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2. Raphaelle Peale, A Dessert [Still Life with Lemons
and Oranges), 1814. Collection of JoAnn and Julian
Gang, Jr.




Foreword

R ApHAELLE pEALE wWaS AMERICA’S FIRST
professional still-life painter and one of the
finest artists of the new nation. At the turn
of the eighteenth century when Peale was
active, still life was regarded as a subject of
secondary artistic concern. In fact, until
now Peale’s pioneering achievement has
been almost entirely ignored. Since
Raphaelle Peale’s death in 1825 there has
been only one exhibition of his work, and
no exhibition has been dedicated to the still
lifes that were his greatest effort and most
significant contributions to posterity. Today,
when the still lifes of Cézanne and Van
Gogh, Picasso and Matisse have been cen-
tral to the accomplishments of modern
painting, we can better appreciate the be-
ginnings of conventional still-life painting
in this country.

It is fitting that an exhibition that brings
one of our country’s important artistic tal-
ents a new measure of attention should
open at the National Gallery. It is even more
appropriate that the exhibition has been
jointly organized with the Pennsylvania
Academy of the Fine Arts in Philadelphia,

since Raphaelle Peale spent most of his crea-

tive life in Philadelphia and exhibited most
of his still lifes at the Academy. This book,

t00, is a joint undertaking, containing con-
tributions by Nicolai Cikovsky, Jr., the Na-
tional Gallery’s curator of American art, by
John Wilmerding, its former deputy direc-
tor and now Christopher Binyon Sarofim 86
Professor in American Art at Princeton
University, and by Linda Bantel, director of
the Museum at the Pennsylvania Academy.

The exhibition at the National Gallery
and the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine
Arts has been generously supported by a
major grant from The Pew Charitable
Trusts. Additional funds to support its pre-
sentation at the National Gallery were pro-
vided by The Circle of the National Gallery
of Art.

As always, we are deeply indebted to the
lenders who have entrusted some of their
most treasured objects to our care. Their
generosity is the best measure of the
value of our undertaking.

J. Carter Brown

DIRECTOR
NATIONAL GALLERY OF ART

Linda Bantel
DIRECTOR OF THE MUSEUM
PENNSYLVANIA ACADEMY OF TIHE FINE ARTS



3. Raphaelle Peale, Still Life with Orange and Book,
c.1815. Private collection



Preface and Acknowledgments

Tti1s 15 THE FIRST EXHIBITION DEVOTED TO
Raphaelle Peale’s still lifes. It is necessarily
a small exhibition, because no more than
about fifty of his still lifes survive. The exhi-
bition includes thirty-two paintings that
represent, in our judgment, Raphaelle’s
highest achievement as a still-life painter. A
small selection of paintings by Raphaelle’s
father, Charles Willson Peale, his uncle
James, and his brother Rembrandt suggests
the extent of still-life painting in the artistic
enterprise of the first generations of the
Peale family.

Several colleagues have been helpful in
numerous ways. William H. Gerdts’ work on
American still-life painting is the indispen-
sable resource for anyone working on that
subject, particularly for the study of
Raphaelle Peale’s achievement and influ-
ence. In subsequent publications he has re-
fined and enhanced our knowledge of
Peale’s work. Phoebe Lloyd has studied
Raphaelle Peale with remarkable insight
and surprising results and will soon publish
her findings.

William Gerdts and James Maroney pro-
vided essential assistance in locating
Raphaelle Peale’s paintings. At the National
Portrait Gallery, Lillian B. Miller, Sidney
Hart, David Ward, and Rose S. Emerick of

The Peale Family Papers provided unfail-
ingly generous and expert guidance to its
resources and patiently answered endless
questions.

Others who have also been particularly
kind and helpful are: Sona Johnston, cura-
tor of American art, The Baltimore Museum
of Art; Susan Grey Detweiler, curator, The
Barra Foundation; Linda S. Ferber, chief cu-
rator, and Barbara Dayer Gallati, associate
curator of American painting and sculp-
ture, The Brooklyn Museum; Nancy Rivard
Shaw, curator of American art, Detroit Insti-
tute of Arts; Gunnar Dahl; Beverly Carter,
administrative assistant, Paul Mellon Collec-
tion; Mr. and Mrs. Paul Mellon; John K.
Howat, The Lawrence A. Fleischman Chair-
man of the Departments of American Art,
The Metropolitan Museum of Art; Ella M.
Foshay, curator, The New-York Historical So-
ciety; Gary Reynolds, curator, Newark Mu-
seum; David W. Cassedy, assistant curator,
Museum Department, The Historical Soci-
ety of Pennsylvania; Darrell Sewell, curator
of American art, Philadelphia Museum of
Art; Jefferson A. Gore, curator of fine arts,
Reading Public Museum and Art Gallery;
Mark A. Umbach, curator, James H. Ricau
collection; Pamela Roach; Meg Perlman, cu-
rator, Mrs. John D. Rockefeller III collection;

9



4. Detail of fig. 19 (opposite page)

Martin Peterson, curator of American art,
San Diego Museum of Art; Robert D.
Schwarz; and Anne Hyland, assistant vice
president, Sotheby’s.

At the National Gallery, Tam Curry
edited, Chris Vogel designed, and Frances
Smyth oversaw the production of the cata-
logue with, respectively, impeccable care,
flawless taste, and wise judgment. The exhi-
bition was installed by Gaillard Ravenel,
Mark Leithauser, Gordon Anson, Barbara
Keyes, and Gloria Randolph of the depart-
ment of design and installation. It was, of
course, done perfectly. Ira Bartfield and
Barbara Bernard, in the department of
photographic services, obtained and organ-
ized the many photographs that the exhib-
ition required. In the department of exhib-
ition programs, Sarah Tanguy and Dodge
Thompson arranged and tracked the myr-
iad details of loans, and Mary Suzor, the
registrar, saw to it, as always, that the loans
arrived safely and on time. Thomas McGill
and Ted Dalziel were ingeniously helpful
in locating library resources. Exhibition
funding was arranged by Elizabeth Weil and
Karen Ward in the department of corporate

10

relations. In the department of American
art, Rosemary O’Reilly handled the endless
details of the exhibition and the catalogue
with calm efficiency, and Michael Godfrey
did the painstaking work of cleansing the
texts and documents of errors.

At the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine
Arts, Robert Harmon, assistant registrar,
oversaw the many details involved in bring-
ing the exhibition to Philadelphia. James
Voirol coordinated the Academy’s grant re-
quests. Inez Wolins, curator of education,
prepared the Museum’s public programs,
and Elaine Lomenzo, director of marketing,
organized local promotional efforts with en-
ergy and flair. In the office of the director
of the Museum, Carolyne Hollenweger
brought her usual level-headedness to bear
on the entire project. Atkin-Voith Associ-
ates provided a skillful and sensitive design
for the installation, and Tim Gilfillian, chief
preparator, and his staff installed the exhibi-
tion with expertise and collegial spirit.

NC, Jr.

LB






5. Raphaelle Peale, Still Life with Apples, Sherry, and
Tea Cake, 1822. Collection of Mr. and Mrs. Paul
Mellon, Upperville, Virginia



Raphaelle Peale in Philadelphia

LINDA BANTEL

Wity wouLp a pHILADELPHIA ARTIST AT THE
turn of the eighteenth century devote him-
self almost exclusively to still-life painting?
There was, after all, little financial incen-
tive. With few exceptions, since the earliest
colonial settlements in the seventeenth cen-
tury, commissioned portraits were the main-
stay of artists working in America. Yet
Raphaelle Peale, the eldest son of Charles
Willson Peale, doggedly and tragically pur-
sued this subject in his professional paint-
ing, with no precursors and little financial
remuneration. Had he lived in England or
Europe, where academic dogma elevated
history painting to the top of the hierarchy
of subjects and relegated still-life painting
to the bottom, he would surely have been
scorned and his work rarely shown. But in
America he exhibited frequently at the
Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts, re-
ceived encouragement from his family, and
won some critical notice.! Nevertheless, he
was generally overlooked and underpatron-
ized and was soon forgotten. Only within
the last quarter century have scholars begun
to examine his work and reevaluate his
place in the history of American artand
still-life painting.

Raphaelle Peale did not keep a journal,
nor did he write letters obsessively, as his fa-

ther and his brother Rembrandt did. Only a
few documents from Raphaelle survive, and
they are of little help in understanding the
deeper motivations and conflicts of this
troubled artist. One must therefore rely on
letters and other materials written by his
family to reconstruct his personal and artis-
tic biography.

It is commonly understood that the his-
tory of still-life painting in America is insep-
arably linked to the history of Philadelphia
and to the patriarch of the Peale clan,
Charles Willson Peale. With the Enlighten-
ment, Philadelphia experienced the popu-
larization of science. The city had been
active in world science since the mid-
eighteenth century when Benjamin Frank-
lin achieved international recognition with
his discovery of electricity, identification of
the electric spark and lightning, and inven-
tion of the lightning rod. In that era of
professional generalists, Philadelphians ex-
celled in engineering, agriculture, econom-
ics, electricity, medicine, and most of all
botany. Indeed Philadelphia led the new na-
tion in the study of botany, with a long list
of contributions to that field. John Bartram,
a talented protégé of the great linguist, clas-
sicist, and scientist James Logan, distin-
guished himself in botanical science. His

13



6. John Lewis Krimmel, Fourth of July in Centre
Square, 1812. Courtesy of the Pennsylvania Academy
of the Fine Arts, Philadelphia, Academy Purchase
Fund
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“Observations on the Inhabitants, Climate,
Soil, etc. . . . [based on his] travels from
Pennsylvania to Lake Ontario” was called
the first scientific exploration by an Ameri-
can.? Through Logan, Bartram was intro-
duced to the English naturalists and to
Linnaeus, the Swedish botanist whose classi-
fication system is considered the founda-
tion of modern botanical nomenclature.
Bartram’s son William carried on his fa-
ther’s work, becoming a respected botanist
in his own right and, perhaps as a necessity
or by-product, a creditable painter of flora
and fauna. Philadelphia, also the center of
publishing in America, provided a flourish-

14 BANTEL

ing market for artists who could accurately
render the latest discoveries in the natural
world.

Then as today, Philadelphia was a cul-
tured city that nevertheless managed to re-
tain a feeling of the country and of nature
(fig. 6). William Penn had envisioned a
“green country town,” and Philadelphia was
geographically well located to fulfill that
ideal. It had a varied but moderate climate,
protected from extremes of weather by the
Appalachian Mountains. The building lots
were large, and it was not uncommon for
the wealthier residents to plant gardens and
orchards behind their houses (fig. 7).



One might even find barns or stables there,
with chickens, geese, or the occasional cow.
And many middle-class citizens eventually
were able to build more spacious homes
within an hour of the city. Modeled on the
English country house, these residences
were also working farms, well stocked with
animals and usually incorporating large
flower gardens, greenhouses, and fish
ponds. This tradition still defines the envi-
rons of Philadelphia today. The city’s annual
spring flower show is one of the largest and
most notable of its kind.

This was Raphaelle Peale’s milieu. His
decision to pursue a career in still-life paint-

ing was plausible because art patronage and
exhibition possibilities existed in the city.
Philadelphia was the focus not only of cul-
tural and scientific activity in the newly cre-
ated United States but also of politics. By
1794 it had been chosen the interim capital
of the Republic, and with so many political
leaders in residence, it offered ample op-
portunities for accomplished portrait paint-
ers. Indeed the demand was great enough to
accommodate an influx of European artists
as well. With a general taste for paintings
thus established, it was also possible to at-
tract at least a meager audience for still
lifes. The same year, 1794, Charles Willson

15 BANTEL

7. William Birch, An Unfinished House, in Chestnut
Street Philadelphia, 1800. Courtesy of the
Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts,
Philadelphia, John S. Phillips Collection



8. Raphaelle Peale, Peaches and Unripe Grapes, 1815,
Kathryn and Robert Steinberg (opposite page)

Peale founded an institution to educate am-
ateur and professional American artists and
to sponsor exhibitions of their work. He
hoped that this organization, called the Col-
umbianum, would contribute to the cultural
life of the city and the nation (Peale was also
aware that the city fathers wanted to make
Philadelphia as attractive as possible so that
it would remain the nation’s capital, for ob-
vious political and financial reasons). In
spite of Peale’s leadership, however, the Col-
umbianum faltered and dissolved after only
one exhibition in 1795, principally due to
disagreement among the artists over goals.
It was with the diverse Columbianum ex-
hibition that Raphaelle Peale made his artis-
tic debut, showing five portraits and seven
still lifes, including A Bill and A Deception.
For Charles Willson Peale, the exhibition
provided the opportunity to promote not
only Philadelphia but his sons as well. As a
showcase work for the Columbianum, and
perhaps on the prompting of his sons, he
exhibited one of the most famous early de-
ceptions in American art, The Staircase Group
(see fig. 25), alife-size double portrait of
twenty-one-year-old Raphaelle and his
brother Titian. Raphaelle is shown ascend-
ing a stair, holding a palette in one hand
and a maulstick in the other, while Titian
peers around the corner from a few steps
above. The “deception,” or illusion, was
completed by placing the painting in a door
frame and adding a real step at the bottom.
It was not until 1812, seven years after the
founding of the Pennsylvania Academy of
the Fine Arts, that Raphaelle again exhib-
ited still lifes and attracted attention. In a
review of the Academy’s second annual exhi-
bition in The Port Folio, George Murray par-
ticularly mentioned Raphaelle Peale’s
paintings, noting that whereas the color in
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general “is by far too cold,” a picture of
bread and cheese “is certainly not inferior
to many works of the Flemish School”?

A predilection for art and nature was im-
bued in all of Charles Willson Peale’s prog-
eny. The children were taught the rudi-
ments of painting and were inculcated with
their father’s scientific and philosophic en-
thusiasms as well. After 1786 when Charles
Willson opened his Philadelphia museum,
the children grew up literally sharing their
home with exhibits of animals, plants, and
minerals. The commingling of nature and
art was the essence of Peale’s philosophy:
eventually “nature and art” became the
motto of the museum. Portraits of key fig-
ures in America’s recent history—the Revo-
lution and the founding of the nation
—were hung above displays of birds, snakes,
fish, pa'nthers, opossums, insects, or other
specimens acquired through gift or pur-
chase from either the Americas or Europe
(see fig. 20). The exhibits were arranged
according to the most up-to-date classifica-
tion system. An anonymous writer remi-
nisced in Poulson’s American Daily Advisor of
17 July 1828, “He had so contrived everything
in his Museum with an eye to economy in
space, that there appeared to be a place for
everything and everything in its place, deco-
rated and enlivened by appropriate minia-
ture scenery of wood and wild, blended and
intermingled with insect, bird and beast, all
seemingly alive, but preserving at the same
time, the stillness and silence of death’*

The influence of the museum and
Charles Willson Peale on Raphaelle was
considerable. In his youth Raphaelle trav-
eled with his father on painting trips and as-
sisted him in the museum by gathering and
preserving specimens and arranging habi-
tats. He painted the background scenes for






9. Raphaelle Peale, Fox Grapes and Peaches, 1815.
Courtesy of the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine
Arts, Philadelphia

the habitats with leaves, foliage, or insects,
reproducing the typical environment in
which the animals dwelled.

Such practical experiences may account

in part for the relatively large number of
still lifes Raphaelle submitted to the Colum-
bianum, particularly curious since at the
time he was advertising himself as a portrait
and miniature painter. These were clearly
the professions Charles Willson sought for
his son, not that of an “amateur” still-life
painter. In 1794 Raphaelle had formed a
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partnership in painting with his brother
Rembrandt. At about the same time,
Charles Willson Peale announced in the
Philadelphia press that he was giving up his
successful business of portrait painting and
recommending his sons Raphaelle and
Rembrandt as his successors.” This gesture
was typical of Peale’s generosity and sup-
port: eight years earlier he had turned over
his miniature business to his younger
brother James. Raphaelle, however, may
have been trying to define a personal artis-
tic identity, one better suited to his tempera-
ment and talents. For his part, James Peale
supported Raphaelle’s career in still-life
painting by not exhibiting his own still lifes
in competition until after Raphaelle’s
death.

By 1795 Raphaelle surely realized that he
was being upstaged by Rembrandt in the
field of portraiture. In that year Charles
Willson, who recognized early on that Rem-
brandt would be the artistic success in the
family, made great efforts to secure for the
favored son the highly desirable opportu-
nity to paint a portrait of George Washing-
ton. He was convinced that Rembrandt’s
future would be secured by the fame and
fortune such a distinguished commission
would bring in terms of future patronage
and income from replicas. Raphaelle, along
with his uncle James and brother Titian,
joined Rembrandt and Charles Willson for
a second sitting with Washington. But
Raphaelle sat on the sidelines, executing a
watercolor profile on paper, not a major oil.
Raphaelle persevered in painting portraits
throughout his short life, as any struggling
artist had to do to make a living during this
era, but perhaps through lack of aptitude or
application, he was unable to sustain him-
self. As Charles Willson Peale observed,



10. James Peale, Still Life No. 2,1821. Courtesy of the
Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts,
Philadelphia, Henry D. Gilpin Fund
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Raphaelle’s portraits may have lacked the
“dignity and pleasing effects” demanded by
fashionable sitters.® In this light, it is not

surprising that when the Pennsylvania Acad-

emy organized its major exhibition of Peale
portraits in 1923, only Charles Willson,
James, and Rembrandt were included.
During the rest of the decade Raphaelle
seems to have been floundering, searching
for direction. He went on a painting trip
with Rembrandt to South Carolina, and af-
ter returning to Philadelphia in 1796, began
to work again with his father at the museum
and develop patent ideas. Charles Willson
had hoped their patented fireplace, employ-
ing a damper device with a sliding shutter
to conserve heat, would provide his son with

some form of stable income. It did not. The
following year Raphaelle was in Baltimore
with Rembrandt to establish a museum
modeled after their father’s Philadelphia
museum. There, against his father’s wishes,
Raphaelle married Martha (Patty) McGlath-
ery. Their life together was fraught with anx-
iety and tension, and Raphaelle would often
disappear for months, only occasionally
communicating with the family at home.
His failure to provide a dependable income
was surely the source of much distress, as
Patty struggled to support their brood.”
Raphaelle and Rembrandt seem to have
had a falling out by 1800. The Baltimore
venture was closed and their painting part-
nership dissolved so that each could pursue

21 BANTEL

12. Raphaelle Peale, Cheese and Three Crackers, 1813.
Mrs. Frank S. Schwarz

1. Detail of fig. 69 (opposite page)






13. Raphaelle Peale, Still Life with Watermelon, 1822.
Museum of Fine Arts, Springfield, Massachusetts,
The James Philip Gray Collection (opposite page)

14. Raphaelle Peale, Fruit and Silver Bowl, 1814.
Private collection
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his own independent career. Rembrandyt, in
a somewhat bitter and self-aggrandizing ad-
vertisement, dropped his surname in order
to avoid further confusion between himself
and his uncle, brother, or father.® Raphaelle,
on the other hand, highlighted his full
name in announcing his new status and
thought the best way to gain patrons was to
offer discount services:

A NAME!
RAPHAELLE PEALE
To make himself eminent, will paint
MINIATURES, for a short time, at Ten
Dollars each—he engages to finish his
pictures equally as well for this, as his
former price, and invariably produces
ASTONISHING LIKENESSES.!

Success continued to elude Raphaelle at
the turn of the century, even as the financial
burdens of a growing family escalated.
Whereas Rembrandt was able to further his
career and education by going to England
and France on business for the Peale mu-
seum, Raphaelle never left the country; his
art education depended exclusively on his
father’s or his uncle’s instruction and what
other art he might have seen in Philadel-
phia.! His career was static. He was getting
no commissions. And he was becoming a
drain on his father’s resources, emotionally
and financially. Finally in 1802 his father was
able to secure from his good friend John
Isaac Hawkins, an English inventor, the ex-
clusive rights for Raphaelle to use his phys-
iognotrace, an instrument based on a
French invention of 1786, to produce silhou-
ettes. Hawkins agreed to allow Raphaelle to
use the invention in plantations and smaller
towns in Virginia, and with paper cutouts in
vogue at the time, Raphaelle was able to cut
thousands of profiles in the first summer,
clearing over $1,600. He had hoped for a

24 BANTEL

similar success in Boston, but by the time he
arrived there several months later, the fad
had waned and he again found himself with-
out income. By 18og Raphaelle’s efforts to
support his family (he now had six children)
were further compromised by his alcohol-
ism and gout. His wife threatened to di-
vorce him. That summer he was committed
to Pennsylvania Hospital for “delirium” and
released as “cured” two weeks later.

The Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine
Arts was established in 1805 (fig. 15) and
soon became the preeminent institution in
the country for both educating American
artists and displaying their work. Rem-
brandt and Charles Willson Peale were in-
strumental in the Academy’s founding, but
Raphaelle was uninvolved, and in light of
his peripatetic life-style and lack of self-
discipline he was understandably never
made an academician. When annual exhibi-
tions were instituted in 1811, Raphaelle did
respond, first with miniatures, then princi-
pally with still lifes or deceptions and only
occasionally a miniature or portrait. Al-
though his works sold poorly, they were crit-
ically well received, judging by a reviewer’s
comments in 1813 in The Port Folio:

This [Fruit Piece] is a most exquisite production of
art, and we sincerely congratulate the artist on
the effects produced on the public mind by view-
ing his valuable pictures in the present exhibi-
tion. Before our annual exhibition this artist was
but little known. The last year he exhibited two
pictures of still life, that deservedly drew the pub-
lic attention, and were highly appreciated by the
best judges. We are extremely grateful to find that
he has directed his talents to a branch of the arts
in which he appears to be so well fitted to excel.
... Raphael Peale has demonstrated talents so
transcendant in subjects of still life, that with
proper attention and encouragement, he will, in
our opinion, rival the first artists, ancient or mod-



ern, in that department of painting. .. . we have
seen fourteen annual exhibitions of the Royal
Academy, and one of the Incorporated Society of
Artists, in London; and we are bold as well as
proud to say, that there were in no one of these
celebrated exhibitions, so great a number of pic-
tures on this particular branch of the arts as those
now exhibited by Raphael Peale.!!

Although Raphaelle exhibited still lifes
at the Columbianum in 1795, none have
been discovered that predate 1813, the sec-
ond year he submitted still lifes to the Penn-
sylvania Academy exhibitions. With the
exception of 1820 and 1821 (when he was very
ill), his paintings were exhibited there every
year following 1811 until his death.'? Since

Raphaelle was unsuccessful in securing por-
trait commissions, this opportunity to ex-
hibit work done independently of a patron
must have encouraged his return to still life.
Two other personal factors probably con-
tributed to this choice. With both legs often
severely swollen by gout, Raphaelle was not
always able to undertake the travel neces-
sary to complete portrait commissions. His
excessive drinking must also have made him
unreliable. Still-life painting was a more
settled and solitary pursuit.

Subject matter for still lifes may also
have become more abundant around 1810,
for in February of that year Charles Willson
Peale, at the age of sixty-nine, purchased a
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15. Benjamin Tanner after J. J. Barralet,

Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts [first building],
1809. Courtesy of the Pennsylvania Academy of the
Fine Arts, Philadelphia, John S. Phillips Collection
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16. Raphaelle Peale, Still Life with Celery and Wine,
1816. Munson-Williams-Proctor Institute Musecum
of Art
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country estate six miles from Philadelphia,
just outside of Germantown. Peale lived on
these 104.5 acres for eleven years, his chil-
dren and grandchildren frequently visiting
him. He named the farm Belfield, after the
estate of the painter John Hesselius, his first
teacher. Fruits and vegetables were plenti-
ful—rhubarb, apples, raspberries, straw-
berries, and currants (which were used to
make some of the best wine in the region).
Rubens Peale created a botanical garden
there, adding herbs and flowers. Pigs and
poultry were slaughtered for food. Eventu-

ally a fish pond was built and stocked with
catfish from the Schuylkill.

From 1813 to 1821 Raphaelle Peale trav-
eled back and forth between the south and
Philadelphia. His wife was forced to take in
boarders to make ends meet. His father,
steeped in strict academic theory, was con-
cerned about Raphaelle’s preference for
still-life painting yet recognized his talent
and supported him as best he could, buying
his paintings or giving him money outright.
He tried to promote Raphaelle’s work
abroad and in September of 1815 sent sev-
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17. Raphaelle Peale, Apples and Fox Grapes, 1815,
Courtesy of the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine
Arts, Philadelphia



eral still lifes to his old teacher in London,
Benjamin West, noting that Raphaelle
“seem[ed] to possess considerable talent for
such paintings””'® Nothing ever came of this.
In 1817, just as in 1795, he painted a portrait
of Raphaelle “in the character of an artist”
before a still-life painting (see fig. 23), as
though to endorse Raphaelle’s profession
and build up his self-esteem.'* But Charles
Willson was still torn. While praising
Raphaelle’s still lifes, he continued to ad-
monish his errant son to be less profligate:
... if you applied [yourself] as you ought to do,
you would be the first painter in America. . ..
Your pictures of still-life are acknowledged to be,
even by the Painters here, far exceeding all other
works of that kind—and you have often heard me
say that I thought with such talents of exact immi-
tation your portraits ought also to be more
excellent— My dear Raph. then why will you ne-
glect yourself—? Why not govern every unruly
Passion? why not act the man, and with a firm de-
termination act according to your best judge-
ment? Wealth, honors and happiness would then
be your lot!'®

Charles Willson clearly wanted success and
happiness for his son, and he knew that
Raphaelle could not support himself by
painting still lifes. Demand did not exist,
and prices were low. Whereas Rembrandt
could charge $100 for a portrait, Raphaelle
would take $15 for a still life if he could get

it. It was not uncommon for Raphaelle to ex-

change a painting for services such as car-
pentry or brick-laying.'®

Raphaelle Peale died at the age of fifty-
one, a young man by the standards of a fam-
ily in which his father and his brothers
Rembrandt and Rubens all lived into their
eighties. His wit and sense of humor must

have sustained him in the face of chronic ill-

ness and continual professional and per-
sonal disappointments, especially his
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inability to establish a lucrative profession
independent of his father and attract an au-
dience for his still lifes. Yet, ironically, it is
this overindulged, firstborn son who, of all
the Peale children, we now view as the sig-
nificant, independent painter. Paralleling
the beliefs of his father and the ordering he
knew from his experience as a youth in the
Peale museum, Raphaelle assumed the role
of architect of nature in his still lifes, by im-
posing a balance, progression, relationship,
symmetry, and design that conformed to
his—and his family’s—vision of natural
harmony. <

()

18. Detail of fig. 50
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19. Raphaelle Peale, Still Life with Wine Glass, 1818.
Detroit Institute of Arts, Founders Society

Purchase, Laura H. Murphy Fund




Democratic Illusions

NICOLAI CIKOVSKY, JR.

Tii1s 1s AN Essav—vVERY MUCH AN ESsay,
teeming with supposition and suggestion—
about what it meant to paint still life, and
what still life might have meant, in America
about1800. Its central premise is that
Raphaelle Peale’s still lifes are not only pre-
cious, exquisitely delicate objects, rare and
beautiful as they undoubtedly are, but
paintings engaged with the artistic as well as
the social, political, and economic concerns
of their time. Theirs was not an ordinary
time, and still life was not an ordinary sub-
ject. What in those circumstances allowed,
or impelled, Raphaelle Peale to paint still
lifes when (as we must remind ourselves to-
day) still life was universally regarded as a
lowly subject beneath serious artistic atten-
tion? What historical, and not solely art
historical, conditions encouraged his
undertaking? What theoretical and ideolog-
ical resources sustained and directed it?
What public conditions did it address and
what private needs did it satisfy? If ques-
tions like these seem to offend the aesthetic
purity or to overwhelm the humble charm
of Raphaelle Peale’s still lifes with excessive
responsibilities of meaning and purpose,
we should remember that still life, with
landscape and genre, was part of that great
phalanx of subjects by which, beginning

about 1800, the claims and ambitions of
modern painting were carried out.
Raphaelle Peale was born in Annapolis,
Maryland, on 17 February 1774, the eldest
surviving son of Charles Willson Peale and
his first wife, Rachel Brewer Peale. Charles
Willson Peale, born in Maryland thirty-three
years earlier, was a protean figure who
“wished to play every part in life’s drama”
(as the first historian of American art, Wil-
liam Dunlap, put it with just a touch of
amusement), and who said of himself, “like
a child of Nature unrestrained, I have
strayed a thousand ways, as the impulse
led’! Raphaelle was so called, Dunlap said,
from his father’s “whim” of “naming his nu-
merous family after illustrious characters
of by-gone ages, particularly painters. A
dangerous and sometimes ludicrous ex-
periment. Raphael, Angelica Kauffman,
Rembrandt, Rubens, and Titian, and many
other great folks, were all his children.’?
Charles Willson Peale was a man of
many interests and boundless curiosity,
which he indulged with indefatigable en-
ergy to the end of his long and vigorous life
(he died in 1827 at the age of eighty-six, out-
living Raphaelle by two years). Dunlap sum-
marized his “trades, employments, and
professions” this way: “He was a saddler;
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harness-maker; clock and watch-maker;
silver-smith; painter in oil, crayons, and
miniature; modeler in clay, wax, and plais-
ter: he sawed his own ivory for his minia-
tures, moulded the glasses, and made the
shagreen cases; he was a soldier; a legislator;
alecturer; a preserver of animals. . . ”* But
that does not quite do him justice. As an art-
ist Charles Willson Peale was the best por-
trait painter in America, particularly during
the twenty-odd years between John Single-
ton Copley’s departure for Europe in 1774
and Gilbert Stuart’s return to America in
1793. He remained a painter of significant if
more sporadic accomplishment virtually
until his death. Much more than merely a
“preserver of animals,” he founded in Phila-
delphia America’s first systematically and
scientifically arranged museum of art and
natural history. The large self-portrait that
Peale painted in 1822 five years before his
death, The Artist in His Museum (fig. 20), is a
visual inventory of his interests and achieve-
ments, displayed with characteristically im-
modest self-esteem.

Charles Willson Peale had an enormous
influence on his children, but the most sig-
nificant and, to judge from its emotional,
psychological, and possibly physical results,
most damaging on his eldest, Raphaelle.
Much of Raphaelle’s professional life—the
nature of his undertaking and the pattern
of his enterprise—was decisively shaped by
his father’s influence. In his teens Raphaelle
began working in the museum, traveling to
Georgia and South America to collect speci-
mens, and becoming an accomplished taxi-
dermist in a method developed by his father
(Raphaelle was probably correct in attribut-
. P e ing his later illnesses to the arsenic and mer-
20. Charles Willson Peale, The Artist in His Museum, 1822. Courtesy of the Pennsylvania Academy of the cury it used as a preservative).’ By the age of
Fine Arts, Philadelphia, Gift of Mrs. Sarah Harrison (The Joseph Harrison, Jr., Collection) twenty Raphaelle, like his father, was a pro-

e
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fessional painter of portraits. He also
shared, sometimes as a collaborator, his
father’s range of scientific and mechanical
interests, writing papers on stoves and
fireplaces, carriage wheels, and lightning
rods, patenting a process for preserving
ships’ bottoms and pilings from marine
worms, and publishing a theory of the
universe.

Raphaelle was pampered as a child,” but
he did not have a tranquil life. Like every-
one born in the last quarter of the eigh-
teenth century, he lived in uncertain and
tumultuous times of war and revolution,
profound social and political change, rap-
idly shifting values and changing tastes.
Given the name of the greatest artist of
modern times, Raphaelle was freighted by
his father’s “whim” with an impossible stan-
dard of perfection. His marriage was un-
happy and contracted against his father’s
wishes. He was irresponsible as a parent and
chronically unsuccessful as an artist, unable
by his efforts either to support his own fam-
ily or to please his father—while necessity
obliged him to receive his support. By his
thirties his hands and legs were crippled by
gout. He was so seriously ill from either
chemical poisoning or alcoholism that in
1809 he was committed for “delirium”” It was
from their effects that he died in 1825 at the
age of fifty-one.

It has been estimated that Raphaelle
Peale painted as many as one hundred and
fifty still lifes, of which only about fifty have
survived.® Even if these estimates are gener-
ous, as they probably are, that is not a huge
production for an artistic career of more
than thirty years, especially given the
modest size of his paintings. To be sure,
Raphaelle Peale was not exclusively a still-
life painter; he was also a portrait painter, a

miniaturist, and a cutter of silhouettes. And
in the fashion of other Peales, he had many
interests and undertakings outside of art. In
view of his professional distractions, his do-
mestic disarray, his physical disability, his
dissipation, and his emotional disturbance
and sometimes suicidal despondency,” how-
ever, it is remarkable not that Raphaelle
Peale painted so comparatively few still lifes
but that he painted as many as he did. It is
even more remarkable that his still lifes

are paintings of such beauty, so perfected

in their form and so untroubled in their
subject.

Raphaelle was professionally and per-
sonally a disappointment to his father.? Yet
of all the Peales, he was the truest and the
greatest artist. He had the finest artistic sen-
sibility and intelligence, and despite his lack
of self-confidence and ambition,” he was ar-
tistically the most daring. In the end his art
had the most lasting influence as well.

What is most remarkable, however, is not
how much or how little Raphaelle Peale
painted but the kind of paintings he chose
to make. In his professional debut (in the
Columbianum exhibition of 17g5) he al-
ready betrayed his artistic inclination. He
listed himself in the exhibition catalogue as
“portrait painter at the museum,’ but only
five of the thirteen works he exhibited were
portraits; the other eight were still lifes.

Of the approximately one hundred works
Raphaelle Peale exhibited at the Pennsyl-
vania Academy during his lifetime, fewer
than fifteen were portraits or miniatures.

We do not know why—with what pur-
pose and by what policy—Raphaelle Peale
painted still lifes. Perhaps he found the
muteness of still-life objects more agreeable
than vain and complaining human sitters.
Perhaps he found that the control he could
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exert in still life, more than in any other
subject—the responsibility he alone had for
its selection and arrangement and the order
he could achieve by it—provided some psy-
chological compensation for the instability
and disorderliness of his real life. Perhaps
he simply found painting still lifes a consol-
ing diversion. He cannot have painted still
lifes just for private diversion or psycholog-
ical compensation, however. It was a pur-
poseful, publicly significant undertaking,
for it was by still life more than by portraits
or any other subject that Peale represented
himself, at times copiously, in professional
exhibitions during his lifetime.

Raphaelle Peale knew, as did every seri-
ous artist at the turn of the century, that
painting still lifes professionally rather than
as an amateur pastime went against the
grain of received artistic belief. It ignored
or deliberately flaunted the low regard in
which still life was almost universally held.
Still life was assigned the lowest place in the
academic classification of subject matter
first promulgated in the seventeenth cen-
tury and still binding, at least upon con-
ventional artistic thought, well into the
nineteenth. Its “low and confined” subject'
lacked the human interest, moral force, and
intellectual substance that, according to this
ordering of subject matter, was contained in
the most superior way in the depiction of
heroic historical events on the models of
classical antiquity.

At issue in this classification was the in-
significance and inarticulateness of still-life
subjects—the muteness and commonness of
vegetables and fruits, fish and flesh, glasses
and dishes, bowls and pots. Equally at issue,
however, was the style of still-life painting,
for still-life style was inseparable from its
subject matter. In discourses delivered to
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the students of the English Royal Academy
in the late eighteenth century, Sir Joshua
Reynolds linked still-life subject and style:
the “highest ambition” of the still-life
painter, he said, “is to give a minule represen-
tation [emphasis added] of every part of
those low objects which he sets before

him. .. " The painter Benjamin Robert
Haydon made the same connection almost
forty years later: “To hear terms that would
be applicable to the highest beauties of Art
applied to a tame, insipid, smooth, flat,
mindless imitation of carrots—Good God,
is this the end of Art, is this the use of
Painting?”"?

Still life was inferior not just because of
the low objects that it depicted but because
of the kind and degree of imitation, of de-
ceptive illusion, implicit in their depiction.
In the theoretical literature that guided ar-
tistic thought and practice about 1800 noth-
ing was censured as severely as imitation
that faithfully copied particular objects—
“the mere imitation of individual ordinary
nature,” as James Barry put it scornfully—
and the kind of artist that pleased by the de-
ceptiveness of his painted illusions—Barry’s
“mere sordid mechanic, divested of intellec-
tual capacity;” or John Opie’s “petty kind of
imitative, monkey-talent””!”

To paint still life and to purposely prac-
tice deceptive imitation was therefore to dis-
regard, and even openly to defy, the weight
of orthodox artistic belief. It is not far-
fetched to think that Raphaelle Peale did
just that. His father before him had done
the same. Charles Willson Peale pursued a
policy so deliberately different from estab-
lished artistic belief, one so specially fla-
vored and so dynastic in its influence upon
his family (his brother James, his sons Rem-
brandt and particularly Raphaelle), that one
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21. James Peale, Fruit in a Basket, 1820-1825,.
Eric M. Wunsch
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22. Charles Willson Peale, The Peale Family, c. 1771~
1773 and 1808. The New-York Historical Society,
New York, Bryan Collection
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might almost call it Pealism. It was in his fa-
ther’s example, and more readily there than
in any other place, that Raphaelle would
have found precedents and permission for
the subject of still life, and more especially
for his still-life style.

In about 1772, shortly after he returned
from three years of study in London with
the American-born artist Benjamin West—
that is, at the commencement of his profes-
sional life—Charles Willson Peale painted a
group portrait of his family that included
the artist himself, his two brothers, two sis-
ters, wife and two children, mother, and the
children’s nurse (fig. 22).'* Although its sub-
ject was private, it was not a private paint-
ing; on the contrary, it was executed on a
public scale (on the order of five by seven
feet), and during the artist’s life it hung in
the public space of his painting room as a
specimen of his ability and as an exemplum
of his ideal of artistic and domestic felicity.
Prominently and almost centrally placed in
this exemplary image is a still life of fruit on
a plate. Fruit is a conventional symbol of
fertility and fecundity, and the still life
therefore pertains directly to the painting’s
domestic meaning."® But to locate still life
with such prominence in a painting that sys-
tematically represents the principal medi-
ums of art (painting, drawing, and sculp-
ture) and its principal subjects (allegory,
history, and portraiture) was to allow still
life an uncustomary status in the hierarchy
of art. Perhaps Peale gave it that position
because, if the twisted peel can be read as a
pun on the artist’s name and the still life,
consequently, as the painting’s signature
motif,'® it had for the artist himself some
special appeal.

No still lifes by Charles Willson Peale 23. Charles Willson Peale, Portrait of Raphaelle
survive, unless the still life in the back- Peale, c.1817. Private collection
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24. Charles Willson Peale, William Smith and His Grandson, 1788. The Virginia Museum of Fine Arts,
The Robert G. Cabell Il and Maude Morgan Cabell Foundation and the Glasgow Fund
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ground of his portrait of Raphaelle (fig. 23)
is a replica of one of his own compositions
instead of one by the sitter, as is usual by the
conventions of this type of portrait.'” We do
know that he painted, or thought of paint-
ing, still lifes. He remarked in letters to his
daughter Angelica that in 1808 he “contem-
plated” painting “some pieces of decep-
tions of still life” for the museum and in 1815
he “painted a piece of still life, a basket of
apples & pears on a round stand’'®
Whether or not he actually painted pure
still lifes, the still-life elements in his por-
traits are never perfunctory but consistently
executed with care, conspicuousness, and
frequency that suggest an affection for the
subject that he did not more openly indulge
(see figs. 22, 24, and 7). Charles Willson’s
interest in still life licensed Raphaelle
Peale to paint still life more tolerantly than
contemporary artistic practice or theory al-
lowed.!" More important, his example also
afforded Raphaelle a clear directive of style.
In most respects Charles Willson Peale
was a creature of his time, a man who in vir-
tually every aspect of his being and act of
his life—in his moral principles, religious
belief, faith in reason, and devotion to
science—embodied the principles of En-
lightenment thought. Yet no other artist of
his generation as willfully disobeyed its rul-
ing artistic beliefs. This was not a matter of
ignorance or provincial isolation. As a pupil
of Benjamin West, the one living artist who
most completely translated theoretical prin-
ciples into practice, Peale knew perfectly
well what those beliefs were and what they
required of an artist of high calling. But in
1772, a few years after his return and about
the time he painted The Peale Family, Peale
wrote his friend and patron John Beale
Bordley to this effect:



What little I do is by mear immitation of what is
before me. ... A good painter of either portrait
or History, must be well acquainted with the Gree-
sian and Roman statues to be able to draw them
at pleasure by memory, and to 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 a
variety of Characters to paint I must as Ram-
brandt did make these my Anticks and improve

myself as well as I can while I am provideing for

my support.?

Here, at the beginning of his career, Peale
dissented boldly from artistic authority. Au-
thority held as one of its principal canons
that knowledge of the sculpture of antiquity
“shortened the road,” as Reynolds put it, to
a perception of “perfect form’?! Peale, how-
ever, followed the example of Rembrandt in
the “immitation” of more ordinary models.
In doing so, he took as his artistic paradigm
the chief example of artistic error. If an art-
ist “takes individual nature just as he finds
it,” Reynolds said, “he is like Rembrandt,” or
as James Barry expressed it more pointedly,
“a mere vulgar and uninteresting Dutch
copyist.’?2 But Peale perversely saw nothing
wrong in copying (“mear immitation”) or
in finding his subjects in individual nature.
He confided to Bordley a year or two earlier,
“nature is the best Picture to Coppy, and I
do not regrett the loss of the Anticks. . . %3
About a decade later he proclaimed his
regard for imitation emblematically, as a
publicly avowed artistic principle. In the
elaborate scheme of historical and allegori-
cal subjects that Peale made as illuminated
transparencies for the public celebration of
the arrival of George Washington in Phila-
delphia in 1781 there were figurations of the
arts. Painting was described this way: “Paint-

ing has a pallet and pencils in one hand,
and the other supporting a picture; she
has a golden chain hanging from her neck,
with a medal, on which is [inscribed]
IMITATION. . . ’?* For Peale imitation was
quite literally painting’s defining attribute.

Imitation meant several things and took
several forms for Charles Willson Peale. It
meant representing the “characters” he had
before him instead of modeling them on
“Greesian and Roman statues.” It meant a
precise and finished style (“Nature is very
perfect, and a Juditious Painter cannot
finish too high,” he noted in his copy of
Pilkington’s Dictionary of Painters®). But in
its highest form it meant an illusion so con-
vincingly complete that it was capable of de-
ceiving the eye.

Peale pursued deceptive illusionism in
different ways. In 1785 he held an exhibition
of moving pictures inspired by the Eidophu-
sikon (“image of nature”) that Philip James
de Loutherbourg staged at the Drury Lane
Theater in London in the early 1780s. By
using moving pictures, colored light, and
sound, Peale depicted—*“with changeable ef-
fects, imitating nature in various move-
ments,” as he advertised it?*—such transient
conditions and effects as dawn and night-
fall, a rain storm with thunder and lightning
and rainbow, fire, and rushing and falling
water. A couple of years later a visitor to
Peale’s museum described another form of
illusionism that he experienced there with
startling effect: a waxwork imitation of
Peale himself “so perfectly a like” that it ap-
peared to him to be “absolutely alive” and in-
distinguishable from the original ?’

In a more orthodox medium than mov-
ing pictures or waxwork, Charles Willson
Peale made painted illusions that enacted
his conviction that “illusive likeness [was

39 CIKOVSKY



25. Charles Willson Peale,
The Staircase Group, 1795,
Philadelphia Museum of

Art, The George W. Elkins |

Collection

the] perfection of art’?® The most impor-
tant and most convincing of these was The
Staircase Group of 1795 (fig. 25). It depicts the
full-size figures of his sons Raphaelle, climb-
ing a flight of curving stairs and looking
back into the room he has just left, and
Titian, peering back at the viewer around
the door frame. To make the illusion more
compelling, Peale extended the painted
space into literal space by setting the canvas
into an actual door frame and adding a real
step at the bottom.

The Staircase Group was first exhibited in
the one and only exhibition of the Colum-
bianum, or American Academy of Painting,
Sculpture, Architecture, and Engraving,
which opened 22 May 1795. Largely the crea-
tion of Charles Willson Peale, the Colum-
bianum was the first serious attempt in
America to establish an academy of art
based on prototypes like the English Royal
Academy, but with a distinctly American
character, as its name declared. Its 1795 exhi-
bition was the first public art exhibition in
America, and The Staircase Group was
painted specifically for that occasion. It
served several purposes. One was to show
that Peale, having devoted himself for many
years to natural history, had not lost his ar-
tistic skill, his “remarkable faculty of depict-
ing visible objects faithfully on canvas,” as
it was put apropos of The Staircase Group.*
Another was to launch the artistic career of
his son, the twenty-one-year-old Raphaelle,
who was represented bodily in The Staircase
Group and by the second largest number of
paintings in the exhibition. Its higher, less
self-interested purpose was to be a demon-
stration of the power and purpose of paint-
ing, in the first exhibition of the first Amer-
ican academy of art, for the benefit of the
academy’s clientele of students, professional



artists, discerning amateurs, and prospec-
tive patrons.

Peale may have avowed his conception
of painting in such an ambitious and un-
ambiguous way not only to offer an aca-
demic demonstration of his theory of paint-
ing but to give that theory the force of
argument as well, in the public forum of
the Columbianum exhibition for which his
Staircase Group was expressly made. The
theory of artistic imitation promulgated in
The Staircase Group was, as he knew, diametri-
cally opposed to the theory of imitation that
ruled eighteenth- and early nineteenth-
century artistic thought. Sir Joshua Rey-
nolds gave the standard view of the matter
with unusual eloquence:

There are excellencies in the art of painting be-
yond what is commonly called the imitation of
nature. ... A mere copier of nature can never
produce any thing great; can never raise and en-
large the conceptions, or warm the heart of the
spectator.

The wish of the genuine painter must be
more extensive: instcad of endeavouring to
amuse mankind with the minute neatness of his
imitations, he must endeavour to improve them
by the grandeur of his ideas; instead of sceking
praise, by deceiving the superficial sense of the
spectator, he must strive for fame, by captivating
the imagination.

The principle now laid down, that the perfec-
tion of this art does not consist in mere imitation,
is far from being new or singular. It is, indeed,
supported by the general opinion of the enlight-
ened part of mankind. The poets, orators, and
rhetoricians of antiquity, are continually enforc-
ing this position; that all the arts receive their
perfection from an ideal beauty, superior to what
is to be found in individual nature.®

Against this theory of intellectual or con-
ceptual imitation—the imitation, that is,
of an ideal and general beauty formed in
the mind of the artist and addressed in

turn to the ideas and imagination of the
spectator—Peale argued by the fittingly vi-
sual example of The Staircase Group for an
art of perception that convincingly de-
scribed individual things and appealed
directly to the perception of the beholder
by the persuasiveness of their description.
The Staircase Group represented Charles
Willson Peale’s dissension from artistic or-
thodoxy in another way. “Intellectual dig-
nity,” Reynolds said, “ennobles the painter’s
art [and] lays the line between him and the
mere mechanic’®' The distinction between
manual and intellectual effort lay strategi-
cally at the heart of painting’s claim “to the
name of a Liberal Art. ... for as Reynolds
and many others believed, “the value and
rank of every art is in proportion to the
mental labour employed in it, or the mental
pleasure produced by it. As this principle is
observed or neglected, our profession be-
comes either a liberal art, or a mechanical
trade.”®? All paintings, of course, are made
“mechanically;” that is, by actual manual
work. But it was crucial to the argument for
the nobility and liberality of painting that
the stress be placed not on the sordid fact of
its mechanical execution but on the enno-
bling “mental labour” and “intellectual dig-
nity” of its conception. This was argued
verbally in theory. It was also argued visu-
ally. Reynolds only once depicted himself in
the act of painting, preferring instead to
represent himself in academic, that is, intel-
lectual, dress (fig. 26). And in John Trum-
bull’s early self-portrait the palette and
brushes that rest, untouched by the artist,
on William Hogarth’s Analysis of Beauty sym-
bolize Trumbull’s belief in the dependence
of practice on theory (fig. 27). Charles
Willson Peale’s view of the matter was very
different. In The Staircase Group the chief
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26. Sir Joshua Reynolds, Self Portrait, c. 1780. The
Royal Academy of Arts (left)

27. John Trumbull, Self Portrait, v7777. Museum of
Fine Arts, Boston, Bequest of George Nixon Black
(right)

figure (Raphaelle Peale), equipped with
palette, brushes, and maulstick, is undis-
guisedly a practicing (“mechanical”) artist.
In other artist portraits by Peale, as in his
later portrait of Raphaelle (fig. 23) and his
own great self-portrait (fig. 20, in which
there is also an illusionistic disregard for
the boundary separating real and pictorial
space), the stress again is on practice.

In Charles Willson Peale’s professional
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life, as summarized in his self-portrait,

art and science were mixed.* Painting,
zoology, and paleontology were all
represented in his museum, seen in the
painting’s distance, and his scientific (taxi-
dermic) instruments and painting tools are
given equal symbolic weight in its fore-
ground. But perhaps the relationship be-
tween art and science in Peale’s enterprise is
to be found not only in the fact that Peale



practiced both in something like equal mea-
sure, or that both occasionally intersected
in such projects as the backgrounds that he
painted for the habitat groups of the zoolog-
ical specimens in the museum. It may also
be that modern scientific method was the
truest model of Peale’s (modern) artistic
method. The major disciplines of modern
science-—astronomy, physics, mechanics,
chemistry, geology, geography, biology—had
been wrested from textual (theoretical) au-
thority descended from antiquity by direct,
inductive knowledge and empirical observa-
tion. Peale’s artistic discipline was similarly
grounded, not, as he put it, in the authority
of “Greesian and Roman statues,” but on
the “variety of Characters” he knew from
his own immediate experience. Perhaps
Peale dissented from classical art theory be-
cause it, like premodern science, depended
largely on authority based in antiquity; and
because it could not accommodate empiri-

cal observation and disdained exact descrip-

tion. Peale’s disengagement from ruling
theory—from what such theory held to be
true, and even from formal theory itself—
was, in other words, very like the disengage-
ment from authority that was crucial in the
development of modern scientific method,
just as his own artistic method shared in its
essential premise the empiricism of modern
science.

Peale said of his artistic method, “what
little I do is by mear immitation of what
is before me,” as if he practiced the exact
description of experience instead of
something better. But just as empirical
observation and the exact description of its
results were fundamental procedures of
modern scientific method (particularly in
the natural sciences, which most interested
Peale), so too they were part of modern ar-

tistic method. What the most openly revi-
sionary and innovatory—that is to say, most
modern—critiques of classical theory, such
as those by William Blake and William
Hazlitt, condemned in the strongest lan-
guage was its devaluation of imitation. They
focused on Reynolds’ Discourses—*‘consid-
ered as a text-book on the subject of art,”
Hazlitt said in 1814*'—and in particular, on
Reynolds’ theory of imitation. Reynolds be-
lieved that art should imitate general na-
ture, “the idea of that central [ideal] form
... from which every deviation is defor-
mity””*® About 1808, in his annotations to the
Discourses, Blake wrote without mincing
words, “To Generalize is to be an Idiot. To
Particularize is the Alone Distinction of
Merit. General Knowledges are those
Knowledges that Idiots possess.”*® Hazlitt
also took issue with what he considered Rey-
nolds’ belief “that the whole of art consists
in not imitating individual nature” For
Hazlitt, “The concrete, not the abstract, is
the object of painting,” because “it is not
very conceivable how, without the power of
copying nature as it is, there should be the
power of copying it as it ought to be’?” That
Reynolds’ notion of General Nature today
seems as chimerical and unworkably theo-
retical (Hazlitt called it “metaphysical”) as it
seemed to Blake and Hazlitt at the begin-
ning of the nineteenth century is a measure
of how much their belief in the representa-
tion of the particular and concrete came to
shape modern artistic thought.

It was Charles Willson Peale’s method,
too, and the chief artistic legacy to his
children.
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THE ONLY NOTICE TAKEN OF RAPHAELLE

Peale in the first history of American art,
William Dunlap’s History of the Rise and
Progress of the Arts of Design in the United
States, published in 1834, was a short com-
ment by his brother Rembrandt: “Raphael
was a painter of portraits in oil and minia-
ture, but excelled more in compositions of
still life. He may perhaps be considered the
first in point of time who adopted this
branch of painting in America. .. " De-

spite its brevity, it makes the very consid-
erable claim that Raphaelle Peale was
America’s first still-life painter. As far as we
can tell, that was true; Raphaelle Peale was
the first professionally committed still-life
painter in America. What is more, as Rem-
brandt could not see in the 1830s, Raphaelle
was not an isolated phenomenon but the fa-
ther of a long tradition of still-life painting
in America. It was from him, though it is not
certain by exactly what genealogical path,
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29. Raphaelle Peale, Still Life with Dried Fish
[A Herring], 1815. The Historical Society of

Pennsylvania

28. Detail of fig. 37 (opposite page)



go. William Michael Harnett, The Banker’s Table, 1877. The Metropolitan Museum
of Art, Elihu Root, Jr., Gift, 1956 (top)

31. John F. Peto, Cake, Lemon, Strawberries, and Glass, 18go. Collection of Mr. and
Mrs. Paul Mellon, Upperville, Virginia (bottom)
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that such later nineteenth-century Ameri-
can still-life painters as William Michael
Harnett and John F Peto (figs. 30, 31) surely
descended.?® What made this remarkable in-
novation possible? What precedents of ex-
ample or inheritance inspired it? What
conception of purpose guided it? What his-
torical conditions made it opportune?

One method—the ordinary art historical
method—of explaining Raphaelle Peale’s
accomplishment would be to attempt to lo-
cate its sources. Unfortunately, it is not pos-
sible to do that with any precision, because
we do not know what Raphaelle Peale saw of
other art. Still-life paintings could be seen
in Philadelphia, of course. Many were
shown in the exhibitions of the Pennsylva-
nia Academy of the Fine Arts beginning in
1811 when Raphaelle Peale was a regular ex-
hibitor, and judging from their titles and
artists, some could have been germane in
style and subject to Peale’s still lifes. The
fruit still lifes by the Dutch painters de
Heem and Kalf would have been; so would
the still lifes by the Spanish painter Juan
Sénchez Cotdn shown in the 1818 Academy
exhibition (fig. 32),** and the Fruit shown in
1811 that was said to be by Caravaggio but
was more likely of a type at one time often
attributed to him (fig. g3, for example).
Whatever Peale might have seen at the Acad-
emy, however, it could not have been sem-
inally formative. The completely practiced
compositional refinement and illusionistic
sophistication of his own still lifes painted
at the time of these exhibitions indicates an
established, wholly confident maturity that
no experiences of other art could by then
seriously affect.

There are nevertheless echoes of other
art in Raphaelle Peale’s. The still lifes he ex-
hibited in Academy exhibitions were invari-



ably compared to Dutch and Flemish still
lifes.*! Netherlandish still lifes were, if only
because of their abundance, by far the most
available, authoritative, indeed virtually in-
escapable instructional example for a still-
life painter. Even without knowing what in
particular Raphaelle Peale could have seen
of Netherlandish still life, it was surely
within that tradition, probably at some time
in the 1790s, that he found the stylistic
models that influenced him (perhaps
through the agency of his father, who in-
voked Rembrandt as his own artistic exem-
plar*?). Apart from whatever influence it
had on his style, Dutch still life would also
have held an aptness of meaning for an
American painter like Raphaelle Peale—
working at a time of high national con-
sciousness and democratic feeling—because
of the political and social pertinence of its
associations with republican government
and middle-class culture.

If the syntactics, the formal order, of
Peale’s still lifes was in some manner shaped
by the influence of things he saw, like Dutch
still lifes, their grammar, the deeper theoret-
ical rules of their artistic language and the
principles of their artistic purpose, had a
more direct source in the work of his father,
Charles Willson Peale. There, more than in
any outside influence, Raphaelle Peale
found ratification in practice and in prin-
ciple for still-life painting and for illusionis-
tic imitation. The subject of still life and its
matching style, therefore, were both for
Raphaelle Peale more hereditary than
acquired.

Illusionism was to some extent the inher-
itance of all of Charles Willson Peale’s artis-
tic progeny: it was the essential element in
Rembrandt’s “port-hole” portraits of
George Washington, with their painted illu-

32. Juan Sdnchez Cotdn, Quince, Cabbage, Melon, and Cucumber, c.1602. San Diego
Museum of Art, Purchased for the Museum by the Misses Anne R. and Amy
Putnam, 1945 (top)

33. Follower of Caravaggio, Still Life, 1573-1610. National Gallery of Art,
Washington, Samuel H. Kress Collection (bottom)
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34. Rembrandt Peale, George Washington, Patriae
Pater, c.1824. Courtesy of the Pennsylvania
Academy of the Fine Arts, Philadelphia, Bequest of
Mrs. Sarah Harrison (The Joseph Harrison, Jr.,
Collection)

35. Margaretta Angelica Peale, Catalogue of
the Peale Museum, 1813. James Ogelsby Peale
Collection (from American Art Journal18,
no. 2 [1986]: g)

sions of internal masonry frames (fig. 34).4
But Raphaelle Peale was almost literally im-
plicated in illusionism as the chief actor in
one of the most ambitious trompe I'oeil de-
ceptions, his father’s Staircase Group (fig. 25),
and the belief that illusionism constituted
the highest form of painting pervaded all of
Raphaelle’s own work. In the 1812 Academy
exhibition he showed a Catalogue for the Use
of the Room. A Deception, which probably re-
sembled his cousin Margaretta Angelica
Peale’s Catalogue of the Peale Museum (fig. 35).
His Still Life—A Catalogue and Papers Filed,
painted in 1813, was exhibited at the Acad-
emy a number of times. And his only surviv-
ing deception, Venus Rising from the Sea—A
Deception, was exhibited at the Academy in
1822 and probably corresponds to the paint-
ing long known as After the Bath (fig. 7).4
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(Venus Rising from the Sea, in which an en-
graving of Venus after a painting by James
Barry is covered by a cloth, may also indi-
cate what the 1795 Covered Painting looked
like.*®) In fact, Raphaelle Peale’s work com-
prises the full spectrum of imitation, from
physiognotrace silhouettes made by me-
chanically tracing the sitter’s features (re-
enacting by mechanical means the myth of
the mimetic origin of art [fig. 46]) to three-
dimensional waxwork figures.

Raphaelle Peale’s still lifes are over-
whelmingly food still lifes (rather than
flowers or dead animals), and they depict
such things as temptingly opened water-
melons, berries, peeled fruit, raisins, cakes,
glasses of wine, or crumbled cheese. Like
most still lifes, they have sensuous appeal.
They are not, however, about actual eating,
or the sheer, unabashed enjoyment of food
and drink; on that plane their allure is very
much less than Dutch still lifes that depict
the remnants of meals already consumed,
for example, or freshly opened oysters,

$6. Joseph Wright of Derby, The Corinthian Maid,
1783-1784. National Gallery of Art, Washington,
Paul Mellon Collection



37. Raphaelle Peale, Venus Rising from the Sea—
A Deception [After the Bath],1822? The Nelson-
Atkins Museum of Art, Kansas City, Missouri
(Nelson Fund)
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38. Willem Claesz. Heda, Still Life,1656. The
Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, Gift of Mr. and
Mrs. Raymond H. Goodrich

sliced hams, and cut pies, that, sometimes
with almost erotic seductiveness, await to be
eaten (fig. 38). Raphaelle Peale’s still lifes—
in the impeccably careful, sensitively bal-
anced, and measured placement of their
objects and the geometric purity of their
form—are almost more metaphysical than
physical. In that respect they have some-
thing of the stringency and austerity of
seventeenth-century Spanish still lifes such
as those particularly by Zurbaran, van der
Hamen, and Sdnchez Cotan, two of which
(see fig. 32) we know were exhibited at the
Pennsylvania Academy in 1818.

A refined abstract or formal sensibility
is unquestionably at work in Raphaelle
Peale’s still lifes. That makes them especially
attractive to twentieth-century viewers. It
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may also have something to do with an es-
sential property of still life as it was under-
stood in the seventeenth century. At that
time the Dutch word stilleven, from which
the English word derives, apparently meant
not only “still life” but “still model;” that is,
a fixed arrangement of objects made for the
artificial purposes of art.* In other words,
an inherently formal attitude toward the
subject was present in the original meaning
of still life, one in which the value of the ob-
jects depicted lay in their function as
models—in their visual properties of shape,
color, and texture—as much as it did in
their appeal as things—their sensuousness
or edibility. Raphaelle Peale’s attentiveness
to formal arrangement, therefore, is to some
extent historically intrinsic to modern still
life and not the result wholly of his innate
aesthetic sensibility. In this sense, Rem-
brandt Peale’s observation that Raphaelle
excelled in “compositions [emphasis added]
of still lifes” perhaps receives more exact
meaning.

Still life is in many ways a private sub-
Ject. Still lifes depict ordinary objects of per-
sonal use and private occasions like meals;
they were made for an artist’s own pleasure
and diversion more often than were public
subjects such as portraits, landscape, or his-
tory; and they were intended most often,
too, for private rather than public places.
Raphaelle Peale’s still lifes were in all of
these respects thoroughly private: he obvi-
ously found more gratification in still lifes
than in any other subject; his paintings are
all scaled to domestic space; and objects
that recur in them—decanters and wine
glasses, cream pitcher, handled pot (figs. 2,
39, 40, 41, and 53)—were clearly, by the very
fact of their recurrence, parts of his or his
family’s domestic life.



39. Raphaelle Peale, Still Life with Strawberries and

Ostrich Egg Cup, 1814. Private collection
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40. Raphaelle Peale, Lemons and Sugar, c.1822.
Courtesy of the Reading Public Museum and Art
Gallery
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41. Raphaelle Peale, Still Life with Wild Strawberries,
1822. The Art Institute of Chicago, Lent by Jamee
and Marshall Field
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42. Raphaelle Peale, Still Life with Raisin Cake, 1813.
Private collection

That said, Raphaelle Peale’s still lifes
were not private paintings made only for
his own use and pleasure. He painted them
for public exhibition, and he sold and
traded them when he could. More impor-
tant, as difficult as it might be to believe it
of paintings of such delicacy and reticence
or of an artist of such apparently modest
ambition, they seem to have addressed the
artistic issues of their time more intelli-
gently, subtly, and—certainly in terms of
their quality—more successfully than did
the work of any of his contemporaries.

The most vexing issue that every serious
American artist faced in the fifty years sur-
rounding the turn of the eighteenth century
was, generally speaking, nationality. Few his-
torical precedents gave guidance to what
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kind of art it was possible for, or incumbent
upon, an American artist to make in the cir-
cumstances of republican government and
democratic society. What subjects were most
appropriate? What audience should art
address, and by what language or on what
plane of style ought that address to be
made? What class or form of patronage
should support it? As