be made by the spectator, provided he possessed
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the imaginative faculty —  otherwise they will have little 
more meaning to him than a calico counterpane (Flagg 1969s 
p. 55-6).

Although Allston stayed in Paris only four months9 he managed 
to copy a Rubens and paint four original paintings. One of the paint
ings was a landscape entitled The Rising of a Thunderstorm at Sea 1804. 
It was done in the thinly painted technique unlike the English paint
erly manner of neoclassic paintings but in the style of English Ro
mantic painting done in England.

Richardson (19639 p. 65) says that this may be the first mood 
painting created. It demonstrates man?s vulnerability to the elements 
of nature which is a characteristic of the Romantic syntax5 as compared 
to man as the hero, commonly found in the subject matter of Neoclassic 
painting of the eighteenth century. Unlike West, Allston draws on no 
specific literary or historical backdrop for his painting; meaning is 

primarily transferred to the viewer through the mood of nature rather 
than the actions of history. Wilmerding (1976, p. 65) contends that 
"it is this transformation that has confirmed Allstonf s place at the 
beginning of the Romantic movement in American art."

In 1805, Allston settled in Rome, where he remained for four 
years prior to a return trip to America in 1809, In Rome, he became 
part of the Caffe Greco Circle, which included his friends Vanderlyn, 
Washington Iriving, Coleridge, and Thorvaldsen, as well as such famous 

figures as Keats, Shelley, Turner, Von Humboldt, and Madame de Stael. 
From this association. Allston absorbed the intellectual ideas and 

emotional impressions of classicism and romanticism like a glutton.
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Of the past masters, Allston was impressed most with Raphael,
of whom he writes:

In beauty he has often been surpassed, but in grace —  the 
native grace of character —  in the expression of intellect, 
and, above all, sanctity, he has no equal. What particu
larly struck me in his works, was the genuine life (if I may 
so call it) that seemed, without impairing the distinctive 
character, to pervade them all; for even his humblest figures 
have a something, either in look, air, or gesture, akin to 
the venustas of his own nature, as if, like living beings 
under the influence of a master spirit, they had partaken, 
in spite of themselves, a portion of the charm which swayed 
them. This power of infusing one's own life, as it were, 
into that which is feigned, appears to me the sole preroga
tive of genius (Flagg 1969, p. 59).

One of Allston?s most characteristic paintings of the Romantic 
combination of actuality and memory was Diana in the Chase of 1805.
The classical figures and their activities are fully dependent on the 
rich landscape which still contains evidences of Baroque drama and the 
linear delicacy of Rococo, possibly influenced by Vernet» In this 
work. Alls ton also shows his interes t in the work of Poussin and the 
classical landscape tradition of Claude Terrain.

He gives us the full range of nature: rough and smooth tex
tures , crisp details and broad masses, dense pockets, of shadow and 
glowing areas of transparent light (Wilmerding 1976). Allston's lyr

ical meditations on nature and expression of feelings in paint, lifted 
American landscape painting from the level of simple topography to 

that of the. dramatic landscape of mood.
Allston returned to Boston in 1809, where he painted portraits, 

mostly of his family. The strong Venetian qualities as influenced by 
Titian, came out in these portraits, as compared with the strong.



76
dynamic portraits of Gilbert Stuart9 who was practicing in Boston at 
this time. Allston remained in America for three years after which he 
and his new wife, Ann Ghanning, sailed back to England, taking along 
as a pupil, Samuel F. B. Morse.

The first work which Allston engaged in after his return was 
his great painting. Dead Man Revived By Touching Elisha?s Bones. This 
is the first major event of Allston’s which borders on the known and 
unknown —  the supernatural —  and is the most ambitious composition 
Allston had undertaken up to this point. It illustrates an Old Testa
ment story concerning the prophet Elisha, who, possessing mystical 
powers during his lifetime, retained them after death. Mendelowitz, 

(1970, p. 201) describes the scene: "A group of Israelite mourners
accompanying a corpse to the cemetery in which Elisha was buried saw a 

group of enemy marauders approaching. The mourners hastily concealed 
the body in Elisha’s tomb, and when the body accidentally touched the 
bones of Elisha, the dead man, restored to life, stood upon his feet." 
The use of historical analogies —  in this case Elisha and Christ —  

to renew religious faith through evidence of mystical powers, was part 
of the equipment of Romanticism in all areas of expression in the 
nineteenth century.

Allston depicts the episode in an atmosphere of mystery and 
drama, losing the dark values of forms into the background. Various 
resurrections done by Raphael, Titian and others are recalled by the 
faces, gestures and the quality pf illumination (Mendelowitz 1970).
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While Allston was engaged in the painting of Dead Man's Bones, 

the shock and grief related to the death of his young wife produced 
according to Dunlap (1965, p. 318) "a temporary derangement of the 
intellect,11 He was gradually drawn out of his depression by his two 
friends Morse and Leslie and his great love for art, Allston finished 
the painting in 1813,

Another painting of a Jewish legend, Belshazzar ?s Feast was 
begun in 1817, shortly before Allston’s final trip back to America in 
1819, Bringing the painting along to Boston with him, Allston ex

plained: f!I propose finishing it here. All the laborious part is
over, but there still remains about six or eight months’ more work to 
do to it" (Dunlap 1965, p. 329),

But after this final return to Boston, Allston lost interest 
in the painting of history and moved toward the introspective, lighter 
mood paintings. The painting of Belshazzar’s Feast became a continual 
thorn in Allston’s side despite the fact that ten patrons contributed 
$1,000 each for him to complete the picture. The large 12 by 16 foot 

canvas was left rolled up in his studio for two years before he re
turned to it.

By 1823 it was finished except for the figure, Daniel. After 
some constructive comments by Stuart on the architectural scale of the 
background, the structure of the painting was reworked. In 1828 All
ston, almost totally discouraged? started unpainting it, then rolled 

it up until 1839 when he took it up again. At the time shortly before 
his death, Allston was still working on the picture. Brown (1977,
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p. 200) comments that the painting "seemed to drain him of decision 
and kept him from other t h i n g s F l a g g  (1969, p. 425) writes: "Begun
in the zenith of his career, this picture soon became a great burden, 
and as such increased until he yielded to the pressure and left it 
upon earth with his tired body." The history of the painting is fasci
nating and has been the object of much study and many dissertations.

Shortly after Allston’s return to America in 1819, his work 
turned toward an air of solitude. These later works were more tran
quil and luminous, expressing the true introverted nature of the 
artist. Allston developed his own style of controlled luminosity and 
deep resonances through thin layers of glazing, that set new standards 
of subtlety and atmospheric richness in American painting (Richardson 
1963). It is interesting to note that Allston was interested in cap
turing elements of light and atmosphere thirty years before the im
pressionists.

Moonlit Landscape, 1819, is a small and lovely landscape in 
which the tone is one of peaceful reverie; the human spirit opens up 
into the spacious quietude of nature. Light, both poetic and tangible, 
from its dominant position enhances the entire composition. There is 
also a romantic element of intrigue, by virtue of the questions, that 

the viewer may have concerning the figures in the painting, contribut
ing to the mood. Of all his paintings, this one, with its illumination 
of the soul and imagination, spoke directly to the luminist painters 
who followed, and later generated the moonlit marines of Albert Ryder 
(Wilmerding 1976). Wilmerding (1976, p, 66) also quotes the
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Transcendentailst Margaret Fuller > who twenty years later sympathetic
ally understood Allston's achievement when she wrote, "The calm and 
meditative cast of these pictures, the ideal beauty that shown through 
rather than in them, and the harmony of coloring were unlike anything 
else I saw."

The rather formal aspect of the composition suggests the in
fluence from the studies of such seventeenth-century masters as Poussin 
and Claude Lorrain.

Without a doubt, Washington Allston, more than any other artist
of this time, took American painting from a narrow concern with fact,
into the realm of the emotions and introduced into the creation of a
poetic mood a subtlety of color and tone that had never been known
(Mendelowitz 1970) . Brown (1977, p . 202) writes of Alls ton:

He was the first American artist in the modern sense —  a man 
who worked not for material things but for some higher spir
itual goal5 who sought for universal values and aesthetic 
quality. It was an image close to the hearts of the next 
generation of Romantic artists, and his Romantic landscapes, 
both the sublime and the lyrical, helped open up new vistas 
in American art.

Thomas Sully (1783-1872)

Although Washington Allston created mysteriously luminous por
traits in the manner of Titian, they were painted only to please him

self and were done of family members and close friends. They had no 
effect on the general audience» The chief influence of this Romantic 

portraiture according to Richardson (1963, p* 111), came from England 
in the personage of Sir Thomas Lawrence: "Dramatic contrasts of light

and dark, a graceful, flowing movement in the pose, a new interest in
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touch or brushstroke? and especially the suggestion of a flash of 
fleeting expression by the emphasis given to the eyes and corners of 
the mouth were its chief characteristics.M

Thomas Sully, also known as the "Sir Thomas Lawrence of Amer
ica," was the leading portrait painter during the third and fourth 
decades of the nineteenth century in Philadelphia, He was in the 
United States what: Lawrence was in England, the creator of a Romantic 
portraiture of mood, elegant, reflective, tinged with pleasantness and 
gloom. Sully was immensely popular, painting well over two thousand 
portraits.

He was born of theatrical parents in Horncastle, England, in 

1783, The Sullys moved to this country when Thomas was nine years old, 
settling in Charleston, South Carolina,

Young Sully*8 interest in art had been stirred while at school 
when Charles Frazer, afterwards a well known miniature painter, in

structed him, Biddle and Fielding (1970, p, 4) write that Sully after
ward said "he was the first person that ever took the pains to instruct 

me in the rudiments of art and although himself a mere (beginner), his 
kindness, and the progress made in consequence of it, determined the 
course of my future life,"

Antpher influence also, was the fact that his elder brother, 
Lawrence, and his brother-in-law, Mr, Belzon, were miniature artists.
It was arranged for Thomas to take instructions from Mr,. Belzon; how

ever, because of Belzon*s. lack of patience and quick temper, young 
Sully soon found himself a pupil of his brother, Lawrence, in Richmond,
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Soon after9 the family moved to Norfolk, and it was here that Thomas 
Sully painted his first miniature from life —  his brother Chester 
Sully.

In 1804, five years after moving in with his brother, Lawrence 
died, leaving Thomas as sole support for a wife and four infants. One 
year later, Thomas married his brother's widow in what proved to be a 
happy union.

Sully soon moved his new family to New York, in 1806, through 
the encouragement of a patron named Thomas Cooper, who gave him a paint
ing room, credit for a thousand dollars, and supplied him with sitters. 
Trumbull and Jarvis were both painting in New York; and at that time, 
Dunlap (1965, p. 246) contends that Trumbull was the better portrait 
painter, "though he did not continue long so; his art was without feel
ing or nature." To gain knowledge, Sully took his wife to sit for 
Trumbull so that he "might see his. mode of painting and have a speci
men from his pencil" (Dunlap 1965, p. 246).

Anxious for continued improvement, Sully traveled to Boston 

where he was introduced to Gilbert Stuart, who received him graciously 
and imparted instruction freely. Having the opportunity of watching 

Stuart paint from a sitter, Sully later described the event to Dunlap 
(1965, p. 250): "I had the privilege of standing by the artist's
chair during the sitting, a situation I; valued more, at that moment, 
than I shall ever again appreciate any station on earth." The Stuart / 
influence is especially strong in his early paintings. Sully is the 
only portrait painter who retained something of Stuart's fluency of
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manner and elegance of touch, qualities reinforced by his subsequent 
journey to England where he was impressed by the Romantic skill of Sir 
Thomas Lawrence.

After continued work in New York and Philadelphia, Sully 
reached a point which he believed he could not go beyond without fur
ther study. This aid he thought could only be obtained in London,
Sully7s good friend Benjamin Wilcox obtained seven subscribers to pay 
Sully $200 each in exchange for copies of pictures to be painted by 
him while in London. So Sully left for England in 1809, staying for 
almost a year. When mentioning this period of his life, he is to have 
said, according to Dunlap (1965, p. 254) : 17I will not dwell upon the
slavery I went through, nor the close economy used to enable me to 

fulfill my engagement; but although habitually industrious, I never 
passed nine months of such incessant application."

It was in England that Sully, although studying with Benjamin 

West, fell strongly under the influence of Sir Thomas Lawrence, who 
encouraged a style of fluid brushwork, contrasting textures, and ex
pressive contrasts of value. Although W e s t held rigidly to the virtues 
of history painting over portraiture, he thought highly of Lawrence7 s 
art and stated, according to Biddle and Fielding (1970, p. 17): "Do
not confound his pictures with mere portraits; painted as his are they 
cease to be portraits in the ordinary sense; they rise to the dignity 
of history. . . "

In 1810, Sully set sail for home, having finished all the 
copies contracted for, plus four landscapes for a Mr. John Coates,
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Returning to Philadelphia, Sully soon became a popular and prolific 
portrait painter of important politicians and wealthy merchants« One 
of Sully's first paintings supon his return was a full length of Samuel 
Coates, 1813, who was president of the Pennsylvania Hospital. This 
painting, which closely resembles Copley’s portrait d’apparat, demon
strates a looser style due to the English influence through Lawrence. 
Sully has become an aristocratic artist which becomes evident during 
his next visit to London.

In 1838, he embarked on a trip to London with his daughter, 

Blanche, on a commission for Queen Victoria’s portrait and to paint 
several portraits of eminent men. The painting. Portrait of Her 
Majesty the Queen, was done of the Queen ascending the throne instead 
of seated upon it because of her stature. Biddle and Fielding (1970, 

p, 55) feel that of all the various portraits of the young Queen dur
ing this period, none conveys the queenly grace as this one by Sully.

He is successful at revealing the warm and affectionate nature, "the 

youthful charm of expression that at once enlists sympathy and admira
tion" without sacrificing dignity.

Prior to this painting. Sully did a bust portrait which is the 
original study of Queen Victoria done from life before her coronation. 
This vignetted sketch, which is now owned by the Metropolitan Museum 
of Art, New York, was a preliminary study for "the three-quarter 
length portrait now in the Wallace Collection in London, for the whole- 

length painted for the St, George’s Society in Philadelphia, where it 

still hangs, and for the whole length given by the artist to the St.
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Andrew’s Society in Charleston, South Carolina" (Biddle and Fielding 
1970, p. 304).

Sully, as Thomas Lawrence, was at his best when painting the 
softness and charm of the female character. His Mother and Son, done 
in 1839, provides a good example of this and also of his ability to 
achieve a Romantic portrait of mood as described by Mendelowitz (1970, 
p. 193):

The sheer elegance of tone —  flashing lights, rich darks, 
and melting grays —  would be difficult to surpass. The 
curve of the child!s body forms a graceful opposition to the 
mounting movement of the main compositional mass. Starting 
at the feet of the seated figure, the forms build up to the 
urn on the upper right, creating a rhythmic flow of broad 
masses which accord with the Romantic love of grace, anima
tion, and a sense of resolved conflict. The facial expres
sions are pensive and thoughtful, with a hint of a sad sweet 
smile, the gentle melancholy of popular poetic sentiment.
Even the pose of the mother, reminiscent of Durer!s Melan- 
colia, evokes romantic associations with the past. The 
idealized features suggest elegance and breeding. The brush 
work is broad and facile.

Not only does the composition and facial expression suggest the mood, . 

but color also plays an important role. The color is sweet, like the 
form, without any sharp or strong hues to disturb the congenial 
harmony. A touch of soft red drapery and few rich browns provide the 
contrast. In this masterpiece of Romantic portraiture, the depiction 

of character yields to the skillful execution and charm, much like the 
decorative style of the eighteenth century Rococo.

Another portrait which demonstrates Sully?s decorative style is 
Colonel Thomas Perkins, a prominent merchant and philanthropist of 

Boston, painted in 1832, Sully noticeably thins down the figure of
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Perkins to make him appear more aristocratic, and drops the horizon 
line so that the viewer looks up to the figure, thus monumentalizing 
the form.

Sullyf s patrons were people who wanted to be painted the way 

they thought they looked which coincided with his Romantic and aristo
cratic formula reminiscent of the early Rococo painter, Robert Feke.

While SullyT s fame rests largely on his Romantic portrait 
paintings, his Passing of the Delaware 1819, T,was perhaps the finest 
painting in the Washington iconography" (Brown 1977, p. 193), Accord

ing to Biddle and Fielding. (1970, p, 28) , Sully was commissioned by the 
state of North Carolina "to paint one historical picture representing 
some prominent action in which General Washington had taken part; and 
suggesting that the scene should be the crossing of the Delaware for 
the attack on Trenton," They neglected however, to instruct Sully on 
the size of the painting which he painted too large (17'4" x 12-5") 

for the space, and so it was refused. Ultimately it was sold to the 
Boston Museum of Fine Arts where it presently is.displayed.

The painting is Romantic without being melodramatic and aside 
from the rather theatrical gestures of the officers around Washington, 
there is a distinct sense of reality in the winter landscape and the 
action of the soldiers on foot, Mendelowitz (1970, p. 193) writes 
that "the ease with which all the elements of the painting are com
posed in a continuous movement of line, color, and tone reveals an 

ability to control and orchestrate all the parts of a complex narrative



painting that no American painter of Sullyf s day, except perhaps Trum
bull, ever surpassed."

Although some of Sully?s best brush work was done following his 
return from England in 1810, he was found producing portraits of the 

highest quality following his second visit in 1837. After that, the 
change was so gradual that portraits painted in 1857, when Sully was 
seventy-five, were still desirable portraits. And later, at eighty 
years of age, people of status were still commissioning work from him.

Thomas Sully died in 1872. Richardson (1963, p. Ill) writes 
that "the high level of his portraits and their sheer number (about 
two thousand) makes him the dominant figure in his generation of 
American portrait painters."



APPENDIX

LISTING OF SLIDES

The following is a listing of slides used within the appropri
ate content area.

1. Provincial painting
Margaret Gibbs, 1670, unknown limner 
Henry Gibbs, 1670, unknown limner 
Helena, 1664, Tabourque
Self Portrait, 1680, Captain Thomas Smith 

Gravestone of John Foster, 1681, unknown 

Gravestone of Timothy Lindall, 1699, unknown 
Ann Pollard, 1721, unknown limner

2. The Baroque and Rococo in America
Eleanor Darnelle, 1710, Justus Engelhardt Kuhn 
Charles Carrel, 1710, Kuhn 
Bacchanale, 1720, Gustavus Hesselius 
Self Portrait, 1740, Hesselius

Bishop George Berkeley and His Family, 1729, John Smibert 
Self Portrait, 1729, Smibert 
Honorable William Brown, 1720, Smibert 

Colonel William Rhett, 1710, Henrietta Johnson
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Mrs. Manigiialt, 1756 9 Jeremiah Theus 
Family of Isaac Royall, 1741, Robert Feke 
Self Portrait, 1730, Feke 
Reverend Thomas Hiscox, 1745, Feke 
Mr. James Boudin, 1748, Feke 
Mrs. James Boudin, 1748, Feke

Greenwood-Lee Family Group, 1747, John Greenwood
Sea Captains Carousing in Surinam, 1757, Greenwood
Mr. Lewis, 1756, John Wollaston
Mrs. Lewis, 1756, Wollaston

Isaac Winslow Family, 1755, Joseph Blackburn
Portrait of a Gentleman, 1760, Blackburn
Deborah Hall, 1766, William Williams

William Denning Family, 1766, Williams
Charles Calvert, 1761, John Hesselius

Neoclassicism

Charles Pelham, 1754, John Singleton Copley
Mrs. Thomas Green, 1759, Copley
Boy With the Squirrel, 1765, Copley

Paul Revere Portrait, 1765, Copley
Mrs. Isaac Smith, 1769, Copley
Copley Family, 1776, Copley
R. Howe, 1778, Copley

General Kustemeyer, Joshua Reynolds



Mrs. Seymour Forte, 1780, Copley
Brooks Watson and the Shark, 1779, Copley
Death of the Earl of Chathan, 1779, Copley
Death of Major Pierson, 1782, Copley
Saul Reproved by Samuel, 1798, Copley
Portrait of George IV, 1804, Copley
Aguestrian Painting, David
Thomas Miflin, 1758, Benjamin West

Thomas Philipse, 1750, John Wollaston
Cleombrotus Ordered into Banishment, 1768, West
Self-Portrait, 1771, West

Death of General Wolfe, 1771, West
Signing of the Treaty of Paris, 1783, West
Death on a Pale Horse, 1802, West

American School, 1765, Matthew Pratt
Portrait of Samuel Chase, 1763, Charles Wilson Peale
Judge Arbuckle, 1766, Peale
Peale Family Group, 1772, Peale
Rachael Weeping, 1772, Peale

Self-Portrait in Uniform, 1778, Peale
Princeton Washington, 1784, Peale

Staircase Group, 1795, Peale
Exhumation of the Masturdon, 1806, Peale

Yarrow Malmot, 1819, Peale
Artist in His Museum, 1822, Peale



Judge Egbert Benson, 1795, John Vanderlyn 
Sampson Wilder, 1805, Vanderlyn 
Ariadne, 1812, Vanderlyn
Marios Amidst the Ruins at Carthage, 1807, Vanderlyn
Murder of Jane McCrea, 1804, Vanderlyn
Death of Paulos Emilius, 1775, John Trumbull
Blind Belessarius, 1778, Trumbull
Battle of Bunker Hill, 1786, Trumbull

Death of General Montgomery, 1788, Trumbull
Declaration of Independence, 1788, Trumbull
The Surrender of Lord Cornwallis, 1797, Trumbull
Portrait of John Jay, 1805, Trumbull
Resignation of Washington, 1820, Trumbull
Mrs. Banister and Son, 1770, Gilbert Stuart
Mrs, Hunter and Daughter, 1768, Cosmos Alexander
Ben Waterhouse, 1780, Gilbert Stuart
Portrait of John Copley, 1783, Stuart
Lord Fitzgibhon, 1789, Stuart
The Skater, 1782, Stuart
George Washington (Vaughn), 1796, Stuart
George Washington (Athenaeum)* 1796, Stuart

George Washington (Lansdowne), 1796, Stuart
Mrs. Perez Morton, 1802, Stuart



Romanticism
Blackberries? 1813, Raphael Peale
Wicker Basket of Mixed Grapes, 1803, James Peale
Self Portrait, 1800, Thomas Sully
Lady with a Harp, 1818, Sully
Colonel Perkins, 1831, Sully

Elizabeth Farren, 1790, Thomas Lawrence
Dying Hercules, 1812, Samuel Morse
Lafayette, 1824, Morse

Old House of Representatives, 1822, Morse 
Exhibition Gallery of the Louye, 1833, Morse 
Man in Chains, 1800, Washington Allston 
Rising of a Thunderstorm at Sea, 1804, Allston 
Mrs. William Channing, 1811, Allston

Dead Man Revived in the Tomb by Touching the Bones of the 
Prophet Elisha, 1813, Allston 

Elijah in the Desert, 1817, Allston 
Belshazar's Feast, 1818, Allston 
Moonlit Landscape, 1819, Allston 
Evening Sunset, 1819, Allston 
Self Portrait, 1791, Rembrandt Peale 

Self Portrait by Candlelight, 1815, Peale 
Court of Death, 1820, Peale
George Washington (Porthole Portrait), 1822, Peale 
Landscape with Tree Trunks, 1827, Thomas Cole



Expulsion From the Garden of Eden, 1828, Cole
The Oxbow, 1836, Cole
In the Catskills, 1837, Cole
The Voyage of Life: Manhood, 1840, Cole
The Voyage of Life: Old A g e 1840, Cole
The Roman Campagna, 1843, Cole
The Mountain Ford, 1946, Cole
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