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John Trumbull
VISUALIZING
AMERICAN
INDEPENDENCE
The Revolutionary War (1775–1783) was seen through the eyes of a small
number of artists who had served in the American army. Colonel John
Trumbull, a Connecticut native, commemorated our young nation’s struggle
for independence in a series of heroic vignettes. As the artist explained to
Thomas Jefferson, his paintings would “diffuse the knowledge and preserve
the memory of the noblest series of actions which have ever dignified
the history of man.”
Provocative and almost mythic as dramatic snapshots, Trumbull’s paintings
represented our history in visual terms. His work set the stage for later
generations of artists to reinterpret the Revolutionary War and enhance
the iconography of American independence.
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T h e Wa d s wo r t h – T ru m b u l l
C on n e ct ion a n d
t h e A m e r ic a n R e volu t i on
One of New England’s wealthiest Patriots, Colonel Jeremiah
Wadsworth was a key figure in the Revolutionary War. Wadsworth
hosted George Washington in his home, which stood on this very
spot on Main Street, on multiple occasions between 1775 and 1789.
As Commissary General to the Continental Army and later
a political leader, Wadsworth used his influence to help contribute
to the establishment of our young nation. His only son, Daniel,
was a groundbreaking patron of the arts and created the Wadsworth
Atheneum — on the lot where his father’s house once stood —
in 1842.
Of greatest importance to Daniel Wadsworth, as he proposed
the establishment of a gallery in Hartford, were John Trumbull’s
celebrated paintings of the Revolutionary War. Even Wadsworth’s
lawyer, who often acted for him, recognized the historic value
of the paintings, which he described as “beautiful memorials of
American patriotism.” The two also had a strong family connection:
Daniel Wadsworth had married John Trumbull’s niece, Faith,
in 1794. The trustees of the Wadsworth Atheneum purchased
five Trumbull paintings, three of which are in this exhibition, and
proudly displayed them when the museum first opened in 1844.

John Trumbull (2 of 5): 26”w x 38”h intro panel
background to match wall color = BM HC-156/van duesen blue; type color = PMS Warm Gray 2

Trumbull’s Revolutionary War paintings were so popular
he painted two additional sets.

1786 Trumbull begins work on the first set of eight paintings,
working on some of them for decades afterwards.

1817 Trumbull receives a commission from the U.S. Congress
to paint four life-size versions, after the originals, for the
Capitol Rotunda in Washington, D.C.

1830 Daniel Wadsworth’s lawyer proposes an idea to Trumbull
that the original series be displayed in a gallery to be built
in Hartford. Trumbull rejects the idea.

1831 Trumbull begins a third and final version of the series.
Due to failing health, he is only able to finish five of
the intended eight paintings.

1832 Trumbull donates his art collection, including the original
set of eight Revolutionary War paintings, to form a Trumbull
Gallery in New Haven.

1843 Trumbull dies. He is buried under his gallery, now the
Yale University Art Gallery.

1844 Daniel Wadsworth and the trustees of the Wadsworth
Atheneum purchase the third set of five Revolutionary War
paintings for $4053.33.
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America’s First
H i s t o ry P a i n t e r

There were few opportunities in the American colonies for painters
to study. John Trumbull attended Harvard University, where
he was interested in European art history and the American portraits
that hung in the halls of buildings on campus. Upon graduating,
Trumbull returned to his hometown of Lebanon, Connecticut,
where he continued to practice painting.
With the outbreak of the Revolutionary War, Trumbull served
briefly in the Continental Army as an officer of the First Regiment
of Connecticut and witnessed the Battle of Bunker Hill. He contributed
to the war effort by applying his drawing skills to map-making.
After leaving the army, Trumbull traveled to London twice (in 1780
and 1784) to study painting under the well-known painter Benjamin
West. While history painters traditionally depicted allegorical and
religious subjects to convey bravery and martyrdom, West encouraged
Trumbull to pursue a project based on contemporary events. Trumbull
expressed a desire to depict “the History of our Country” and chose
to paint a series on the Revolutionary War, which showed real people
engaged in key battles.
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The Changing Face
of Washington

George Washington (1732–1799) is one of the most frequently
portrayed figures in American history. During his lifetime, both
American and European artists competed to secure commissions
to capture Washington’s likeness. Earlier portraits and sculptures
were made to commemorate his military successes and political
accomplishments; later images memorialized him as a virtuous
citizen. In time, Washington’s image became symbolic of something
greater, elevating him to a divine or Christ-like figure.
To meet popular demand, which only increased after Washington’s
death, many of these formal portraits were made into engravings,
which could be mass-produced and distributed. The iconography
associated with Washington and his life also included his wife Martha
and their Virginia estate, Mount Vernon. Their likenesses were applied
to textiles, decorative arts, jewelry, postage stamps, currency, and
other objects. As one foreign diplomat noted on an 1811 visit to the
United States, “Every American considers it his sacred duty to have
a likeness of Washington in their home, just as we have images of
God’s saints.”
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John Trumbull
American, 1756 –1843

Portrait of a Gentleman,
an Artist, c. 1801
Oil on canvas
Bequest of Daniel Wadsworth, 1848.6

Before the invention of photography,
history was visually recorded through
other means such as painting, drawing,
and sketching. The gentleman pictured
here holds a book labeled “sketches.”
The pages appear loose and somewhat
disheveled, as if they are bursting with
ideas. What might he have just sketched?
What details of a particular moment will
seem most vivid to him and ultimately
live on for others to see? As you explore
this exhibition, consider the role of the
artist as a messenger of history and how
works of art invite you to experience the
past through another person’s eyes.
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Sidney Lawton Smith
American, 1845–1929
After Paul Revere
American, 1735–1818
Published by Charles B. Goodspeed, Boston, Mass.

The Bloody Massacre, 1908
Hand-colored engraving on paper
Bequest of William B. Goodwin, n.n.1995.300.1

Rising tensions between Americans and
the British occupying force led to the
infamous Boston Massacre. The evening
began when a local mob intimidated a group
of British soldiers, and the confrontation
then escalated with fatal consequences.
British Redcoats retaliated and fired at the
unarmed Americans, instantly killing three
and wounding several others.
Patriot Paul Revere’s engraving, made
shortly after the event, spread the news
throughout the colonies and galvanized
anti-British sentiment. The Boston Massacre
was one in a series of hostilities that led to
the Revolutionary War, which started in
April 1775.
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Antoine Maurin
French, 1793–1860
Published by François-Séraphin Delpech
French, 1778–1825

Washington in Uniform,
c. 1820
Colored lithograph on paper
Gift of James L. Goodwin, 1950.844

In July 1775, Washington became
Commander-in-Chief of the Continental
Army and proceeded to transform
untrained local militias into a wellorganized national fighting force.
Washington and his staff worked to
institute regular roll calls to prevent
officers and enlisted men from randomly
coming and going. He also regulated
the appearance of his officers and troops
by ordering each to obtain a blue uniform
with scarlet-colored facing, or lining,
as Washington wears here. In combat,
the Americans’ navy blue uniforms were
easily distinguished from the British,
who wore bright red and were known,
therefore, as “Redcoats.”

Ralph Ludwig Boyer
American, 1879 –1952
Printed by Henry E. Carling, London
Published by The George Washington Memorial
Association, Inc., New York

Washington Assumes
Command, 1932
From the portfolio The Bicentennial
Pageant of George Washington
Etching on paper
Anonymous gift from Yale University
in honor of Dr. George C. F. Williams, 1933.172

In this 1775 scene, Washington, the newly
appointed Commander-in-Chief, has just
taken charge of the Continental Army.
Positioned in the center with his sword
outstretched, Washington’s upright stance
reflects his authority. He addresses the
American troops just two weeks after
the Battle of Bunker Hill had demonstrated
the need for better organization.
Washington earned the position
because of his proven leadership and
military experience. He was an officer in
the Virginia militia during the French
and Indian War (1754–1763), and his
identity as a Virginian encouraged other
Southern colonies to join the war effort.

Gilbert Stuart
American, 1755 –1828

General Aquila Giles
(1758–1822), c. 1794
Oil on canvas
Purchased through the gift of
Henry and Walter Keney, 1908.4

Giles enlisted in the Continental Army
at the outbreak of the war and quickly
rose in rank. On his lapel, he wears the
badge of the Society of the Cincinnati.
Membership in this exclusive association
was limited to officers who served at least
three years during the Revolutionary War.
Founded in 1783 to preserve the
fellowship of American officers after the
war, the Society was named for Lucius
Quinctius Cincinnatus, a Roman called
upon to lead his people into battle. After
their victory, he became the model
of the citizen soldier by immediately
relinquishing power and returning to his
farm—an example of leadership and civic
virtue in the Republic.

Johann Gotthard
von Müller
German, 1747–1830
After John Trumbull
American, 1756–1843

The Battle of Bunker’s Hill
near Boston, June 17, 1775,
1798
Engraving on paper
Purchased by Daniel Wadsworth and members
of the Atheneum Committee, 1844.7

Trumbull arranged for his Revolutionary
War paintings to be reproduced as
engravings, widely accessible to the
public, to support his career and enhance
his artistic reputation.

American Major General Joseph
Warren lies dying, as a British soldier
thrusts a bayonet toward his body. British
Major John Small, with a sword resting on
his shoulder, attempts to deflect the blow.
Trumbull wrote that this was intended
to demonstrate Small’s “humanity and
kindness to American prisoners.” The
battle was a tactical victory for the
British; however, the Americans proved
that an inexperienced militia could stand
its ground against professional soldiers.

John Trumbull’s painting The Death of General Warren
at the Battle of Bunker Hill can be seen on the museum’s
first floor, in Morgan Great Hall.

John Trumbull
American, 1756 –1843

Sketch of General Israel
Putnam (1718 –1790), c. 1780
Graphite on paper
Lent by The Putnam Phalanx, t.l.1945.37

Israel Putnam ran a prosperous farm and tavern
in Brooklyn, Connecticut, before joining the
Continental Army at the outbreak of the war.
Appointed a Major General, he served with
distinction at the Battle of Bunker Hill. Trumbull
sketched Putnam in preparation for the finished
oil painting of the battle, now installed on
the museum’s first floor in Morgan Great Hall.
Putnam is shown with his bayonet raised in
defense at the far left of the scene. Accounts of
the fighting noted Putnam’s bravery and credited
him for instructing his troops, “Don’t fire until
you see the whites of their eyes.”

Lamp Screen, 1861
Designed by Samuel Colt
American, 1814–1862

Carved by Christian Deyhle
German, active 1855–1889
Carved ivory, white oak, and engraved silver
The Elizabeth Hart Jarvis Colt Collection, 1905.1150
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Hartford firearms manufacturer Samuel Colt
designed this carving of two historic battles
as a celebration of American military glory.
Above is Bunker Hill, based on John Trumbull’s
Revolutionary War painting, and below is the
Battle of New Orleans from the War of 1812.
Equestrian portraits of George Washington and
Connecticut’s Israel Putnam appear on either
side. At the base are busts of four Revolutionary
War heroes — Major Generals Nathanael Greene,
Alexander Hamilton, the Marquis de Lafayette,
and Baron von Steuben — and patriotic slogans
that allude to American unity and independence.
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John Trumbull
American, 1756 –1843

The Death of General
Montgomery in the Attack on
Quebec, December 31, 1775,
1834
Oil on canvas
Purchased by Daniel Wadsworth and members
of the Atheneum Committee, 1844.2

A plume of smoke clears to reveal the
body of American Major General Richard
Montgomery, dying in the arms of a
junior officer. Montgomery’s troops
attacked Quebec in 1775 in order to
capture British territory, and rally Frenchspeaking Canadians to the Patriot cause.
Montgomery’s campaign was successful
at first, but by the time his troops reached
Quebec, they were outnumbered, illequipped, and weakened from months of
fighting. Their defeat at Quebec was the
first major setback for American forces
during the Revolutionary War.
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John Trumbull
American, 1756 –1843

The Declaration of
Independence, July 4, 1776,
1832
Oil on canvas
Purchased by Daniel Wadsworth and members
of the Atheneum Committee, 1844.3

The Declaration of Independence
proclaimed the thirteen colonies’ decision
to sever ties with Great Britain. Here, chief
author Thomas Jefferson presents the
document to John Hancock, President of
the Second Continental Congress.
Trumbull based his painting on
firsthand accounts of the proceedings in
Philadelphia and, when possible, sketched
each figure from life. He did take artistic
liberties, most notably portraying an
event that occurred on June 28, not July 4,
and including representatives who were
absent as well as those who opposed the
Declaration.

556

Allen Lewis
American, 1873–1957
Printed by the artist
Published by The George Washington Memorial
Association, Inc., New York

The British Evacuate Boston,
1932
From the portfolio The Bicentennial
Pageant of George Washington
Etching on paper
Anonymous gift from Yale University
in honor of Dr. George C. F. Williams, 1933.173

Washington oversees the evacuation of
the British fleet from Boston Harbor in
March 1776. He had captured the Britishoccupied city in large part due to his
advantageous position on the hilltop
of Dorchester Heights and sixty tons
of cannons that had been heroically
transferred from Fort Ticonderoga in
northern New York. With their control
over Boston under threat, 11,000 British
troops and the fleet were withdrawn.
In Lewis’s image, Washington towers
over the retreating ships, appearing larger
than life. He and his troops would leave
Boston shortly after, fearing a British
attack on New York City.

John Trumbull
American, 1756 –1843

The Capture of the Hessians
at Trenton, December 26, 1776,
1831
Oil on canvas
Purchased by Daniel Wadsworth and members
of the Atheneum Committee, 1844.4

General Washington is portrayed seeking
medical aid for the mortally wounded
Hessian commander, Colonel Johann Rall,
shown clutching his chest in pain. Trumbull
intended this painting as a lesson to “show
mercy and kindness to a fallen enemy.”
After crossing the Delaware River
into New Jersey, Washington attacked
the unsuspecting Hessians, British-allied
German mercenaries, and won a victory
desperately needed by the American troops
after a series of defeats. They captured a
thousand soldiers and a large supply of
firearms. The fallen Hessian flag, featured
prominently in the foreground, became an
important war trophy.
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Albert Edward Sterner
American, born England, 1863–1946
Printed by Henry E. Carling, London
Published by The George Washington Memorial
Association, Inc., New York

Washington Prevents
a Military Dictatorship, 1932
From the portfolio The Bicentennial
Pageant of George Washington
Etching on paper
Anonymous gift from Yale University
in honor of Dr. George C. F. Williams, 1933.178

The British surrender at Yorktown, Virginia
on October 19, 1781, ended major military
operations in the United States. In the
postwar years, British troops remained in
New York City. Washington retained
a garrison in Newburgh, New York, to
monitor their activities. American troops
there, disgruntled by overdue compensation,
threatened action against the fledgling
government.
At the height of his influence, Washington
made an impassioned plea “to place a full
confidence in the intentions of Congress.”
His actions prevented a potential military
coup later known as the Newburgh
Conspiracy.

Elijah C. Middleton
American, 1818 –1883
After Gilbert Stuart
American, 1755–1828

Martha Washington and
George Washington, 1861
Chromolithographs mounted on canvas
Bequest of Mrs. Catharine E. Shaffer, 1933.12 and 1933.11

Martha Dandridge Custis and George
Washington were married on January 6, 1759.
At the time, Martha was twenty-seven,
recently widowed, and the mother of four
children. She received a large inheritance
from her first husband, but perhaps more
significant was the valuable experience
she gained while managing his vast estate.
Her administrative skills enabled her to
successfully run Mount Vernon while
George was away, serving their new nation.
George and Martha had their
likenesses painted numerous times.
Middleton’s portraits were based on
Gilbert Stuart’s originals, made in 1796.
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Alex Katz
American, b. 1927

Young Washington, 1975
From the Kent Bicentennial Portfolio
Spirit of Independence
Lithograph in eight colors on paper
Gift of Lorillard, a Division of Loews Theaters, Inc.,
1976.9

Figurative painter Alex Katz was one
of twelve artists commissioned by the
Lorillard Company to create prints for
a portfolio commemorating the United
States’ Bicentennial. The artists were
asked to respond to the question “What
does independence mean to me?”
Best known for his large-scale,
simplified portraits of friends and family,
Katz chose to portray a young George
Washington in uniform. In comparison
to depictions of Washington made during
his lifetime, Katz’s use of bold, graphic
lines lend his version a distinctly modern
feel. Detached from a specific historic
context or setting, his Washington
assumes an almost superhuman quality.

The Marketing of an Icon
Washington imagery became even more
popular after his death in 1799, especially in
the form of commemorative prints. Many of
these became the basis for designs applied
to pottery and other household items.
Entrepreneurs, especially English potters,
used a process called transfer printing to
mass-produce Washington memorabilia for
the American market.

This involved the transfer of a printed image
or pattern from tissue paper to a piece of
pottery. The ink of the design transferred to
the wet ceramic surface of the object. These
transferware jugs were all made using this
technique.

Apotheosis of Washington,
c. 1800–05
English, probably Liverpool

After John James Barralet
American, born Ireland, active 1747–1815
Creamware with transfer-printed decoration
Bequest of Mrs. Gurdon Trumbull, 1934.140

Peace, Plenty, and
Independence, c. 1810
English, Liverpool

Herculaneum Pottery
Creamware with transfer-printed decoration
The Stephen Terry Collection,
gift of Mrs. Stephen Terry, 1905.807

Tomb of Washington, 1800
English, probably Liverpool
Creamware with transfer-printed decoration
Gift of Dr. Horace S. Fuller, 1905.139

E. B. & E. C. Kellogg
American, active Hartford, Connecticut,
1840 –1847 and 1855–1867

Washington, 1844
Color lithograph on paper
Gift from the Estate of John H. Sage, 1925.890

This image combines a silhouette of
George Washington with patriotic
symbolism. The bald eagle, an emblem
of the United States, literally rests upon
Washington’s likeness. Further, his name
is etched in the rocky landscape, alluding
to the solid foundation upon which the
nation was built and the indestructible
legacy of the hero.
This print of Washington was made
as the frontispiece of an 1845 publication,
Portrait Gallery of Distinguished American
Citizens. Among the other individuals
featured were prominent United States
presidents, politicians, and statesmen,
including John Quincy Adams,
Martin van Buren, and Andrew Jackson.

Sign for David Bissell’s Inn
and Joseph Phelps’s Inn, 1777
and 1801
American, East Windsor
(now East Windsor Hill
in South Windsor), Connecticut
Attributed to Abner Reed
American, 1771–1866
Paint on wood
Bequest of Emma Bell King, 1933.381

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,
designs for hanging signs such as this were
often adapted from coins, paper money,
prints, book illustrations, or other preexisting sources. The image of Lady Liberty
surrounded by stars resembles the copper
penny used at the time.
The sign initially advertised an inn
established by David Bissell in 1777.
When the inn’s ownership changed, the
bottom of the sign was repainted to reflect
the new owner, Joseph Phelps (J. P). At the
same time, the number of stars painted
around Liberty was likely increased from
thirteen, representing the original colonies,
to sixteen, reflecting the addition of three
new states by 1801.

Catalogue of Paintings Now Exhibiting
in Wadsworth Gallery, Hartford
(Hartford: Press of Case, Lockwood
& Company, 1863). Wadsworth
Atheneum Archives
The original catalogue was printed in 1844
for the opening of the gallery, and this
later edition contains the same descriptions
of the paintings, beginning with The Battle
of Bunker Hill, written as a history lesson.
Note the guidelines for what was forbidden
in the gallery.

Nathaniel B. Holmes,
Catalogue of Paintings by
Colonel Trumbull; Including
Nine Subjects of the American
Revolution (New York: 1831).
Inscribed by Daniel Wadsworth.
Gift of The Auerbach Library
Associates, in honor
of William I. Atwood, 2001

Daniel Wadsworth’s signature on this catalogue
documents his early interest in John Trumbull’s
original series of Revolutionary War paintings,
exhibited at the American Academy of the Fine
Arts in New York City. These paintings ultimately
went to Trumbull’s personal gallery, now the
Yale University Art Gallery. He painted another
set that Wadsworth and the Atheneum trustees
purchased in 1844.

Wadsworth Atheneum
Picture Gallery, c. 1890
Reproduction from original
Wadsworth Atheneum Archives

On the right hand wall, bottom row, are
two of John Trumbull’s Revolutionary War
paintings: The Death of General Montgomery
in the Attack on Quebec, December 31, 1775,
and The Death of General Mercer at the Battle
of Princeton, January 3, 1777.

Peter Rushton Maverick
American, 1755–1811

Key to The Battle of Quebec,
“Americans,” c. 1790
Engraving on paper
Source unknown, n.n.1995.392

John Francis Eugene
Prud’Homme
American, 1800 –1892
After John Trumbull
American, 1756–1843

Key to The Declaration of
Independence, July 4, 1776,
c. 1834
Engraving on paper
Purchased by Daniel Wadsworth and members
of the Atheneum Committee, 1844.3a

John Trumbull
American, 1756–1843

Portrait Miniature of
Mrs. Jeremiah Wadsworth
(Mehitable Russell), c. 1790
Oil on mahogany
Private Collection

Trumbull excelled in painting both largeformat compositions, such as heroic history
paintings, and portrait miniatures, often
no larger than the palm of one’s hand.

Trumbull lost the sight of one eye in childhood,
and scholars have suggested that the associated
lack of depth perception, noted in his
monumental works, was minimized when he
painted miniatures.
Mehitable Russell (1744–1817) of
Middletown, CT, married Jeremiah Wadsworth
(1743–1804) in 1767. Their son Daniel, founder
of the Wadsworth Atheneum, married
Trumbull’s niece Faith. Among Trumbull’s
earliest commissions upon returning to
America from London in 1789 were portraits
of Colonel and Mrs. Wadsworth.

Pair of bracelet clasps, c. 1783
French
Gold, pearl, blue glass
Private Collection

Colonel Jeremiah Wadsworth served as
Commissary General for the French troops
fighting for American independence, helping
to supply them with provisions. In 1783,
he traveled to Paris to submit a report of his
transactions. In recognition of his services to
France, the Marquis de Lafayette presented
these bracelets as a gift for his wife Mehitable.
The inscriptions honor Wadsworth’s service
to France.

Claude Regnier
French, active 1840 –1866
After Junius Brutus Stearns
American, 1810–1885

Life of George Washington:
The Farmer, 1853
Hand-colored lithograph on paper
The Amistad Center for Art & Culture, 1987.1.137

Washington retired to Mount Vernon, the
500-acre Virginia estate he inherited from
his half-brother, Lawrence. Washington
devoted himself to improving American
agriculture and became a skilled farmer.
At Mount Vernon, Washington oversaw
the property, farm, and enslaved workers.
Southern plantation owners relied heavily
upon slave labor to harvest cotton and
tobacco. Although Washington was a slave
owner, his thoughts on the institution
changed over time. His will stipulated that
his slaves should be freed, although not
until after the death of his wife.
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Claude Regnier
French, active 1840 –1866
After Junius Brutus Stearns
American, 1810–1885

Life of George Washington:
The Christian, 1853
Hand-colored lithograph on paper
The Amistad Center for Art & Culture, 1987.1.479

From 1847 to 1856, Stearns painted a fivepart series, chronicling Washington’s life
as a farmer, husband, soldier, statesman,
and dying icon. Washington died at
Mount Vernon on December 14, 1799,
from complications arising from a cold
and sore throat. Pictured at his bedside
are his wife Martha and his longtime
secretary Tobias Lear. His doctor looks
on in concern. Also in the room are
Washington’s grandchildren, housekeeper,
and an enslaved domestic worker.
According to Washington’s first
biographer, his last words were, “Father
of mercies, take me to thyself.” Stearns
titled this print The Christian to help
market it to the religious majority
in America.

E Pluribus Unum,
c. 1800–10
English, Liverpool

Herculaneum Pottery
Creamware with transfer-printed decoration
The Stephen Terry Collection,
gift of Mrs. Stephen Terry, 1905.806

In 1776, the Latin phrase e pluribus unum, or “out
of many, one,” symbolized the union of the thirteen
colonies. The motto was paired with a coat of arms
that featured a bald eagle, carrying an arrow for
each state, and an olive branch, symbolizing peace.
The patriotic emblem appears twice on this jug.
On the other side of the vessel are verses from
“Adams and Liberty,” considered the first important
campaign song in American history. Robert Treat Paine
Jr., whose father signed the Declaration of Independence
for Massachusetts, wrote the words. The melody was
later used for the “The Star-Spangled Banner.”

