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Introduction

Introduction

 This volume attempts to offer something for everyone. That is to say, the biographies presented 
herein include great Americans from varied fields. But the overall emphasis is on inventors, scientists, 
or creators of special achievements. In some cases, it is almost impossible to find pictures of particular 
individuals, so the next best possibility is offered. A perfect example is that of John Fitch, who was likely 
the inventor of the steamboat. Fitch was an unusual man; he was anti-social, and there are no pictures of 
him, so an artist has drawn his conception of the man. There is also an illustration of his creation—the 
strangest of contraptions—a steamboat that worked.

As one studies the lives of these great people, especially those of the inventors and scientists, 
he should see a number of parallels. First of all, almost every one of these hard-working people was 
self-made. That is, they overcame a great many early handicaps to achieve success. They never flagged 
in their efforts to achieve. They never gave up. Indeed, it seems that they might have gone on forever, 
attempting to meet the goals that they established for themselves. Here one thinks of Cyrus Field who, 
time after time, put his cable across the Atlantic Ocean only to see it snap. Finally, after a great many 
attempts, he succeeded.
 These biographical sketches act as a springboard for student learning. They are simply starting 
points for student involvement. Time lines are included in each chapter to give students additional in-
formation about the subject and time period. This book supports No Child Left Behind (NCLB) and is 
correlated with the National Standards for History (NSH) and the National Council for Social Studies 
(NCSS) curriculum standards. The “Historical Fact” section of each unit may be used to help the student 
gain depth in factual knowledge. The “Questions for Research” section offers alternatives to the teacher’s 
own choices for supplemental investigations. Some research possibilities are offered; in other instances, 
it is suggested that the student find some particular historical fact concerning the biography under study. 
The encyclopedia or the Internet can be used to acquire additional information, as well as the American 
Heritage Collection and the Dictionary of American Biography. If these are not available in the school 
library, then your local public library likely has them. Relevant websites are given in each chapter for 
students to use in researching the topics further. References for further reading for those who become 
interested in finding out additional information about a particular famous American are included in the 
back of the book. 

Finally, it should be remembered that, in most instances, the subjects described in this volume 
had a modicum of good luck. We hope that this factor plays a part in your work with these biographies. 
Good luck!  
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What Happened in America Time Line
 Take note of the accomplishments and lifespan of the individuals highlighted in these pages. Use this time 
line to help you understand historical sequence and where each of the “famous” Americans “fits” in this time line 
of historical events.

1600 Settlement in Jamestown; Pocahontas marries John Rolfe; the first slaves appear in America.

1620 Mayflower Compact ; Boston Latin School is founded; Harvard College is founded; Roger Williams 
winters with the Narragansetts.

1640 Old Deluder Satan Law; Scots-Irish begin to arrive in numbers; Maryland Act of Religious Toleration

1660 First Native American Bible; Quakers are persecuted in Virginia; French expand settlements into Illinois; 
postal service is established from Boston to New York; smallpox epidemics occur in the Colonies.

1680 Charleston, South Carolina, is founded; William Penn establishes a government for Pennsylvania; French-
Indian raid on Schenectady, New York; Salem Witchcraft Trials are held; William and Mary College is 
founded. 

1700 Yale is founded; the Boston Newsletter is the first newspaper; Pennsylvania (Kentucky) rifle developed; 
“Mother Goose” rhymes appear.

1720 Continued arrivals of many Germans in Pennsylvania; the Great Awakening, led by Jonathan Edwards; 
Benjamin Franklin writes Poor Richard’s Almanack.

1740 Benjamin Franklin invents a new stove for “women”; Princeton is founded; Independence Hall is built 
in Philadelphia; the first general hospital in Philadelphia; King’s College (Columbia University) is 
founded.

1760 Colonial population is now 1,600,000; Charles Mason and Jeremiah Dixon begin a survey; the Treaty 
of Paris ends the French and Indian War (Seven Years’ War), which had partly been fought in the Colo-
nies.

1765 The first medical school in Philadelphia; John Singleton Copley shows his paintings in London; British 
troops are quartered in Boston.

1770 Boston Massacre; a stagecoach travels from New York to Philadelphia in one and one-half days; Charles 
Wilson Peale becomes a promising artist and paints the first of his portraits of Washington.

1775 Thomas Paine writes Common Sense ; Virginia abolishes the slave trade; Phi Beta Kappa is founded; 
Declaration of Independence and the War of Revolution take place.

1780 Noah Webster publishes The American Spelling Book ; Franklin invents bifocals; Treaty of Paris ends 
the Revolutionary War.

1785 Georgia establishes the first state university; increased numbers of Scots-Irish begin to arrive, many of 
whom are well-educated; news arrives of the French Revolution.

1790 Population is nearly 4,000,000 (almost one-fourth African-American); Eli Whitney invents the cotton 
gin, which firms up slavery as an institution; war in Europe—Washington proclaims neutrality; the Genet 
affair

1795 Gilbert Stuart launches his career of pictures of George Washington; undeclared naval war with France; 
the iron plow is invented; Johnny Appleseed spreads goodwill and apples.

1800 The Library of Congress is established; the capital is now at Washington, D.C.; the Louisiana Purchase; 
the Jeffersonian “Revolution” begins; there is continued trouble with warring powers of Europe.

What Happened in America Time Line
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1805 Noah Webster composes his Dictionary ; Robert Fulton constructs the Clermont (He is not really the first 
to invent the steamboat, however.); Zebulon Pike sights his peak; the African slave trade is forbidden.

1810 The first orchestra in the United States is founded in Massachusetts; the National Road is under construc-
tion; Benjamin Rush writes Diseases of the Mind ; “The Star-Spangled Banner” is written by Francis 
Scott Key; Washington, D.C., is burned, but Baltimore is saved.

1815 Baltimore is lighted by gas; William Cullen Bryant composes “Thanatopsis”; settlers flock to the Military 
Tract in Illinois; Territory Unitarianism emerges in New England; financial panic occurs.

1820 Rip Van Winkle is written; the Monroe Doctrine is proclaimed; Old Democracy (Democratic Party) 
begins to split; the first free public library is established in New Hampshire.

1825 John Quincy Adams is now in the White House; the Erie Canal revolutionizes western trade; James 
Fenimore Cooper writes The Last of the Mohicans; John James Audubon publishes his first important 
book on wildlife. 

1830 The Mormon Church is organized; Peter Cooper builds the first steam-driven locomotive, called Tom 
Thumb, in New York; Cyrus McCormick invents a reaper (He is not the first, nor the last to do so.); 
Oberlin College is the first co-ed college in America.

1835 George Bancroft writes History of the United States of America; Mt. Holyoke is the first women’s col-
lege; Asa Gray publishes a botany text; Goodyear vulcanizes rubber. 

1840 Horace Mann establishes educational reforms; Dorothea Dix works to improve prisons and insane 
asylums; Crawford Long uses anesthetic (ether); Ralph Waldo Emerson publishes essays; Samuel F.B. 
Morse sends the first telegraphic message.

1845 Edgar Allan Poe writes “The Raven”; Joseph Henry, one of America’s great scientists, begins a weather 
bureau; Elias Howe builds a sewing machine; Henry Wadsworth Longfellow writes “Evangeline”; the 
War with Mexico is fought; gold is discovered in California.

1850 The Compromise of 1850; Herman Melville writes Moby Dick; Franklin Pierce is elected president; 
trouble begins in Kansas; Uncle Tom’s Cabin is written by Harriet Beecher Stowe.

1855 Walt Whitman, J. Russell Lowell, and Oliver W. Holmes all publish important works; oil is discovered in 
Pennsylvania; Abe Lincoln campaigns against Stephen Douglas in Illinois; John Brown attacks Harpers 
Ferry.

1860 Abraham Lincoln wins the presidency; the secession of the South and the Civil War begins; Morrill Act 
is passed; Vicksburg and Gettysburg battles take place; General Tom Thumb visits the White House.

1865 Lincoln is assassinated; the Civil War ends; the formation of the Westinghouse Air Brake Company; 
first intercollegiate football game is played; the new president, Andrew Johnson, gets into trouble with 
Congress.

1870 James McNeill Whistler paints a picture of his mother; Saint-Gaudens shows statue “Hiawatha”; the 
Chautauqua movement begins. 

1875 Alexander Graham Bell invents the telephone; Mark Twain publishes Tom Sawyer; Thomas Edison 
invents the phonograph and the light bulb; Frances Willard presides over the Women’s Christian Tem-
perance Union; Ulysses S. Grant is in his last years as U.S. President. 

What Happened in America Time Line (cont.)

What Happened in America Time Line
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1880 Booker T. Washington founds the Tuskegee Institute; Clara Barton founds the American Red Cross; 
James Garfield is elected president; the American union movement grows.

1885 France gives the United States the Statue of Liberty; Samuel Gompers founds the American Federation 
of Labor; Jane Addams establishes Hull House in  Chicago; Chester Arthur finishes his term as presi-
dent. 

1890 Women’s suffrage begins in Wyoming; basketball is invented; Columbian Exposition in Chicago; Henry 
Ford builds his first car; Benjamin Harrison is president.

1895 Mary Baker Eddy founds the First Church of Christ Scientist; the first comic strip is written; John Philip 
Sousa composes “The Stars and Stripes Forever”; John Dewey begins a school revolution; Hawaii is 
annexed.

1900 Yellow fever is diminished by Walter Reed’s efforts; William McKinley is assassinated; the first trans-
atlantic radio broadcast occurs; the first successful airplane flight; Teddy Roosevelt catches the nation’s 
fancy.

1905 The San Francisco earthquake; Theodore Roosevelt is elected for a second term; the Model T Ford 
revolutionizes the auto industry; Robert Peary reaches the North Pole.

1910 Andrew Carnegie gives huge sums of money to philanthropic enterprises; “Muckrakers” and the Progres-
sive Movement are in full swing; William Howard Taft is in the White House—more trusts are broken; 
Federal Reserve System is established.

1915 Edgar Lee Masters writes the Spoon River Anthology; John J. Pershing chases Pancho Villa; Pulitzer 
Prizes are begun; World War I is underway, and the United States enters the war in 1917; Woodrow 
Wilson wins the Nobel Prize.

1920 Warren G. Harding is elected in a landslide; slight economic recession—Harry S Truman’s haberdash-
ery fails; Sinclair Lewis writes Main Street ; Teapot Dome Scandal; radio is becoming more common-
place.

1925 Calvin Coolidge is in the White House; the first successful “talkie,” The Jazz Singer; Charles Lindbergh 
flies the Atlantic; the Holland Tunnel is built.

1930 Herbert Hoover is in the White House, and the Great Depression is underway; Show Boat is a big Broad-
way hit; Amelia Earhart flies the Atlantic; Franklin Roosevelt wins in 1932.

1935 Dust storms in the West; George Gershwin writes Porgy and Bess; Will Rogers is killed; the New Deal 
is at its apex; Carl Sandburg writes Abraham Lincoln, The War Years; Hitler begins Germany’s expan-
sion; Amelia Earhart disappears over the Pacific.

1940 FDR gives the “Four Freedoms” speech; Japanese attack Pearl Harbor; U.S. geared to war; John Stein-
beck is the leading American writer; the first nuclear reaction; Normandy landings

1945 War with Germany ends; new antibiotics, penicillin and streptomycin, are discovered; Roosevelt dies; 
Harry S Truman is the new president; atomic bombs dropped on Japan; Truman confounds polltakers 
by winning the presidency in 1948; William Faulkner wins the Nobel Prize.

1950 The Korean War begins; Blue Cross now has 40 million subscribers; George Marshall wins the Nobel 
Prize; Dwight D. Eisenhower wins the presidency; the Korean War ends.

What Happened in America Time Line (cont.)

What Happened in America Time Line
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1955 Russia shocks the world by launching the first satellite; the Salk polio vaccine now virtually eliminates 
the dread disease; Little Rock civil rights crisis occurs; Alaska and Hawaii are admitted as new states; 
Nikita Khrushchev visits the United States.

1960 John F. Kennedy is elected; Kennedy is assassinated in 1963; Lyndon Johnson is now president; poverty 
relief plan is initiated; the first U.S. space flight; the Vietnam War speeds up.

1965 Civil rights and anti-war riots spread; Lyndon Johnson is reelected; Martin Luther King, Jr., is assas-
sinated; Vietnam is now taking a heavier toll; Eugene McCarthy launches his presidential campaign; 
Robert Kennedy is assassinated.

1970 Richard M. Nixon is now president, and he begins to wind down the war in Vietnam; the draft ends; 
troops are finally withdrawn from Vietnam and prisoners are returned; Governor George Wallace is 
shot; Watergate, along with the eventual resignation of President Nixon; President Ford now occupies 
the White House; oil embargo is enforced.

1975 The Vietnam War ends; assassination attempts on President Ford; U.S. celebrates Bicentennial; Jimmy 
Carter elected president; Panama Canal treaties; Iran hostage crisis occurs.

1980 Ronald Reagan elected president; hostages released from Iran; assassination attempt on President Reagan; 
SALT talks with U.S.S.R.; U.S. troops invade Grenada; Reagan is reelected; AIDS virus is discovered; 
first space shuttle flight is launched.

1985 President Reagan and Soviet General Secretary Mikhail Gorbachev hold summit meetings; U.S. warplanes 
bomb Libya; Iran-Contra scandal; George H.W. Bush is elected president; pro-democracy demonstra-
tions in Tiananmen Square in China; U.S. invades Panama; Berlin Wall falls; Exxon Valdez oil disaster 
occurs in Alaska.

1990 Persian Gulf War; former Soviet countries become independent; Hubble Space Telescope launched; 
Los Angeles riots after beating of Rodney King; Bill Clinton is elected president; siege at Waco, Texas; 
Whitewater Scandal; Clinton is reelected.

1995 Oklahoma City bombing; O.J. Simpson murder trial; President Clinton is impeached but not removed 
from office; the Unabomber is caught; Columbine High School shooting spree; construction of Interna-
tional Space Station begins.

2000 Y2K scare proves groundless; mapping of human genome is completed; George W. Bush is elected 
president; September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks; U.S. troops invade Afghanistan in War on Terror; U.S. 
troops invade Iraq; President Bush is reelected.

2005 President Bush begins second term; War on Terror continues in Afghanistan and Iraq; Democratic elec-
tions take place in Afghanistan and Iraq; Hurricane Katrina devastates the Gulf Coast of the United 
States; gas prices are at all-time highs.

What Happened in America Time Line (cont.)

What Happened in America Time Line
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Benjamin Banneker
1731–1806

Benjamin Banneker has been called the “most accomplished 
African-American” in the period generally known as the Federalist 
Era. Banneker was born in Maryland in 1731 and attended a private 
school that educated both African-Americans and whites. His parents, 
some books say, were of mixed racial origins from Dutch Guiana. The 
family was obviously a “free” family, for Maryland was a colony in 
which slavery flourished.
 Young Benjamin indicated his deep interest in both science 
and mathematics from the very beginning. The clock that you see on 
the next page is probably modeled after the one built by Banneker 
when he was a young man. It must be understood that this was not 
the first wooden clock by any means, but the fact that a young Afri-
can-American boy had made it astounded the whites who lived in the 
Baltimore area.

 Banneker’s abilities attracted the attention of a white Quaker 
by the name of George Ellicott, a Maryland flour miller. When the Ellicott mills were under construction, 
Banneker visited the sites frequently and increased his general knowledge of engineering techniques. 
Ellicott lent the young boy books on science and astronomy, and Banneker soon became so proficient 
that he was able to predict a solar eclipse with a degree of accuracy.
 In 1791, Banneker began the publication of a series of almanacs that were both informative and 
entertaining. There are no pictures of Banneker except a sketch that appears on the front of these alma-
nacs—and that is a poor representation indeed. However, contemporaries described him as being a large 
man with gray hair, who wore clothes made of broadcloth and a hat similar to those worn by Quakers in 
Benjamin Franklin’s time.

The first issue of the almanac contained an account written by one of Banneker’s friends as a tes-
timony to the scientist’s ability. In it is described a portion of Banneker’s early life, how hard he studied 
when he was young, and how determined he was to succeed.
 The almanacs earned for Banneker the sobriquet of the “black Poor Richard.” But they also 
earned something else for the author, and that was the respect of a man of influence. Secretary of War 
James McHenry of President Adams’ administration not only distributed copies of the almanac but gained 
important connections for Banneker in society. Banneker even sent a copy of the almanac to Thomas 
Jefferson, who in turn sent it to the Academy of Sciences in Paris.

As a result of his labors, Banneker received an important commission to set the boundaries of the 
District of Columbia and to lay out definitions of its streets. In this he worked with Major Pierre L’Enfant, 
the major designer for the national capital.

Banneker continued to publish his almanacs, although in the 1790s, he became vitally concerned 
with the prospects of peace between this country and France. It was somewhat natural for him to have 
aligned himself with the Jeffersonian Republicans, and so for some time, he made his almanac a sort of 
anti-military publication.

Banneker had now passed the peak of his activity, but he made major contributions in the area of 
anti-slavery. He fought the “institution” of slavery, as it was called, until his death in 1806.

Benjamin Banneker
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1750

BANNEKER’S
ALMANAC

1790 18061731
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LAY OUT

WASHINGTON, D.C.

TIME LINE

QUESTIONS FOR RESEARCH

  1. Research Benjamin Banneker’s parents. Were they educated?

  2. When were the first clocks made? Were they made of metal or 
wood?

  3. It is wrong to assume that Benjamin Banneker invented the clock. 
What was the level of scientific research in Banneker’s time? Could 
navigators sight the stars and the sun? Why, then, is Banneker 
considered an unusual man?

NATIONAL STANDARDS CORRELATIONS

NCSS Ic: (Culture) Explain and give examples of how language, literature, the arts, architecture, other 
artifacts, traditions, belief, values, and behaviors contribute to the development and transmission of 
culture.
NSH Era 3, Standard 3: The institutions and practices of government created during the Revolution 
and how they were revised between 1787 and 1815 to create the foundation of American political system 
based on the U.S. Constitution and the Bill of Rights

WEBSITES

http://www.jmu.edu/madison/center/main_pages/madison_archives/era/african/free/banneker/bio.htm
“Benjamin Banneker: A Brief Biography,” James Madison University

http://dbs.ohiohistory.org/africanam/page1.cfm?ItemID=14095&Current=02_03A
“Cleveland Gazette: Benjamin Banneker,” Ohio Historical Society

http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/today/nov09.html
“Today in History: November 9,” The Library of Congress

Benjamin Banneker (cont.)

Benjamin Banneker
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Name: Date: 

Benjamin Banneker (cont.)

HISTORICAL FACTS

  1. Benjamin Banneker has been called the “ ” in 

the period generally known as the Federalist Era.

  2. The family was obviously a(n) “ ” family, for Maryland was a 

colony in which slavery flourished.

  3. Young Benjamin indicated his deep interest in both  and 

  from the very beginning.

  4. Banneker’s abilities attracted the attention of a white Quaker, , 

who took him under his wing and provided him more educational opportunities.

  5. In 1791, Banneker began a series of , which were both 

informative and entertaining.

  6. These booklets earned for Banneker the sobriquet of  “ 

.”

  7. Secretary of War  , of President Adams’ administration, 

distributed copies of the almanac and introduced Banneker to many important people.

  8. Banneker sent a copy of the almanac to , who in turn 

sent it to the Academy of Sciences in Paris.

  9. He received a commission to work with  to set the 

boundaries of the District of Columbia and to lay out the definitions of the streets.

10. In the 1790s, he became vitally concerned with the prospects of peace between this country and  

.

11. He became aligned with  , and so, for some time, 

he made his almanac a sort of anti-military publication.

12. Banneker fought the “institution” of  , as it was 

called, until his death in 1806.

Benjamin Banneker
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Benjamin West
1738–1820

 Benjamin West was America’s first great artist. He was born 
in 1738 near Springfield, Pennsylvania, the son of John West, a 
Quaker, and his second wife, Sarah. Benjamin did not grow up as a 
Quaker, although that religion certainly influenced his behavior.
 Young Benjamin showed his artistic talents early, possibly 
at the age of six. At eight years of age, he obtained his first artist’s 
supplies. Studying on his own, West was able to obtain his first 
commission at the age of fifteen.
 Eventually, he made his way to Philadelphia, then the only 
city in the northern colonies to have achieved a level of artistic 
appreciation. He studied for a while at the College of Philadelphia 
but failed to graduate. Living frugally and saving money that he 
earned from doing small paintings, he was able to bank enough 
to allow for travel to Europe.
 In 1760, West left for Leghorn, Italy, where as an American, 

he was regarded for a time as an oddity. Fortunately, West had a charming personality, and this earned 
him a number of important friends. At first most influenced by the paintings of Titian, his outlook was 
eventually modified by further travels to Rome, Florence, and Bologna.
 In 1763, West went to England where he was to remain for the rest of his life—some 57 years. 
He soon was able to make important contacts, especially one with Sir Joshua Reynolds, one of Britain’s 
greatest artists. Others in West’s circle of friends were Burke, the great parliamentarian, and Samuel 
Johnson.

West’s first important painting was “Angelica and Medoro,” which he exhibited in 1764. He 
followed this with “The Parting of Hector and Andromache” and “Agrippina Landing With the Ashes 
of Germanicus.” One must remember that these paintings were quite large. West painted with a certain 
gusto, and his pictures were immediately popular. Out of these first successes came the patronage of 
George III.

From 1769 on, West’s time was filled by orders from the royal family. In 1771, while painting on 
the King’s orders, West produced a most unconventional picture entitled “Death of Wolfe.” Instead of 
clothing his figures in classical robes, West painted his subjects in the uniforms of the British military. 
At first criticized on all sides, West eventually won acceptance of the picture and the acclaim of all for 
initiating a revolutionary school of painting.

West became the president of the Royal Academy, and with the exception of one year, served in 
that position from 1792 to 1820. There are some who argue that West was not a true genius, but no one 
can deny that he worked hard at his profession. As a teacher of art, West was second to none. His pupils 
included such famous American artists as Matthew Pratt, Gilbert Stuart, John Trumbull, Robert Fulton, 
Rembrandt Peale, Mather Brown, Washington Allston, Thomas Sully, Samuel F.B. Morse, and Henry 
Sargent.

West was a sober and dedicated artist. He never learned to speak the “King’s English,” but his 
even temper and goodwill caused most to overlook his seeming illiteracy. He was a man of endless good 

Benjamin West
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luck. To the day of his death, he was in excellent mental health, which is more than most can claim at 
the age of 82. He was buried in 1820 in St. Paul’s Cathedral, a symbolic act of great honor by the British 
nation.

Benjamin West (cont.)

QUESTIONS FOR RESEARCH

  1. Why was the emphasis on portraits in the American Colonies? Was this a reason for many American 
artists going to Europe?

  2. Who were the limners? Did they make a contribution to American art?

  3. Locate reproductions of paintings done in the complete classical style—that is, of famous generals 
or political leaders wearing Roman togas rather than the dress of the period in which they lived.
Compare them to West’s painting of Wolfe dying at Quebec.

NATIONAL STANDARDS CORRELATION

NCSS Ib: (Culture) Explain how information and experiences may be interpreted by people from diverse 
cultural perspectives and frames of reference.

WEBSITES

http://www.nga.gov/education/american/portraiture.htm
“Portraiture,” National Gallery of Art

http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/bwst/hd_bwst.htm
“Students of Benjamin West: (1738–1820),” The Metropolitan Museum of Art

http://www.artfact.com/features/viewStyle.cfm?gID=33
“Colonial American Portrait Painters: 17th Century,” Artfact

1738

WEST
LEAVES

AMERICA

1764

“ANGELICA
AND

MEDORO”

WEST
BECOMES

COURT
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“DEATH OF
WOLFE”

1792 1820

PRESIDENT
OF

ROYAL ACADEMY

1771

17691760

TIME LINE

Benjamin West
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Name: Date: 

Benjamin West (cont.)

HISTORICAL FACTS

  1. Benjamin West was America’s first great .

  2. He was born in 1738 near .

  3. Young Benjamin showed his artistic talents early, obtaining his first art supplies at age  

 and his first  at age 15.

  4. He studied for a while at  but failed to graduate, leaving 

the United States for Leghorn, Italy, in 1760.

  5. His outlook was further modified by travels to , 

, and .

  6. In 1763, West went to  where he was to remain for some 

57 years.

  7. West’s first important painting was “ ,” which he 

exhibited in 1764.

  8. Out of his first successes came the patronage of .

  9. From 1769 on, West’s time was filled by orders from .

10. West became the president of the , and with 

the exception of one year, served in that position from 1792 to 1820.

11. As a(n) , he was second to none.

12. He was buried in 1820 in , a symbolic act of great honor 

by the British nation.

Benjamin West
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John Singleton Copley
1738–1815

John Singleton Copley was an American artist born in 
1738. Nothing much is known about Copley’s early life, except 
correspondence indicates that he must have had fine schooling. It 
is obvious that his artistic talent showed itself early. Indeed, much 
of what Copley discovered in painting was a product of self-educa-
tion.
 He was painting by the time he was 14, for at that age he 
sold some of his paintings to various neighbors of the Copley 
family. Young Copley’s first big achievement came when one of 
his paintings was accepted for a London exhibition. Due to this 
initial success, Copley was invited by Benjamin West, an American 
painter residing in London, to come to Europe to study. After some 
consideration, Copley scraped together the funds for the journey 
and embarked from Boston.
 It should be remembered that Copley was not unknown in 

the Colonies by the time he sailed for Europe. He was probably the leading portrait painter in New Eng-
land, and some of his paintings, although slightly overdone, were brilliant in their coloring and style.
 In England, Copley made a further splash in the artistic scene with his painting entitled “A Youth 
Rescued From a Shark.” Although European art critics tend to overlook Copley’s achievement with this 
picture, it is clear to an unbiased observer that Copley was a forerunner of the romantic theme in art.
 Copley was totally involved in the London art scene. Between 1776 and 1815, he sent 43 paintings 
to the Royal Academy in London. These ranged in subject matter from Biblical scenes such as “Abraham 
Offering Up Isaac” to “The Siege of Gibraltar.”
 Not blessed by nature with a healthy constitution, Copley further affected his own health by long 
hours of work. He arose at dawn and painted until dusk. He was naturally nervous, and the strain caused 
by such overwork tended to make him cranky and ill-tempered. He argued with Benjamin West, and from 
time to time fell out with others who had been his close friends.

After 1800, Copley suffered from financial embarrassment. Canvases were not sold, and Copley 
was forced to borrow from his own son. Furthermore, Copley liked to live in a grand style, and the money 
brought in from infrequent sales was quickly dissipated.
 In 1810, Copley had a bad fall and was unable to paint for a time. He began to fail physically, and 
in 1814, his gait became feeble, and his painting suffered accordingly. In 1815, he suffered a stroke that 
incapacitated him for several months. A second stroke occurred in September of that year, and he died.
 The tragedy of Copley lay in his training and his times. He always suffered from a sense of in-
feriority to other painters in England, when in an actual sense, he had talents far exceeding most of his 
colleagues. His early paintings were appealing because they displayed Copley’s youthful naiveté. His 
later paintings suffered from grandiose attempts to exceed the works of other contemporary artists.

John Singleton Copley



U.S. History: Inventors, Scientists, Artists, and Authors

12© Mark Twain Media, Inc., Publishers

QUESTIONS FOR RESEARCH

  1. Copley was extremely expert at detailing the dress of his portrait subjects. Locate examples of his 
work in this respect.

  2. Does it surprise you that America was producing fine artists in such an early period? Research Gil-
bert Stuart, the Peale family, and Washington Allston. Compare their paintings with art by European 
masters.

  3. Copley used a method known as “glazing.” This is different from Vincent Van Gogh’s “wet in wet” 
style. Define these terms. Compare paintings by Van Gogh and Copley.

NATIONAL STANDARDS CORRELATION

NCSS IVd: (Individual Development & Identity) Relate such factors as physical endowment and capa-
bilities, learning, motivation, personality, perception, and behavior to individual development.

WEBSITES

http://www.nga.gov/collection/gallery/gg60b/gg60b-main1.html
“Tour: John Singleton Copley (American, 1738–1815),” National Gallery of Art

http://earlyamerica.com/review/summer97/copley.html
“John Singleton Copley: America’s First Great Portrait Artist,” Archiving Early America
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Name: Date: 

HISTORICAL FACTS

  1. John Singleton Copley was born in 1738. Much of what Copley discovered in painting was a 

product of .

  2. He was painting by the time he was  and had sold some of these paint-

ings to his neighbors.

  3. Young Copley’s first big achievement came when one of his paintings was accepted for a 

.

  4. Copley was invited by , an American painter residing in 

London, to come to Europe to study.

  5. He was probably the leading  painter in New England.

  6. Copley made a further splash in England on the artistic scene with his painting entitled 

“ .”

  7. Between 1776 and 1815, he sent  paintings to the Royal Academy in 

London.

  8. Copley was not in good health, he argued with , and 

from time to time fell out with others who had been close friends.

  9. After 1800, Copley suffered from .

10. In 1810, he had a bad fall and . He began to fail physi-

cally, and his painting suffered accordingly.

11. He suffered strokes in  and died in September of that year.

12. Copley suffered from a sense of , when in an actual 

sense, he had talents far exceeding most of his colleagues.

John Singleton Copley (cont.)

John Singleton Copley
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Benjamin Banneker (page 7)
  1. most accomplished African-American  
  2. free     
  3. science and mathematics  
  4. George Ellicott  
  5. almanacs 
  6. black Poor Richard 
  7. James McHenry    
  8. Thomas Jefferson  
  9. Pierre L’Enfant    
10. France 
11. Jeffersonian Republicans 
12. Slavery

Benjamin West (page 10)
  1. artist 
  2. Springfield, Pennsylvania 
  3. 8, commission     
  4. College of Philadelphia 
  5. Rome, Florence, and Bologna 
  6. England
  7. “Angelica and Medoro”
  8. George III   
  9. the royal family 
10. Royal Academy   
11. teacher of art 
12. St. Paul’s Cathedral

John Singleton Copley (page 13)
  1. self-education  
  2. 14 
  3. London Exhibition 
  4. Benjamin West 
  5. portrait     
  6. “A Youth Rescued From a Shark” 
  7. 43
  8. Benjamin West 
  9. financial embarrassment 
10. was unable to paint for a while
11. 1815 
12. inferiority

 Answer Keys

John Fitch (page 16)
  1. steamboat   
  2. “dame school”
  3. sea    
  4. clockmakers 
  5. embarrassed 
  6. American Revolution, gun       
  7. steamboat   
  8. paddle wheel, screw propeller 
  9. 12 paddles   
10. ran out of money 
11. France    
12. Bardstown, Kentucky; steam locomotive

Benjamin Rush (page 19)
  1. physician 
  2. bloodletting 
  3. bled to death     
  4. Princeton, Edinburgh, Philadelphia 
  5. free clinic, yellow fever  
  6. universal man 
  7. anti-slavery    
  8. Declaration of Independence 
  9. surgeon-general   
10. state ratification 
11. U.S. Mint 
12. Dickinson

John Trumbull (page 22)
  1. culturally, politically  
  2. 13 
  3. Connecticut    
  4. George Washington, success 
  5. British culture   
  6. Benjamin West 
  7. portraits 
  8. Samuel F.B. Morse 
  9. Harvard College   
10. 1816, American Revolution 
11. Capitol rotunda   
12. George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, 

John Adams

Answer Keys




